‘'general thenretlﬂal assumption that grades have meaning to the
“that they initiate in the. student an internal process whlch fig=

¥ 3 T B : : R T
DOCUMENT RESUME
. K ‘ H :

Rpa6e w1 C T R 011 163
CCAUTHOR Eiszler,fCharlés‘F.. Stancatc? Frank' .

TITLE -~ The Connotative Meaning gf Callegp Grades.

PUB DATE Mar 79 | |

NOTE . -~ . 26p. ) - ’ ‘

EDRS PRICE MFO1/PC02 -Plus. Postage. ’ |

‘DESCRIPTORS. . Acadenic Achievement; *Graaes (Sshalastia), ngner

‘Education; *Semantic Differential; *Student
Attitiudes: *Student EvaLuatlan. #Stuaent REaLtlQﬂg
;#Underqraduéte Studentg .

ABSTRACT ‘ '
A semantic’ dlfféféﬂtial ‘technique was used tc

-',determine the connotative meaning of’ specific grades - to cailage o
students. The 161 upper division underqradﬂgﬁes rated each of thres °

gpecific qrades on 20 sSemantic dlfferentlal items. Two: ﬂESErthLVE
questions were ansvered: (1) What are the basic dimensions ot tue

‘connotative meanings of grades? (2) How does thg continuum of .
-connotative meanings (as- measured by "semantic distances" between -

adjacent grades). compare to the ‘gquantitative cantinuum that grades

' are assumed to represent? Factor analysis identifiéd four factors:

evaluatian. realisn, cgmpléxlty, and saljience comparison of the
cantinuum of connotative meganing and the quantitatlv@ continuum
revealed discontinuities.: Findings are discussed in relation to fhe

the inteénded value judgment of the teacher regarding the pé:iazmance
of thé student as a learner: (Authcrfﬁﬂ) ‘ .

e e o o e o sk o e sk ol o s e e e ok ol s e o oK e e o e s ok ook e o sl ae o S ook o o Sk ok st ode o dkade ke sl ol sl e e e e e K e
x Regrcéﬁctlans supplied by EDRS are the best that can be ‘nade ¥
* : from the original document.' ¥

) ###$$$*$$$$$$$ *$$*$*$$$$$#$$ $*$$$*$*##$##$*#$# ##$$$$#¢$*$$$*$$#*#$* FREE K



%

Q

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

£

EY

Charles I Eis;fér and’ Frank Siéncéta

' Central Michigan-University

March, 1979

) B » .
CRERMISERIN 10D HEPRODUCE THIS
MATERIAL HAS HEEN GHANTED By
!g"“' 2 ' : ‘ -
Hr—gfjﬂJLiJ
N aF i
i3 rhe EDUCATIONAL i SriicES
INFUHMATION CLNTER Lk ) AND
THIE D GYRTEM CORTIRAGTONS
. -
f .
’ a
.
.
&
= \
. y
- i €
- 2

3

'l

3



H

funder c0n51derablg,

"the un1VQrs;ty.f

,aﬂd feeiiﬁgs

it/ ' e ) ! ' . ST
‘v- ’ o . s \\ . ) ,v . v ]\H
) ' THE CDNNQTAFIVI MIANING OP COLLEGE ERADES '

In recent years tra adit 1Pnai‘grad*ng'sy§tems have come

¥

ire at a&l 1eve15 fram elementary to

= I

'd prcfe551cna1 schools Student attitudgs' \

out grades have been a majﬂr concern. Many

- ,.,_L

.xstudgnts feel VlCtlmled by traditional gradlng systems 7

\ "

)(Paale, 1975) %tlll chers feel that grades are unrelated

\
to hcw hard they wark in a ‘course-or the degree af real un-

derstandlng that they have abDut the subje:t matter (Hardyi '

\

‘1974) Suggestlan% for re&c1v1ng the gradlng Enntrcver5y

K

. hQVS ranged fT@m the Ellmb\atlDP Qf grades tﬁ the adnptign

of alternative gradlng Systemﬁ __’{ o o »
T Y . s

, A numbar Df research studles have been 1nterested in

\ . 1

o \
determlnlng tha effcct Df nontradlthnal gradlng pract1ées

~on the student's att;tud§s_or DplnanSygﬁaut:the ;Qursei- .

