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(ABSTRACT)

The purpose of the study was to identify the relative influence non-
achievement factors have on secondary school teachers’ grading practices.
Specifically, an attempt was made to predict on the basis of non-achievement
related factors the discrepancy between the grades teachers actually award
to hypothetical student profiles and the grades that would result if based on
academic achievement alone.

Teachers learn in their professional training to base grades on student
achievement, however in actual practice they do not always follow such an
approach. They openly acknowledge including non-achievement factors in
awarding students grades, explaining that there are psychosocial
consequences in grades that must be considered.

The study involved 192 secondary school teachers from twelve school
districts who taught high school academic subjects. Teachers were asked to
award grades to hypothetical student profiles in simulated grading situations.
Each simulation, or vignette, presented a hypothetical student profile and

included a unique combination of factors which had been shown in previous



research to influence teachers’ grading decisions. A technique referred to as
policy capturing was used to evaluate the extent to which assigned grades
reflect student gender, effort, behavior, ability, and test score improvement.

In predicting the grade discrepancies of teachers, it was judged
necessary to restrict the number of grade discrepancies for teachers to five or
more, which represented approximately one-sixth of the possible 32
discrepancies provided by the vignettes, reducing the number of teachers in

the sample to 99.

Regression models predicting the 99 teachers’ grade discrepancies,
which were differences between the letter grade awarded by teachers and the
grade implied by the test scores in the vignettes, and policy capturing analysis
revealed that student test score improvement and student behavior influenced
teachers most in their grading. However, teachers seemed to place more
importance on students’ quiz average grades as a measure of academic
performance, than on students’ six-week test grades. In addition, secondary
analyses of the data revealed that in predicting the importance placed by the
99 teachers on students’ test score improvement and on behavior, teachers
with more years of experience placed less importance on either of the factors

in grading than their less experienced colleagues.
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Introduction

In their professional training, teachers "dutifully learn the recommended
practice of basing grades on achievement" (Brookhart, 1991, p.36), rather
than on.non-achievement factors such as student effort, ability, or attitude.
However, in actual practice teachers do not always follow such a strict
approach, at least at the secondary level (Frary, Cross, & Weber, 1993; Nava
& Loyd, 1992; Stiggins, Frisbie, & Griswold, 1989). Teachers point out that
basing grades solely on achievement "won'’t always work" and that,
sometimes, non-achievement factors are also considered (Brookhart, 1991).

Why do teachers feel they must include noncognitive factors in
grading? Brookhart (1991) suggests that it is because "teachers know that
grades are not only interpreted, they are used" (p.35). That is, while teachers
have been taught that their assigned grades should represent what a student
has learned, many say they use assigning grades "for lots of different things"
(p.36). For example, since teachers are aware that grades can have both
desirable and undesirable social consequences, they may alter a student’s
semester or six week grade from "D" to "C" allowing that student to
participate in a certain extracurricular activity, or assign another student a "D"
rather than an "F" in an attempt to influence that student not to drop out of
school (Brookhart, 1991).

Furthermore, grades represent an important communication link

between teachers and other persons, e.g., students, parents, counselors,
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administrators, colleges, employers, etc. Assigning grades is intended "to
provide clear, interpretable feedback... about...academic learning (Brookhart,
1991, p.39). If grades represent something other than a student’s academic
performance, such as effort, the act of factoring it "into an academic grade
equation may have the simultaneous effects of (a) encouraging motivation,
and (b) inhibiting clear communication between the grader who sends the
message via receiver down the road who must act on the information
provided in the grade" (Stiggins, Frisbie, & Griswold, 1989, p.14).

If the basis on which a grade is awarded is not clear, there is room for
ambiguity and misinterpretation. Take for example a student receiving a
grade of "B" for a semester's work in algebra. Does the grade mean the
student knows a lot about algebra, or that the student is a hard worker? If
grades are based on factors other than achievement their validity, what they
mean, is obscured. "One does not average oranges and bicycles; it is wise to
keep marks for achievement separate from ratings of study habits and
attitudes" (Hopkins, Stanley, & Hopkins, 1990, p.328).

