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Chapter 8*

Foreign Language Course Grades as Prerequisites 
and Programmatic Gatekeepers

Alan Victor Brown, University of Kentucky

Introduction
In recent years, scholars in foreign language (FL) education (Bernhardt, 2006; 
Byrnes 2008; Norris, 2006) have stressed the need for educators and adminis-
trators to engage in meaningful and useful program evaluation to avoid being 
relegated as irrelevant components of the academy and to better communicate 
what their students are learning in class. While effective instruction and learn-
ing may be taking place in FL classrooms, Norris argues that those efforts may 
be undermined by deficiencies in the assessments we conduct and the way in 
which we communicate their results. Stakeholders at all levels are eager to know 
how effective classroom instruction is in producing valuable student learning 
outcomes reflective of curriculum-specific achievement as well as classroom-in-
dependent proficiency, where proficiency refers to “language performance … in 
real-life situations” rather than “acquisition of various specific aspects of course 
and curriculum content” (Swender, 1999, p. 2). In short, FL educators and pro-
grams must demonstrate accountability in their use of course grades, not only 
to their students but also to other stakeholders such as parents, university ad-
ministrators, and state legislators. These calls for increased accountability in FL 
education seemingly foreshadowed the Modern Language Association committee’s 
recent appeal for deep and transformative curricular change at the postsecondary 
level to facilitate students’ acquisition of translingual and transcultural compe-
tence (MLA Ad Hoc Committee on Foreign Languages, 2007). Notwithstanding 
pleas for local educational autonomy, educators must find ways to clearly report 
on how their classroom efforts translate into concrete student learning gains, and 
to do so in ways that are interpretable by all stakeholders.

However, it is no small task to evaluate the effectiveness of a course or a par-
ticular instructor, much less an entire program, at facilitating the acquisition of 
something as complex as communicative competence, not to mention nonlin-
guistic constructs that may reflect institutional and societal values such as work 
ethic and responsibility. Furthermore, most reporting of postsecondary student 
learning is narrowed down to a composite score based on a 4-point, letter-grade 

* I am deeply indebted to Adriana Rivera Vargas, who spent countless hours meticulously combing 
through online course catalogues to code hundreds of course prerequisites. ¡Millones de gracias!
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scale, which some find minimally reflective of “students’ overall performance” 
(Liskin-Gasparro, 1995, p. 25). Although the interpretation of FL course grades 
remains fraught with difficulties, they continue to be used in making high-stakes 
decisions related to program admission and advancement, the awarding of schol-
arships, and even employability. Satisfactory answers to the long-standing and be-
fuddling question, What does an “A” (or “B,” etc.) mean in a given class at a given 
university?, remain elusive. The issue is further complicated by the ubiquitous 
and long-standing imposition of minimum course grade requirements as prereq-
uisites within undergraduate collegiate FL programs in the United States.

In many instances of educational reform, full accountability can be dif-
ficult to achieve without adequate and forward-looking innovation. The case of 
course grades presents no exception. Nevertheless, innovation can do more harm 
than good when not rooted in principled data collection and analysis and cor-
responding evidence-based discussions. In an attempt to initiate an empirically 
based discussion on the composition and interpretability of course grades and 
their utility as prerequisites, this chapter reports on an analysis of grade-based 
course prerequisites at research universities (Study 1) and a case study of one 
institution (Study 2). Study 1 presents a descriptive analysis of course grade 
prerequisites as published online in undergraduate course catalogues for Span-
ish programs at all 73 research-intensive public institutions of higher education 
in the United States, as classified by the Carnegie Foundation. The quantitative 
analysis includes descriptive statistics on the use of grade-based prerequisites, 
while the qualitative analysis examines the language and logic used in specify-
ing these prerequisites. Following this analysis, Study 2 presents a case study 
of one of the 73 undergraduate Spanish programs in which students’ grades 
in two mandatory pre-major courses serve as programmatic gatekeepers for 
access to the major’s only required core course, a rather high-stakes situation 
for aspiring majors. I conclude with preliminary recommendations regarding  
(1) principles to guide course grade composition so as to maximize its inferential 
potential both within and beyond a particular institution and (2) ways to provide 
some degree of validation for course prerequisites. While the task of unpacking 
course grades and course prerequisites may be formidable, sociopolitical, eco-
nomic, and even intellectual exigencies prohibit language program directors and 
scholars from postponing it any further.

Review of the Literature
The paucity of research of any type, for example, quasi-experimental, correlational, 
or descriptive, within FL teaching that focuses on final course grades at the postsec-
ondary level, reflects the complexity such an undertaking represents. Studies have 
been devoted to determining the correlation between the level of university study 
and ACTFL-based measures of proficiency (e.g., Thompson, 1996; Tschirner, 1993, 
1996), but the relationship between grades and language proficiency—a construct 
itself under debate—in the domestic FL context seems to have eluded any system-
atic scrutiny. Moreover, questions concerning how best to report language learn-
ing at the classroom level, which elements of classroom achievement to include in 
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grades and at what proportions, and the utility of course grade prerequisites, remain 
understudied. Not surprisingly, a recent Perspectives (Tarone, 2013) discussion  
in the Modern Language Journal addresses the frequent disconnect between pre-
service L2 instructors’ stellar academic achievement and their subpar performance 
on interactive, spontaneous, and standardized assessments of oral and written pro-
ficiency.1 While this review of literature cannot address the myriad issues related to 
final course grades, I have chosen three that appear to be relevant to the two studies 
described in this chapter: teaching for proficiency and achievement, course grade 
composition and reporting, and course prerequisites and program articulation.

Teaching for Proficiency and Achievement
With the perceived failure of audiolingualism to develop functional proficiency 
in classroom learners and the acceptance of communicative competence as a 
relevant construct for classroom learning, FL pedagogy began shifting toward 
communicative language teaching—an approach whose principal goal focuses 
on empowering students to effectively communicate meaningful, contextualized, 
and pragmatically sensitive messages, orally or in writing, via the FL. After the 
American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) adapted the 
Interagency Language Roundtable’s oral proficiency interview and scale to aca-
demic contexts, teaching for proficiency became the goal of many programs 
worldwide. ACTFL’s (1986) oral proficiency interview and proficiency guidelines 
became the bedrock of the proficiency movement, exerting tremendous influence 
on curriculum design, teaching methods, and assessment practices at all levels.

