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Abstract 

This study examined how feelings about report cards, motivation (interest in doing well 

in school) and depth curiosity (interest in learning beyond what is required to achieve a 

grade) were affected by achievement and the importance placed on report cards by students. 

Ninety-seven students (Grade 4 & Grade 7) in a multicultural elementary school in western 

Canada were surveyed to determine their attitudes towards report cards. Data were 

examined using descriptive and inferential statistics in SPSS. Assertions were developed 

using the qualitative data. 

High-achieving female students reported being less curious and high-achieving male 

students more curious than their lower-achieving peers of the same gender. These effects 

cancelled each other out in the whole population, and were possibly caused by gender-based 

differences in anxiety about reports, but more likely due to different approaches to learning. 

A similar, but weaker, gender-based relationship between importance indicators and 

curiosity indicators was found.  

Motivation (wanting to make an effort after seeing report card grades) was uncorrelated 

with importance and achievement for all groups. Possible causes included differences in 

expectations, home attitudes, and the circumstances of ESL (English as second language) 

learners. 

The open-ended questions were used to develop three assertions about students’ 

reactions to report cards. Grade 7 students were much more aware of the social context of 

reports than Grade 4 students. Grade 7 boys were much more likely to report severe parental 

reactions and to evaluate themselves negatively than Grade 7 girls. Finally, feelings were 

largely independent of the actual grades obtained. 
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Suggested directions for future research include a longitudinal study, taking grade-

expectations into account. Repeating the current study at schools with different 

demographics is also suggested. An ethnographic study looking at different social cohorts 

could also be informative. A large-scale study to confirm the methods used to measure 

curiosity is also recommended.  

Recommendations for teachers, parents, and policy makers were developed. These focus 

on mitigating the harmful effects of letter grades, and approaching change in a thoughtful 

way. Suggestions for improving dialogue between parents and teachers on the topics of 

curiosity, gender, and letter grades were also developed.  
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Preface 

This research involved human subjects and required permission from the Behavioral 

Research Ethics Board at UBC. The certificate number was H10-00316. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Purpose of Study 

 I have been an elementary school teacher in Vancouver for twenty years and have 

taught all grades from Kindergarten to Grade 6. During that time I have experienced a range 

of reporting styles. As a primary teacher I wrote anecdotal narrative report cards, and as an 

intermediate teacher I wrote report cards that had standard letter grades (A-F) and a small 

written comment. In 1992 the provincial government decided to change to purely anecdotal 

reports for Grade 4-7 students. Due to parental concerns this policy was repealed after a 

one-year trial and letter grades were reintroduced. However, the lengthy anecdotal report, 

which had been implemented to replace letter grades, was retained.  

At the time this research was done, the format that I was using to assess students in my 

current grade included an introductory comment, a criteria grid section which indicated 

whether students were meeting expectations in different areas, and a set of standard letter 

grades (Appendix 2). My own children received a report card, which had a long set of 

Prescribed Learning Outcomes with a checklist and letter grades (Appendix 2). The 

procedure for dealing with students who are not able to cope with work at a particular grade 

level has changed continuously throughout my career. Initially, students who were not 

meeting expectations received the letter grade F and could be retained in the same grade. 

Now, they receive an asterisk if they are on a modified program, or the grade I if they have 

not completed enough work to pass. The grade F is only for final reports and can be given 

only if a student has already received an I. In practice, the grade F is rarely used these days. 

The grade D, which was in use early in my career, has also been eliminated. I believe that 

these changes to reports are cosmetic. The underlying structure of letter grades hasn’t 



  2 

changed, and most students, in my experience, understand the grades * and I as representing 

failure. The language and tone of reports is still similar (third person, containing a rather 

specialized vocabulary, and including information that is meant to indicate that services are 

being provided in the event of checks or audits). 

Over the years I have always felt uneasy, as I have moved from my daily relationship 

with students as people to writing about them in the third person, or as ‘objects’, on report 

cards. I have always questioned the effects of the reporting process on students, parents, and 

teachers. Does the effort spent in compiling large numbers of marks and extensive anecdotal 

comments lead to improved communication with parents and better outcomes for students?  

Does the bureaucratic purpose of report cards (e.g. including information in a form intended 

for auditors) detract from the purpose of reporting to students and parents? How does a 

student feel about being written about in the third person? Do reports and letter grades cause 

emotional harm to certain groups of students? Do letter grades stifle curiosity in the sense 

that students become focused on getting the grade rather than exploring the subject? Are 

grades necessary to motivate students? 

 In reading about this subject in scholarly journals, magazines, and newspapers it is clear 

to me how deeply embedded the idea of report cards, specifically ones with the A-F grading 

system, is in North American culture. As a shared experience of virtually all of the members 

of Canadian society the A-F grading system is used pervasively to evaluate a range of 

abilities and skills outside of school. For example, one might open a daily newspaper and 

see a report card on members of the local professional hockey team, complete with grades 

such as B- (Illustration 1). A search for “report cards’” on the UBC library database 

generates over 1,000,000 hits. Only a few of these refer to reports on students by teachers. 
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There is of course the highly contentious “report card” on schools, produced by the 

Fraser Institute, which attempts to evaluate schools and teachers on the performance of the 

Foundation Skills Assessment test (FSA). A quick search reveals a vast panoply of report 

cards on every topic imaginable: Shapcottmichael (2009) shows a report card on 

homelessness, infofeast (2007) examines groundfish stocks, cis software (2009) looks at the 

performance of suppliers, whereas, Bousquet (2010) rates politicians. The concept of the 

report card is one of the major legacies of schools, one that permeates a wide range of 

thinking about evaluation. 

On thinking about the topic of reports (and about the rejection of ungraded reports by a 

large number of parents), I realized that the standard report card does provide something 

that resembles a clear answer to the question that every parent has - “How is my child 

doing?” The conciseness of grades is their strength inasmuch as their masquerade of 

objectivity is their weakness. For this reason, parents, and many students, can feel that they 

have lost their reference point for success or failure without grades, even if parents and 

students, and a great many teachers, would have a difficult time explaining exactly what 

these marks indicated with regard to learning. I have also observed that students respond 

favorably to teachers who are committed and enthusiastic in a way that seems to be 

independent of the grading process. Rowan-Kenyon, Bell, and Perna (2008) argue that 

context is highly important in education. On starting this research I had a strong belief that 

the emotional impact of reporting depended on previous experience in school, how 

important grades are to the student, the teacher’s attitudes and communication, the 

relationship with the teacher, socioeconomic class, parental attitudes, home reward and 

punishment systems, the teacher’s enthusiasm for a subject, and numerous other variables.   
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There are many questions about the impact of reports on students, some researchable, 

and some quite difficult to research. It became apparent on reading the literature that there is 

a staggering volume of research on what adults think about reporting and assessment, but a 

much more limited amount that deals with what students think. I realized that I would really 

like to know what students think about report cards and how report cards influence their 

feelings about learning. I am particularly interested in the effect of report cards on students’ 

motivation and their depth curiosity. I am also interested in finding out the significance 

report cards have for students and how different groups (boys, girls, older students, younger 

students, high-achievers achievers) are affected by report cards.  Finally, I am interested in 

whether students pay significant attention to the written part of the report card and whether 

this influences their motivation and curiosity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  5 

Research Questions 

My research questions are: 

1. How does membership in a particular group (gender, grade, language, low or high-

achiever) influence attitudes and feelings towards report cards? 

2. What is the relationship between importance placed on report cards and depth 

curiosity and motivation in different groups of students?  

3. What is the relationship between achievement and depth curiosity and motivation in 

different groups of students? 

4. How do student feelings about report cards relate to the above factors? 
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Significance of the Study 

This study increased my understanding of how report cards affect students and will 

help me with how I communicate with them about reporting. It has given me an 

appreciation of the enormous power that report cards and grades have in many students’ 

lives. Some of the findings have also led me to look at my instructional practices. The 

study’s intended audience also includes teachers, administrators, parents, social science 

academics and professionals, and Ministry of Education policy-makers. I hope that my 

study will add to the conversation about the purposes of reporting, what constitutes effective 

reporting, and how to avoid some of the negative effects of reporting. Finally, the study 

provided a venue for students to express their views and feelings about report cards.  