While a system operating on a "hodgepodge grade of attitude, effort,
and achievement created in an attempt to provide positive feedback...is not
the answer” (Brookhart, 1991, p.36), it does seem to happen and may be
happening a lot (Frary et al., 1993; Nova & Loyd, 1992). Airasian (1991)
points out that "there is pressure on the teacher not only to provide an

accurate report of pupil performance, but also to minimize the negative
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repercussions of grades” (p.309). He believes that the reason teachers have
mixed feelings on the subject is that teachers are aware of. (1) the broad
range of uses found for grades (e.g., class rank, credits for graduation, grade
promotion, informing parents, etc.); (2) grades representing a teacher's
summary of learning in a subject and also behaviors taught in that subject; (3)
grades alone not providing detailed diagnostic information about a student’s
performance; (4) use of grades to motivate students to study; and (5) use of
grades for assisting students, parents, and counselors in choosing
appropriate courses and course levels for students.

Measurement specialists may cringe at the "hodgepodge" of factors
considered by some teachers in assigning grades. However, in reality many
teachers say they vary the importance they assign non-achievement grading
criteria and say they do so at different times for different reasons (Frary et al,
1993; Nova & Loyd, 1992). While research tells us such practice exists,
identifying what influence non-achievement related factors have on the

grading process needs to be examined.

Review of Selected Literature

The research on teachers’ use of non-achievement factors in assigning
grades is rather limited but increasing. A recent review of teachers’ grading
practices was conducted by Brookhart (1994). She reviewed findings of 19

studies conducted during the last 10 years involving grading practices of
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classroom teachers (K-12) who taught academic subject(s) in basic

education. Findings from the studies include teachers: (1) attempting to be
fair to students, informing them of what the components of their grades will be
before awarding grades, (2) considering student effort and ability along with
achievement measures in grading, (3) differing, according to whether they
teach elementary or secondary school students, in what the components of a
grade may be, and (4) considering achievement and nonachievement factors
differently in grading. Furthermore, she reported that her findings indicated a
“lack of congruence between recommendations of measurement specialists
and classroom teachers’ grading practices" (p.289).

In studying teachers’ actual grading practices, Barnes (1985) examined
attitudes, knowledge bases, and practices of twenty supervisory teachers and
twenty student teachers who were placed with them regarding the pupil
process evaluation. Both supervising and student teachers said "grading and
evaluation were the most difficult aspects of teaching" (p.47). The study
found all the teachers struggling with "a pervasive and unresolved
conflict....between evaluation on the basis of performance and evaluation on
the basis of effort" (p.48). Typical comments reported by supervising
teachers were "A lot of times | grade on effort rather than outcome”, or "it's a
real conflict...| have to put number grades for averages but | try to
emphasize...the reason we’re doing this is so we can check and fix it and

know better next time" (p.48). While the study offers "some valuable insights"
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of teachers, it and other studies addressing non-achievement factors in
grading have been limited by such things as small sample sizes, lack of
random selection of subjects, and combining vocational and academic subject
teachers (Frary et al., 1993, p.23).

Agnew (1985) examined grading policies and practices of two hundred
and sixty-six high school teachers from seven different schools. The study
found two non-achievement factors, the amount of improvement a student
had shown and how hard a student worked, considered by teachers as
important to take into consideration when assigning grades. The study asked
teachers how important "certain referents were in the assignment of (their)
course grades" (p.22). Referents included: (1) "how a student's work
compared with other students’ work in the same class (norm-referenced)"”, (2)
"whether individual student work met or meets the grade level criteria set for
all students (criterion referenced)", (3) "the amount of improvement the
student has shown", (4) "how hard the student worked", and (5) "how well the
student behaved in class" (p.22). Teacher's opinions were solicited using a
5-point "not important/extremely important” response scale. The study found
the most important referent to be "meets grade level criteria (criterion
referenced)" (mean = 3.87, SD = 1.07),; however, the second and third most
important referents were "the amount of improvement the student had shown"
(mean = 3.55, SD = 1.01) and "how hard a student worked" (mean = 3.30,

SD = 1.1), respectively. Of the remaining two, "comparison of the student’s
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work with others in class (norm-referenced)" (mean = 2.82, SD = 1.23) ranked
fourth and student behavior ranked last (mean = 2.61, SD = 1.13).