-

) C : g : . AR R .
" Wegener (1977) found no relationship between thé active parti-

iipatian of the studént’in:the grading process and the stu-

dent' s attztude abaut the caur%e CDTTESPQDdingly, fiﬂding5 

Tépcrtgd by Bgll (1973) YaTber (1974) and Newcomb aﬂd Warmbrﬂd
‘”(19743 shaw no relatlanshlp betweeﬁ student zantractlng and the

.*éttltudes Students held abnut ﬁhe caurse Iﬂ addltlon, Burt@n

%

féattltudes Df %tudents toward almcst every aspegt Df a :ourse

In response to Student effDrts over th& yegrs many ;Dl*

leges have 1ntraduced szme form Df a 11m1ted pass fall system

73) and H%rdy (19?4) coﬂcluded that Ln

i

L
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fail sygtem of cvaludtlan Mdreévefr in some college, cam!'\

1

. 1} \
' munltleS the three poi t gr adlﬂg System Gf honars, pass fall

pért strong Eéélings of Studeﬂts'agaiﬂgtgthéfpéss—faii system.

i

' The idea of gfiterian;referenied-tegtingvhas'been re- -
kindled by the recent émphasis on behavigfal ijectives, Qcm-g

-

! N : petency based education and the dcvelapment of prcgfammed

P

F

~mater1315g Wllliams (1975) f@und CTlteTlDﬂ referanced grad=

igé‘systems tD haVE-llttle OT no effect Dﬂ the attltudgslstgdéﬁis
held about the gradlng syatam or the coursa as a whcle., én 

.xthe Dther haﬂd re;ults reparted by Hambleton ané Murray (1977)

L ; : 5uppeﬂ$ the bellef that both faculty and Students are in. favor
: : \ : o

- of a criterion- rEfEfEﬂEed gystam ' o \
o \ \ |
o Research on the SgudEﬂt sttltudlnal respcnse to alterna--

S S thE gradlng 5y%tem5 leads.to no dEflﬂlthE Fonclu%lons Thege

Wi

vstudles have far the mast‘part been C@nducted within a 1arger
context in Wthh a tradltlanﬂl gradlﬂg system antlnued 1n ’
effect., If they tell us ﬂDthlﬂg else, perhaps these studles
.lmply that we have too 1;ttle understandlng of tht larger CDHE\ .

text,. Perhaps studant attitudinal ar affectixe re%ponse to

alternat1Ve grades and gridlng systems is uﬂpf%éléfablé bes

VEause the nature of student response to the tradltlcnal system -

is pcorly under%tacd

[

. During thé perlgd.cf criticism and innovation, the tradi-

tianél‘apprdach to grading has not been without its advocates.

3
o




' lined-a ratlcnale tor the tfaﬂltlandi gradaing Sy%cem wiici
ihlnges on the assumptlon thiL ETQQQS and gradlng systems are
' primaflly fgrms-af ccmmunicgtlon_ He 1den;1fled_three 1mp11g
lﬁatlDﬂb Qf thlS p051tluﬂ : S \-. PR .
| 1. A teachex glVlng 4 érade is usually
7 i
ncgmmunlgatlng w;th_mare-than one
S liadividwal. -
| :_2;. Whgt a ﬁea:hefvcammuﬁiéates will de- |
pénd, iﬁ:péfti §n'tﬁe meéning cf;the o
T;grade to the pETSDﬂ‘TEleng it.
e SLfvTe chers cann@ﬂ unilat erally control
ar‘change the méanlng of a grade.
M:KEichle defense of the tradltlonal apprsach is Slmply,
that it 15 tradltlonal and thETefoTe? pTGVJdes a.common bagke‘

grcund of lnformatlaﬂ far the cammunlgatlpn process. But

uggests an imparﬁant and unanswered question

V7]

’MéKégihié also

.ab@ht.the”tfaditioﬁgl gradin system: What do Specific grades”

" mean to thD%e who read thcm?
The current study was an: aitempt to deta;miﬂe what the
sﬁec1f1c‘grades used as a part of one . unlver%nFy tradltlonal
gradlﬁg syqtem mgan to %tudcnt% at that unlvcrglty For the

pgfpose pf,thls.study'we have relied on the worﬁxcf Dggacd (1957)




and hlS asscclatES ta:RrDv1de bcth a thgaretical'and GpéT3=

tional dcflﬁltlip of me! nlngf Thcoretlcally, we have assumrd!
‘that grades have m@anlng to the axtent that-they initiate in

 ;f:= ﬂtﬁél§£udeﬁt én iﬁté}ﬁﬁl'ﬁrhtess whiéﬁ’mediétes an infended‘

-;value Judgment Df the teacth rega arding the performance af

‘the student as a lEJTﬂCT

,thc Semantli dlifercntlal tcchnlquc develcped by Dsggad is

_adequate tD measure the Lannatdtlve meanlng of gradez

is, to. 355E55 the quﬂlltlc% cf thc medlatlan prccess wﬁthln

. the student

In the

tion of, the

whlch.are~évakcd by a grade.

iTDlléd in a.Eeaiher educatr@n program..

