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‘ . ~ - A study was undertaken to validate earlier research
.on-the .affective meanings of college grades to students, and to . -
extend the generalizability of the findings by studying a more
representative group. One hundred six students in two sections Of an'
introductory psycloloay course comprised the sample. The average ' '

- student was a seéoﬁd-Semester'sophomore with a B average, and a broad

. range of majors was represented. Students were asked to predict a

" grade in four“hypothetical situations as a. preliminary step, and: then
~were administered nine different forms of & survey. The survey asked
for descriptions of the students' feelings about receiving a C grade
in each of two situations involving specifically identified and

. described courses,-both major courses and general education courses.
'Re'sponses were made from supplied adjective pairs. The results
generally supported previous research done with a more homogeneous
‘group regarding sex and college major. They also show that there ‘are
at -least four relatively independent dimenéiong to the psychological
—meaning-of specific grades:: (1) whether the grade is good or bad: (2)
~whether *he grade seems a likely orunlikely description of the work
done: (3) how complicated or simple it is; to understand the grade:
and (4) how important or unimportant the /grade is to the student.
These qualities seemr to be conceptually related to certain studeat °
characteristics, and to this extent, itvis concluded that grades.’
-should- be considered educationally meaning@ul. Purther ressarch is
.sugaested into means for teachers to assure congruence between the
intended and psychologically effective meaﬂ%mg of the grades.
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THE AFFECTIVE MEANINGS OF COLLEGE GRADES:

CONFIRMATTON OF A MULTIFACYOR MODEL

The educational literature on grades and grading practices is a well
What should be grﬂded°

documented history of controyersy (Cureton, 1971).

What marking units or symbols should be used?: What is the

‘What is gradcd?

1dea1 grade dlstrlbutlon° Should grades be‘anchored to rankings withln

_ appropr1ate groups or levels of knowledge or sk111 mastery9 Given this long
and remarkable contcxt of concern w1th grades and grad1ng pract1ces, 1t is

surprising that so 11tt1e attention has been given to the problem of grades

as forms of communlcatlon For example, Cureton (1971 p. 6) conslders the

meaning of grades.to be little more than a sub -problem of the more general
issue of f1nd1ng the best marking units and is more concerned with the pre—

/
cision of grades as measurements than W1th other denotat1ve or connotatlve

‘In fact, when Ebel (1974) summarized the 22 most

aspects of the1r meaning.
urpose of refuting them, he point-

" frequent argument‘s against grades for the §

/ " " ed out that five of these amounted to the

In add1tlon,‘among the other arguments were five which could be. summaTized by

ssertion that grades are Meaningless.

/ the claim that grades are educatlonally unimportant.

McKeachle (1976) ralsed the "issue of grades as forms of cummunlcatlon in

|
'argu1ng for a trad1t10na1 approach to grading. The ratlonale was that the

r
trad1t10na1 system exists as a part of a common background of information which
Mcneachle assumes that a) a teaCher g1v1na

f " makes. miscommunication less likely.
a grade is usnaliy communicating with more than one ind1V1dua1 b) What is commun-
; icated depends in part on the person reading the grade, and c) teachers cannot
j - un11atcra11y controf\or change the meaning of a grade . This analysiS suggests

\ What do spec1f1c grades mean to those who

an important but unanswered question:

oo read them?
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Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

"work of 05g60d-(19$7 and 1971) to provide a thecoretical and operational

Eiszler and Stancato (1979) attcmptcd\to'dctcrmino the connotative

meaning of specific gradcs'for a sumple of college students. Using the

definition for meaning, they asked students to rate how they would feel
about getting a specific grade in a college level course. Twenty scales
composéd'of polar adjective pairs were used in the ratings. A sample of

483 ratings of specific grades ‘(equally distributed from A to E, including

+ and - categories) with each grade rated on each of the 20 adjective _ ;

_Scales was factor analyzed to determine how many separate factors are L

N,

needed to account for the affective response of students to college grades.