While proficiency-oriented instruction and communicative language teaching 
have been the preferred pedagogical focus in classrooms across the world for many 
years, the issue of assessment and grade reporting has become difficult to recon-
cile with the realities of the secondary and postsecondary FL context for several 
reasons. First, in spite of the ubiquitous use of terms such as language proficiency, 
student learning outcomes, academic achievement, and prochievement— 
a neologism combining proficiency and achievement—parsing the semantic 
and functional relationship between them seems difficult to achieve within the 
context of the FL classroom, given conceptual overlap. The construct of real-
world, global language proficiency is not tied to a specific textbook or syllabus, 
but rather to a more general domain of language use, even when delimited by 
a specific context or task type. As such, it may influence students’ achievement 
of classroom-based learning objectives in a (FL) class, even in the case of a sim-
ple fill-in-the-blank vocabulary quiz using items taken straight from the book. 
However, it would seem that certain activity and item types produce achievement 
scores that reflect greater “interactiveness”—using Bachman and Palmer’s (1996, 
p. 25) term—with proficiencies relevant to nonclassroom uses than others. Not-
withstanding the coinage of the term prochievement, it may still be difficult for 

1 However, the national accrediting body for teacher education, NCATE, recently has begun to address 
the negative impact of grade inflation on preservice teacher assessment, particularly in certain 
Spanish licensure and certification programs.
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many FL instructors to separate clearly the construct of academic achievement 
from proficiency, assuming there is a difference, vis-à-vis the activities and assess-
ments that constitute a final course grade. Second, to achieve reliable ratings of 
language production, valid proficiency testing requires resources many programs 
do not have, including useful and validated scales and accompanying descriptors. 
Third, for some students, instructional efforts may not result in meaningful profi-
ciency gains on standardized scales such as the ACTFL scale over a limited period 
of time when little-to-no exposure to the FL occurs outside the classroom.

Course Grade Composition and Reporting
At the microlevel, many scholars have taken up the issue of how to design useful 
and reliable assessment instruments (Bachman & Palmer, 1996, 2010; Brown & 
Abeywickrama, 2010; Hughes, 2003; Liskin-Gasparro, 1995). To a lesser extent, 
macro-issues such as program evaluation have been addressed as well (Alderson &  
Beretta, 1992; Lynch, 1996; Norris, Davis, Sinicrope, & Watanabe, 2009). Much 
less attention appears to have been paid in the liminal space between these two 
levels, where various instruments administered during the course of one inclusive 
instructional sequence converge to generate a final course grade that is, ideally, 
meaningful in regard to course-related achievement and real-world proficiency. 
The usefulness of this composite score, of sorts, remains somewhat suspect inso-
far as its ability to facilitate valid inferences regarding certain aspects of language 
competence and the likelihood of a student’s performance in subsequent courses, 
or as a future instructor (Fischer, 2013; Liskin-Gasparro, 1995). Fischer summa-
rizes the issue by stating, “No, excellent grades in a world language class do not 
necessarily reflect acceptably high levels of proficiency” (p. 546). Such a declara-
tion evokes the question, Why not?

While little has been written within the field of L2 teaching on grades, schol-
ars in general education have taken up this issue, conceding that grading and 
grade reporting represent a “murky, disagreement-fraught quagmire” (Guskey & 
Bailey, 2001, p. 1) or even “the elephant in the classroom” (Walvoord & Anderson, 
2010, p. 1). Guskey and colleagues have argued convincingly that (1) the issue 
of grades and grading practices must be addressed regardless of its complexity;  
(2) in many cases, current grading systems, scales, and practices are deficient and 
require significant reform; and (3) educators must agree on the extent to which 
they are interested in the products of classroom learning, the processes students 
engage in to generate those products, the amount of progress students make 
over the course of the instructional sequence, or all three and at what percentage 
(Guskey, 2006, 2009; Guskey & Bailey, 2001). In addition, Guskey (2003, 2006) 
points out that the perceived problem of grade inflation does not necessarily stem 
from the fact that educators are giving higher grades than before, but even more 
fundamentally, that we are not quite sure what those grades mean. This seems to 
be particularly true for postsecondary FL course grades, given the complexities 
and difficulties in defining communicative competence and in measuring mean-
ingful proficiency gains in instructional contexts over a short period of time.
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Further complicating the issue is the relationship between final course grades 
and the notion of formative and summative assessment, the former referring to 
assessments completed during the course of instruction to facilitate learning, 
the latter targeting the final achievement of learning outcomes generally given 
at the end of an instructional sequence (Suskie, 2009). In summary, formative as-
sessment (e.g., tests, homework, quizzes) seems to serve a range of functions by  
(1) gauging current levels of learning or ability, (2) determining the degree of en-
gagement in preferred learning processes, (3) allowing for comparisons to speci-
fied targets as a sort of diagnostic measure, and (4) informing future instructional 
decisions. In most postsecondary FL classrooms, final course grades do not simply 
reflect a student’s performance on one singular, summative assessment but rather 
represent a combination of formative and summative assessments of various types 
based on learning objectives. As mentioned previously, the final course grade is a 
composite score bringing together diverse assessments with multiple functions, 
each contributing mathematically to the computation of the final grade. The 
weight given to each component of a final grade can be difficult to determine as it 
reveals sometimes conflicting instructional and evaluative values, namely, learn-
ing products, processes, progress, or some combination of the three.

Walvoord and Anderson (2010), Guskey and Bailey (2001), and Gronlund and 
Waugh (2009) offer up several proposals to ensure interpretable grades and useful 
grading practices that raise interesting questions for FL classrooms. Walvoord and 
Anderson encourage educators to embrace grades and the grading process, advo-
cating for an “assignment centered” (p. 7) approach to course planning by which 
grades and grading practices serve as the driving force behind well-designed and 
well-delivered courses. Guskey and Bailey recognize the difficulty in assigning 
one grade to all three facets of learning. These three facets of learning include  
(1) process, which describes work habits, study skills, and participation; (2) prod-
uct, which includes achievement and test performance; and (3) progress, which 
consists of the amount of learning achieved during an instructional sequence. 
Guskey and Bailey make a very strong argument in favor of the use of two or more 
grades for a given course to allow for differentiation between process and prod-
uct and/or progress and product. Gronlund and Waugh recognize the pervasive 
use of the 4-point letter grade system and problematize the use of improvement, 
aptitude, and effort in assigning course grades, arguing that such an approach 
“contaminates the grades and distorts their meaning as indicators of student 
achievement” (p. 196). They further argue that any nonlearning issues such as 
tardiness, effort, or behavior should not impact a student’s grade, though societal 
and institutional mores seem to require it.