\

zcnﬂetat1Ve meaﬁlﬂgs Gf SPECiflC gfades uSed in

" : \

- the meanlng§ eVDked in upper div1510ﬂ gallege sfudents en-

that

' Operﬂtlonﬂlly, we. have assumed that'

Study we have TEStTlEtEd @urselvgs to an examlna-

:a tTEdltanal grédlng syqtem and 11m%fed our 1nvest1gat1an tG

7

‘ 'Tw;a specific p ;pﬁ ses

o f the study were identified: .= - v,
1. To descrlbe the b351c c@mpanents Df
. : o o \
C , students EDHDQtatIVE mean;ngkffﬂr
o : : 'p cific grndcsh
. ‘ N \ |
' = 2. 1Q Ccmpare the cantlnuum of co ﬂ@tatlva

:E Sample

meanings.wlth the quant;tatlve chtlnuum

= - :‘ 7 x . 7 . ‘ ) ‘,\( NN
implied in the grading process.
SR “ e _ _ O
£

. METHOD .

~One hundred and sixty-one students taking a course in

1
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educatiqyal pbychﬂlagy a part QF thclraelemcntary teach

er EdUEﬂtlﬂﬂ prcgram were %vacredg Sczentylclght perccntx
Df the students pﬂrtlﬂlpatlﬂg in the 5urVey ﬁere Eemale5 and
seventy flve pergcnt WQ;E in the1r Elnal SQmEStEF as undars |
’graduate students. xhe mcd%an accumulated 5rhdc pclnt aver=
age for fhese.students.wasiappr@xlmately 3.2 on a fgur,palnt:
.séale; oT . in lettef gfadésj between a B and élﬁ+,v These
StudEﬂtS were” enrollcd ln»Eive of seveﬁ.sectiahﬁicé tﬁe :Qﬂrse-
- taught dur;ng the Wlntez and 5pr1ng 55551Qn5 Df 1978.
Ingtfﬁmehti !_' ' | T T f/:
mvTD aséess thé'éffectiQe meanlng of. geres, twelve ‘seman-
th dlfferentlal ;caleé WETE CrEdEgd,>DnE for each of the o
twelv? gnade symbels uséed 1nsthe nniVEfsity'grading system;-
F r}fEth scale was ccmposed Qf a statéﬂént 1dent1fy1ng the grade ; ;

'tc be fated (Gettlng a grade of "C” in a- college 1ave1 caurse

fﬁr'example ) and twenty palrs QF palqr adgcctlvas paaltive{

negvtlvei foolish-wise, goad-bad, unlmportaﬂt lmpDTtant
: . ) . L \ ) R
,successfulfunsuccessful, weak*strgngj sgvereflenlentj safta

Vhardi.activé-passivé, sléwéfast,'éxcitiﬁgacalmiﬂg,7§§nfusiﬂg—:
clear ‘pfédictablé%uﬁprédictabie, Simple;compliéated,
understandable mysterlaug impcssible=possib1é,»feSpDnsible%
1rrespan%1ble dlfflcult easy, Euﬁ=wark ,false-genﬁine; The
twelve Scales were randomly a§51gncd to Dne ‘of four. forms:

Form A (D, C, B-), Form-B (B c-, A), Form C (D+, B*J D- ) and

"Form D (A-, E, C*)i




";Collectlan
‘Students Tcapanded to thc survey durlng the/final flf--

ﬂteeﬁ'mlnutes éf 3 reg ularly Hcheduled class perlcd Alternate

.