Variables and Interactions for this Study 

The variables that are being examined in the study are motivation and depth curiosity 

(dependent variables), and recent success in school (independent variable). The study also 

examined the relationship between motivation and depth curiosity (dependent variables) and 

importance of report cards to the student (independent variable). Moderating variables 

include gender, age, socio-economic status, and language background. These moderating 

variables were selected in order to identify and analyze potential group differences. Finally, 

the study looked at how achievement in school (independent variable) affected feelings 

about reports (dependent variable). 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This review examined three areas of research – student views of assessment and 

reporting, the effects of reporting on students, and the construct of importance and its 

relation to memory. The history of grading practices was examined and cross-referenced to 

the theories of motivation in vogue at different times. Report card images were used to 

show what report card meant in my study in comparison with what it has meant 

historically.  

The topic of effects was further subdivided into literature on motivation and rewards 

and literature on curiosity. The literature was examined for what it had to say about the 

connections between report cards and motivation and curiosity. Since this study is looking 

for a student perspective, literature on student views of assessment was looked at first 

followed by the literature on motivation, curiosity, and importance.  

Many common themes run through all of this research - the concepts of goal theory, 

and models (behavioural, cognitive, and sociocultural) of learning are used to explain 

student attitudes and behaviour around assessment and learning. The theme of assessment 

as a public performance, and as somewhat of a “black box” from a student point of view, 

recurred in a number of these papers. The fierce debate between those who think rewards 

are a positive strategy, and those who see them as destroyers of intrinsic motivation and 

curiosity became very clear when doing this review. The more muted, and in many ways 

more convincing, voices of those who view the effects of rewards as being contextual were 

also present. The ideas of grades as a commodity and playing the assessment “game” were 

also covered by some of the authors. Literature on curiosity was viewed with the goal of 

finding a clear limited definition and of picking suitable questions for measuring this 
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quality. Empirical relationships from research on curiosity were also considered. Finally, 

the topic of importance and its connection to memory was examined to support the concept 

and methods used in my study. 

A Brief History of Grading Practices and Reports 

The Chinese Imperial exams for the civil service were likely the first graded exams in 

the world, starting during the Han Dynasty  (206 BC-220 AD) and being consolidated under 

the Sui Dynasty (581-618 AD) (Crozier, 2002). Many researchers believe that grading in 

North America in its present form started in the late 18th century at Yale University in the 

US. In 1785, the President of the university, Ezra Stiles, divided students into four 

categories (best –optimi, second best – second optimi, poor- inferiori, and worst – peiores; 

Durm, 1993).  The first letter grade in North America is believed to be a ‘B’ given to a 

student at Harvard in 1883 (Durm, 1993). At the same time, in the UK, the British Society 

of Apothecaries introduced the first professional qualifying examination system in the 

Western world (Moll, 1998). By the late 19th century Ivy League colleges were 

experimenting with different marking schemes, ranging from a four-point scale to a 100-

point scale.  

As people moved into the cities and schooling became institutionalized in the late 19th 

century schools began producing written narrative reports for students to create a record of 

which skills they had mastered. Shortly thereafter, secondary schools began to introduce 

percentage grades to rate students (Illustration 3). A study by Starch and Elliot (1912) 

showed that percentages given for a specific piece of work varied greatly from school to 

school and teacher to teacher. In 1897 Mount Holyoke College had introduced letter grades 

from A-E. After Starch and Elliot’s study was published, high schools began introducing 
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the new letter grades which, having fewer categories, seemed to deal with some of the 

extreme subjectivity problems of percentages. During the 1930’s and 1940’s most 

elementary schools also switched to letter grades (Illustrations 4 and 5). 

The era of behaviourism and mathematical theories of psychology coincided with an 

attempt to standardize grading practices by marking on a bell curve (normal distribution).  

The most extreme version of this was the 6-22-44-22-6 system (6% A’s, 22% B’s etc.). This 

was criticized as allowing grades to be almost completely divorced from criteria for 

learning. This system also discouraged cooperation among students, or conversely, 

increased competition between students (Guskey and Pollio, 2010). The onset of cognitive 

theories in the 1960’s and the rise of critical ideas about rewards coincided with 

experimentation with grading systems. Many schools eliminated letter grades or 

reconfigured them (Illustration 8). More complex systems that attempted to assess cognitive 

skills in detail were also developed. These methods typically met with a lot of criticism 

from parents because they seemed unclear and hard to interpret. This often led to a return to 

letter grades (Illustration 9). At this point in time almost all Canadian jurisdictions use some 

variant of the A-F letter grading system.  

Student Views on Assessment and Reporting 

The literature on student perceptions of assessment reflects a number of themes. 

Students have a variety of views of the purposes of assessment and its fairness. Most 

students see assessment as a public performance and how they react to it depends on their 

goal-orientation (performance, mastery, or performance-avoidance). Many students become 

more pragmatic and more grade-oriented as they get older (Evans and Engelberg, 1985; 

Brookhart and Bronowicz, 2003). Grades in this sense are viewed as a type of commodity 
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which students compete for. Finally, the public nature of assessment causes students a great 

deal of stress, depending on frequency of the assessment and the extent to which this 

assessment is made public (Cullingford, 2006). Report cards, as a final summative 

assessment, frequently lead to depressive feelings among children (Bell, 2001; Hilsman and 

Garber, 1995). It is important to note that report cards are different from other forms of 

assessment. Since report cards are going to parents the relationship between the student and 

parent is clearly a very important part of the dynamic of report cards. Also, a student is a 

passive recipient when receiving a report card. When writing a test they are under pressure 

to do something.  It is hoped that the present study will help to shed more light on the 

specific effects of report cards.  

  How assessment is practiced: fairness and purposes as viewed by students. 

 Many authors have studied students’ feelings about assessment and reporting. In her 

doctoral dissertation Tuten (2005) looked at the responses of Grade 4 students, parents, and 

teachers to report cards from the viewpoint of critical discourse analysis. For the most part 

the students in this group looked at grades as simple objects without any social references 

(good grades – good, bad grades – bad). One student did talk about the response of his 

father and how he would be punished if he got a bad report. The students were not clear 

about where their grades came from and one even believed that the principal assigned the 

grades. It is interesting to note that while these students were graded on a 4-3-2-1 system 

they had a very clear idea about what was a high grade and what was a low grade. Klassen 

(1998), in her doctoral thesis on the responses of Grade 8 students to reporting in 

Mathematics found that most students like letter grades because they are simple, and most 

students attributed their success or lack of success to the teacher rather than their own 
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abilities. Given the age of the students and the curt responses to questions described by the 

researcher it is difficult to tell if this was a defensive response to a painful subject. Some 

students in this study were aware of how their final grade was determined and some weren’t 

aware.  Cullingford (2006) found in his extensive interviews with British schoolchildren 

that children “do not understand the terms on which they are being tested. They attempt to 

detect what they are supposed to be doing” (p. 216). For this reason, Cullingford concluded 

that many students find grading unfair, resulting in “a huge clash between children’s desire 

to learn and the heavy hand of being taught” (p. 216).  

 In contrast, Brookhart and Bronowicz (2003) have a more nuanced view of assessment. 

They studied two fifth-grade and two third-grade classes, as well as classes taught by one 

urban and two suburban high-school teachers in the United States. They contend that the 

assessment environment has a great deal to do with how students experience assessment. 

They cite eight factors that constitute the assessment environment:  

 1. purposes for which the teacher assesses. 

 2. methods used to assess achievement. 

 3. criteria used in selecting the assessment method. 

 4. quality of assessments. 

 5. nature of the feedback the teacher gives students on their work. 

 6. teacher preparation for and attitudes towards assessment. 

 7. teacher’s perceptions of students. 

 8. assessment policy environment. 

This eight-factor model does suggest that the effect of reporting is likely to be mediated by 

other aspects of the assessment environment. In other words, the reaction of students to 
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report cards is likely to vary depending on the emphasis put on grades by teachers and on 

whether the students understand what they need to do to get a given grade. Looking at the 

assessment environment is beyond the scope of the current study, but it is important to keep 

it in mind when looking at the significance of any study in this field. In contrast to 

Cullingford (2006), Brookhart and Bronowicz (2003) found that a large number of the 

students did find their work interesting and important (i.e. the motivation of the students 

they observed was higher). 