While these scholars’ recommendations for classroom grading practices help 
frame the debate, the unique nature of instructed FL learning requires further 
research and discussion. What appear to be lacking in the field of second language 
and FL classroom pedagogy and assessment at the collegiate level are not pre-
scriptions for constructing useful assessment instruments, but rather empirically 
based guidelines for deriving meaningful FL grades at each stage of an academic 
program, given a specific set of programmatic goals. For example, while we know 
that pushed output, interpersonal interaction, and negotiation of meaning are key 
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to second language learning (Mackey, 1999), in which classes and at what percent-
age should participation figure in the final course grade and how should it be 
operationalized and evaluated day to day in a lower-level four-skills course as com-
pared to a senior-year course in literary or linguistic analysis? Is it inappropriate 
for a student with markedly low oral and written proficiency to receive a low B in 
a basic, four-skills course due to active participation and diligence with homework 
completion? Finally, are answers to these questions so idiosyncratic and context 
specific as to render efforts to identify generalizable principles of grade composi-
tion useless? These issues seem to be brought only further into focus when course 
grade prerequisites, such as at least a C or better, are imposed on students desir-
ing to advance in an academic degree program.

Course Prerequisites and Program Articulation
FL program articulation has been the subject of much discussion among schol-
ars in applied linguistics (Lange, 1997; Byrnes, 1998, 2001), with entire volumes 
dedicated to the identification and definition of a wide range of articulation issues 
(see Lally, 2001; Barrette & Paesani, 2004). Lange (1982) defines such fundamen-
tal concepts as horizontal articulation or lateral uniformity across courses of the 
same level and type within a program, and vertical articulation, which refers to 
the continuity of the program from beginning to end. Paesani and Barrette (2004) 
outline a complex, three-dimensional model of program articulation that aims to 
properly situate the language program director among a multitude of influential 
factors such as faculty traits, institutional culture, and student characteristics, 
among others. Byrnes (2001) argues that the key to productive curriculum design 
and articulation efforts is a deeper, more up-to-date, understanding of classroom 
language learning. Nevertheless, little attention has been given to the primary 
mechanism used for vertical, program-internal articulation, namely, course pre-
requisites. The effectiveness of course prerequisites has been the topic of some 
scholarly research, but mostly from other disciplines. Indeed, there exists surpris-
ingly little research to empirically and systematically validate the usefulness of 
FL course prerequisites or to provide principled guidelines for best practices. In 
a recent study, Kondo-Brown (2013) cites Clark and Ishida’s (2005) research re-
lated to prerequisites demonstrating that, in general, placed students have higher 
proficiency levels than promoted students. This finding could be an indication 
that course prerequisites, placement procedures, or both may not have functioned 
properly. She calls for greater attention to articulation efforts but does not com-
ment on how course prerequisites and course grades can, or should, impact those 
efforts.

Presumably, prerequisites are attached to certain courses to ensure that stu-
dents have developed the appropriate cultural and linguistic knowledge and have 
acquired the necessary level of proficiency to make the content and skills of the 
target course more accessible to them. From the student’s perspective, the pre-
requisite empowers, as it ensures that learners are equipped with the proper tools 
to confront a course’s particular content (e.g., linguistics, literature, culture) and 
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accompanying pedagogy (e.g., classroom methods and task types). For instructors, 
prerequisites can, ostensibly, be an efficient evaluative mechanism that prevents 
them from personally examining incoming students’ minimum levels of mastery 
of desired competencies and content knowledge. This, in turn, should preclude the 
alteration of content coverage and/or classroom pedagogy for a subset of students 
in the class. Smooth vertical articulation between levels helps avoid the alteration 
of higher-level courses’ content and objectives, thus ensuring that programmatic 
learning outcomes remain within the reach of each cohort of students by the time 
they complete the program of study.

The burden placed on prerequisites to adequately predict preparation for and 
performance in a course is at once reduced and complicated by the inclusion of 
students’ final grades in the prerequisite. The fact that a student passed a class 
with a D, or even a C, or higher does not give much indication of which outcomes 
were mastered and which were left deficient, especially if a significant amount of 
time has lapsed since the grade was earned. Presumably, the inclusion of mini-
mum course grades enables the prerequisite to be more discriminatory and a 
sharper instrument in predicting success in the target course. Ironically, curricu-
lum designers who impose course grade prerequisites to address student readiness 
for a course have not necessarily solved the predictive problem, but rather have 
simply shifted it from the selection of the course prerequisite (i.e., which course 
best prepares students?) to the selection of the level of achievement (i.e., which 
grade best reflects adequate preparation?). The assumption is that the letter grade 
has been derived from classroom-based assessment tasks in such a way to suffi-
ciently reflect the skills and knowledge needed for success in the following course. 
The situation within many Spanish FL programs in the United States is made even 
more complex, as students’ proficiency profiles upon entrance, pathways of acqui-
sition prior to entrance, and degree of ongoing exposure to the language are be-
coming increasingly diverse with greater numbers of heritage speakers enrolling 
in traditional FL classes and greater numbers of nonheritage students entering 
college with higher levels of Spanish proficiency.

Study 1
Method
A first step in better understanding FL course grade prerequisites is to examine 
their current use by a cross-section of educational institutions. To this end, a 
detailed descriptive analysis was conducted of course grade prerequisites within 
undergraduate Spanish programs from all 73 public institutions classified by the 
Carnegie Foundation as “research intensive” (see the appendix for institution 
names). The use of a specific institution type provides coherence and a degree of 
homogeneity to the target group of 73 schools and reflects the type of university 
from which the data were collected for Study 2, presented in the next section. 
The data for this study came strictly from publicly accessible, online undergradu-
ate Spanish program catalogues and university bulletins. When undertaking 
the analysis of online course catalogues, the decision was made to not request 
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additional information from office staff or departmental administrators to clarify 
electronically published course prerequisites. In only a few cases were institu-
tions contacted by email or phone; however, no questions were asked about how 
course prerequisites were implemented, only where course descriptions could be 
accessed online.2 A strict textual analysis of the course prerequisites was followed 
to ensure procedural consistency and to avoid potentially disparate, or anecdotal 
and subjective, accounts of course prerequisite implementation within the same 
institution. While it is important to highlight the inability of this descriptive 
textual analysis to identify the existence of unpublished departmental policies 
regarding prerequisites or to determine the extent the course prerequisites are 
actually followed, these official course descriptions were likely properly vetted and 
approved via university and departmental channels.

As this research focused on academic achievement vis-à-vis course grades, 
prerequisites that alluded to students’ performance on single assessment 
instruments such as placement exams or other tests were considered beyond the 
scope of this study and thus not included in the analysis. A graduate research 
assistant3 first coded each school for the presence of a grade-based prerequisite 
in the undergraduate course offerings and then coded each course according to 
the type of grade-based prerequisite. These codes included (1) course letter grade, 
(2) cumulative GPA, (3) Spanish GPA, or (4) any combination of the three. Addi-
tional codes were assigned to each prerequisite to reflect the level of achievement 
required, that is, letter grade and numerical GPA. The statistical analyses con-
ducted were strictly descriptive in nature, with percentages derived from the raw 
data. To avoid inaccurate inferences, we made no attempt to code for course level, 
as course numbering conventions vary among institutions. The qualitative analy-
sis examined the language describing the prerequisites and focused on its clarity, 
logic, and interpretability as well as any common or unique verbiage.

