
DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 420 644 SP 038 004

AUTHOR Herman, William E.
TITLE Student Perceptions of Academic Performance Vary across

Subgroups of College Students.
PUB DATE 1998-05-21
NOTE 16p.; Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the American

Psychological Society (10th, Washington, DC, May 21-24,
1998) .

PUB TYPE Reports Research (143) Speeches/Meeting Papers (150)
EDRS PRICE MF01/PC01 Plus Postage.
DESCRIPTORS *Academic Ability; *Academic Achievement; *College Students;

*High Achievement; Higher Education; *Low Achievement;
Preservice Teacher Education; *Student Attitudes

IDENTIFIERS *Effort

ABSTRACT
This study explored how college students, enrolled in an

educational psychology course, perceived effort, ability, and success/failure
outcomes. Students completed a set of open-ended questions that explored
their thoughts about effort, ability, and success/failure. The initial
classroom examination, taken during the third week of the semester, served as
the criterion variable. Researchers analyzed the open-ended questions based
on word count, content analysis, and four developmental levels of using
effort and ability to explain outcomes. Results highlighted several common
words describing academic effort, including time, putting forth, energy,
trying, doing, working, attempting, hard work, using, trying harder, action,
and exerting. In searching for possible distinctive perceptions held by high
and low exam performers, results found differences in three areas of
perceptions: time, measurability, and goal/task. Both groups used the word
time, though all high performers combined it with work or energy while
conceptualizing effort. Low performers using the word time used more vague
connections of time with thought and understanding. High performers were more
likely to see effort as a measurable event, included a reference to goal or
task when describing effort, and were more likely to recognize the complex
relationship between ability and effort and perceive ability as a capacity
for achievement. Low performers were more likely to not mention ability. High
performers used more words to discuss these issues. (SM)

********************************************************************************
* Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made *

* from the original document. *

********************************************************************************



Student Perceptions of Academic Performance

Vary Across Subgroups of College Students

William E. Herman

Associate Professor

Department of Psychology

State University of New York

College at Potsdam

Potsdam, New York 13676-2294

Office Phone: (315) 267-2610

FAX: 315-267-2677

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL HAS

BEEN GRANTED BY

tlV

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

1

U.S. DEPARTMENT
Of EDUCATIONOffice of Educalional

Research and ImprovementEDUCATIONAL

CENTERER
SOURCES INFORMATION

(ERIC)

received f
.This docum

roent has been reproduced
as

originating itm the person or organization
0 Minor changes

have been made to improvereproduction quatitY.

Pointe
do

of voew Or opro0o31
stated in Milt dociement not necessarily
represent officialOEM iopositn

Poster session presented at the 10th Annual Convention of the

American Psychological Society meeting, Washington, D.C., May

21-24, 1998.

Running head: Perceptions of Performance
°(.0



Perceptions of Performance
Page 2

Abstract

This study employed quantitative and qualitative methods to

explore how college students perceived effort, ability, and

success/failure outcomes. High classroom achievers held more

sophisticated views of academic effort and better understood the

complexities of how ability and effort contribute to success or

failure than low classroom achievers.
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Student Perceptions of Academic Performance
Vary Across Subgroups of College Students

The use of effort and ability as variables to help explain

performance has been an essential element of many theoretical

perspectives (e.g., achievement motivation, attribution theory,

self efficacy, and self-regulated learning). The motivational

literature is replete with references to the constructs of effort

and ability as if it can be assumed that the same universal,

clear-cut meaning of such variables exist in the minds of

students, teachers, theoreticians, researchers, and readers.

Winne (1995) proposed that "researchers need to consider

more broadly the cues a learner uses to judge effort" (p.225) and

epistemological beliefs about effort. Weiner (1994) reminded us

of his particular usage of the term ability when he suggested

that "ability (construed here as akin to aptitude and not a

learned skill) is not controlled by the individual--one cannot

willfully become able or volitionally change one's ability" (p.

165). Student perceptions of effort and ability become crucial

in research studies, theoretical viewpoints, and the classroom.

The present study was designed to explore student

perceptions of academic effort and the relationships between

effort and ability when the outcomes are success and failure.

This investigation differs sharply from most other studies in

that individual differences in the above mentioned perceptions of

effort and ability will also be examined separately according to

actual high and low academic exam achievement levels earned by
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participants

Participants were 89 college undergraduate students enrolled

in three different sections of an educational psychology course

offered by a Department of Psychology at a small, state

university campus in rural, up-state New York. The sample

consisted of primarily female subjects (72 %). All students

received extra credit toward a class examination for their

participation. Approximately 65% of students were planning to

become K-12 classroom teachers.