In their study on student conceptions of assessment conducted on a sample of 3469 

secondary students in New Zealand, Brown and Hirschfield (2008) looked at four different 

student attitudes about the purposes and effects of assessment: students’ accountability, 

school accountability, fairness and unfairness (and therefore irrelevance), and enjoyment. 

The study is informative, but the categories cover several different domains: understanding 

of the purposes of assessment, feelings about how it is actually carried out, and feelings 

about assessment in general. This muddies the waters somewhat. Students who believed 

most strongly that the purpose of student assessment was student achievement and 

accountability had higher scores on a reading assessment. Since report cards are the main 

vehicle of student accountability, this would seem to imply that a belief in the importance of 

report cards would likely be connected with higher achievement. The authors used self-

regulation theory to interpret these results. Students who took more responsibility were 

more successful.  

Cullingford (2006) might well argue that those students know how to play the 

assessment game. It would be interesting to see how many students regard assessment as a 

game and how that group of students performs academically. One would suspect that 
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students who are good at the assessment game may not necessarily be self-directed learners, 

and probably wouldn’t think of assessment as unfair.  

Moni, van Kraayenoord, and Baker (2002) examined student perceptions of literacy 

assessment in two Grade 8 classrooms in a large urban centre in Queensland, Australia. The 

study was a yearlong case study with a large number of interviews. This was the students’ 

first year of high school. The study reported on students’ previous encounters with 

assessment, their present experiences, and their future expectations. Since the study used 

peer groups it was very effective in delineating the subsets of students who react to 

schooling in different ways (groups were given names such as Rebels, Pragmatists, and 

Quiet Achievers based on the general tone of their responses).  

The study uncovered a large number of different student interpretations of the 

mechanics and purposes of assessment. Some students thought that being liked by the 

teacher was more important; others thought that neatness or effort was more important in 

obtaining good grades. Knowledge or interest in the subject was not on the students’ radar 

when thinking about assessment. Reynolds and Dwyer (2003) in a study of student 

responses to report cards also found that students had a variety of ideas about where grades 

came from, “[if] the teacher likes the student then the student’s going to get better marks” 

(p. 49). This attitude would likely cause a student to view learning as being irrelevant to 

grading. It would indicate a cynical attitude towards grading. Finally, Evans and Engelberg 

(1985) found that males were more likely to attribute their grades to external factors than 

females. Interestingly, in this study low-achievers liked grades almost as much as high-

achievers. Perhaps even low-achievers like the sense of order that grades apparently confer.  
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 Assessment as public performance and goal theory. 

Many researchers have commented on the public aspect of assessment and grades. 

Alkharusi (2008) used goal theory to examine students’ reactions to assessment. Goal 

orientation theory posits three types of goal orientation: (a) performance - the goal is 

external rewards and/or public recognition, (b) mastery - the goal is to achieve the highest 

level of skill and knowledge possible, learning from one’s own work or that of others, and 

(c) performance avoidance - the goal is to avoid public humiliation. Ames and Archer 

(1987, 1988) introduced the first two categories. Elliot and Harackiewicz (1994) added the 

performance-avoidance goal as an important subdivision. The final category is now widely 

used. Alkharusi (2008) found that more public and harsher assessment environments were 

correlated with a higher proportion of students with performance and performance-

avoidance goals. This agrees with Cullingford’s (2006) assertion that avoiding humiliation 

is a major goal of students. The question is what form performance-avoidance takes with 

report cards. Does it mean avoiding thinking about them or does it mean keeping them as 

secret as possible? One Grade 11 student (Daniels, 1994) indicated that he had not shown 

his parents his report card since Grade 6. However, in most families this kind of avoidance 

wouldn’t be possible. 

Brookhart and Bronowicz (2003) also used goal theory to analyze their results. Those 

who were more interested in mastery cared less about grades. Many of the high school 

students stated that they didn’t care about how they compared with others on assessment 

tasks and that they didn’t communicate their results to other students (i.e. this was part of 

the culture). The authors interpreted this response to indicate that students really did care 

and they were just protecting their interests by being secretive about their grades (p. 240).  
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This conclusion seems debatable — how do you differentiate between those who really 

don’t care and those who are putting on a show of not caring? Also, a façade of not caring is 

probably common among students who have a performance-avoidance goal (i.e. you can’t 

humiliate me because I don’t care). A defensive response of this type is one of the 

significant issues in conducting research about student attitudes towards report cards.  

Changes in attitude with age. 

Evans and Engelberg (1985) surveyed Canadian students in Grades 4-11 to determine 

their attitudes about grading. The study is a bit older, but is one of the few that specifically 

address the topic of perceptions of assessment over time. The authors concluded that older 

and higher-achieving students understood grading constructs better than younger and lower-

achieving students, and were more likely to regard them as being under their control. 

Brookhart and Bronowicz (2003) also found that students become more oriented to working 

for the grade as they get older, and suggested that perhaps a change in grading practices is 

required to remedy this. They also found that older students understood assessment 

environments in more sophisticated ways than younger students.   

Brookhart and Bronowicz’s (2003) conclusions about how attitudes about assessment 

change with age may be correct, but given the structure of their study, they are debatable. It 

appeared from their description that the average socio-economic status in the high schools 

was much higher than that of the elementary schools. One could argue that this is the reason 

for the more sophisticated attitude towards assessment seen among the older students. 

Evans and Engelberg (1985) and Moni et al. (2002) both found that dissatisfaction and 

cynicism towards grades increased with age.  
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Grades as a commodity. 

Reynolds and Dwyer (2003) did an ethnographic study of twenty-four Grade 5/6 

students in an urban setting in Canada. The authors referred to grades as "cultural capital", 

but this is not an accurate use of this term, which is intended to refer to what someone 

brings to a situation rather than something they are trying to get.  It would be more 

appropriate to refer to grades as a commodity in this sense. Bourdieu’s concepts of 

academic or educational capital, which refer to the value of grades and qualifications in 

advancing one’s social and economic status, would fit the conclusions of this research 

better. In Bourdieu’s words “Academic capital is in fact the guaranteed product of the 

combined effects of cultural transmission by the family and cultural transmission by the 

school” (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 17).  In terms of report cards school and parental attitudes and 

expectations combine to produce different attitudes and levels of sophistication about 

assessment among students. The students interviewed by Reynolds and Dwyer explained 

that high marks and grades could be exchanged for money, food, and clothing, increased 

self-esteem, positive relationships with teachers and parents, membership in the peer group, 

and access to higher education. Some students really liked report cards and letter grades and 

some did not. Some students accepted the statements in report cards as being accurate and 

some disputed them. The study did not connect these findings to the background or 

academic achievement of the student. The students in this study were also very interested in 

having some control over criteria. The authors interpreted this interest, as showing that 

students wanted more access to higher grades and that controlling the criteria used to 

determine grades was a route to attaining this goal.  
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Reynolds and Dwyer (2003) concluded that their interviews showed that children had 

been taught to exchange learning for grades and in many instances equated learning with 

grades. They also raised a question that was beyond the scope of their study: “Do children 

feel that report cards fairly represent their ability?” The authors thought that children felt 

they were being unfairly judged.  

If one substitutes the idea of academic capital the underlying idea of grades as a form of 

commodity is quite convincing and provides a useful perspective. One does wonder, given 

the strength of the authors’ conviction that grades are a commodity, if they would have been 

likely to find any evidence contradicting their view. Could students have a positive attitude 

about participating in setting criteria simply because they like to be involved in their own 

learning or because they had a better sense of what they were expected to do?  There may 

have been some blend of these two attitudes (students recognizing the commodity aspect, 

but also valuing the self-determination aspect). Moni et al. (2002), Cullingford (2006), and 

even Brookhart and Bronowicz (2003) all agree that students, particularly older ones, view 

grades as a commodity, so this concept of grades seems to have strength and validity.  

 Grading and stress.  

The stress of being graded, particularly when tests are used, is a common theme 

throughout the literature. In his doctoral thesis Bell (2001) dealt with the connection 

between report card grades and depressive symptoms in children from Grade 3 to Grade 5. 