'fprms_af thg survey were rapdomly dlgttlbuted in each Séctiaﬁi

Caﬁséquént1y>céih-ztudeﬂé ratediéachraf thréé;specifiqlgraéés:
1nn each of twénty scmantlc dlfferentlal 1tem% B

%‘Data Analysis f X e |

Studant rqtlngs of SpEElflL gradcs praduccd 483 sets of
: i
ratlngs on th; 20 1tEm set oF polar ad;egtlves Carrelatlons

_amang the ratlngs on cach. 1tem across 311 483 sets were faat@r' 

analyzed u51ng the pflnclple factorlng with 1terat1an methcd
& :

Gfkthe SPSS program_CNie,-Hull, Jenklns St31nbrennerr and
’ EEﬁt.h1975) A VARIMAX ratatlon of the prlnilple factgr ma- .
ctrix was used tD dztermlne the correlatlans cf 1tems WLth
"‘junderlylﬁg factar ~and was the, ba%lﬁ of our. 1nterpretat10ns
rof the mE§n1ngfu1 dlmenslans of . ztudent affectlve reSpDnse tc

-grades Item-factor cor:elatlcns_greater than .40 were' con-

sidered, significant. B

Semantic-distaﬁ:es between deaegﬁt grade evaluations

were Ealiulated!usiﬁg items selected to fépTESéﬁt the dimen-
sions 1dcnt1fled in the factﬂr analys1s The affect1VE con-.

tlnuum Created by theSe dlstances was scaled for Comparlson_;'

= . : is
A

. with' the quaﬂtltatlve Ecntlnuum whlch the gradgs are’ tahen to
'z"’ @ :
zrepresent ln\a quantltaalvevar measureménﬁ sense.




RFSULTS
The study was dc%;gned to pTDVldE descr1pt1Vg data on
. ‘two quest;ons 1) What are the basic dlmEﬂSLDﬂE of the
iEQﬂnDtathE meﬁnlng given. spcclflc grades by studentsf 2))
' . ' )HDW dQES the cantlnuum of affective or cannatatlvg mcanlnggn
| Df grades campare w1th the denatatlve or quantltatlve can='g'_ .
.tinuum whlgﬁ gradeg are assumed tq ;Epresent? )
' Diménsions Qf,AffthiVE'REE?GHSE“iéléfaﬂéS
In fhé prinzip127f§Cth éﬁalysisj fquT‘factérs wéfe'
Eansidéféd'significqﬁt'(eigen%f 'észgfeéter than 1). These
'factors accounted f@f 65 8 pE%Céﬁt of the varlatlon 1n
~semantic dlfferentlal ratlngs ofjgrades. Ratatlcn of the
_principié faétorsmatfixireéuiféi in factors Whigh ac:ﬁuntedvl

.. for the following percentages of.common variance: 60.2,

=
1

- 21.3,.12.1, and 6.4 _
"Téble-l éhéws the gémaﬁtiizdiffETEﬂtial itemé ﬁhiihi
were 51gn1f1cant1y carrelated W1th each factar and the itémﬁ
factor ;orrelatlgn Fﬂ:tnr 1 correlates hlghly w1th 1tem5'
wh1ch reﬁﬂect the evaluatlve nature of grades bad goad (. 884),
:neghtlve—pgsitive (i863), unsuccessful successful (. 848),
iiffespansibleﬁréspénsiﬁlé C 772),xand fDDllShinSE C1648)a
' Thé factcr was named ”gvaluatlcn” and the flVQ ltems W1th tha
,hlghest garrelat10ﬁ§ with the detDT were selécted. for use in
'subSéquent aﬂalysesi Factar 2 cnrrelates mgst hlghly Wlth
two items which sggm to reflect the extent to whlchistudent5=f

” perceive.parficular”grades as realistic or possible for them:




o ’ : ' W a _ .
",_1mp9551b1e pQSSibIc ( 6%1) and dlelcult ~casy -(. 643& .This

factnr was. termed ”rcallsm"‘gnd "the two items w1th highest
’Xcarrelatlans w1th the factor were usad tc represent the Eazter .

',;n subsequent analyses.

