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ABSTRACT

American college students (N=46) were asked to assign
grades to a series of words and phrases used in describing college
work. The variables of sex. GPA and cognitive/semantic consistency
were correlated with 30 descriptor words. The results revealed that
the first canonical root was significant. Using regression to explore
individual patterns, it was found that all three independent
variables of sex, self-reported grade point average, and
cognitive/semantic consistency affected the grades thought to be
associated with the descriptors. Males perceived. the wood "poor" to
be significantly more positive than did females. Higher grade point
averages led to a more positive evaluation of the words "graduate
quality." Finmally, "poor," "outstanding,'" and "passing' were all more
favorably rated by those who exhibited greater cognitive/semantic
consistency. What is abundantly clear from these data is that the
words used to describe achievement in a college classroom are subject
to systematic confusion depending on gender, GPA and
cognitive/semantic consistency of the receiver/students. Given the
sample size for this study (42 respondents), the trends in these data
portend differences which could only be called gigantic. This line of
rescearch should be further pursued. (A tabie is included. Contains
six references.) (Author/TB)
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Abstract

American ccllege students (N = 46) were asked to assign
graces to a series of worcs and phrases used 1n describing
coilege work. The variables of sex. GFA and cognitive/semantic
consistency were correlated with 30 descriptor words, The
rasui=ts reveaied the first canonical root was significant (R, =

.8977. Eigenvaiue = 20.86; Approximate F = 2.,22; of = 33.79: o <

L0085y, Using regression to expiore 1ndividual oatterns. T WES
Tound that 311 tnhree 1ndecendent varsianies of sax, seif-reported

grade point average and cognitive/semantic consistency affec=ed
the grades Thought to be associated with the cescriptors, Maies
perceived tne word "poor” <o be significantly more positive than
a1d femaies. Higher gracde point averages ‘ead tc a more positive
avaiuation of tne worcs “graduate guaiitv.” Finaily, “peccr,”

“outstanding” and “oassing” were ail more favorapiy rated by

those wno exnibited greatsr cognitive/semantic consistency.
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WHAT DO GRADES MEAN?:
A PILOT STUDY USING SEX. GPA
AND COGNITIVE/SEMANTIC CONSISTENCY

Cne of the favorite story lines in science fiction concerns
a typical American male seen at the beginning of a typical day.
He arises and moves to tnhe Dreaxfast taple where nis wifa
casually asks 17 ne would like another pileca of "zecra.  re
resoonds “zecra?’ Holoing a piece cf toast. she says 1n a matsar
-t “act =ore cf voice “Yes, zepra.” Betore ?eavwng TCr work,
718 sma’l caughter announces tnat she nas 12arnec T0 reac 3 new
wora. The girl opens her primer revealing a picture of & ZOw.
Jdrder the cow 135 orinted the worc “"Nevertheiess.” Prouciy, the
girs says "See Dacdy, nevertheless.” Over the next Tew weeks
~he worid begins to subtly change 1n front of our eyes. It is
aimost as 1T tne meanings in a cicstionary have peen dumpeg into
one tox and all the words have besn cumpec 1hto ancther bDoOX.

Randomly, the meanings are drawn frcm the {:irst box and assigned

to ancther random araw from the <=cond box. By tne end of the

story. the man 1is bei~3 taught to speak this new language.

But suppose =“h1s story 18 not as fictional as we mignt
“nink. Is 1t pcssibie that misunderstandings of precisely this
sort are not only possible but that they are freguent? This
general aguery 1s the driving force behina tnis study.

Overview

in the theoretical sense wnat does 1t mean when we say that
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“we communicate?” One way to answer that questicn 1s to realize
that ccmmunicaticn btegins with the process of perception.
Communication rests on the assignation of observabie pnenomenon

1nto categor-es of meaning. When we visit a nome and si1t down at

the tapia for a meai, it is immaterial that a disn 1s being
servec wnicn we nave never pefore eaten. When the bowi 1S

passed, we are capable of inferring tnat the contents oF the bowl
ar2 meant to ne saten. We have assigned an occurrence (scmething
1s 1n that pccwi ceing passed To me) to a meaning catagery (1
snoula orobacly out scme con my piate).

On the cther hand, communicaiion Detween Two Peopie 18 nct
comclete unt:i and unless the other perscn nas received and
interpreted 1n a reasonably similar fasnion that which we
intenged to transmit. We mlcht even say that communication 18
tne coorientaticn of Two persons seeking TO arrive at a common
set of ccgnitive categorizations, The degree to wnicn one
cerson’s assignaticon of a phenomenon 1nto a categcry 1s the same
as the other person’s assignation of the same phenomenon 1nto tne
same category 1s the degree to which the two persons are said to
understand each other. Where then does communication go wrong?