He found that grade stress (the difference between minimally acceptable grades and the 

actual grades achieved) was correlated with an increase in depressive symptoms among all 

students immediately after reports, but only in the older students (>=11 years old) one week 

after reports. He noted that the younger students had an immediate reaction, but that the 
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older students made cognitive connections that produced a more long-lasting effect. Fear of 

severe parental consequences was connected with depressive symptoms. Hilsman and 

Garber (1995) used the same measure of grade stress in examining depressive symptoms in 

Grade 5 and 6 students. They found that students who had negative beliefs about their 

competence and control in academic settings experienced more long-lasting depressive 

symptoms, whereas those who had positive beliefs were buffered against such effects. 

Dwyer and Corbin (2003) describe the anxiety that students feel about taking tests. One 

student described tests as “a big nerve-wracking thing” (p. 45). Other students talked about 

increased heart rate, shaking, and memory loss when completing tests. Moni et al. (2002) 

described how students found the frequency of assessment stressful. They found that 

students entering high school were confident if given easy and familiar tasks, but became 

anxious if given unfamiliar or challenging tasks. Cullingford (2006) described the stress of 

assessment as being continuous, since even being asked a question in class involves being 

put on the spot. Brookhart and Bronowicz’s (2003) eight-factor model of the assessment 

environment suggests that stress can be reduced if the students are given clear feedback and 

understand how and why assessment is being conducted. This agrees with the sentiments 

expressed by students in Reynolds and Dwyers’ (2003) study. Students found tests much 

less stressful if they were given pretests in advance and knew what they had to work on to 

improve. All this evidence suggests that most students find report cards less stressful if they 

know what they have to do to achieve a grade.  

The research on student responses to assessment leads to a number of predictions for 

the current research. The research of Reynolds and Dwyer (2003), Tuten (2005), Brookhart 

and Bronowicz (2003), and Evans and Engelberg (1985) suggest that the Grade 7 students 
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in this study should be more strategic and pragmatic about grading and will likely have an 

understanding of its social implications, whereas the Grade 4 students may very well view 

letter grades as simple objects. Alkharusi’s (2008) research on assessment environments 

suggests that looking at grades should increase motivation among performance-oriented 

students, and decrease motivation among those with a performance-avoidance orientation. 

Based on the research of Brookhart and Bronowicz (2003) one would expect the effect of 

looking at grades on the motivation of those with a mastery orientation to be weak and 

variable. Overall, the effect of looking at report card grades on motivation is likely mixed, 

with the overall effect depending on the proportion of performance-approachers and 

performance-avoiders in the group. The research of Bell (2001) suggests that severe 

negative effects of grading are more likely to occur among older students.   
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Effects of Assessment on Students 

  Motivation. 

The term motivation has a long and complex history in psychology and education. Most 

of this pertains to the causes of the motivation, rather than its basic definition. For instance, 

motivation has been considered: 

• an internal state or condition that activates behavior and gives it direction 

(Huitt, 2001, para. 1); 

• a desire or want that energizes and directs goal-oriented behavior (Huitt, 2001, 

para. 1); 

• an influence of needs and desires on the intensity and direction of behavior; 

(Huitt, 2001, para. 1). 

• the arousal, direction, and persistence of behavior. (Franken, 1994) 

For the purposes of this study, motivation is defined as the condition of wanting to make an 

effort at school based on what students see on their report cards. As such it deals with the 

arousal and direction of behavior, but not with its persistence.  

 
The history of research on motivation shows a successive introduction of new models. 

In chronological order they are the behavioral, cognitive, and sociocultural theories of 

learning. While there have been overall trends and shifts in the dominant theory, it is fair to 

say that each of these models still has staunch adherents. Basically the behavioral model 

says that we are motivated by external rewards, the cognitive model says that we are 

motivated by discovery and the acquisition of knowledge, and the sociocultural model says 

that we are motivated by being part of a community.  Some researchers have worked on 

integrating these models, with some success. The behavioral model of learning is analogous 
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to the performance goal orientation and the cognitive model of learning to the mastery goal 

orientation.  

A major area of contention in educational motivation research concerns rewards. This 

topic arouses a great deal of passion on both sides. Many researchers have found that 

rewards have negative consequences for motivation, while others dispute this research and 

contend rewards can and do have a positive effect on motivation. Finally, some research 

shows that the relationship between students, grades, and motivation is complex, as students 

can become confused if grades are not used. Also the idea that performance and mastery 

goal orientations are mutually exclusive is questioned.  

 Behavioral, cognitive, and sociocultural models of learning. 

Early research in motivation (1930-1950) focused on basic drives at a physiological 

level (instinct, drive, arousal, need, and energization). Most studies were done on animals 

and educational psychologists were divorced from the mainstream as humans were regarded 

as too complex to study directly. The perspective was highly behaviorist. Educational 

applications included behavioral results of praise and reproof, rewards and punishment, and 

success and failure (Weiner, 1990). In the 1960s there was a strong shift towards cognitive 

theories and away from drive theory. This was at least partly driven by research that showed 

that the response to a reward among people depended on cognitive elements (whether the 

reward was perceived as controlling or useful feedback). In this sense students could see 

assessment from either perspective (e.g. praise for doing an easy task could be seen as a 

lack of faith in a student’s ability and reduce motivation). 

At this point, reward was seen as having a number of contextualized meanings. The 

definition of reward is still a contested area today. In the 1960s the focus changed to human 
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behavior with applications to animals rather than vice versa (we are all thinkers, rather than 

we are all stimulus-response machines). However, a preoccupation with a mathematically 

demonstrable theory of motivation (one that would show the weight of each element) 

continued. The focus was on achievement and differing individual responses - differences in 

need for achievement, anxiety about failure, and locus of control (internal or external). 

People’s differences in these areas explained differences in motivation. In the 1970s and 

1980s cognitive concepts increased, although a focus on achievement striving remained. 

Ideas such as self-efficacy, self-esteem, and curiosity started to play a larger role in 

research.  

Self-efficacy, an elaboration of cognitive theory, postulates that one’s belief in one’s 

ability to overcome difficulties plays a major role in learning (Bandura, 1993). Grand 

theories (drive, cognitive, and psychoanalytic) had faded from the scene, and smaller 

concepts abounded. There was, however, a dominance of self-concepts. In the 1980’s goal 

theory (performance and mastery) was introduced and studies of heretofore-ignored 

emotional reactions became more important (Weiner, 1990). As a reaction to the focus on 

the individual and how they construct meaning or react to rewards sociocultural models of 

learning emerged in the 1990s (O’Laughlin, 1992). These models were based on the idea 

that learning takes place in a social context, and that particular disciplines have specific 

bodies of knowledge, language, and traditions.  

Report card grades seem to have more in common with a behavioural model of learning 

(reward and punishment), than with the other two models. Report card comments could 

support a mastery approach if they are written in a way that gives clear guidelines on how to 

attain mastery. In line with Alkharusi (2005) one would expect that the more report cards, 
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and particularly grades, are emphasized the more students would tend to take on a 

performance-approach or performance-avoidance goal orientation. However, it seems likely 

that the dialogue between teachers and students on this topic is very important in forming 

attitudes and influencing motivation. 

 Integration of models. 

Hickey and Zuiker (2005) combined a scholarly analysis of motivation theory with an 

empirical research project based on the developed theory. They delineated the clash 

between cognitive (constructivist) theories of motivation and the behaviorist realm of 

accountability and testing. The authors see the sociocultural model as a Hegelian synthesis 

of the two antithetical positions. This sociocultural model is not new, but the authors 

interpreted it in a very active way - rather than just saying that knowledge is a socially 

constructed phenomenon, they contend that we need to construct social environments that 

will lead to deeper knowledge and understanding. The article asserts that the internalization 

of knowledge by an individual results in a transformation of that knowledge, based on that 

person’s unique perspectives. That person then communicates using that transformed 

knowledge.  

Hickey and Zuiker (2005) conducted a large study on a Grade 9 genetics project 

(Genscope), which had been created to motivate lower-achieving students.  The intent was 

to see if designing an instructional process based on sociocultural theory would create a 

better understanding and more engaged participation. Baseline information using 

cognitively based instruction techniques had already been obtained. The students had been 

very interested and excited by the way the problems were presented, but failed to transfer 

this knowledge to similar problems given after instruction. The instruction focused on using 
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the real language and concepts of geneticists, along with formative assessments where the 

student was responsible to the group. The students who were given the sociocultural-based 

instruction had longer conversations and used more scientifically accurate language. They 

also had better results on summative assessments and high-stakes tests. This study gave an 

elegant picture of a more balanced method of instructing students, which seemed to meet 

the multiple goals of interest, deep understanding, and good achievement on assessment 

instruments. This study promoted the idea of evaluation and reporting as being highly 

contextual (i.e. the reaction of students to reporting and formal assessment is dependent on 

the rest of their learning environment). It also suggested that formal evaluation is necessary 

as a way of ensuring that students consolidate their learning (i.e. students can be interested 

and engaged in activities without necessarily gaining much knowledge). This study 

suggested that being curious and interested is possible within a grading system.  