All data related to student perceptions of effort were

collected during the second week of the semester. Data

collection was purposefully targeted for the time in the semester

prior to covering the textbook topic of motivation that included

direct references to theoretical perspectives and research

findings concerning effort and ability and well before the

administration of the first classroom examination.

Materials

A set of open-ended (free response) questions were

formulated to explore student thoughts about effort, ability, and

success/failure. The open-ended questions are listed below:

Introduction:

Think about the concept of "effort." Most people believe
that effort is a very important explanatory factor in
academic achievement. Whether a student experiences success
or failure, some form of effort is normally demonstrated.
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Ouestion #1
Define and describe the concept of effort. Try to think of
as many different types of effort that you can and describe
each type.

Ouestion #2
How is effort

Ouestion #3
How is effort

related to ability when the outcome is success?

related to ability when the outcome is failure?

Academic Performance Measures

The initial classroom examination taken during the third

week of the semester served as the criterion variable. The exam

included 75 multiple-choice questions (four possible options per

questions) and students were to select the "one best" answer to

each question.

Data Analysis

Since this study generated more qualitative than

quantitative data, descriptive tools were used to infer findings

at this early stage of the data analysis as identified by

grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The open-ended

questions were analyzed based upon the following techniques:

word count, content analysis, and the four developmental levels

of using effort and ability to explain outcomes (Nicholls, 1978;

1990). Although all 89 subjects were used to obtain information

related to the global perception of academic effort, the primary

focus of this report constituted an in-depth analysis of possible

distinctions of effort and ability perceptions for the highest

exam performers (scores of 92-98%) and lowest exam performers

(scores of 54-72%).
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Results

Within the total sample of 89 subjects, several common words

were employed to describe academic effort. The factor of "time"

was used by 23 different subjects to convey the fact that effort

required an allocation of time. Other action-oriented words were

used to express student thoughts about effort such as: "putting

forth" (22 subjects), "energy" (19 subjects), "trying" (15

subjects), "doing" (14 subjects), "working" (12 subjects),

"attempting" (7 subjects), "hard work" (6 subjects), "using" (6

subjects), "trying harder" (4 subjects), "action" (5 subjects),

and "exerting" (4 subjects). Other less frequently used terms

included: "dedication," "investment," "persistence," "thought,"

"measurable," "perseverance," "patience," "allocation,"

"ambition," "determination," "concentration," "attention," and

"conscious/unconscious."

More specific analyses were then conducted to search for

possible distinctive perceptions held by high exam performers

(n=10) and low exam performers (n=10). Differences were found

while reading the narratives in following three areas of

perceptions: time, measurability, and goal/task.

Although the use of the word "time" was found almost as

frequently among the two groups of exam performers, every high

performer (n=5) that used time combined it with work or energy

while conceptualizing effort. Low exam performers who employed

the term "time" used more vague connections of time with

"thought" and "understanding." Only one low exam performer
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linked time and energy, and another such performer-used the term

"time" without any other action references.

High exam performers were more likely to see effort as a

measurable event (n=9) and included such elements in their

descriptions. Far fewer low exam performers (n=5) included

measurable aspects in their descriptions of effort.

Every high exam performer included a reference to goal or

task in their description of effort. Somewhat fewer low exam

performers employed a reference to a goal or task (n=8). Half of

these low performing subjects (n=4) used the rather vague term

"something" instead of the reference to goal or task.

Some of the statements used by subjects to describe their

conceptualizations of effort are provided in Table 1. The

differences represented are subtle but identifiable.

Table 2 offers a sample of subjects' perceptions on "how

effort is related to ability when the outcome is success or

failure." Student responses were analyzed according to the level

of distinctions of ability and effort in achievement situations

provided in Figure 1 (Nicholls, 1978; 1990). An overview of the

levels represented by each subject in the two groups is provided

in Table 3 where Level 4 is the most sophisticated viewpoint.

High exam performers were more likely to recognize the complex

relationship between ability and effort and perceive ability as a

capacity for achievement than low exam performers. Low exam

performers were also more likely to not even mention ability

(n=4) compared to high exam performers (n=1). Only one low exam
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performer could describe the joint and interactive-relationship

between ability and effort as a cause of performance.