Perhaps the bpest way to begin is to recognize tnat
communication problems are unlikely to occur unless the matter at
hand 1S one of concern for both parties. 1In a sociai situation

for example, 1f another person utters some sequencs OF words

wnich seem unintelligible, we are likely To i1gnore them unless

5}
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the wcrds nave some sort of re.evance fcor us. It is impciite to
Jress another too much on questions Of semantics and perhaps s/he
wi1li make furtner comments which wiil clarify the 1ntended
meaning withcoul exposing the fact the we nave no Tdea what 1s
beirg discussed. In polite soctiat situations tnis passive
sojution procabiy works rather weil. In more invoiving
encounters, more direct action may se regurred.

SuLDOosSe we nave a situation 1n wrich cne person conzTends
~nat a ochencmenon teicngs 1N one category wniie the otaer
cort2ncs tne same pneromenon belongs in a ci1fferent category.
Moraover, the ciassification of :this pnenomenon s 2 matter of
concarn ToO coLn. This cescription 1s, of course, a perfact
axampie cf tne dispute in which the student contends a supmittea

paper 15 an ‘A" while the professor contencs tnat the same paper

s a "8". Selting aside the issue of who wins arg who ioses,
the agiscut2 is worth examining Turther, Is the aisagreement
reaiiy about the paper or 1s it about a much more funagamental

matter? Could it be that the student and the professor are
actuaiiv d1sagree1n§ over what constitutes the appropriate
phenomenon to te classified into the categories of “work to pe
considered an A" and "work to be considerea a 8"7? IT this 1s
the real basis for the dispute, the paper 1s an almost trivial

concern., Seen 1n this light, the dispute depenas ¢cn thne

conceptual parameters of the category systems for the two

parties, Once the categories have been defined., tne
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ctassification of *re paper 1s routine.
Past _researcr
It 1s a pit surorising that more research nas not been
cchaucted concerning the connotative meanings of grades for
sTugents, As eariy as 1975 McKeachie oubiished a raticnaie wh:icn

emphasizea, 1n part, that grades are a form of communication.
Morecver, he cleariy 1dentified an 1mplication of tne position
wnat grades are communication by asserting that wnat a reacher
communicates wilil asr=c= 'y depend on ﬁne meaning of the grade to
Tne gerson racalving the grace (mMckieacnis. 1$79;. Scant
arTent-on seems to have been cirected towarqds thnis guest:.on of
ind-vidual meanings.

Jsing a semantic di“ferential for measurement Ziszler and
Starcato (1379) did discover that stuaents appear =o have at
“ezst four irgcepencent AImMeNnsiIors on wnicn arades are
categorized: evaluation, realism, cocmplexity and saiience.
Later, Ei1szler and Stancato (1981} found that the feeliing when
getting a grade of C seemed to be related to whether or not the
course was aimed at majors or nonmajors and tnen orly for the
effort required. This finding was especialiy pronounced 1n the
sciences. More insight was provided by Stancato anc Eiszler
(19831 when 1t wes found that college students appear to
categor{ze grades on an elastic scale. That s, the distance
petween grading 1ncrements 1S not equa’.

This last finding (Stancato & Ei1szier., 1983) cleariy




suggests tnat different persons seem to have diffsrent standards
of categorization and the earlijer study (Eiszler & Stancato,
1981 ) suggests that these standards are subject to contextual
circumstances. These two notions, adaed together, form the

nexus for the present investigation.

it may well be the case that stucents have systematically
d1¥Ferent category systems which covary across a variety of
dimensions. Ffor example, given the ci1ffering sociaiization
natterns for maies ana females we micnt suspect tThat the meaning
of grzades could =asily covary by sex. In acgitT-cn, tThe Tact
ramains that some students achieve acacemic success mcre easily
than co others. Tnis consistent reinforcement must, in the long
run, have some scrt of impact on not only grades but on one’s
orientation tb the entire esducational process. Finally, tne
ozécovery tnat the meaning of ¢rades 1s conceptuaiizea on an
atastic scale is intriguing but not instructive. Is there a
rationaie which could account for this elasticity?

in fact. these concerns form the basis for tne oresent

investigation. The research question of this stuavy i1s: do the

meanings for grades differ by gender, acnieved grace point and

Method
The present study was administered o a sampie (N = 46) of
American college students at a large Mid-Atlantic university as

part of a class exercise. They were tolaq,

ERIC 8

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:




Q

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

ERIC

"As vou know, feedback on papers and themes 1s not
aiways as complete as 1t mignt be. For purposes of

this study, assume that a paper or theme has been

graced anc the only mark on the assignment 1S a word or

ochrase; unfortunately, the letter grace was

accicentaily omitted. If you wers to see each of the

wcrds listed beiow, what letter grade would vou

anticipate would be awarded to the paper?’.