ﬂm‘ v, ’

Faétﬂf 3 is’cgrrelaégd Qith items ﬁhich.relate to peféepé
 tions @fktﬁercaﬁélekity @Tvundérstgndability'cf gfaies}ernex' 
item, 51mple campllcitgd ( 784], was Selected to represent

thls fcamplex1ty dlmen51an. A f@urth factcr,'alsa rgpreseut—-iq

i

ed by a 51ngle item, 1nvg1ved the ”Sallence” of a grade.,

A
nlmpartant 1mpartant (. Eia%

“Thus. the factar analytlc prccedures Wthh we used proﬂ'
duced a patte;n of 1nterrelat1§ns amané the ZD Semantlc dlf-
ferential 1tem5 whlch suggested the ex15tence E& fgur magcr
:campcnents to. student meanings for épec1f1c grades Students
;v1ew gfades evaluatlvely,vsome gradez are better,, more. p051~;%éd
tlve Sﬁd more 1nd1cat1ve of SUCCE%S than DthETS,: Grades-are
'alsa felt to have a quallty Df reallsm (DT unreallsm),,SQmQ

"grgdes are 1éss'1ikely, less p3551ble or 1ess easy to attaln
“than others. Student reactlons to grades ccntain_two'other
qualitiés* Sa: sense that some grades are less understandibf&

‘or more cgmp11c1tcd in thc1r meaning -than others. and a sense%

that some grades are more important ‘than Dther%

0 -




vw;th both higher and lower grades rated as less r33115t1C In -

In terms of th; vgrzﬂnce d%bDletEd w1th each fact@r, the

.,evaluatan dlmcnblﬂn is clcarly the most 1mportant aspect Df

‘student responﬁc ta grades The cvaluatlve dlmenglon of gradcs

a;caunted fcr 11m05t thrce tlmes the Varlance Df the reallsm

dlmen31an, flvc tlmES the varlance of thé ccmplcxity factar

‘and eight, times the variance of the SﬂllchE factor.

In Selectlng ltems f@r addltlgnal ‘analysis, the 1tem5‘

Wlth the. highe%t CDTTCldtlQDS with their FE%pECthG factars

were selgcted An attempt was made- tD include 1tcm5 repre-'

Sentlng a part1cular Factar 1n appraxlmately thc same pr@pgr—

tion as thqf fact GT 5 propo TtlDﬂ Df‘the explalned varlan;;Q

Table 2 shows the mEin fictcr score. far :ach grade on

- each factor Data in thlg t;EIe show' that the hlgher the grade.

ed

“the more pm51tlvc the‘evaluatlve Tesponse the 1DWEE;thé grade

5

. the-less.pasg 1ve the affectlve re:p@ se Dn the'realigm‘diﬁ

3

“mension, a B and a B are’ seen as the mést reallstlc grades

=

thlS regarz the :emaﬂtli differentlal ratlngs.of gradeg are

CDn515tent with the actual student experlence as reflected 1n

o

Cumuiat1V& grﬂdc lent averages. Generally grades in: “the B

_range are also’ Vlewed as less camplex or more understandable

than'either hlghET or 1awer rankin radeg. Wlth respe:t to

sallence, gradgs in the C range are- v1ewed as the least Sdlleﬂt

: and grades higher or. lcwer are more 1mport1nt.

Insert Table 2Cabé%t here .
é,agayaﬁ,;g_Eﬁ;,ﬁ!gagfgjaa-,}ﬁ-
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campnnenta involved 1n~5tudent dffECthE rQSpDnSCb t@ spec1f1c o

meaningful ways. ; - 5 o Co S

- Comparing the Connotative and Quantitative Continua for Grades

in summazy, the ' rcaults of thc currcﬁt study ldGDtlEY faur

A . i

grades. eva]uatlén, realism, XEDmp]EX1ty, and 5a11&nce ’ These

faetgrslrelateito;thc’gradc continuum 1n.d;f£erent;and,qnquely-

s

y . . -

A

Tn allgw for more pTECl%E ccmpdr1scn @f the affectlve

' meanings of gradgggin relation to the quantltitlvc meanlng:

1nvalved in computlng grﬁde pclnt averages and 1n the athET

ways in whlch grades are CDHSldErEd mea:ures af student achleVE—

mant the Semantlc dlEt?ﬂLES between the ratlngs for %pe:1f1c '

‘adgacent gradeg were calculated u51ng ‘a generallzed dlstance

for mula (Dsgaod ]957 .p '91);L Table 3 shows the dlStfﬂEES for

each affect1Ve component,. the total affectlve dlstance ahd'w
[ Y ;” \\ :

the adgusted ar scaled. dlStHﬂLE for. each palr Df adjacent

des_' The data %how that the gfeatest dlsccntlﬂulty between

the affectiva cantlnuum and the quantltatlve cgntlnuum DCCUTS‘A
A

:;farfthe dlstanca between the grades of . B- and C+. Thls affEC§

'n_

thE dl%taﬂca is more than three tlmES the quantltatlve dlffef*

fEﬂce, Generally, a B- is pET261VEd tD be Clcser to' an A and .