A word count was conducted on responses provided for all

three questions and the profile can be seen in Table 4. Although

the t test of statistical significance of differences between

means was found to be non-significant, the high performers

clearly used more words to talk about these issues.

Discussion

The data provided in this report support the notion that

high exam performers harbor quantitative and qualitative

differences in their views of effort and how effort and ability

interact to result in achievement outcomes as compared to low

exam performers. These results are somewhat surprising and may

seem to be at odds with previous research findings and

theoretical arguments found in the literature.

Nicholls (1978) offered data to support the theoretical

position that these four levels of ability/effort distinctions

"appear to satisfy the criteria of an invariant sequence of

qualitatively different, hierarchically integrated, levels of

reasoning" (p. 805). Nicholls also suggested that the level of

reasoning needed for level 4 would coincide with formal

operational thought and he offered empirical data that suggests

that 75% of 13-year-olds were able to employ adult-like reasoning

concerning how ability and effort contribute to achievement

outcomes.

The work of Nicholls would suggest that the vast majority of

a
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college students should be functioning at Level 4 (the highest

level). This is clearly inconsistent with the findings of the

present study. A careful examination of the sample that Nicholls

studied shows that "subjects were eight boys and eight girls of

each age, 5 through 13 years, from schools in clearly

economically advantaged areas of Wellington, New Zealand"

(Nicholls, 1978, p. 802).

Nicholls clearly saw formal operational thought as a

necessity for responses represented by Level 4. How many college

students are functioning at the formal operational level?

Woolfolk (1995) stated that "Piaget himself suggested that most

adults may be able to use formal-operational thought in only a

few areas, areas where they have the greatest experience or

interest" (p. 41).

This research calls into question the assumption that nearly

all college-level students should have already formulated

adult-like conceptions of ability/effort issues such as seeing

ability as capacity, recognizing that ability and effort can

covary, and ability acts as a limitation and can constrain

effort. Further research is necessary to support the finding

that different conceptualizations of ability and effort lead to

distinctively different performance levels. Such findings could

have a considerable positive influence on improving learning at

the post-secondary level.
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Based on

High Exam Achievers: (n=10: Exam Averages 92%-98%)

"Effort is the degree to which one strives for desired results
and outcomes."
"Effort is doing everything you can to help yourself succeed at a
certain task." "...attempting to do your best."
"Effort is the amount of mental and/or physical energy spent on a
specific task that allows the expected outcome to be reached."
"Effort is the amount of energy and time that a person puts into
an activity."
"Effort is the amount of personal work you put into something."
"Effort is a conscious allocation of any amount of energy in
order to increase the probability of success of the goal."
"Effort is the thought and energy output for the purpose of
reaching a specific goal."
"Effort is the amount of time and work a person is willing to put
into completing a task."
"Effort is using energy to reach some end result."
"Effort is the amount of time, work, and concentration a person
invests in a certain activity based upon his/her desire to
complete the task successfully."

* * * * * * * * * * * * *

Low Exam Performers: (n=10: Exam Averages 54%-73%)

"Effort is pushing yourself to achieve something."
"Effort is trying to do something whether it be something they
have done before or have never done before. It's doing something
to the best of their abilities."
"Effort is the amount of time someone puts into a certain task,
as well as hoW well of a job they do."
"Effort and motivation go hand in hand. If someone is motivated
to do something, they will put forth the effort to succeed."
"Effort is the amount of time and understanding you put into
something."
"Effort is the amount of time, patience, and heart you put into
everything you do everyday you live."
"Effort is the amount of time, energy or both that you put forth
to complete a task."
"Effort is the amount of time spent or force exerted on a certain
task or job."
"Effort is making an honest attempt at doing whatever
job/assignment you are working on. Effort requires taking time,
thinking about what you are going to do."
(Note: One subject in this category did not follow the
instructions by defining effort. This subject only gave examples
of volunteering an answer, helping out in the classroom, etc.)
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Table 2: Free Response Conceptualization of How Ability and
Effort Contribute to Success and Failure

High Performers: (n=10: Exam Averages 92%-98%)
"Effort and ability are separate concepts which may lead to
positive outcomes. The sum of its parts is greater than all the
parts. Regardless of ability, a poor effort will almost always
produce poor results."
"Effort can increase your ability obviously when you succeed.
When the outcome is failure, you may realize that there wasn't
enough effort put into that certain task. Or maybe the effort
should have been focused on another aspect of the task.
Ability is a direct factor in effort. It wouldn't really matter
how hard you tried to lift a 200 pound object, if you only had
the strength to lift 50 pounds."
"Effort and ability go hand in hand: Effort + Ability = Success.
If you have a lot of ability, then you will need less effort in
order to achieve the task. Sometimes even a maximum effort can't
overcome a deficiency in ability."
"Effort is related to ability when the outcome is success in that
there is a positive correlation between the two."
"Some people believe that effort can get you very far in life,
but I think that ability needs to be there as well. When the
outcome is failure, some people assume that if effort is put in,
then the ability isn't there."