Four factors were identified and labelled: The first factor was clearly

interpretable as an "evaluation" component of meaning and describes an inter-
: ' Y ' :
nal student reaction to the que:tion: Does this grade refer to something

. that is good for me or bad_for'me? A second factor, term?d "'realism'", seemed

to describe a response to the questidn; Does this grade seem likely or unlikely

as a description of my performance or achievement? 1In a third factor, origin-

‘ally labelled "complexity", students seemed.to be reacting to the question:“‘

How complicated or simple is it to understand this grade? Finally, a factor

identified as "salience' seemed to involve a response to the question: How

importaut or unimportant is this grade to me?

In spite of its consistency with the traditién of semantic diffgreﬁtial
research, Eiszler and Stancato considered their work exploiatory becausc of
the naturc of the student samp1e (dpppr division teacher educatiék»students),
the limited number of‘adjective pgir»samfles, and thg nature of factor analytic
research. |

The purpose‘of the cufrent study'was_to_validatc the structurc of affect-
ive meanings of ﬁolicgc grades discovered in thc>eaxlier research and to ex-
%end thé genéralizability of the findings by stﬁdying a4 more représentatiycf

|

q



- Sample

e,

sample of college students.

* Method .

One hundred and six students (59ufcmalc, 47 male) in two sections of

an_.introductory psychology class were subjects in the study. The modal num-
ber of credit hours attained by students (fncluding the semester in which the

study was conducted) was 30, indicating that the typical student‘wasva second

semester sophomore. According to their own reports, the students had a median

grade p01nt average of 2.9, or an approximate ''B" grade average. When asked to

1nd1cate the fields of study of greatest 1nterest to them, students mentJoned

1

disciplines and areas of study from every,School in the University. Grouped

into broad categories interests were distriputed/as'follows: science-ls,

social science-17, humanities-8, business-19" other'(including some majors

restricted to teaching curricula) 35. - Although 9 students were unable to -

'1nd1cate a field of study which 1nterested them, of those who did identify

such a'field, 85% said that they were ''likely'" or 'very likely" to e1ect~to

major in the area of interest. Students were asked to indicate an expécted
grade in four hypothetica1~situations' easy and difficult courses in the major

area of 1nterest and easy and difficult. courses outside the area of interest.

v~There was no variation in the average grade expectcd w1th respect to whcther

a course was offered in or out of the maJor field of" 1nterest; However,
students, on the average, expected to get a "B'" in difficult courses and an
"A'" in easy courses.

Instrument

The instrument developed for the study. was a modification of the semantic
' . : ® . B
differential technique used by Eiszler and Stancato (1979). Twenty adjective
pairs used in the carlier study were selected for ‘their h1gh loadings on possi-

bly relevant factors cited in prcv1ous research (Osgood 1957 Nunnally, 1964)

5



Four facters.wcrc subscquently identified and lhbellcd by Eiszler agd-staneato:

evaluatioe; rcelism, comp]oxity{"and salicnce. ~However, the rcalism and sa-
m*~ww~1iente—fnctbrS“wcre“rcprescntcd by a total of only fitc adject}ve pairs. In

tﬁe current study{ thirty-five adjcctive pairs were used. ‘Some ef thcse were

selected to prbvidc for grecater saturation on the realism and salience factors.
A

" Figure 1 shows that thc adJectlve pairs selected for the current study and

their hypoth031zed rclatlonshlp to the 1dent1f1ed factors.

- - ——— = ——— == ——

- e e e .

The 35 adjective pairs were randomly ordered for use in the'survey‘oﬁ

-

meaning ihstrument. Nine forms of the survey instrument were constructed for
.use in the study; -Each form rcquired the stu&ent to provide baekgroundeinfor-
mation and asked the student to descrlbe hlS or her feelings about receiving
‘—*fﬁ"g;ade of "C" in each of two 51tuat10ns 1nvolv1ng spec1f1ca11y 1dent1f1ed
and described courses. Courses used were,selected from the arts, sciences,
social sciences ehd humanities and included those inteﬁded for 5genera1 educa-

: : \
. \ . . L. :
tion" purposes as well as those required on a major or minor.’ , ’

~ Data Colieetion
Studehts were surteyed during the final 10 minutes of e-reguiarly.scheduled
class meeting. No‘credit'wae giveﬁ'for participeting in the survey end stu-
-dents who did not wish to participate were excused frem the.ciaseL ,Fourteen
of 120 students chose not to participate or were absent on the day the survey

‘was done. Each participating student was randomly assigned one of the nine

alternate forms of the survey. : I

1A copy’ of the scmantic d1ffcrentnal instrument and descrlptlons of the spec1f1c
courscs used may be obtalncd from the first author.