a C+ is v1ewcd as ClOSET to an E than the1r pDEltlDﬂS on the

quantltat1ve CDﬂtlﬂuum suggest This result is more clearly

Il 5

presented in Figure 1 wthh portrays thE'digtaﬁdes graphlcally-“

In fact, thlS figure shows thgt gencrally’&very gradg belcw a

- B- was perceived as ¢loser 1n affectlve meaning to extreme

fallurc than would be expected were the quant;tat1VE values

¢
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“taken literally, and were psychological meaning consistent with.

mathematical medning. Conversely, every grade at or above a

B- was VlEWed as closer in affeztlve meaning to extreme success

LY

than wsuld be warrantcd by a llteral 1nterpretat1"J§f the

grades as mea%uremEﬁts

N 1
.
Insert Table 3 about here .
L
- t e == -= === == === =<-=====°%"7°7 :
N Insert Figure 1 about here
In other words, there appear to be serious discontinui-

ties betwten the continuum of affective responses to grades
and the assumcd measurement or gquantitative continuum which
they represent. The discontinuity suggests that students find
grades of C+ and less as less psychologically satisfying than®
thgir quantitative values might suggest to instructors award-

ing these grades. Giades of B- or higher scem to be perceived

as more psychologically satistying than might be expected.

AN
@ _
CONCLUSTONS AxD IMPL1CALIONS
For upper . di#vipsion undergraduate students enrolled 1n a
aleéentary teacher education program, the affective response

to specific grades, as measured by the semantic differential

‘technique, includes four factors: evaluation, 1 alism, com-

/
13



-12 - L B . :
\ " plexity and salience. 1In the research which culminated in The

¥
Measurement of Me ning (0sgood, 1957), studies of the connota-

4

tive meaning of a wide variety of concepts, involving many
¥ T,

respondent groups were canduitéd. In virtually all of thﬁs&

studies, an evaluative factoT accounting for half to three-

‘r’j‘

quarters of the extracte .4 vartiance, was discovered. The data

of the current study‘aré consistent with the Dférwhelming body
of semantic difEETEﬂ£i31 research, iﬂcluding thé‘ariginal
studics by Dsgoadiéﬁd his associates. The meaning of spe ecific
grades includes an "attitudinal” factor which reflects the
sense in which tﬁe grade is viewed as a reward or a punishment.

Two factors ide -ntl fied in Osgood's original research and

ubsequent studies were not derived from the analysis

1

in many
éf the data in the current study. These are a "potency factor"
reflecting power and an Mactivity factor'" a dynamic qua ality.
Instead, three other factors, realism, cﬂmplexity, and sallence
were extracted.

It.should be ﬁ@tédvtﬁﬁt both the particular set of adjec
tive pai%suand the specific nature of the sample of respondents
limits the géncrali:ability of these results. Studies using
more or ditferent poluar adiectives might be eapecte d to yigid
a diffcrgnt ouleone  but 1t secms likely the dif ferences would
be in the number and nature ot the factors other than the eval~
uative factor. Rescarch usang 4 bioader sample of college”
Studeﬁgs, that is students following ditferent curricular choices
55 well as students at difforent levels of completion of the

educational program would also be helpful®in cxtending the va-
P : I ne :

]
e

1idity the conclusions of this study. Nevertheless, 1t scem
o )

ERIC | | 14 N
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clear that the specific meanings of grades can be effectively
assessed by the semantic differential technique and that to a

very great extent the connotative meanings of grades involves

a reﬁafd-punishment dimension.
For those who are upper division un&ﬁrgfaduatedstudents?
there appears to be an important discanﬁiﬁﬂity between the conno-

tative meaning .of various grades and the meéﬂing implied by the

quantitative values associated with the grgﬁeﬂ We believe that

5

the data of the_currént study show that grades 'of C+ and les

L
¥

(except for that which denotes failure) are peréeived by students

-

.4

to be more punitive than their rank or position in the system

ly grades of B- or higher T

L
7

of grades would imply. Convers

. . . et ) . Ll
(with the exception of an "A') communicate more rewaxrd tb%n is

*

necessarily intended. Certainly the distance on what we have

fal

called the affective continuum between a grade of a B- and.a
grade of a C+ is far different than a teacher may recogn
when he frics to decide between the two for labeling the achieve-

ment of a particular student.