 Rewards and motivation.  

The area of rewards and motivation is a highly contentious one. Studies in this area are 

often directed at destroying an opponent’s argument and many of the articles are in fact 

titled as rebuttals. Deci (1971) completed a foundational study that provided evidence to the 

claim that rewards decrease motivation. Cameron and Pierce (1994) contended that this 

original work was flawed because it used a 90% confidence interval. Cameron and Pierce 

(1994) conducted a meta-analysis of 96 studies and concluded that while tangible rewards 

did decrease intrinsic motivation slightly, verbal rewards actually produced a slight positive 

effect. Cameron distinguished between reinforcement (action which increases a behaviour) 

and rewards (action which has an indeterminate effect on behaviour).  
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This definition seems problematic, as it appears to predetermine the results  (i.e. if I am 

doing a study to see if reinforcement increases a behaviour and I define reinforcement as 

that which increases the behaviour it is hard to see how I could reach any other conclusion). 

The author acknowledges this, but maintained that researchers in the cognitive evaluation 

camp use similar circular definitions (e.g. defining a reward as informational when it 

appears to increase motivation and controlling when it does not). Cameron and Pierce 

(1994), in their meta-analysis, suggested that the prejudice against rewards is unmerited.  

Deci, Ryan, and Koestner (2001) in a later chapter in the ongoing debate between these 

researchers contend that Cameron and Pierce’s (1994) meta-analysis is full of flaws. They 

point out that it is important to exclude boring tasks from this type of analysis, as students 

will have little motivation to do these types of tasks. They contend that these were included 

in Cameron’s analyses. One might contend, as Cameron and Pierce (1994) do, that a lot of 

tasks in school are boring to a lot of students, and that this information is applicable for that 

reason. Deci et al. (2001), however, say that it violated the definition of the field as the 

analysis of the effects of rewards on interesting activities, a definition, which has been 

accepted by researchers for over 30 years. They accuse Cameron and Pierce (1994) of 

changing theories to meet challenges to their results.  

The authors stated that Cameron’s most recent paper was unclear about which studies 

had actually been used and they state that if Cameron was consistent in choosing her studies 

the results could only be as a result of “using inappropriate control groups, misclassifying 

studies, and using improper means of measuring intrinsic motivation” (Deci et al. 2001, p. 

44). The authors use cognitive evaluation theory as the basis for their analyses. As a final 

argument they cite information showing that performance contingent rewards were likely to 
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be very harmful in practical classroom situations where some students will get the reward 

and some won’t. Deci et al. (2001) are somewhat more convincing than Cameron, but the 

contention of Hickey and Zuiker (2005), that some reward structures built into a cognitively 

and socially rich educational background do not cause harm, is not seriously challenged by 

these studies, in my opinion. Deci might ask why any reward structures should be used at all 

in this case, though.  

Kohn (1993) viewed rewards as undermining learning because they lead to a sense of 

being controlled, which undermines motivation. He also contends that reward systems lead 

to a concern about how to motivate than about whether what is being taught is worthwhile. 

Hickey and Zuiker (2005) would agree with the latter point, but would suggest that the real 

problem is rewards as part of an impoverished educational environment and that in a 

cognitively and socially rich environment these results do not occur. Paul Chance (1993) in 

a rebuttal to Kohn (1993) distinguishes between contractual rewards (do this and you will 

get that) and informational rewards. While the standard view of grades is closer to a 

contractual reward (do this and you will get an A) one could argue that they can be 

informational rewards (this is how you are doing). Chance (1993) agrees with Kohn (1993) 

that contractual rewards usually have a negative effect on motivation. He does raise the 

significant question - what is a reward? Chance, an avowed behaviorist, states that 

behaviorists can be opposed to letter grades, which they regard as a form of punishment. 

This raises the interesting question — are letter grades rewards? If a student sees the letter 

grade he attains as being a result of his own actions, is the letter grade a reward? 

Neither Kohn (1993) nor Chance (1993) seem particularly open to the idea that 

different points of view might have validity, and they are both prone to generalizing.  They 
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do raise interesting questions, however. Overall, the evidence indicates that a classroom that 

depends heavily on external rewards is likely to reduce motivation. The effect of report 

cards on motivation is not made by clear by these studies perhaps, in part because report 

cards can be a reward or a punishment. However, Hickey and Zuiker’s (2005) and 

Brookhart and Bronowicz’s (2003) contentions about the importance of the instructional 

and assessment environment carry some weight (i.e. the context is very important in 

determining whether assessment or rewards are helpful, neutral, or harmful).  

 Relationship between students, grades, and motivation. 

A number of studies about the relationships between students, grades, and motivation 

show that these relationships are complex, and require careful analysis. Harackiewicz, 

Pintrich, Barron, Elliot, and Thrash (2002) looked at revisions to goal theory to capture 

some of the subtleties of actual reactions seen in students. Their proposals included:  

1. viewing performance-approach and performance-avoidance as separate  

  constructs (some studies include both and some only include performance-

approach goals making comparison difficult). Also performance is defined in 

different ways in different studies. 

 2. the positive potential of performance-approach goals. When performance- 

  approach is isolated and defined consistently studies demonstrate positive 

  outcomes (positive effect on performance without negative effect on interest).  

3. the possibility of blending performance and mastery goals.   

The authors cited a number of studies that show that mastery and performance orientations 

are unrelated or positively correlated, rather than the negative correlation one would expect 

if they were mutually exclusive.  
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The studies the authors reviewed showed consistent, but weak positive correlations 

between performance-approach goals and academic performance. They showed stronger     

correlations between mastery goals and interest, and no significant correlation between 

performance-approach goals and interest, mastery goals and achievement, and between 

mastery and performance approach goals. This study in some ways contradicts the ideas of 

Hickey and Zuiker (2005) who view performance and mastery as antithetical, however the 

construct of the student as having both types of goals fits in quite well with Hickey and 

Zuiker’s (2005) synthesis and instructional methods (they did use some rewards and 

cognitive techniques in their study).  

Smith and Gorard (2005) in their study of year 7 students in the UK tested the 

consequences of giving detailed formative feedback in place of grades. The study used a 

control group model where some students received grades with minimal comments and 

some received detailed formative feedback, but no grades.  Students who did not receive 

grades generally performed more poorly (the result was most strongly negative in English 

and less pronounced in other subjects; p. 26-27). The data did show a small group of very 

high performing students in the test (no grades) group in Science and Math, but not in the 

control group. The research used a model in which students were given no information 

about the purposes for the experiment. Not surprisingly, the students seemed somewhat 

bewildered by this sudden shift in assessment methods. It could also be that students would 

need time to adjust to a different system. Also students from the group not receiving grades 

hadn’t done any formal tests for a year, but their achievement was evaluated using formal 

tests. One wonders what would have happened if all students were given a performance 

assessment rather than a test. 
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Finally, Stefanou and Parkes (2003) studied student evaluation preferences among fifth 

grade students in the northeastern US. Students strongly preferred paper and pencil tests to 

lab evaluations and performance evaluations. The authors concluded that this was mainly 

due to familiarity. Performance assessments caused anxiety when they were connected with 

grades. However, if they were detached from grades many students found them more 

interesting and challenging. Students enjoyed some chance to explore a subject without the 

restrictions of grading, but most did not want to get rid of letter grades. This study illustrates 

the issues that are involved in researching, piloting, or changing report card and evaluation 

systems. Students are likely to find the changes difficult just because the form of evaluation 

and reporting in schools is such a societal norm. Also, doing away with letter grades, as 

Ontario has recently done, and as BC tried to do, requires very clear communication in the 

place of the grades. This seems to be extremely difficult to achieve.  