Descriptive Statistics
Just over half (38/73 = 52%) of the institutions had incorporated a grade prerequi-
site in their curriculum, and of those 38 schools, 15 imposed the grade-based pre-
requisites on 15% or more of their courses (see Figure 8.1). Only 7 of 38 schools 
imposed the prerequisite on more than 32% of their courses. The most common 
type of grade-based prerequisite was an individual course grade, which accounted 
for over 90% of all prerequisite types (see Figure 8.2). The level of achievement 
most often required was a C (73%), with the highest level reaching the A range 
(see Figure 8.3). When a minimum cumulative GPA was required, it was nearly 
always (96.2%) within the 3.0–3.49 range, while a higher bar was set for Spanish 
GPA with the 3.50–4.00 range being used most frequently (55.6%) (see Figure 8.4).

2 Two schools, in particular, appeared to have grade-based prerequisites, but due to typographical 
and formatting errors, the actual letter grade was not detectable, and thus these schools were coded 
as 0 for having grade-based prerequisites. Another university’s online catalogue had similar issues. 
Although the university overall was coded 1, courses with undetectable levels of achievement were 
coded 0. 
3 The research assistant consulted the principal investigator when questions arose regarding coding.
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(1) How many schools included at least one grade-based prerequisite in the 
undergraduate curriculum?

(2) Among all courses with grade-based prerequisites, how many required (a) 
individual course letter grade, (b) cumulative GPA, (c) major (Spanish) GPA, (d) 
individual course letter grade and cumulative or Spanish GPA, and (e) Spanish 
and cumulative GPA?

(3) What was the minimum level of achievement required?
(4) Among schools with grade-based prerequisites, what percentage of their 

total undergraduate course offerings included them?

Yes No

Figure 8.1 Percentage of Schools with Undergraduate Grade-Based 
Prerequisite (Yes = 38/73 [52%]).
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Figure 8.2 Type of Grade-Based Prerequisite by Percentage ((a) 323/354 
[91.2%]; (b) 5/354 [1.4%]; (c) 4/354 [1.1%]; (d) 18/354 [5.1%]; (e) 4/354 
[1.1%]).
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Qualitative Analysis
For the qualitative analysis, our aim was to analyze the nature of the language 
and language formulas used to identify the articulation of course grade prerequi-
sites. We also were interested in the degree of specificity of qualifying phrases. The 
language used to specify grade-based prerequisites generally followed some varia-
tion of the pattern “COURSE PREFIX + COURSE # with B/C or better/higher”  
or “COURSE PREFIX + COURSE # at least a (minimum) grade of C/D.” The grade 
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A (1/2) B (1/2) C (1/2) D (1/2)

Figure 8.3 Letter Grade Required by Percentage ((a) Letter grade:  
A (+/–) = 6/350 [1.7%]; B (+/–) = 38/350 [10.9%]; C (+/–) = 258/350 
[73.7%]; D (+/–) = 48/350 [13.7%]. (b) Cumulative GPA: 4.00–3.50 = 1/26 
[3.8%]; 3.49–3.00 = 25/26 [96.2%]; 2.99–2.50 = 0/26. (c) Major GPA:  
4.00–3.50 = 5/9 [55.6%]; 3.49–3.00 = 4/9 [44.4%]; 2.99–2.50 = 0/9 (0%)].

Figure 8.4 Number of Universities with Respective Percentage of Grade-
Based Prerequisites (.008–10.7% = 23/38 [60.5%]; 15.4–28.6% = 8/38 
[21.1%]; 32.9–56.9% = 5/38 [13.2%]; 75.6–100% = 2/38 [5.3%]).
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stipulation was often accompanied by the phrase “or equivalent” and in one case 
the phrase “or equivalent proficiency” was used. Another common tactic was to 
include “or permission of instructor,” although the conjunction and was also used 
implying that the instructor’s consent had to be obtained in addition to the mini-
mum grade. For one course, the prerequisite specifically clarified the instructor’s 
evaluative role: “with minimum grade of C, or equivalent linguistic knowledge as 
determined by instructor.”

In several cases, temporal limits were imposed on the course prerequisite 
stipulating (1) a minimum amount of time lapse, presumably to ensure the 
student’s ability was not too high, such as “more than one calendar year ago”; 
(2) a maximum amount of elapsed time, to apparently reduce the impact of 
attrition, such as “with a minimum grade of C– in twelve months prior”; and 
(3) a time frame within which the student had maintained a certain level of 
academic achievement, such as “3.0 GPA for preceding three quarters.” The 
issue of timing arose in a slightly different way with one program that out-
lined not only prerequisites but also co-requisites, a reference to concurrent 
enrollment.

When exclusionary criteria were cited via negatively worded language such 
as “Not open to …,” it was generally to keep out higher-level students, defined  
vis-à-vis either coursework or native or heritage speaker status, presumably an 
index of proficiency.

Discussion
The data demonstrate that grade-based prerequisites are used by just over half 
(52%) of these institutions, with the underlying assumption being that stu-
dents’ course grades carry some degree of predictive power in anticipating their 
success—however that may be defined—in subsequent courses. Nevertheless, 
schools that do include grade-based prerequisites do so sparingly, with most 
(60.5%) of them using grades as prerequisites for only 11% or less of their un-
dergraduate course offerings. This finding is difficult to interpret but does seem 
to indicate some degree of hesitancy regarding the predictive validity of course 
grades.

At times the prerequisites demonstrated clear language and logic, indicating 
the prerequisite course and the minimum grade, while other phraseology was un-
clear, as with the attachment of “or equivalent” and “or equivalent proficiency” 
to a course letter grade. Similarly, some of the prerequisites seemed to convey 
doubt as to their discriminative power by including the oft-used “or permission of 
instructor,” which was most likely a less desirable and more labor-intensive option 
than the use of the course grade prerequisite. Five percent of courses with grade-
based prerequisites also included a cumulative or Spanish GPA. The mere use of 
grade-based prerequisites tacitly recognizes the validity of certain principles and 
theories of SLA such as attrition, processability/teachability, and Krashen’s Input 
Hypothesis, which states that learners should be exposed only to language slightly 
beyond their level, i + 1, rather than significantly beyond it, i + 2 or i + 3. How-
ever, in some cases, differential pathways of acquisition and proficiency types are 
not recognized, particularly where heritage language learners are grouped with 
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traditional, nonheritage learners when stipulating exclusionary criteria. As men-
tioned previously, what these course descriptions do not reveal is whether they 
have any empirical backing or whether they are based in intuition and anecdote. 
Study 2 attempts to provide such an evidence-based approach to the study of L2 
grade prerequisites.