Low Exam Performers: (n=10: Exam Averages 54%-73%)
"The outcome of success caused students to do these activities
more. If the outcome is failure, it discourages students from
trying these tasks again...so they will never have the ability."
"Usually, it is the maximum ability used for success. Usually
effort is low when the outcome is failure."
"Effort is greatly related to ability. If you worked hard
studying for an exam, then it will show. If a person has a
learning disability, it is very possible that they put out a lot
of effort into studying for an exam, but still fail."
"You will always have success in life when you try and use effort
to the best of your ability. Anyone can accomplish anything for
one simple reason: It's not how good you are, its how bad you
want it! There are no failures in life only minor setbacks.
When setbacks happen you reevaluate your position and get new
ideas to tackle the problem."
"Without the effort the possibility of success would be slim.
During failure, maybe not enough effort was put forth."
"The more effort you put into a task the more likely you will be
successful. The least amount of effort hinders the ability to be
successful and results in failure."
"If someone makes no effort to do something, then they will not
be a success, no matter how much ability they have. If no effort
is put forth, failure is almost inevitable."
"If failure occurs, development is inhibited."
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Table 3 Conceptualizations of Effort and Ability According to
Theoretical Distinction Levels

High Performers
Exam

Performance
Effort/Ability Distinction Levels
(Nicholls, 1978, 1990)

Subject #16 94% Level 4

Subject #17 97% Level 3(effort can increase ability)
Subject #27 93% Level 2 (no mention of ability)
Subject #28 92% Level 4
Subject #35 96% Level 4
Subject #37 97% Level 4

Subject #41 98% Level 4
Subject #69 93% Level 4
Subject #74 96% Level 4
Subject #80 98% Level 4

* * * * * * * * *

Low Performers

* * *

Effort/Ability Distinction Levels
(Nicholls, 1978, 1990)

Exam
Performance

Subject #04 57% Level 2 (no mention of ability)
Subject #08 71% Level 1

Subject #23 64% Level 3

Subject #25 73% Level 2 (ability to use effort)
Subject #34 54% Level 3

Subject #52 54% Level 3

Subject #57 61% Level 2 (no mention of ability)
Subject #68 72% Level 2 (no mention of ability)
Subject #73 63% Level 2 (no mention of ability)
Subject #75 65% Level 4 (joint relationship)
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Table 4: Descriptive Word Count Data for High/Low Academic
Performers

High Performers
Exam

Performance
Item 1
Words

Item 2
Words

Item 3
Words

Total
Words

Subject #16 94% 53 49 12 114
Subject #17 97% 56 31 32 119
Subject #27 93% 39 18 12 69
Subject #28 92% 48 43 33 124
Subject #35 96% 45 43 40 128
Subject #37 97% 20 21 19 60
Subject #41 98% 50 52 32 134
Subject #69 93% 56 36 25 117
Subject #74 96% 46 30 18 94

Subject #80 98% 44 25 04 73

R= 45.7 34.8 22.7 103.2
sd= 10.53 11.74 11.54 27.05

* * * * * * * * * * * *

Low Performers
Exam Item 1 Item 2 Item 3 Total

Performance Words Words Words Words

Subject #04 57% 18 23 23 64
Subject #08 71% 48 37 15 100
Subject #23 64% 34 09 08 51
Subject #25 73% 22 20 28 70
Subject #34 54% 27 23 26 76
Subject #52 54% 66 39 26 131
Subject #57 61% 47 16 13 76
Subject #68 72% 18 12 20 50
Subject #73 63% 47 19 15 81
Subject #75 65% 39 29 27 95

Ye= 36.6 22.7 20.1 79.4
sd= 15.71 9.88 6.97 24.39

Note: These are word counts for free responses to the following
questions:

#1 Define the concept of effort.
#2 How is effort related to ability when the outcome is success?
#3 How is effort related to ability when the outcome is failure?
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Ability/Effort Distinctions
(Nicholls, 1978, 1990)

Level 1: Effort or outcome is ability.
Effort and outcome are not distinguished as cause and effect.
Student equates effort and outcome as ability.
Student is unable to differentiate between ability, effort, and
outcomes.
Success means that you tried hard and that you are able.
Students who try harder are smarter.
If you tried hard but did not do as well as others, you are still
smarter than someone who did not try as hard.