Deci (1971), Deci et al. (2001), and Kohn (1993) argue forcefully that rewards, 

including grades, decrease motivation. Cameron (1994) and Chance (1993) argue that 

rewards do not necessarily decrease motivation. Chance (1993) raises that idea that grades 

are more complex, and can’t really be viewed as rewards in the sense that a prize or a 

sticker might be. Overall, there is some evidence that grades reduce motivation more than 

they increase it. However, the studies of Hickey and Zuiker (2005) and Brookhart and 

Bronowicz (2003) suggest that this is likely to vary significantly from class to class 

depending on the overall instructional and assessment environment. Alkharusi’s (2005) 

study suggests that in an environment where grades are more strongly emphasized there is 

likely to be a split into two groups — one with increased motivation and one with decreased 

motivation. Looking at different groups as well as the whole population is therefore very 
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important. The analysis of Harackiewicz et al. (2002) leads to some predictions for the 

present study. Mastery orientation is associated with interest (which is analogous with 

curiosity in the present study). Since those with mastery orientation are less interested in 

grades (Brookhart and Bronowicz, 2003) one might expect that importance of grades would 

be negatively correlated with curiosity.  

 Curiosity. 

Curiosity is a construct that has been defined and measured in a number of ways. The 

further ideas of depth and breadth curiosity however have persisted although the labels have 

changed. The importance of curiosity to educators is that it implies a willingness to explore. 

It is a quality that, in theory at least, should make deeper learning and independent learning 

more likely. It is also a quality that might be lost by having too much focus on grades or 

rote learning. Exploring the relationship between curiosity and report cards is one of the 

goals of this study.  

 Fulcher (2004) in his PhD dissertation refined and validated a new version of the 

curiosity index developed by Erwin, Coleman, and Orlando (1998). This index looks at 

depth and breadth of curiosity. Fulcher indicates that curiosity is difficult to define, and has 

been measured in many ways.  

 The original researcher on the topic of curiosity, Berlyne (1950, 1960) modeled 

curiosity as a state that helps an organism to maintain an optimal state of arousal during 

inactive periods. This concept was developed during the heyday of behaviorism in the 

1950’s. Berlyne, viewing curiosity in terms of motivation, classified curiosity as perceptual 

and epistemic, and said that each of these types of curiosity could be divided into diversive 

and specific curiosity. Loewenstein (1994) summed this up in a 2X2 matrix.  
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 At the same time a state-trait model of curiosity was being developed. In this theory of 

curiosity (Day, 1971), a person who is more curious is brought into that state by a greater 

variety of conditions, becomes curious more easily (reactivity), and remains in that state for 

longer periods of time (chronicity).  Spielberger and Starr (1994) built on Berlyne’s model 

by postulating antagonistic anxiety and curiosity drives. In this model the one drive inhibits 

the other. Under this model one would postulate that students who are more anxious about 

grades would have less curiosity. Fulcher (2004) indicated that three types of measures have 

been used for curiosity: performance, behavioral, and self-report. He contends that the 

behavioral (looking at observable behavior to assess curiosity) and performance (giving 

specific novel tasks and observing reactions) are highly subject to interpretation. This study 

will be depending on self-reporting through a survey instrument. 

 In his review Fulcher (2004) also analyzed a series of instruments that have been 

used to measure curiosity. The OTIM (Ontario Test of Intrinsic Motivation) was developed 

by Day. It measures ten areas of interest, three qualities of stimuli (novelty, ambiguity, and 

complexity) and three types of responses (consultation, observation, and thinking) making a 

three-dimensional 90-item matrix. The instrument has produced good correlations with 

measures of initiative, achievement, mental health, and other factors. However, it has not 

correlated well with other measures of curiosity and it has been criticized for being too 

complex and virtually impossible to analyze for validity.  

The NES (Novelty Experiencing Scale) is a much simpler instrument that uses five 

scales: a novelty scale, source of experience (internal or external), and quality of the 

experience (internal or external). It is limited in that it treats curiosity in the specific rather 

than the diversive sense, but it has good internal consistency.  
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Naylor developed the MCI (Melbourne Curiosity Index) in 1981. It uses the state-trait 

model. The respondent is asked a number of questions about their present feelings and 

attitudes. A frequency scale is then used with the same questions to determine the state of 

the respondent. Respondents who have careers that require high levels of investigation or 

research tend to score well on the MCI, whereas those who have more conventional jobs 

tend to score lower. Also internal consistency is good. The criticism that the current state 

affects one’s perception of the trait seems a valid one, however. If one were to ask someone 

“are you happy?” and “how often do you experience happiness?” it seems likely that the 

answer to the former might colour the response to the latter.  

Zuckerman’s (1979) SSS measure used four scales - thrill and adventure seeking, 

experience seeking, disinhibition, and boredom resistance. This scale deals specifically with 

the perceptual-diversive part of curiosity. The factors in this study are less consistent than 

those in the MCI, particularly the boredom susceptibility factor. Fulcher (2004) looked at 

the statistical analyses involved in studies based on these instruments and concluded that the 

vast majority of studies involved assumptions about the lack of correlation among factors.  

 This issue seems like a hangover from the days of grand mathematical theories. It 

seems unlikely that one could define a human state, and find a number of completely 

independent factors that sum up to create the state.  Fulcher (2004) also quotes Boyle (1983) 

as stating that the studies that purported to validate the research using factor-analysis 

suffered from “sloppy factor-analytic methodology” (p. 28).  Fulcher and Boyle cite 

unjustified use of orthogonal rotations (which assume that factors are uncorrelated), small 

sample sizes, and failure to use Confirmatory Factor Analysis (which tests proposed factors 

rigorously).  
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 Studies have indicated that depth curiosity tends to stay constant during adulthood, 

whereas breadth curiosity decreases. Also, curiosity is more connected with mastery than 

performance goals. There is little correlation between tested measures of intelligence and 

curiosity in the studies looked at by Fulcher (2004). There is a good correlation with 

divergent thinking, however.  

 For his study Fulcher (2004) refined and validated the design of the new curiosity index 

developed by Erwin, Coleman, and Orlando (1998). This scale assessed behavior and 

attitudes in two domains of curiosity: depth and breadth. He then used the new index (the 

CI-4) to compare groups. He was able to use fairly large sample sizes (e.g. n=1002 for the 

comparative study) and to obtain comparative data by using a freshman-testing day at a 

university in the Southeastern US.  

 In his comparison study he found that achievement scores and curiosity were 

essentially uncorrelated (-0.04 and 0.05), performance motivation and curiosity had a slight 

positive correlation (0.15). Mastery approach had a moderately positive correlation with 

curiosity (0.42), and work avoidance had a moderately negative correlation (-0.36). Intrinsic 

motivation was quite strongly correlated (0.66), while extrinsic motivation was uncorrelated 

(0.00). Finally there was a correlation between confidence and curiosity, which was stronger 

for breadth than depth (0.42 vs. 0.28). These results suggest that the effect of report cards 

and marks would be dependent on the makeup of the group. If mastery orientation 

outweighs performance-avoidance orientation it would be positive, otherwise it would be 

negative. The modest correlations suggest that this result may be far from universal. Of 

interest to my study (which will focus on depth curiosity) are the relationships with depth 

curiosity, which were very similar to those for total curiosity, except for the fairly strong 
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divergence in the confidence measures. This is not entirely unexpected, as the definition of 

breadth curiosity seems to include the sensation-seeking risk-taker type. Fulcher’s CI-4 is 

likely to be a useful tool for my study in that it gives a useful guideline for survey questions 

on this topic. The need to reword the questions for a younger audience means that the 

instrument being used cannot claim to have been independently validated. Finally, 

Fulcher’s’ audience, first-year college students, is an older and on average significantly 

higher achieving group (essentially the group that has been successful in school) than the 

group involved in this study. Some of the relationships listed above could very well be quite 

different in a group that includes those who are struggling in the education system.  

 For the purposes of my study curiosity is defined as an eager desire to explore a particular 

subject beyond what is necessary to achieve a grade. The operational definition posits 

curiosity as a positive quality.  

For the purposes of the present study, which uses the term depth curiosity (Fulcher, 

2004, p. 44), depth is used as an adjective and is thus shorthand for “in-depth” which has 

the meaning “comprehensive, thorough”. Depth curiosity is a construct defined by Fulcher 

(2004) and the following definition was used for this study: 

Behaviour: A person will spend time thoroughly investigating information and will 

often exhibit sustained inquiry about a certain topic, idea, thing, other person, or him 

or herself by following up on previous investigations.  