Study 2
Programmatic Case Study of Grade Prerequisites
Study 2 explored the usefulness of grade-based prerequisites by examining the 
relationship between course grades and language proficiency on measures ex-
ternal to the classroom. The assumption is that global proficiency is key to 
success in nearly any modern language course where the L2 is the medium of 
instruction and student production. For this purpose, two key courses, Spanish 
210: Spanish Grammar and Syntax and Spanish 211: Intermediate Spanish  
Conversation, from the Spanish undergraduate curriculum of one of the pub-
lic, research-intensive universities included in the descriptive analysis in the 
previous section, were chosen for this study. This program and these specific 
courses provide an appropriate context to study the relationship between 
course grades and proficiency, as students’ grades in both courses serve as pro-
grammatic gatekeepers, given that they must earn an A or a B in both courses 
to continue with the Spanish major and to enroll in the required core course: 
Spanish 310 (Spanish Composition through Textual Analysis). This research 
aims to shed light on the effectiveness of the department’s policy of restrict-
ing enrollment in Spanish 310 to students with an A or a B in Spanish 210  
and 211.

Description of Curriculum and Courses
The overall mission of the department includes the development of linguistic pro-
ficiency in Spanish and cultural awareness of Spanish-speaking peoples, as well as 
the critical and analytical skills that facilitate this discovery process. The under-
graduate curriculum comprises the basic language sequence (Spanish 101–202) 
taught entirely by graduate students, followed by two bridge courses (Spanish 210 
and 211), an intensive writing course (Spanish 310), and a variety of upper-level 
courses at the 300- and 400-level that range from literature and culture to linguis-
tics and translation.

Spanish 210, Spanish Grammar and Syntax, provides students with a struc-
turally oriented syllabus, which Long and Robinson (1998) have called a focus on 
forms approach, and uses Avanzando (De la Vega & Salazar, 2007). The course 
includes several contemporary readings for discussion and grammatical analysis 
and also requires students to write three one-page compositions on topics related 
to the readings. The course contains the following elements with the correspond-
ing percentages of the final grade in parentheses: class participation (10%), home-
work (15%), compositions (40%), exams (24%), and final exam (11%). The exams, 
homework, and compositions focused on written production and interpretation 
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and did not assess listening or speaking skills.4 Composition topics and rating ru-
brics, as well as written exams, homework, and participation criteria, are shared 
across all five sections of Spanish 210. All instructors assigned to either 210 or 
211 have experience teaching Spanish and, at minimum, must have passed their 
doctoral qualifying exams.

Spanish 211 offers students guided oral practice and vocabulary development 
using topics stemming from short films, written texts, and comic strips taken 
from Revista (Blanco, 2010). The course generally follows the topics and structure 
of the textbook, with one major exception: The first chapter of the book is not cov-
ered and has been replaced by a full-length Spanish-language movie accompanied 
by two related readings. The final grade is comprised of the following elements 
at the proportion indicated in parentheses: class participation (15%), mid-term 
oral exam (15%), final oral exam (15%), group presentation (15%), individual  
bienvenida (welcome) (5%), quizzes (10%), homework (10%), and Spanish 
conversation project (15%). Common rubrics across all sections are used for 
participation, exams, group presentation, and the conversation project. Instructors 
create their own written quizzes based on the readings and vocabulary in the book 
and the content of class discussions.

Method
This research examined the relationship between students’ grades in the 

aforementioned Spanish bridge courses and their performance on an external 
measure of L2 proficiency, namely, the Standards-Based Measure of Proficiency 
(STAMP). Thus, the following research questions guided this study:

1.	 What is the range of scores manifested on each section of the STAMP 
when analyzed by course (210, 211) and by letter grade (A, B, C, D, E)?

2.	 What correlations exist between Spanish 210/211 students’ performance 
on the reading, writing, and speaking sections of the STAMP exam and 
final course grades?

Participants
The students recruited for this study were enrolled in Spanish 210 and Spanish 
211 during spring semester 2010 at a large public university in the Southeast. 
Students taking Spanish 210 and 211 are generally Spanish majors or minors who 
enroll in these courses as a prerequisite for all 300-level courses. The courses can 
be taken concurrently, and indeed, many of the students who participated in the 
present study were enrolled in both courses. The total number of students who 
participated across all sections of both courses was 122, with 47 enrolled in both 
210 and 211, leaving 37 exclusively enrolled in 210 and 38 exclusively enrolled  
in 211.

4 Space prohibits the inclusion of grading rubrics, exams, and further information regarding discrete 
course components for both courses, but they may be sent to interested readers upon request.
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Instrumentation
The proficiency instrument used for this research, STAMP,5 was designed, pi-
loted, and validated by the Center for Applied Second Language Studies (CASLS) 
at the University of Oregon. The exam is Web based and, at the time of test-
ing, had three sections taken in the following order: reading, writing, speaking. 
The reading portion is machine scored on a 5-point scale, or benchmark levels, 
roughly comparable6 to the scale used by ACTFL for their proficiency guidelines 
(Novice-Low, Novice-Mid, Novice-High, Intermediate-Low, Intermediate-Mid). 
It is computer adaptive to allow the difficulty level of the subsequent writing 
and speaking prompts to be better suited for each individual candidate. Examin-
ees produce three samples each for the writing and speaking sections and they 
are subsequently human rated on a 6-point scale ranging from Novice-Low to 
Intermediate-High/Pre-advanced, which is also based on the ACTFL proficiency 
scale.

As Thomas (1994, 2006) and Tremblay (2011) have observed, the construct 
of proficiency has not been satisfactorily described or operationalized in L2 
acquisition and teaching research. As such, this exam was chosen by the re-
searcher for several reasons: (1) the exam targets the proficiency level most 
represented in these fifth-semester courses, namely, High Beginning through 
High-Intermediate; (2) the exam was designed and subjected to extensive vali-
dation by an organization (CASLS) external to the university with no regard for 
the program’s curriculum; and (3) the exam is delivered online via an access 
code and is graded by independent raters unfamiliar with the students or their 
associated institution. While other proficiency instruments are currently avail-
able, the STAMP provided an ideal balance between validity, reliability, and 
practicality for the purposes of this research. Students took the STAMP during 
the last three weeks of the semester in which they were enrolled in Spanish 210 
and 211.