. Design nndlbatﬁ Analysis

To describe the factor structure of thc affective meanlng of grades, 211
sets of semantic dlffcrentlal ratlngb (two for ecach part1c1pat1ng studcnt but
onc who ratcd only the first situation) were submlttcd to factor analysis using
thc princinle factoring with itcration method of the SPSS program (Nie, Hull,
Jenk1ns, Steanrenncr and Bent, 1975). A VARIMAX.rotation of the principle
factor matrix was used: to determlne the correiation of items with underlying
factors and served as the basis for factor interpretation. The four'hypothe;
sized factore {See Figure 1) nere used as a framework forﬁinterpretatjons of -

the rotated matrix. o ; o ' N

S’ Results and Discussion

The mejor question of the'study concerned the issue: To what extent could
the components of the affective meaning of grades discovered in prior research
be replicated in an independent samp”™~> of college students more representative'

’ of the general collegevpopuiation?
: o - 4 ¥

Basic Affective Meanlng Components of College Grades

r Four factors were 1dent1f1ed in the factor analy51s of semant1c dlffer- -

ential ratings. Table 1 summarizes the results of the factor ana1y51s by pre-
senting the factor loadings of scales which correlated with factors at values-
greater than .40. Scales are arranged within; the table to allow easy recogni-

tion of the factor to scale relationships. Twenty-six of the 35 scales corre-

\

1ated significantly W1th one or more, of the four Factors. These four factors:

accounted for SO% of the total var1at10n in semantic d1fferent1a1 rat1ngs The "

AN

relative 1mportancc of the four rotated factors, based on the percent of variance

/

accountcd for by each is approx1mate1y 10: 3: 2 1 reSpcctlvely.

~
- =y - ———— -

Inscrt Table 1

- - - -




Compnrisons of the factors,idcntiflcd'in Table l with the nypothcsizcd
p - :

. factor structurc:prcscntéd in Figure 2 reveals thc following: -0f the four !
'faCtors identificd in tne currcnt study, two arc clearly interprctable'asb.
hypoth051zcd factors and the othcr two factors are cons1stcnt with some.
clar1f1catlon, with hypothe51zed dimensions. Factor 1 of the current, study
'includes 9 of 10 hypothesich'Scalcs and is'clearly'an evaluqtion factor.
Factor 3 in_the current study appoars to be a good representation ofrthe

Mgalience" factor in that it includes six of twelve hypothesized 'scales and

",

none that nere.not hypothesiied. |
HAlthougn Factor 2 of current study’appears interpretable as the hypothesized

"realism'' factor, ‘some" c1ar1f1cat1on 1s necessary "Four of six hypothesized

scales are 1ncluded in the factor; however, ‘four additional scales or1g1na]ly

hypothesized to be related to the’ "complex1ty" factor loaded s1gn1f1cantly

on it. The addcd scales are cons1stent however,. with the 1nterpretatlon that

this factor represents an. internal response to the question: Is this grade

real or ﬂnreal -as a representat1on of my performance or achievement?

Since four scales or1g1nally hypothe51zed to. def1ne "complex1ty" correlated
‘instead with the ''realism" factor, a;redefrn1t1on of this dimension was needed.
The "complexity" factor was originally assumed to representdhon understandable
a grade is. .In the correntnstudy;'the three'scales,significantly'corr lated‘

with this factor (complicated/simple; easy/difficult; and hard/soft) seem to\
ref]cct an ease or difficulty or-effort dimension. o a S