Thus the results of the current study can be seen as con-

sistent with the previously cited rescarch of Roring (1975)

and Gatta (19700 1ndicating o negative student redction to pass

fail gradinyg If the 'pass' quality of the pass-fall system

is secn as roughly cquivalent to b grade in the € range, the

dist%ﬂcticn between the two, in an-affective sense, rveduces t

o]

a choice between two 1elatively aversive possibilities. Our

rescarch shows that cven a C+ is perceived as closer tc
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o
¥,
—
—
i
c
-1
e

‘(an 'E') than to extreme success (an 'A'), ‘ jﬂ

-
3 |



. Lo L : {

B :

ur reqearch convinces us that grade inflation ex15t5 in e -

[

a psychological sense. The student whose .achievement in a class -

@

earns him a grade of 'C' pr%?ably feels less positive and less
successful than his instructor intended in assigning the grade.

In erestingly, the grades our students were most likely to get,
those E@ the B. range or higher, are the grades not devalued
in their meaning. This raises the possibility fhat thé acqui-
sition of affective meanings for grades is a function of a gon-
text effect. Students define success primarily in te;ms qfrthe
modal levels of performance of their peers and associate

[ pasiéive affective méﬂﬂlﬂg with grades assigned to their
peers functioning at that level. One implication of such
a model 1s that the affective meaning of g'grade”iﬁ.cné area
of Study or disciplina may be different than the affective

meaning of the same grade in another field.

Hewitt and Jacobs (1978) asked ccllege'étudents to esti-

mate the grade-point average of fictitious %tudénts in eight
4

dlfferEﬂt fields after recading a one paragrapl dE%CTlpthD

£ .}

which included information on the student's ;ex‘

and verbal and mathematical ability. Results o

revealed that students perceptions of gradingipracﬁiges include

i =

the notion that Jditfferent standards prevail in ;if erent major

L

crally con- 4

fields. In addition, student perceptions’ w;re 52&,

sistent with the realities of the institugianwin;f ich the study
Kﬁt was conducted. Hewitt and Jacobs discuss theimaﬁ;inpxaf their

data in. relation to an "adaptation level hvpatheé?s” as_an ex-
planation for differential grading standards in ﬁgllege ficlds of

study. The basic theorctical a%ﬁumptlon is thaﬁmlnleldUﬂl stu-
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ties of all other students in the class. 1f students' aéilities
in one field of study arc different than arl‘tatl“{tzr; grading stand-
ards will be different. Actual grade distributions may not vary.
’Hewitt and Jacobs suggest that student awareness of the differénce -

in 'standards plays a role in the selection of a major field of

~§§udyi )

<0 ' Our data suggests that the level of affect associated’ 2

with a grade may depend, in part, on student judgments which
) o , . | )
can also be understood in terms of an adaption level hypothesis.

Students. judge grades attained by students at and above the

modal level of their peers to connote success and such grades

mediate the positive feelings associated with success. Con-

]

L]

versely grades belowsthose attained by the modal level of ones
peers ate viewed as varving degrees of failure and mediate
negative feelings associated with the sense of failure and lack

of e

Ll
i
(]
L
]
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arch, our
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Taken together with the Hewitt and Jacobs re:
study suggests the tollowing paradox. Students may select major

fields of study, in part, because of awdreness that standards

for grading arc Jditterent and that it's easier to attain higher

- grade point averages 1n some ficlds than in others. Once 1n

these fields, however, they evaluate thelr own success in refer-

to the other students i1n that field. Students who have

]

enc

[

Ry

s chosen a field with lower standards and higher overall grade-

T

point averages will have-to attain higher grades to achieve the
same degree of positive affect and sense of personal satisfac-
tion that could have been attained with lower grades if they had

chosen a field with higher standards.
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“ continuity between the affective and othcr meanings of grade
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A related concern involves the problems of.an individual.

teacher whose standards differ from the prevailing standards

in the field of study. New.faculty or fempérafy instructors,

partliularly if they attempt. maste;=based or crlterlgn— .

referﬂnced systems of evaluation and gradl may employ

*

standards which differ from the prevalllﬁgvstandards, In

[ i
ﬂ
\r—m

addition, some faculty may consciously adopt more rlgDFDUE
3 LE

standards. Students whose Erqde% are higher than the modal

Eu

grsée for the class, b{t luwer than the modal grade fo the’

field or ateca® of study, may be expected to méd11t€ leaﬁ posi-
t1Yé feelings than the instructor interds.