Data Analysis
After receiving necessary approvals, the researcher obtained access to students’ 
final course grades and to their grades on each course component. While no ad-
justments were made to instructor-assigned scores for each individual course 
component, several minor adjustments were made to the students’ final grade 
percentages to ensure that only performance on graded elements of the course 

5 Please consult the following Web page for more details on the STAMP exam, such as sample  
items, practice tests, scoring rubrics, and benchmark proficiency-level descriptions: http://www 
.avantassessment.com/stamp. For a comprehensive discussion of the development and validation 
of the test by CASLS, originally labeled “Spanish CAP,” and the operationalization of the target 
construct, please consult the technical report at the following website: http://casls.uoregon.edu/cap 
/TechReport/Spanish.pdf.
6 The STAMP scale uses the term “Benchmark Level 1” for Novice-Low and “Benchmark Level 5” for 
Intermediate-Mid. The benchmark level descriptions found on the STAMP website differ from the 
ACTFL proficiency descriptions, and at the time of the study, no official benchmark level 6 description 
was available for speaking and writing although the score was achievable by candidates. 
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were included. For example, extra credit was not included and no deductions were 
assessed to students with excessive absences.7

Simple descriptive statistics for students’ scores on each section of the STAMP 
were computed for all sections of each course to answer research question 1. These 
descriptive statistics were divided by letter grade and included the minimum and 
maximum score; the mean, median, and mode; the standard deviation; and the 
sample size. Research question 2 required a nonparametric bivariate correlation 
(Spearman’s rho) to analyze the relationship between students’ final course grade 
and their score on each section of the STAMP exam, given the ordinal nature8 of 
the STAMP score variable.

Results
Descriptive statistics from the grammar (Spanish 210) students’ scores on the 
reading and writing (Table 8-1) and speaking (Table 8-2) exams indicated that, 
overall, the mean scores trended upward along with final course grade on all three 

7 While it could be argued that these adjustments should not have been made so as to better reflect 
students’ final grades as calculated by instructors, the decision was made to focus on components 
graded across all five sections to avoid introducing additional variability.
8 The issue of whether to consider language proficiency scores based on numerical scales as ordinal or 
interval variables can be rather controversial. In this researcher’s estimation, the STAMP rating scale 
does not present equidistant intervals between levels insofar as the target constructs are concerned 
and, as such, should not be analyzed using parametric tests. Hence, in spite of the robust inferences 
made possible by statistical tests such as ANOVA and regression, they were not used in this analysis.

Table 8-1 SPA 210 Descriptive Statistics for Reading and Writing Scores  
by Final Course Grade

Reading exam scores (5-pt. scale) Writing exam scores (6-pt. scale)

Min–max
Median/

mean/mode SD n Min–max
Median/

mean/mode SD n

A 2–5 5/4.22/5 1.01 27 4–6 5/4.63/5 0.63 27

B 2–5 4/3.46/4 0.78 35 4–6 4/4.14/4 0.43 35

C 3–4 3/3.29/3 0.47 14 3–5 4/4.07/4 0.49 14

D/F 2–4 4/3.5  /3 0.84 6 3–5 4/3.83/4 0.75 6

Table 8-2 SPA 210 Descriptive Statistics for Speaking Scores by Final 
Course Grade

Speaking exam scores (6-pt. scale)

Min–max Median/mean/mode SD n

A 3–5 4/4.07/4 0.39 27

B 3–5 4/3.86/4 0.43 35

C 3–4 4/3.86/4 0.36 14

D/F 3–4 4/3.83/4 0.41 6
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sections of the exam. However, the difference in means between the average A 
student and the average C student never reached a full point on the scale for any 
of the three exams. The median score on the reading exam shows a clear upward 
trend from the C students (median = 3) to the A students (median = 5), while the 
writing and speaking exams did not reflect such a clear trend. In fact, in the case 
of the speaking exam, the median was the same for all four letter grade catego-
ries, including D/F, and the difference in means between the D/F students and 
the A students did not reach a third of a point. The largest range (4 points) and 
standard deviation (1.01) were found on the reading exam among those students 
who received an A in Spanish 210. It is noteworthy that on the reading exam the 
median (4) and mean (3.5) of those students who received a D or an F in the 
course equaled or surpassed those who received a C (median = 3; mean = 3.20) or 
B (median = 4; mean = 3.46).

One of the most striking results from Spanish 211 students is the lack of any 
D or F grades and the preponderance of A grades, as found in Table 8-3 (read-
ing and writing) and Table 8-4 (speaking). Although only four students received a  
C grade in the course, their scores demonstrated a smaller range on the reading 
and writing section (2 points) than the A and B students. Likewise, these four 
C students’ scores reflected the smallest standard deviations on the reading and 
writing exams among all three letter grades. As with the Spanish 210 students, the 
A students’ scores in Spanish 211 on the reading section resulted in the highest 
standard deviation at almost a full point (.95).

Table 8-3 SPA 211 Descriptive Statistics for Reading and Writing Scores  
by Final Course Grade

Reading exam scores (5-pt. scale) Writing exam scores (6-pt. scale)

Min–max
Median/

mean/mode SD n Min–max
Median/

mean/mode SD n

A 2–5    4/4     /5 0.95 54 3–6 4/4.52/4 0.64 54

B 2–5    3/3.54/3 0.76 26 3–5 4/4.23/4 0.51 26

C 3–4 3.5/3.5  /3.5 0.58 4 4–5 4/4.25/4 0.5 4

D/F 0 0

Table 8-4 SPA 211 Descriptive Statistics for Speaking Scores by Final 
Course Grade

Speaking exam scores (6-pt. scale)

Min–max Median/mean/mode SD n

A 3–5    4/3.98/4 0.41 54

B 2–4    4/3.85/4 0.46 26

C 3–4 3.5/3.5  /3.5 0.58 4

D/F 0
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In regard to the degree of correlation between Spanish 210 students’ final 
course grades and their scores on each section of the STAMP (Table 8-5), all 
but the speaking test proved to be statistically significant with a p value of .081. 
The reading and writing exams demonstrated a moderate correlation with final 
course grade, around .42 for each. This finding seems intuitive, since Spanish 
210 is a grammar-intensive course with minimal opportunities for open-ended 
conversation.

In the case of Spanish 211, Spearman correlations between the final course 
grade and all three STAMP scores proved to be statistically significant (Table 8-6), 
with the speaking exam once again reflecting the lowest correlation with course 
grade. While the reading and writing sections of the exam correlated moderately 
with final course grade, they were lower than the 210 cohort and were quite mod-
est at .312 and .289, respectively. Nevertheless, the higher correlation of speaking 
score with final course grade for Spanish 211 students appears logical, given the 
conversational nature of the course and its objectives.