\

These results indicate that the mean1ng which students a551gn to spec1f1c

grades rece1ved in college level courses 1s mult1d1mens1onal _The d1mens1ons

can be charactcr1zed as a series of 1nterna11y formulated and 1ndependent1y

answered quest1ons When a student receives a part1cular grade,/neanlng is

#

R

created as the student. asks and answers the following. questions/




1. 15 this gradc'good or bad?' Tﬁrcc thcoroticaily di$tinguishnb]c

‘ Aclustcrs of scalcs contribute to this d1mcn<1on. First, it involvcs clements
of bcing fulfillcd, satisfiod and revarded, as opposcd to fce11ngs or being
unfulfilicd,aunsagisficd, and punished. These scales seem to characterize
the(state of the individual at the end of‘some-expericncc and suggest a goal--
orieﬁfcd or motivational quality A second cluster of scales seem to refer
to qualities of behavior or performance of the individual durlng ‘some task

ie., successful, responsible, and wise as cpposed to unsuccessful 1rresponsib1¢;
- and foolish. F1na11y, .the evaluatlon component of a grade 1nvolves an element
wh1ch reflects the external nature .of grades, the fact that grades are Judgments

of others, i.e., is it fair or unfair? . | ' ' ;.
;2.’ How real‘or"unroal is thia grade as a characteriaation/of me? ~This
factor includes scales which describe a grade as probable, possible, real,
prediotaolo, under;tandable, clear, concrete, and liké-me as opposed to
improoably, imposéible;.uoreal, unprediotable, mysterious,‘confusing abstract,
:and unlike-me.
>3. How important is this grade? Scales which correlate With this

factor contrast a sense of the grade as important, releveant, serious,

. crucial, personal and immediate as opposed to unimportant, irrelevant,

[N

1

friyolous, incidenraf,-impersonal and ultimate.
14; How hard Qas it to earn this grade? The three scales which contribute
to this quality of grade meahing.have been identified above.
Conclusionsv
Overall there is sufficient'consistency with thé hypothesized model to conclude
“that the data of the currcnt/study support ‘the earlier tentatlve conc1u51ons
about the componcncts of the affectlve meanlng of grades (Elszler and Stancato,

1979) .. It should be noted that the level of agreéement between the current

. study and the model based on prior rescarch occurs despite two methodological

e
L]



variations which might. be cxpcctcd’tq introduce disugreement. First, in
1 the current study, ratings were reported for feelings about receiving a b
"C”'grﬁdé in a variety of clearly defined courses. In the carlier rcseafch;

‘ratings were reported wﬁich characterized fcclings about recciving specific
grades (A, A-, R+, B, ctc.) for a unspecified '"college lcvcl_coursc."

" Second, the samp}?s in the current and earlier yesearch diffef‘consider—
‘ably. Subjcéts in the ecarlier stﬁay weré more homogencus with respect to
gex'(female) and méjor area of study (teécher education) than those in

\ : thé-curfcnt investigation. Final;y student§ in earlief studies were mainly
seniors while those in the cur?ent study weée typicaiiy(sopppmores. |
The spccifié grades reéeived 'y college students derive their affectsve .
. ~ ‘
" meanings from aﬁ least four interpal and“%omewhat independent proccesses.

To understand these meaning creating processes, we can, by analogy, imagine

a student assigned a particular gradé asking himself or herself the four

following'questions:/ : .
‘1;'_How good of bad is this graae?
2. How like-me or unlike-me is this gfadez
3. How.ihportant is this grade? |

\

4. How difficult was it to get this grade?
. . _ N . ‘
As these questions are answered the student is deriving meaning along:

dimensions which have b@en labelled evaluation, realism, salience and effort.
‘One direction to pursue in attempting to make sense of the cﬁrrent study
. - :
is to examine the question: how do the affective dimensions of grade

meaning relate to the growing body of literature on achievement motiva-"

- tion? Achicvement motivation has bpeen defined as Fhe deésire to perform

b
-

+ with adequacy and excellence om,taSRs which have sﬁccifiabie standards of
attainment (Atkinson, }964}; It is possible to dis ingﬁish between én intrin-

sic achievement motive which has its roots in the striving for competence

\

O ‘ ’ ‘ ) . 1::’ ' \
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ohserved in young children (White, 1959) and an extrinsic achicvement motive

related to n‘diffcrenﬁ precursor, the nced for attachment (Bowlby', 1969)}

Intrinsic achicvement motivation is further charucterizcd by'se]f—ndopfed
stdndards and self-regulated success, while, in its extrinsic form, the ﬁotive
to achicve involves a striving for the approval of othcrs, and by implication
externally determined standards and other-rcgulated success (Rohwer, Rowher,
and B-Howe}xJQSO).“ In fhis context, grades may be seen either intrinsic
rewards, signels oﬁ having atéained a standaré of achicvehent which warrants
the self-evaluation ef-succes , or extrinsic re;ards, the sought after-apprbval
of a significonfvefher. The meanings attribured by students to receiving a
'C-grade' in the current study are eonéisreht with this view, |

i ' [ ]
The complexity of the evaluaFive factor is one example of such consistency.