Scitowing thesa snsiructicns, the foiiowing caescriptive
worcs werzs listed in aliphabetical order: ancve average, apysma:r,
aw*ul, average, bparely passing, ccnfusec, aecent, exceliient,
fai1ling, fair, good, graduate auaiity, 1nsighttul, megiocre,
missad tne point, heeds 1mprovement, OK., orainary, outstanding,
sassing, poor, satisfactory. so so, sound work, sglesndic,
super-or., unsatisfactory, vefy good, very poor anc wonderftul.

After they completed this portion of the task, the
respondents were asked to indicate their gender and grade point.

Cognitive/semantic consistency

The cognitive consistency of categorization was measured by
observing that a number of categories could oe logically ordered.
For exampie, it shouid be the case that: above average > average;
satisfactory > unsatisfactory; poor » very poor; passing >
failing; barely passing > failing; passing > bareiy passing anc
very good » good. The highest possible score on tnis scale wouid

be a 7, one point bheing given Tc¢r each comparison which matchec
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tne logical ordering of the categories. The lowesT possible
score wouls pe.a zero. The observed scores rénged from a high
of 7 tc a iow of 4, The mean was 5.63 with a standard deviation
of .97.

Results

Pernaps the first order of business is to ascertain to what
extent. f any, the criterion variabies migrt be redundant. AN
examination of the correlations among the variabies of |
cognitive/semantic cons1sﬁéncy. GFA ard se< revez'ed ro
s~gn:ficant correiations. It woulG bDe premature -o assert that
These measures are ncot scmehow raiatea to one anotner out 1f such
relationsnipgs co exist they are not sufficientiy rowerful to
2merde 1h thi1s data set.

The nitial gata inspection revealed that two of the
Jdescraotive variacles would be of ii1ttlie use. gvery singie
rasoondent agreed that “"fai1ling” was an F. Since this variable
was a constant, 1t was eliminated froem the analysis. Further,
the descriptor variable of "abysmal’ was omitted by a fifth (9 of
16) of the sample and 1t was clearly misunderstood by a good many
otners--one respondent awarded 1t a B, To nave i1nciuded this
variabie 1n the analysis would nave been to deliberately
1ntroduce error variance into the study. It too was eliminated.

As 1s typical. the computer program to perform canonical
correlationai analysis discarded any case 1n whicn missing data

was encountered. Of the 46 cases, 4 were eliminated leaving an

i0
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=ffaective sampie size of 42. A1l calcuiations are pased on this
N

Armed witn this knowieage. the 28 remaining descriptors were
subjected to canonical correlational anaiysis using the criterion

varianles as the dependent set anac the dgescriptcr variaoies as

“ne 1ndepencent set. The resulits revealed oniy trie first
canonical root was signiticant (R, = .977,; Eigenvalue = 20.86;
Apgroximate £ = 2.22; df = 33.78; p < .005).

Insert Tapie 1 abcut here

Severai writers have been criticatl of the pract:ce of
interpreting tre standardized canonica: coefficients z2s 1T they
Nere peta weights (Muliak, 1972; Tucker & Chase, 19&80). 3oth
“hese sources have recommended that.the interpbratations pe made
using the correlations of the agepencent varianies witn fhe
canonical variable(s). As Muliak {1972) has pointed out, tnese
cerrelations "may be interpreted as one interprets factor
loadings” (pg. 422). That procedure wiil be foliowed nere.

However, the analysis 1s not so easily accomplisned. The
canonical root i1ndgicates that the three independent variables are
significantly reiated to the 28 descriptors in multigimensional
space but 1t does not tell the tale of how these relationships

function. In Tne same sense 1n which a significant MANOVA leads

11
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To a "dredging operation” using the univariate ANGCVA, we propose

TO use a stanaard multiple regression :to uneartn tTne

relationships imbeaded 1n che canonicai root. in acvarice, only
those relationships with correlations iread as: ivaaings) of .30
or nigher wiil be considered. This 1s tne same criteria as one

wouid ordinarily use 1n A factor anaiytic stuay.
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yielided oniy a singie ccrrzlation nefore
~re recgression ended. The gescripter "pocr’ was tre cniy
signiTicant corralation <or tnis soluzion {rr = ,42: Z (1.33) =
7.8 p ¢ L0y, With the variabie oF sex codea as 1 for maies
ana O for femaies, 1t is cliear that males perceilvec this
gescriptor as veing significantiy more positive tnan dia females.
Reportec grade point (GPA) also croduced a cne variable
solution. 1In this case, the descrintor "gracuate gualiny”
“as tne only significant vartable in the equation {r =.30; F
t1,33) = 6.07; p < .02). As reported grade pcint increased so
did the perceived grade awarded “o the words "graduate guality."
Tne richest solution was spawned for cognitive/semantic
consistency. This regression yielded a 6 variapie solution;
however, only the first three variables met the criteria of ,30
or higher using the correlations of the dependent variables with
the canonical variabies. The first descriptor in =he eauation