Attitude: The person will have a desire to learn more about and to search deeper on a 

specific area or topic in order to gain a fuller understanding about it. 

 Carr and Claxton (2002) looked at curiosity as part of a larger complex of learning 

dispositions. Goleman (1996) lists curiosity as a key-learning disposition. The idea of 
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dispositions is somewhat contested as part of the trait debate (i.e. do generalized traits exist 

independent of circumstances). Carr and Claxton’s (2002) paper identified three traits: 

resilience, playfulness, and reciprocity. In their schema curiosity fits into the domain of 

playfulness, which includes mindfulness, imagination, and experimentation. Their paper 

does position curiosity as only one of a large number of factors in learning.  

 The research on curiosity suggests that curiosity is not strongly connected with 

achievement among higher achievers. It suggests that there are positive correlations 

between confidence, mastery orientation, intrinsic motivation and curiosity. There doesn’t 

appear to be a strong relationship between achievement and curiosity, but the studies quoted 

were biased towards high-achievers (i.e. college entrants). It was expected that these 

relationships might be stronger in younger students with a broad range of ability.  

 My study also investigated whether there is a negative relationship between report 

cards (performance and probably some performance-avoidance orientation) and curiosity. 

The research does suggest that there are probably some identifiable subgroups with stronger 

correlations between these factors and curiosity.  

Claxton and Carr’s (2002) study views curiosity as being part of a large complex of learning 

dispositions. In their scheme curiosity therefore has limited importance. Their study does 

illustrate the fundamental difficulty of defining human qualities and doing research based 

on those definitions.  

 The overall results from Fulcher (2004) suggest that achievement does not affect 

curiosity. The present study differs significantly from Fulcher’s (2004) in that it surveys a 

wider range of achievement. A survey of first-year college students does not include a 

significant number of students who have done very poorly in school. If students with low 
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achievement have less curiosity it is possible that there will be a correlation between 

curiosity and achievement in the present study. The relationship between mastery goal-

orientation and curiosity in Fulcher’s (2004) study mirrors that between mastery-orientation 

and interest in Brookhart and Bronowicz (2003). If one accepts Brookhart and Bronowicz’s 

(2003) contention that mastery orientation is connected with a decreased interest in grades 

then one would expect importance to have a negative correlation with curiosity. Spielburger 

and Starr’s (1994) idea that anxiety and curiosity are antagonistic would lead one to believe 

that students who are anxious about report cards are also likely to be less curious.  

 Curiosity, Cultural, and Academic Capital 

 Bourdieu (1986) referred to the conversion of cultural capital into academic capital. 

Certain attitudes, habits, and understandings which have been cultivated at home and in the 

families’ social circle (cultural capital) are likely to lead to success in school and the 

accumulation of academic capital. My study posited curiosity as a positive quality, but this 

is a philosophical position. In a highly regimented educational system it is clear that 

curiosity could, in fact, be an impediment and might actually represent a deficiency in 

cultural capital. This would likely depend on the overall cultural capital that the student 

brings to the educational setting. A student who has a good overall understanding of how 

schooling works is probably more likely to regulate their curiosity so that it works to their 

advantage. That is, a student who is highly curious about Ancient Rome would realize that 

reading books about this topic during Math is inappropriate, and that there is a way of 

communicating this interest to the teacher that will improve his/her relationship with the 

teacher. 

. 
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 Importance.  

The construct of importance was thoroughly reviewed by Cragin (1980). In his doctoral 

thesis he examines the three approaches that had been taken with respect to this construct: 

• Demand-based – importance is determined by preferences for one thing over 

another. 

• Needs based – importance is the effort made to correct a deficiency or excess of 

something (to restore balance). Needs are an innate quality.  

• Values based – importance is based on conscious and unconscious wants and 

desires. Values are considered to be an acquired quality. 

Cragin (1980) found all three of these approaches wanting. The demand-based was 

hampered by its absolutism. Craigin gives the example of an employee who is asked 

whether job security or pay is more important. He points out that we can’t determine “that 

all levels of job security would be preferred to all levels of pay” (p. 25) because the 

respondent has indicated a general preference for job security over pay. The terms “needs” 

and “values” are used in so many different ways that it makes it difficult to use them as a 

basis for another construct. Definitions for values include “attitudes, motivations, objects, 

measureable and unmeasurable quantities, and customs or traditions to name a few” (p. 45). 

Cragin (1980) advocates for a cognitive structure approach to importance, as opposed 

to an emotional (affective) approach because one may have a wide range of feelings about 

an important thing. That is to say while strong feelings may be a hallmark of importance, 

the type of feeling and how frequent it is varies to such a degree as to make it an unreliable 

signpost. He argues that the cognitive approach allows for a more valid measurement of this 

construct. He refers to the importance of a factor as “the psychological centrality of the 
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factor and its associated outcomes” (p. 76), which is closely related to the “frequency with 

which the outcome and related factors occur to a person.”(p. 77). That is to say frequency of 

thought is a measure of importance. Since “a durable and generalized prominence” (p. 78) is 

a feature of centrality, memory would be another measure of importance.  

It is important to note that more recent research on attitude importance has modified the 

definition of this construct somewhat. Eaton and Visser (2008) cite Boninger et al. (1995) as 

defining importance as the “subjective sense of psychological significance that one attaches 

to his or her attitude” (p. 1720). They state that importance doesn’t necessarily demand 

centrality (i.e. something can be important even without a large network of cognitive 

connections or frequent rehearsal). The newer research positions Cragin’s concept as a 

subset of attitude importance. The question then becomes: Does thinking about something 

frequently and remembering it well indicate importance? One might argue that it depends 

on the object. Everyday tasks that are thought about frequently might not have high 

importance (e.g. brushing your teeth).  However, thinking about and remembering clearly 

an intermittent high-significance event like a report card probably does indicate importance. 

The next question is how does memory connect to importance?  

 Importance and memory. 

A number of studies have dealt with the connection between importance and memory. 

(Holbrook et al. 2004) did a number of studies on reaction to political statements that 

indicated that “People who attach personal importance to an attitude object are especially 

knowledgeable about that object.” (p. 2). Some of their controlled studies showed that 

“importance motivated selective exposure and selective elaboration.” If the object was 

important the subjects thought more frequently and more deeply about it. Further studies 
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showed that when the ability to elaborate was removed (by imposing a time constraint) the 

connection between importance and memory was removed. In this case previous thought 

about the topic is likely to be a factor, though. Guy and Cahill (1999) studied the 

relationships between long-term memory, rehearsal (i.e. selective elaboration), and emotion. 

They showed participants “emotional” and “non-emotional” movies and tested their recall 

under conditions where rehearsal was permitted and where it wasn’t. They found that while 

rehearsal is sufficient to explain short-term retention, longer-term retention does not occur 

without a significant emotional component, and that the emotional component is in fact the 

crucial one. However, the category of “emotional” and “non-emotional” movies seems 

rather vague. Perhaps, the non-emotional movies were just boring. The overall conclusion 

that emotion plays a significant part in long-term memory makes sense, though. The 

complexity of a memory object likely plays a role here as well. People don’t seem to attach 

a lot of emotion to their multiplication tables, yet they remember them well once they have 

learned them. The study suggests that students who remember their grades better are more 

likely to have strong feelings about them, although, because letter grades are such a simple 

object, rehearsal might be sufficient for memory even in the absence of strong emotion.  

Ley (1972) studied memory of medical statements among outpatients. He found that the 

patients remembered the statements that were most important to them.  

 Memory of grades. 

In a study of memory of college grades Bahrick, Hall, and Da Costa (2008) found that 

better students tended to remember their grades better, and that distortions in memory were 

strongly biased towards the positive end (that is, students who did not remember their 

grades accurately tended to report them as higher than they actually were). However, 
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respondents with very low grades (D or F) tended to remember them better. Bahrick et al., 

(2008) postulated that the distortion of memory among these students involved filling in a 

more positive memory for material that had been forgotten. They did not interpret their 

results as indicating that “screen memories” had been created to block unpleasant content.  