Discussion
As with any correlative study that describes relationships between variables with-
out ascribing causality, and particularly when analyzing course grades and pro-
ficiency, there are limitations. The primary limitation of the case study analysis 
of grades and proficiency relates to idiosyncratic application of course grading 

Table 8-5 SPA 210 Spearman Correlation Coefficients for STAMP Scores 
and Final Course Grade

Final course grade

rho p value n

Reading
(5-pt. scale)

.415 .000 83

Writing 
(6-pt. scale)

.429 .000 83

Speaking 
(6-pt. scale)

.193 .081 83

Table 8-6 SPA 211 Spearman Correlation Coefficients for STAMP Scores 
and Final Course Grade

Final course grade

rho p value n

Reading 
(5-pt. scale)

.312 .004 84

Writing 
(6-pt. scale)

.289 .008 84

Speaking 
(6-pt. scale)

.224 .041 84
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rubrics. While it is true that extensive training on various grading rubrics for each 
course would help control for this variable, it would also distance the research 
farther from the reality of most university programs, limiting the ecological valid-
ity of the study. Another limitation worth noting is the chance that some of these 
correlations may be a computational artifact resulting from the truncated rating 
and grading scales represented in this study. Hence, it is crucial to not overstate 
these findings; nonetheless, the patterns identified are rather revealing.

While moderate correlations resulted from the data analysis, they were rather 
modest, with a maximum correlation of .429 and a minimum of .289. Students’ 
letter grades did not appear to maintain a strong relationship with their scores on 
each of the proficiency exams, particularly the speaking exam. In many cases, the 
letter grade with the greatest variability of proficiency scores was an A when mea-
sured using maximum and minimum scores and the standard deviation. More-
over, upward trends in the median/mean proficiency scores by letter grade were 
evident, although many of the differences were rather minimal, that is, less than 
.5 on a 5- or 6-point scale. For example, the median proficiency score across all 
Spanish 210 letter grades, that is, A, B, C, D/F, was a 4 on the speaking exam and 
the mean score for the D/F students on the same exam was only .24 below the A 
students.

Another indicator of the rather weak relationship between letter grades and 
proficiency scores was the somewhat low correlation coefficients that resulted 
between final course grades and proficiency scores. Among the six correlations 
across both courses between final course grades and STAMP proficiency scores, 
the highest correlation obtained was between writing and 210 final course grade 
(r = .429). While it is difficult to account unequivocally for the modest relation-
ship between grades and proficiency in these data, several reasonable explanations 
merit mention. First, the nature and number of the course assignments and grad-
ing rubrics may have been conceived in such a way as to not recruit abilities more 
reflective of global language proficiency. Second, the rubrics used for certain 
course components such as participation may lack precision from a psychometric 
standpoint, for example, double-barreled items, overlapping categories. This leads 
to the larger question relative to achievement and proficiency: How do we define 
and evaluate achievement of course-specific objectives while maximizing the in-
tegration of global proficiency in the completion of graded course components?

Curricular and Pedagogical Implications
For many readers, including the author, these results may trigger a sense of curi-
osity about several facets of our own L2 programs: Are our grade-based prerequi-
sites clearly worded and evidence based? Do the graded components of a particular 
course and their corresponding weights contribute meaningfully to the outlined 
learning objectives, and do they prepare students for the conceptual and com-
municative rigors of the course for which they are listed as a prerequisite? The 
answers to these questions force us to analyze the linguistic constructs and behav-
ioral characteristics underpinning each graded component of a particular course 
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and to wonder whether its weight and evaluative scrutiny (read: useful rubrics) 
reflect our understanding of second language acquisition (SLA), support our ulti-
mate programmatic goals, and align with classroom-based tasks to be completed 
in the future. As we reconcile our educational values with our programmatic goals 
and the realities of instructed SLA, we may find current policies and practices that 
restrict the ability of our course grades to serve as effective prerequisites and ac-
curate indicators of achievement and proficiency. Indeed, as the focus of this vol-
ume clearly reminds us, our accountability to students vis-à-vis grades will most 
assuredly require innovation insofar as course grades are concerned.

Unfortunately, some decisions regarding course grade prerequisites and 
grade distribution may not be a reflection of what we know about instructed SLA 
but more a response to the demands of tradition, practicality, and institutional 
values. Institutional and societal values (e.g., hard work, perseverance, fairness), 
although seemingly abstract, appear in concrete policies affecting grading and 
prerequisites, such as deductions for absenteeism or tardiness, rewards for the 
completion of extra credit assignments, and the lack of temporal constraints on 
prerequisite course completion. There exists a natural tension between the reali-
ties of instructed SLA and the economic realities many L2 programs face. Restrict-
ing enrollments by imposing overly stringent prerequisites, such as minimum 
grade of A or B in a course taken within the previous two semesters, would surely 
be ill-advised, as would a limit on the number of consecutive accelerated language 
courses a student could take. Thus, innovation can be difficult to undertake until 
consensus can be built around what needs changing with course grades and what 
shape those changes should take.

Tye’s (2000) discussion regarding the deep structure and conventional wis-
dom that influence classroom pedagogy may well be applied to course grades and 
grading practices. Is participation, a graded component at nearly every level, in-
cluded because it always has been, or because it presumably represents students’ 
willingness to communicate and attempts at interaction and negotiation of mean-
ing that are central to SLA, or because it offers the instructor flexibility to make 
adjustments for students whose overall grade does not seem to match their pro-
ficiency, or effort, or attitude? Moreover, is it assigned minimal weight because it 
is difficult to grade accurately and reliably and is difficult to justify to students? A 
similar argument could be made with homework and whether it is included for its 
role in providing out-of-class practice and in facilitating processing automatiza-
tion or whether it serves as a reward for hard work and effort, or a combination of 
both. In sum, are there graded components that reflect what students can or can-
not do with the language extemporaneously and others that represent preferred 
pathways and processes of classroom acquisition, or even others that allow the 
instructor to right perceived incongruences between students’ grades and their 
behavior, performance, or proficiency?

Therein lies the vexing question reminiscent of Guskey and Bailey’s (2001) 
work and the inherent need for innovation: Within a single composite letter 
grade, how do we successfully balance process-related concerns in instructed 
SLA (homework completion, participation, classroom language use) with per-
formance-related issues (quizzes, written/oral exams) to ensure that the grade 
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reflects current levels of achievement, prepares students for subsequent courses, 
and empowers them to use the language outside of class? The push for prochieve-
ment teaching and testing (Hendrickson, 1992; Pino, 1989, 1998) may provide 
needed direction in achieving this balance. Hendrickson offers this definition of 
prochievement testing: “Prochievement tests are a hybrid. … They assess how 
well students can use specified features of a foreign language … and how well they 
can use these features in natural discourse” (p. 1327).

Though it would be reductionist to make detailed, microlevel recommenda-
tions for grade-based prerequisites and grading practices given the diversity of 
university L2 programs, several commonsense principles may be of help in guid-
ing language program directors, curriculum designers, and course instructors as 
they derive course grades and determine prerequisites in FL programs. Likewise, 
program innovation in this area need not start with a massive overhaul of grading 
practices or course prerequisites, but might simply require—initially—mining 
existing, but untapped data to validate course grade prerequisites. In the follow-
ing paragraphs, I list several reflections on course grading and the validation of 
course grade prerequisites that may prove useful.