Level 2: Effort is the Cause of outcomes.
Effort and outcome are distinguishable as cause and effect.
Students begin to differentiate effort and outcome.
Students expect effort and outcome to covary positively with
individuals who try harder being more successful than those who
don't try as hard.
If individuals try equally hard, then they should receive equal
outcomes, regardless of ability.
When they have equal outcomes but unequal effort, students
explain by noting that the individual who worked less hard but
had an equal outcome must have compensated by working really hard
for awhile; those who worked harder must have misapplied their
effort (worked hard and quickly but made mistakes).
The concept of ability is not used.

Level 3: Effort and ability are partially differentiated.
The concept of ability is used intermittently.
Students begin to differentiate effort and ability and believe
that students who try less hard but have equal outcomes must be
smarter or better.
However, students at this level do not systematically follow this
differentiation and still may claim that students who try equally
hard may achieve the same outcome, regardless of ability.

Level 4: Ability is capacity.
Student recognizes the conception of ability as capacity, and
effort and ability are clearly differentiated.
Low ability can limit the effect of high effort on the outcome,
and high ability combined with high effort can readily increase
performance. Ability and effort are separate and can covary.
Ability level acts as a capacity limitation and can constrain
effort.
If ability is low, there is some limit to outcome, regardless of
effort level.
If outcome is equal, then lower effort implies higher ability.
Ability is correctly inferred from effort and outcome, and
outcomes are seen as determined jointly by effort and ability.

16



U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI)

Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

REPRODUCTION RELEASE

I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

(Specific Document)

Title: TUDFA/r Pl1e(b-15770/1/ 5 4/e /9e4DF/2, /C PERfe/erm.vcrE
Vote ACR 055 S0,8gRoup3 OF COLLEGE" STUDENTS

Author(s): W11.11411 E A9P1 A /1/
Corporate Source:

PorsD ,9/11
Publication Date:

3, /M7
H. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:

In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced
in the monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche, reproduced
paper copy, and electronic/optical media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS) or other ERIC vendors. Credit is
given to the source of each document, and, if reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document.

If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following two options and sign at
the bottom of the page.

Check here
For Level 1 Release:
Permitting reproduction in
microfiche (4" x 6" film) or
other ERIC archival media
(e.g., electronic or optical)
and paper copy.

Sign
here-÷
please

The sample sticker shown below will be

affixed to all Level 1 documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL

HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 1

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 2 documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS

MATERIAL IN OTHER THAN PAPER
COPY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

\e

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 2

Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits. If permission
to reproduce is granted, but neither box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1.

Check here
For Level 2 Release:
-Permitting reproduction in
microfiche (4" x 6" film) or
other ERIC archival media
(e.g., electronic or optical),
but not in paper copy.

"'hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate
this document as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic/optical media by persons other than
ERIC employees and its system contractors requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit
reproduction by libraries and other service agencies to satisfy information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries."

Signature:

Organization/Address: UN y
DEPT, OF Psficliold5"
POTSP4m 1111 13676--,2,2944

Printed Name/Position/Title: witimm f/EkPMAN
AS:Sae/ATE PAMFE:53"the or psycwdzo64,
Telephone:

(31s) /O

FAY:

315-.267-,7677
E-Mail Address:

heimghwoopotsclahi,edu

Date:

6 - /a 98

(over)



III. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE):

If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another source,
please provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is
publicly available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are
significantly more stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.)

Publisher/Distributor:

Address:

Price:

IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER:

If the right to grant reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and address:

Name:

Address:

V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM:

Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse:
THE ERIC CLEARINGHOUSE ON TEACHING

AND TEACHER EDUCATION
ONE DUPONT CIRCLE, SUITE 610

WASHINGTON, DC 20036-1186
(202) 293-2450

However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document being
contributed) to:

ERIC Processing and Reference Facility
1100 West Street, 2d Floor

Laurel, Maryland 20707-3598

Telephone: 301-497-4080
Toll Free: 800-799-3742

FAX: 301-953-0263
e-mail: ericfac@inet.ed.gov

WWW: http://ericfac.piccard.csc.com
(Rev. 6/96)