' [ . ) - .
This factor includes scales whicA define the value of a grade in terms of

\

'feelings regarding 1) goal attain%ent 2) the QUality»of'performance leading °

, up to goal atta:nment and 3) tﬁe degrec of equ1ty or Juftlce of the grade

N \ !
\as an extcrnal judgement about performance . The fact that these.theoretlcally
% . . | .
drstingulshab}e qua11t1es were emp1r1ca11y interrelated;suggest a global
K

nature to the evaluative meanlng of grades which calls into questlon the view .
that students who verballze an 1nterest in their grades;are extr1n51ca]1y ‘
motivated whlle students who seem uncon .erned are 1ntrin51ca11y motivated.
A grade seems to have intrinsic and extrinsic quaiitities of meaning for all
etudents. | |

Thcimportanceof the-relative weight é1rcn the intrinsic versus the
extrinsic quality of a grade is highlighted by attribution thecory (Winer, 1974),
According to this view, success aqd feilure .xberfences have imp]icatioﬁs.for
continuihg achicvement motivetjon,‘primarily %i e_fUnction of the percecived -
causecs of success' or fa11u1e arc internal (effort expcnded or ability) or exter-

L}

ral (task d1ff1cu]ty or luck) Accordlng to thus theory, successces and fnllures

N
S \ .
11
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which are internally attributed are more likely to lecad to a shift in expecta-

tions for the future (ecither positive or ncgative) than comparable expericnces
I te

.

which are attribpted to external causes. ;
L ‘ ‘ ’/‘ .‘.,,
In the current study, two aspects of grade-meaning were identified which

seem to have rclevence to this theory: the secend factor, réalism and the

/ ‘ :
fourth, fattor, cffort-required. The rcalism factor of. gradec mecaning appears

A :
to reflect the internal-external distinction in the general sense that

‘

hdmitteq qualitie§'of the self-concept are usually considered internal. The
"effortlrequired" dimension of grade meaninf seems roughly comparable to ;hJ .
\ \ - T

N . )

external attribution ihvolving task difficultyj Thus the value of the grad%

as a motivator, in the sense that it‘influengés a sfudcnt's expectations for
‘the future, would depend more on some combinatign of thrée grade mecaning
qualities (cvaluétion, recalism, and eéfort-requircd) thaﬁvthe single dimension
of:evéluation by iteself. |

| Aﬁother‘context in which grade.meaﬁiqgs can be considered is in relation
,the.literature on self-concept and-academiq self-esteem. In summarizinglthis
litcraturéi Purkey (1980; 1970) has called ;t;ention to the guiddnce funttion
of the éelf}bgncep;. lExperiences, including éhose leadi}g\up,to and,encoﬁpassing

AN ) ) .
being graded in course, are filtered through, ;hg mediated by, whatever

1
H

o~

S~
~

. . \ .
self-concept the individual holds. The guidance function opcrates to maintain
a quality of self-consistency. The second factor of grade meaning, realism,
seems particularly releveant to this aspect of the self-concept since it

reflects the¢ degree to which student is willing to internalize the grade and
D ; ) a
sec it as consistent with the self. This factor suggests that a student is

able to 'disown' a specific grade, to denylthat it is self-connected, and to

ignorc the consequences of the sclf-discrepant evaluation. It scems reasonable
. . i

,,,,,,

to 1abe1 of this quality of'grqde meaning "owncrshipﬁ/and to hypothesize that

the cffect of specific grades on the self-concept of a college student is



mediated hy, as well as reflected in, this qudiity.