First, careful and honest consideration should be given to each graded com-
ponent, its scoring procedures, and its overall weight to explicitly reveal the na-
ture of the underlying construct, stated or unstated, linguistic or otherwise (e.g., 
work ethic, responsibility, consistency), and why it deserves inclusion in the 
course grade. This analysis should ensure that the construct aligns with course-
level and programmatic learning outcomes and fulfills a level-appropriate func-
tion in a program’s curriculum.

Second, basic data collection and analysis should be done periodically to vali-
date the utility of grade-based prerequisites. One periodic cycle of evaluation might 
use external evaluation instruments, whose underlying construct definitions align 
with program goals, to explore the relationship between students’ scores and spe-
cific course grades, or GPA. The following cycle might strictly use archived stu-
dent grade data to track student success in one particular course, that is, final 
course grade, or a group of courses, as a function of that student’s grade in the 
prerequisite course. If there is little to no relationship between students’ grades 
in the course prerequisite and their final grade in the target course, each course’s 
learning objectives, graded components, and instructors’ grading tendencies need 
to be reexamined. Likewise, if students’ GPAs in FL courses across a program’s 
curriculum demonstrate mild to low correlations with external measures of global 
proficiency, course grading policies and practices might need to be revisited.

Third, the development of a common approach to course syllabi, grading 
rubrics, and grading policies for multisection courses is an essential step. This will 
ensure that course design is not an independent exercise with individual instruc-
tors determining objectives based solely on course catalogue descriptions, textbook 
chapters, or tradition. Nevertheless, student learning goals from those common 
syllabi should be informed by the nature of the learning outcomes in the prerequi-
site course(s) and any courses for which the course is a prerequisite. By ensuring 
sufficient retrospective and prospective overlap, course designers for single section 
or multisection courses are more likely to ensure smooth course articulation.
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Finally, at all stages of course grading and curricular design, close scrutiny 
must be given to grading practices that validate nonlinguistic constructs such as 
hard work via extra credit and responsibility via consistent homework comple-
tion. These grading practices may possibly dilute the ability of course grades 
to be maximally meaningful insofar as language-related competencies are 
concerned.

Conclusion

This chapter set out to engage readers in an evidence-based discussion on FL 
course grades and prerequisites by presenting data and posing questions to spur 
reflection about their use, but more importantly, to make a case for achieving 
greater accountability through thoughtful innovation and evaluation. Although 
the oft-heard question posed by students after grades have posted, What did you 
get in …?, can be deceptively easy to answer—an A/B/C/D/F—it is tremendously 
more difficult to determine what that two-word phrase actually means for a given 
student’s language proficiency situated in a particular FL program. The answer to 
that question seems to carry programmatic importance, given the ubiquitous use 
of course grade prerequisites and unsettling implications for the interpretability 
of final course grades vis-à-vis measures of global proficiency. However, before the 
question of grade interpretability can be posed, much less answered, we must ask 
ourselves what purpose grades serve in evaluating students’ work. Some possibili-
ties are the following:

1.	 To communicate the achievement status of students to parents and 
others

2.	 To provide information that students can use for self-evaluation

3.	 To select, identify, or group students for certain educational paths or 
programs

4.	 To provide incentives for students to learn

5.	 To evaluate the effectiveness of instructional programs

6.	 To provide evidence of students’ lack of effort or inappropriate responsi-
bility (Guskey & Bailey, 2001, p. 51)

Alas, it is difficult to envision a scenario where all of these functions can be 
fulfilled by one composite letter-grade; however, those responsible for postsecond-
ary FL education would do well to identify which function they most value and 
why, so as to justify their imposition of grade-based course prerequisites.

For some university students, the study of an FL offers the promise of broad-
ened intellectual horizons and deepened cultural understanding. For others, un-
fortunately, FL study represents an onerous task forced upon them by a liberal 
arts tradition. These students may view course grades as hoops to jump through 
on their way to graduation rather than an opportunity to equip themselves with 
translingual and transcultural competence as members of a globalized society. It 
is for these students, whose motivation rests more on a particular course grade 
than on intrinsic motivation for language learning, that we must better align  
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Iowa State University

�Louisiana St. Univ. & Ag. & 
Mech. College

Michigan State University

Mississippi State University

Montana State University

�North Carolina State Univ. at 
Raleigh

�N. Dakota St. Univ.—Main 
Campus

�Ohio State University—Main 
Campus

Oregon State University

Penn State University

�Purdue University—Main 
Campus

�Rutgers University—New 
Brunswick

Stony Brook University

grading practices with course-specific achievement, programmatic outcomes, and 
real-life proficiencies. To the extent that a single composite score is incapable of 
reliably reflecting all the constructs of interest in the FL classroom, the time may 
have come for the benefit of students as well as instructors, administrators and 
employers, for a standardized, bifurcated reporting system in postsecondary FL 
education, which sensibly and practically separates achievement of course-specific 
objectives from classroom-based or standardized measures of global proficiency.

SUNY at Albany

Texas A & M University

The University of Tennessee

The University of Texas at Austin

University at Buffalo

�University of Alabama at 
Birmingham

�University of Alabama in 
Huntsville

University of Arizona

University of Arkansas

University of California-Berkeley

University of California-Davis

University of California-Irvine

�University of California-Los 
Angeles

University of California-Riverside

�University of California-San 
Diego

�University of California-Santa 
Barbara

�University of California-Santa 
Cruz

University of Central Florida

�University of Cincinnati—Main 
Campus

�University of Colorado at Boulder

University of Connecticut

Appendix

Alphabetical List of Universities for Study 1
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University of Delaware

University of Florida

University of Georgia

University of Hawai‘i at Ma-noa

University of Houston

University of Illinois at Chicago

�University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign

University of Iowa

University of Kansas

University of Kentucky

University of Louisville

�University of Maryland— 
College Park

�University of 
Massachusetts—Amherst

�University of Michigan—Ann 
Arbor

�University of Minnesota—Twin 
Cities

�University of 
Missouri—Columbia

University of Nebraska—Lincoln

�University of NM—Main Campus

University of NC at Chapel Hill

�University of OK Norman 
Campus

University of Oregon

University of Pittsburgh

University of SC—Columbia

�University of South 
Florida—Tampa

University of Utah

�University of Virginia—Main 
Campus

�University of WA—Seattle 
Campus

�University of 
Wisconsin—Madison

�Virginia Commonwealth 
University

�Virginia Polytechnic Institute 
and State University

Washington State University

Wayne State University
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