was "ooor’ (Beta = .43) Tollowea by “outstanding ' (RBeta = .43}

And enaing with "passing” (Beta = .40). Tnhnese three variabies

12




O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

12

produced a multirple correlation which explainec over 50% of the

(&)

variance 1n cognitive/semantic consistency (R =.7 F 13,31) =

1

e

.02; o < .000).
Discussion
To emphasize the multivariate nature of these results, 1t
sncuid De notea .»etore beginning the giscussion that several

variaples having acceptable corralations/ioadings (Table 1) diug

NCt energe 1n the univariate anaiysis at all. Notapie among
Trese wera: above avearage {.35), good (.34;, and souna work
(L3920, Th1s observaticn suggests th~%t there are scme

1rtaractiaons at work wnhicn the unsvariate aralysis 1s incapable
of capturing.

I- 1s also worth repeating that not one of these criterion
variabies was swgniéwcant1y related to either of the others. It
?é nct the case that we are axamning tre same var-aplies numerous
Times.

The most easi1ly explainablie findinc from the univariate
regression was the relaticonshin of-GPA to the meaning cof
"graduate quality."” It seems reasonable tThat as a student’s
grade point 1ncreases s/he would come to realize tne meaning of
work which might qualify for graduate level credit.

It is also no surprise that cognitive/semantic consistency
shouid emerge as the most useful c¢riterion variable of the
analysis. Reflection reveals that it is the sine qua non of

misunderstand to confuse the order of passing and barely passing

13
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or of abcve average and average. Persons who cannot distinguisn
cetween tne order of these categories could easi1ly nave problems
in assigning values to other categories. While only future
rasearch will tell, 1t may easiiy be the case that classification
confusion of this sort may lie at the heart of many communication

orociems. The most interesting observation concerning

ccagnitive/semantic consistency 1s that it is virtuaily unrelated
To0 GPA (r = -,04). In so far as GPA 1s a measure of one'’s
capacity for acnievement, the fluidity of classification
catesor’aes TOr meaning 1s not reiated to that capacity.

On tne other hand, the reoccurrence of “"poor” for both
gender and GPA raised the possibiiity tThat eil-her males or
females might somenow be more or less semanticalily consistent.
This suspicion was dispeiled with the cbservation of a
nonsignificant relationship cetween the two variabies (r = -.15:
P 18 n.s.). The i1mport of "poor” 1n this anaiysis remains, for
the moment, clouded.

Coda

What 1s abundantly clear from these data 1s the fact that
the words used to describe achievement in a coliege classroom are
subjlect to systematic confusion depending on the gender, GPA ana
cognitive/semantic consistency of the receiver/students. This
last sentence is all the more underscored by the fact that this
pi1lot study was based on an effective sample si1ze of 42

respondents. In order for the results to acnhieve tne levels of

Q 151
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signiticance found here, the trends in these data portend
differences whicn couia only be called gigantic. 3ased on these
cdaza, there appears to be svery reason tc pursue this line of
research. The present study powerfuliy supports ths contention
OoT McKeacnie (1376) that grades are communication. The task now

seems to l1e 1n finding a transiation 1n which 1t 1s possible for

tne vdarties to transfer meaning. Pernaps tnhe science fiction
context cescribed at tne peginning of this oaper con-ains much

iess fiction tnan we naa 1magined.

o 15
ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

B —




Table 1
Standardized Canonical Coefficients anc
correiations of descriptor variables

with their canonicail variables

Descrioptors Stancaraized Correiations between

Canonical Cescrintors and their
Coefficients canonical variables

apove average L4 .35

awtu’ .07 .04

avarage _ . 51 .15

parety passing .25 .20

confusea -.15 ~-.06

decent -.04 14

excellent 11 .00

fair -.22 .00

“good ~,09 .33

gragquate quality ~-.05 .31

insightful 12 .18

mediocre -. 31 .02

missed the point .18 -.02

Q
16




needs improvement .26
0K _ -.07
oralinary .03
outstanding -.04
passing ~-.83
poor -.33
satisfactory .08
SO so .04
sounag work .08
solendid .79
superior ~-.14
unsatisfactory .42
very good -.73
very poor . .13
wonderfuil .01

177
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