In Sum, the rcsults of this study show that\thcrc arec, at lcast, four
relatively 1ﬂdepcndcnt dimcnsions to the pS)chological meaning of spCC1iic
~grades. 'In discussing these qualltics, an attempt has becen made to show that

gradc mcanings can be related conceptually to such 1mportant studcnt character-

x .,_f s
/ istics as 1ntr1n51c and extr1n51c achievement motivation, the causal attiibutions

/ oy
/ ‘ Lt

~
of success-and failure, and academic self—concept. To the extent that such

charactcristics of the student arc considered important to a full understanding

, 3

of an educat10na1 experience ‘grades must be con51def"3'educ1t10na11y meaningful.

t

McKeachie 's - (1976) concerns about the meaning of a grade can be elaborated:

5,
Given the’ complcx1ty of meanings which can be attriouted to a grade by a
studcnt, what can a teacher do to assure a degz’e of" congruence between the
intended and the psychologically effective meaning of the grade? A

J Additiomal research is needed to identify whét; if any, situational or
contextual factors infigehce-grade meanihgs. Factors under,khe control of
the instrqctor such as_the tyﬁe.of'grading system employed, the degree of:i
self-evaluation ihvcived, . e specificity{and/or clafity of the‘grading
criteria might'he examined‘to deteihine if they influence the meanings ot

_ : “ .

specific grades to students. The results of such ;esearch have potential .

usefulness, in a theoretical.and practical sense.

: . . . T . . \




Evaluation . Realism Complexity - " Salience:
rewarding-punishing - like-me-unlike-me confusing-clear // 'sqoner-later
responsible- 1rrespon51b1e - unreal-real - understandable-mysterious  incidental-crucial -
positive-negative o impossible- poss1b1e ~ abstract-concrete * serious-frivolous
unsuccessful-successful © - improbable-probable hard-soft o ~. important-unimportapt

« foolish-wise - | o false-genuine ‘ ~ predictable- unpredlctable immediate-long-term

“unsatisfying- sat1sfy1ng - likely-unlikely complicated-simple =~ - far-near
fulfilling-unfulfilling * : - easy-difficult = intentional-accidental
exciting-boring’ _ _ : : : _ Ampersonal-personal
fair-unfair - : P R ‘ relevant-irrelevant
.good-bad - ' . S needed-unneeded

S . : . ' : . frequent-infrequent
passive-active

Figure 1. | Hypothesized factor structure for the affective meanings of college gfades.
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Table 1 '

Facfbr Loadings'ofq§emdntic-Diffc?chti@l o
Ratings of Fecling Associated With a "C" Grade

Scales by Factors o Factors :
1 .2 .3 4
Evaluatlon Items - -

- (34) fulfllllng/untulfllllng 79 . =12 16 -11
(10) p051t1vL/nLgat1Ve ) 71 -23 -01 . -11
(24) good/bad : 7 69 -27 -0S -06
(27) unsatisfying/satisfying , =69 12 . 04 15

"( 1) rewarding/punishing 61 -16 -17 -09
(31) necded/unnceded : 60 -29 : 16 -06
( 8) rcspon51blc/lrrespon51b1e - 55 -18° , 03 15
{14). unsuccessful/successful -54 42 16 16
(33) fair/unfair - 43. -33 24 -14

——(17)-foolish/wise . - , -42° 40 01 - 03

Realism Items : : } : .
(22)'1mprobahlc/probab1e -21 71 -04 - -01
(18) impossible/possible -23 61 . =05 18
(11) unrcal/real -31 " 54 -21 . 04
(13) predlctablﬂ/unpredlctable 34 © =52 -04 -15
(- 3) understandable/mysterious 36 -50 - 01 C =19 .,
¢ 2) confusing/clca: - -44 47 02 - 24
( 4) like-me/unlike = = . 46 T -43 04 -09
( 5) abstract/concrete - =19 _ 42 -26 18

Salience Items ' , o

"(20) 1mportant/un1mportant . .00 -12 85 .01
(26) relevanqjxrreleVant : ~ 20 -19 . . 72 -10
(19) serious/frivolous .. =11. -04 64 - . 24
"(.9) incideéntal/crucial - o 14 -13 -55 <06

- ( 7) impersonal/personal . 02. 03 -50 . 19
( 6) sooncr/later L 23 -10 - - 40 o -19

Effort Required Items ‘ , T o ;
(15) complicated/simple . -08 ‘18 . - 07 /85
(25) easy/difficult V08 -08 05 .| -67
-(12) -hard/soft _ L -04 15 . . =02 ;58

' ' . o _
Decimals have been omitted from all factor loadings. jﬁ
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