The 11m1tat1an% lnvnlved in the QUTTéBt study require that

" we be cautious attempt ing to draw implications for practice.

Grades have connotative or affective meanings and these mean-

ings can be described using a semantic differential technique.
C s _ . '

In addition, there seems to be a discontinuity between the

affective ﬁeaniﬁg of specific grades and the quantitative mean-

to

L

ing of the grades. The affective meaning of grades seen

be a function of the prevailing grading practices and standards

ané the.data of the current study are consistent with a hypo-

thesis that grade jnflati@n has @ccyfgd’and has déva]ueq the =~

meaning so some gf;dﬂﬁ! i.e., those iﬁ%ihe C- ranpge for example.
What other factors influen ce- the ﬂfféLthE meanings of

grades? What instructional and Lv=luat1o1 practices will insure

S'?

P*1

These are interesting and 1mpD1tJ nt issues but be: th the %capc

=

of the results reported here. =

=
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- =. + Table 2. Mean Evaluation, Realism, Complexity
~and Salience Ratings for Specific Grades

i ,‘7 = e S — — ——— — = = —_— e e EES S ix:\, R

Grades - : Evaluation Realism Complexity Salience

A- 6.23 4,990 5.15 5.51
B+ 5.78 5.11 3.68 5,71
B 5.68 5.16 4.03 5.40
B- 524 4,91 3.76 5.80
o 3.65 4.77 /| 4.28 ‘& 4.36
c ! 3.18 4.29 4.22 5.12° - «
C- 2.57 4.52 4.38 4.65
D+ - 1.80 3.57 4.90 5.71

.70 34.22 4.87 5.33

m
—

40n a 7-point semantic different scale.
i ¥
£
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i} — } o 1 2 3

1. Positive/Negative .863

. 2. FDD}iSh/WiSE -.684 524
3. Good/Bad . 884
4. Unimpértant/imp@rtant

Sig Successfu/Unsuccessful . 848

8, Soft/Hard | ~ : 605
9. Active/Passive 696 -

10. Slow/Fast - . 536

11. Exciting/Calming . 546

12. Cénfusing/Clcur r -.614

13. Predictable/Unpredictable L4%6

14. Simple/Complicated A -  .784

iy
(2]
pa
"

(¥
=
(g ]

15. Undérstanﬁath/MySECFi@u?
16. Impossible/Possible i .651
17. RESpDﬁsthc/lrxcspun%ihié L7772

18. Difficult/basy ‘ .645
19. Fun/Work A .588

20. False/Genuine . 531




Table 3. Connotative Meaning Distances Between Adjacent Grade Values

Ad]aceﬂt Grades
Connotative

Dinens ions AJA- [A-/B+ | B+/B \B/B- [B-/C+ | C+/C C/C— C*/D* D+/D | D/D- | D-/E

Evaluation (5) A6 1,104 16 1,39 12,65) 1.30] 2.21 3 56 q5 | L1218

REallsm (2) 05| 830 00 18| 21 50| .46 1!81 1.25] .80 2.83

Complexity (1) | .64 | 2,161 13| .07 27| 100} 03| .27 | .58} .29} .06

1.

r—
Salience (1) 670 08 10 J16 2,07 58 L22 (1012 01 .00 12
Total 1,85 1 4,14 38 | 181 (15,202,381 2.92 (6,76 | 1.98|1,21(3.16
CDnnDtatlve , |

Scale A8 A0 0 1T ) L6 28] 2B | 65 191 17| .30

_ Quantltatlvc ,

/0 Scale T T O N 1 T O O T 1 TR A
I _ S IR S A S S S B

NOTE: For comparison to the corresponding quantitative scale values, raw score distances
were converted to dppropr1ate proportions of a scale af 1,90, The revised distances
are 1dent1f1ed a5 the COHﬂDtSthE Scale,

24




CONNOTATIVE
CONTINUUN

QUANTITATIVE

CONTINUUM

25

FIGURE |. DISTANCES BETWEEN GRADES ON THE CONNOTATIVE CONTINUUM
AND THE QUANTITATIVE CONTINUUM ‘