A study by Manke and Loyd (1990) found, when teachers were asked
to make "grading decisions" from hypothetical student simulations, teachers
used the factors student effort, academic improvement, behavior, personality,
homework, and gender, all non-achievement factors, in making decisions. The
study included one hundred and six teachers (elementary, 53; secondary, 53)
as subjects. Importance was attributed to a non-achievement factor by the
percentage of teachers who used the factor when it was presented as an
option in determining a hypothetical student's grade. Each of seven non-
achievement factors was presented in a separate "problematic grading
situation" simulation. In order of importance, teachers considered, first, a
student’'s completion of homework (97%), second, if a student exhibited high
effort in class (89%), third, a student’s personality (88%), fourth, a student’s
behavior (78%), and fifth, if a student exhibited low effort (48%). In addition,
differences were found between elementary and secondary teachers in the
importance each placed on the factors: high effort, student personality, grade
improvement, and student interest.

The study asked teachers to read eleven hypothetical simulations and
for each make a "grading decision". As an example, one simulation depicted
a student with average ability and not seeming to be very interested in her

schoolwork. The statement "You would like to motivate her to try harder" and
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a grade average of "D" was also included. Responses teachers could choose
included: (1) "lower the student’'s grade", (2) "raise the student’s grade", or (3)
"grade the student on achievement alone". Sets of response choices were
different for each of the simulations, ranging from two to five choices. Non-
achievement factors were used in only seven of the eleven simulations, the
other four dealt with conflicts between two aspects of achievement.

The Manke and Loyd study also found a student's gender to influence
teachers judgement when assigning grades. The authors created an
alternate form of the eleven simulations by reversing the gender of the
students in the seven non-achievement simulations. In two simulations there
was a significant relationship between teachers responses and student
gender. The two simulations were: "a student who showed high achievement
on tests but did not do homework was more likely to be penalized if the
student was male; and a student who showed substantial improvement on
tests but remained within the F range was more likely to have improvement
rewarded with a grade of D if the student was female" (p.30). The authors
reported "that at least in some situations the gender of the student determines
what the teacher believes is appropriate for the grade” (p.30).

A study investigating the importance teachers place on achievement
and non-achievement grading criteria was conducted by Nova and Loyd
(1992). They surveyed eight hundred and twenty seven teachers

(elementary, 371; secondary, 456) from 18 school districts from various
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regions of the country. Teachers were asked to rate thirty-five achievement
and non-achievement grading criteria "according to the degree that each one
should be included in grading" (p.4). Ratings were on a 4-point definitely
include/definitely not include response scale. The study found teachers
responding to twenty-three of the thirty-five criteria as either "definitely include
in grading" or "probably include in grading". The two most responded to
criteria were unit tests and announced quizzes (94.7% and 91%,
respectively); however, the third most responded to criterion item was student
effort (88.3%). These criteria were considered by the authors as "the most
important criteria that teachers report they 'should include’ in grading” (p.6).
Of the remaining twenty criteria, twelve included non-achievement measures.
Included were improvement during the grading period (83.1%), completing
work on time (82.6%), homework/assignments (81.8%), participating in class
(78.1%), improvement from one grading period to the next (74%), ability level
(73.1%), participating in group discussions (73%), cheating (70.9%),
cutting/skipping class (55.9%), cooperativeness (54.5%), regular attendance
(53.4), and inattention in class (50.2).

