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Chasing the Grade: Grade Preference in University Course Selection
ZHANG You-yang', HAN Pei-yan®
(1. Economics and Management School, Wuhan University;

2. Institute of International and Comparative Education, Beijing Normal University)

Abstract: Against the backdrop of the New Era’s educational evaluation reform.
student assessment reform has garnered increasing attention. This paper constructs a
theoretical model of students’ course selection behavior to explore the formation mechanism
and impact of grade preferences in college students’ course selection. Within a framework of
goal inconsistency and information asymmetry, the model draws on the logic of Principal-
Agent theory, designating teachers as the principals of teaching activities and students as
agents pursuing their target grades. The model demonstrates that the more lenient a teacher’s
grading, the lower the student’s optimal effort level. leading students to select courses with
a history of high marks. This effect is more pronounced when students possess higher
abilities or when the course content is more subjective. Using course selection data and
historical grade information from over 3,000 undergraduate courses at a research university,
the core propositions of the theoretical model are empirically validated. The findings indicate
that students’ course selection behavior exhibits significant moral hazard characteristics.
Historical grading trends in courses, such as average grades, the proportion of top grades,
and failure rates, significantly influence course selection rates. Students tend to prefer
courses with lenient assessment criteria and higher grades. This grade preference is more
pronounced among high-achieving students with higher rates of postgraduate recommendations
and is particularly evident in humanities and social sciences courses, general education
courses, and elective courses. This study uncovers incentive distortions in the current
teaching evaluation system from the perspective of student decision-making mechanisms.,
providing a theoretical foundation and practical insights for addressing the issue of “grade-
inflated courses” , optimizing educational evaluation systems, and enhancing the quality of
higher education. It also enriches the application scenarios of the principal-agent theory in the
field of higher education.

Keywords: course selection; grade preference; the principal-agent problem; reform of

education evaluation
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