The study concluded that most teachers used a variety of achievement
and non-achievement factors in assigning grades and varied the importance
of each. In addition, the study analyzed teachers’ ratings of criteria using
exploratory principal components factor analyses. A four factor analysis

design was chosen. The four factors were reported as: (1) "achievement or
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classroom content-related item (e.g., tests, quizzes, projects, papers); (2)
criteria that are either characteristics or behaviors that facilitate or interfere
with learning (such as effort, cooperativeness, participation, ability level,
inattention); (3) characteristics that are academic in nature but not necessarily
related to specific classroom content (such as spelling, grammar, handwriting,
attendance, cutting/skipping class, completing work on time); and (4)
characteristics that are related to overall school or classroom performance but
are external to the classroom (such as parental involvement in class and
school activities, gender and socio-economic status of the student" (p.19).

Frary, Cross, and Weber (1993) conducted a study which elicited
secondary school teachers’ views on testing and grading practices. In the
spring of 1991, all secondary teachers of academic subjects employed in
Virginia public schools were randomly sampled. The sample consisted of five
hundred and thirty-six teachers representing a sixty-seven percent response
rate. Included were only teachers having at least a fifty percent teaching
assignment in any combination of English, mathematics, science, social
studies, or foreign languages. The authors constructed a 44-item
questionnaire which included seventeen items asking "factual information"
(about testing and grading practices) with the remaining items "soliciting
opinions about testing and grading in an academic course" (p.24). The study
found teachers reporting, as "important" factors influencing grading, a

student’s daily homework and class participation (71% and 51%,
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respectively). When teachers were asked "their opinion" concerning other
non-achievement factors, they felt a student’s knowledge gains over an
instructional period (85%), ability (66%), exceptional low or high effort (66%),
and laudatory or disruptive classroom behavior (35%) should be taken into
consideration in awarding grades.

As Nava and Loyd (1992) point out, grading for teachers "has become
a complex, varied, subjective procedure ... little is known about the specific
criteria that teachers, in general, include in grading, or how the specific
criteria are evaluated and used in combination when teachers make decisions

on a student’s end-of-the-term grade" (p.21).

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to identify the relative influence non-
achievement factors had on secondary teachers’ grading practices.
Specifically, an attempt was made to predict on the basis of non-achievement
related factors the discrepancy between the grades teachers actually award
to hypothetical student profiles and the grades that would result if based only

on academic achievement.
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Methodology

Subjects

The study included 192 secondary school teachers who taught at least
one academic class. Twelve school divisions within the state of Virginia
agreed to allow teachers from all or some of their high schools to be invited to
participate in the study. In four school districts exercise packets were either
mailed or hand delivered to an administrator who distributed the packets
among high school teachers they thought would be interested in the study. In
two districts, packets were placed in the mailboxes of teachers school
principals felt would be interested in the study. In the remaining five school
districts, teachers were presented the exercise by the researcher either while
in their classrooms or when they attended a teachers’ meeting.

In a letter of introduction attached to each of the exercise packets,
teachers were informed that there was no obligation for them to participate in
the exercise, but that doing so might stimulate them to think more specifically
about their personal grading practices. Participating teachers were from
small, medium, and large county schools as well as from two city schools.
The time line for data collection, participating school districts/schools, manner
in which teachers were contacted, and number of returned exercises is

provided in Appendix A.
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Teachers were asked to respond to 32 hypothetical vignettes with
regard to one of their academic classes. Eight different academic subjects
were reported by teachers. The number of teachers reporting each of the
subject areas and descriptive information about the teachers is presented in
Table 1. Of the 192 teachers, seventy-two (38%) were male and 117 (62%)
were female. Three of the teachers did not record their gender. One
hundred and eleven teachers (58%) had either a BS or BA degree, seventy-
nine (41%) had earned a masters degree, and two had earned doctoral
degrees. Teachers ranged in teaching experience from 1 to 36 years (Mean
= 17.21, SD = 9.48).

It was not the intention of the study to include solely white teachers in
the sample. However, one hundred and eighty-two (95%) of the 192 teachers
were white. Nine teachers (5%) reported their ethnicity as other than white.
Of these, two were African-American, one was an Asian/Pacific Islander, two
were Hispanic, one was American Indian/Native Alaskan, and three marked

the "Other" category. One teacher did not record his/her ethnicity.

Policy Capturing

The questions addressed in this research can be viewed within a
decision-making context. Put simply, teachers sometimes decide to assign a
particular student a grade based on both achievement and non-achievement

related information they have regarding the student. Studies addressing
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teacher decision-making have used a research methodology approach called
"policy capturing" (e.g., Borko & Caldwell, 1982; Tomchin, 1989). Hobson
and Gibson (1983) characterize the approach as "a general procedure
designed to describe statistically the unique information processing strategies
of individual raters" (p.640). They describe the "policy capturing" approach as
consisting of the following steps: "(a) the presentation to raters of a series of
performance profiles consisting of scores on the major dimensions of
performance; (b) instructions to raters to review each profile and then assign
an overall rating that best represents or summarizes the available information;
and (c) the use of multiple regression analysis to calculate the extent to which
each individual rater's overall ratings are predictable, given scores on the
separate performance dimensions, and to compute the relative importance of
each single dimension in determining overall ratings" (p.640).

In using "policy capturing” methodology in this study, the "performance
profiles" noted above were hypothetical student grading situations. Each
grading situation described a different student with a unique set of
characteristics, behavior, and academic performance. Teachers selected for
the study were asked to read each of the hypothetical grading situations and
assign a grade to the student depicted in each situation.

In reviewing policy capturing research, Jaeger and Usher (1991) found
simulation to be one of the most popularly used methods for developing

performance profiles (See e.g., Hobson, Mendel, & Gibson, 1981; Stumpf &
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London, 1981; Tomchin, 1989). Tomchin (1989) explained how simulated
student profiles were created for her study involving teachers’ grade retention
policies, "a number of cues, in this case characteristics of students, are varied
systematically in vignettes of hypothetical students. The retention decisions
made about each student are analyzed to determine the importance of each
cue or combination of cues presented in the series of vignettes" (p.32).
Additional information concerning policy capturing methodology is provided in

Appendix C.

Instrument
The major dimensions of performance, or informational elements, in
this research were characteristics, behaviors, and performance of students.
These were all factors which had been shown in previous research as student
characteristics teachers take into consideration when assigning grades.
Factors or informational elements hypothesized to be considered by the
teachers were student gender, effort, behavior, ability, and changes in two

academic achievement grades.

Pilot Testing
Thirty-two simulated hypothetical grading situations, called vignettes,
were created along with directions and pilot tested by 12 high school teachers

who taught academic subjects. There were four teachers selected from each
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of three nearby high schools. The 32 vignettes were divided into blocks of
eight, each teacher in a school receiving eight different vignettes. Teachers
were asked to read the directions and the vignettes they received, award
grades to the students depicted, and offer comments concerning the
"believability" of the various factor level and grading scenarios. Each teacher
in a school received only eight vignettes for several reasons. These included:
so comparisons could not be made by teachers in a school regarding grades
awarded to vignettes, to promote closer inspection of the vignettes, and to
initiate comments from teachers.

Teachers’ comments included that the students depicted in some of the
vignettes were "just like" some of their own students. Also, the majority of the
teachers participating in the pilot study were found awarding grades which

were different than the grades implied by the test scores in the vignettes.

Informational Elements and Their Levels

A vignette described a hypothetical student as either male or female,
exhibiting either low or high effort, behaving in an unacceptable or desirable
manner in class, and with either low or high ability. In addition, each
hypothetical profile depicted a student having acquired two academic
achievement grades for a six-week grading period, a quiz average grade
(average of four quizzes taken during the six-weeks) and a six-week test

grade. These two grades were varied to include increases and decreases
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