In an earlier study of memory of high school grades Bahrick, Hall, and Berger (1996) 

found the same relationship between the grade attained and accuracy of memory.  They 

interpreted their results as showing that pleasantness and unpleasantness, rather than 

importance, dictated memory of grades. This study found that otherwise high-achieving 

students were more likely to have distortions of memory when it came to reporting a lower 

grade. The researchers interpreted the greater distortions among higher-achieving students 

as indicating that “screen-memories” had not been created to block out unpleasant 

experiences, rather forgetting was followed by the creation of “fill-in memories”. A more 

economical explanation would be that students who generally had very good grades found a 

lower grade more embarrassing than those who generally had lower grades, and were more 

likely to misreport the lower grade.  Experience suggests that a C is more embarrassing to a 

student who normally gets an A than one who normally gets a C+.  

The authors’ interpretation that fill-in memories were created after forgetting grades 

suggests that lower achieving students reduce the attitude importance of grades by removing 

them to the periphery and forgetting about them. Guskey (2002) stated, “For those who are 

successful in acquiring a high-level product the grade takes on great value. These students 

work hard to obtain their grade and take pride in what they attain. Those who are less 

successful protect their self-images from guilt by attaching less importance to the product. 

Some may even consider it insignificant or irrelevant (p.20-21).” For the purposes of the 
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present study, though, importance is considered to be an intense focus on grades. Czaja and 

Blair (2005) in their book on survey design note that it is easier to remember grades if they 

are all very similar than if they vary a lot.  It is clear, then, that the use of memory as one of 

the constituents of importance will need to be examined carefully in light of the other 

survey data. Since the intention of the present study is to find out how an intense focus on 

grades affects students’ motivation and curiosity other questions that speak to this attitude 

will be asked. For example, how much do students worry about report cards, how often do 

they think about them, how important are they to their parents, and whether they read their 

report card comments. 

Bahrick, Hall and Berger’s (1996) and Bahrick et al.’s (2008) research on memory and 

grades leads one to expect that students with higher grades will remember them more 

accurately. Once again, the students in my study are much younger and have much less 

experience with grades, so it is possible that the results may be different. Guskey’s (2002) 

contention that successful students give grades a high level of importance and that 

unsuccessful students do the opposite suggests that poor achievement and low importance 

may be correlated with decreased motivation when viewing grades. This prediction is 

tenuous, however.  

Overall Predictions from the Research 

The research surveyed predicted the following results for the current study: 

1. Grade 7 students are likely to be more pragmatic (possibly less curious), and more 

sophisticated in their understanding of grades than Grade 4 students (Brookhart and 

Bronowicz , 2003; Evans and Engelberg, 1985; Reynolds and Dwyer, 2003; Tuten , 
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2005). Those that are affected negatively are likely to suffer more severely (Bell, 

2001). 

2. Effects of achievement on motivation are likely to be mixed and it is important to 

look at different groups to determine what is happening with this relationship 

(Alkharusi, 2005; Brookhart and Bronowicz , 2003; Cameron and Pierce, 1994; 

Chance, 1993; Deci, 1971; Deci et al., 2001; Kohn, 1993). 

3. Students who think that grades are more important may be more motivated. 

(Guskey, 2002). 

4. Student achievement is expected to be uncorrelated with curiosity (Fulcher, 2004). 

The wider range of achievement in the current study may lead to a different result, 

however.  

5. Students who place more importance on grades may be less curious. (Harackiewicz 

et al., 2002). 

6. Different groups within the population are likely to respond quite differently to 

reporting and assessment (Moni et al., 2002). An overall low correlation does not 

necessarily mean that the relationship between the two items is insignificant. It 

could consist of two diametrically opposed responses, or even several offsetting 

ones.   

7. Students who have higher grades are likely to remember them better (Bahrick, et al., 

1996; Bahrick et al., 2008). 
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Research Hypotheses 

1. Grade 7 students will be more sophisticated in their understanding of grades and 

reports than Grade 4 students. Effects of reports on Grade 7 students will be more 

severe.  

2. There will be no correlation between curiosity and achievement. 

3. Students who place more importance on grades will be more motivated. 

4. High achievers will feel more positive about grades. 

5. High achievers will be more motivated. 

6. Grade 7 students will be less curious than Grade 4 students. 
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Chapter 3: Research Design 

Choice of Method 

 My study of student attitudes towards report cards was exploratory in the sense that 

research in this area is quite limited. Two possible approaches were ethnographic research 

pursued through interviews, or survey research. Interviewing participants offers the 

possibility of observing subtle responses and of asking follow-up questions. However, using 

interviews would have limited the number of participants. Given the lack of knowledge on 

this topic I wanted the responses of as many students as possible, rather than selecting a few 

for more in-depth coverage. The concern was the possibility of missing important 

information by limiting the number of cases. Also, I felt that the confidentiality offered by 

the survey might allow students to be more candid. Survey research also allowed for a 

combination of qualitative and quantitative analysis. 

Population and Survey Design 

 This study of students’ attitudes towards report cards was designed to provide 

information about a particular urban multicultural elementary school in British Columbia, 

Canada. It assessed student feelings and attitudes about report cards. The study examined 

how important different aspects of report cards are to students and how they are connected 

with their motivation (willingness to make an effort in school) and their depth curiosity as 

defined by Fulcher (2004). It also looked at the connection between achievement in school 

and motivation and curiosity. Only one aspect of curiosity was dealt with to limit the 

number of questions and the statistical complexity of the study.  

 Since the study involved students from a single school, it was possible to survey the 

entire population in Grade 4 and 7 at the school (approximately 150 students). Of these 99 
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were granted permission to complete the survey and 97 were actually present to complete it 

giving a response rate of 98%. Information on population demographics (grade level, 

gender, and letter grades) was available from class enrolment lists and school goal data 

collection. This was used to determine if the group of students responded to the survey was 

representative of the whole population. In the sample, Grade 7s, girls, and lower achievers 

were slightly underrepresented (Appendix 7).  

 The survey was written in simple language so that both Grade 4 and Grade 7 students 

could understand it. Questions were developed so that demographic features could be cross-

referenced with other variables. The survey commenced with questions about grade and 

gender. Questions about cultural background used home language as a marker, rather than 

asking the direct, and often confusing, question “What is your cultural or ethnic 

background?” Two questions were asked to clarify responses on this topic. First students 

were asked what language other than English they spoke at home. Choices were categorized 

to match the demographics of the school. Secondly, students were asked how often they 

spoke English at home. The rationale for this approach was to distinguish recent immigrants 

and those who were less fluent in English from those whose families had been in the 

country for a long time or who arrived with a strong English background. It was not 

possible to ask elementary students directly about their socio-economic status. Responses to 

the question “How many books do you own?” were used as an indicator of socio-economic 

status. The intention was also to ask a question that would give some indication of the 

cultural and academic capital that a student brings to their school life.  

 To ascertain whether students had read the written part of their report card, a forced-

choice question about this was included. A question about whether students received 
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rewards followed. Both of these questions used a four-point frequency scale. In contrast, the 

question about how much students usually think about their report cards used a three-point 

scale. I thought that it would be difficult for respondents to differentiate between four 

points. For this question, a definition of each of the frequency terms was provided to 

attempt to standardize the responses. For the same reasons, the question “How well do you 

remember your grades from the last report card?” used a forced-choice three-point quantity 

scale with definitions beside each quantity point. To evaluate perceived academic 

achievement, and memory of grades, students were asked about their letter grades in 

Language Arts and Math. These two subjects were used as a proxy for academic 

achievement in general. While research on this is very limited, Language Arts achievement 

appears to correlate highly with academic achievement overall, whereas Math achievement 

can differ (particularly in ESL students) and gives a different perspective. These are also the 

two subjects that students are most likely to remember. For this forced-choice question 

students were given a choice of each of the letter grades except that the grades C-, I, and * 

were grouped as a single response. I and * indicate that the student is not meeting 

expectations, and the grade C- is often assigned to a student who is not meeting 

expectations because documentation is required to give the other two grades.  

 The second part of the survey consisted of forced-choice four-point scale questions. 

Students indicated strong or slight agreement or disagreement. In the Grade 4 survey a 

graphic showing different facial expressions was placed above each scale category for these 

questions. All other aspects of the survey were identical for Grade 4 and Grade 7 students. 

These survey included sets of questions that were intended to look at the constructs of 

curiosity and motivation, as well as some other aspects of reactions to report cards. The 
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questions about motivation asked students whether seeing their Math and Language Arts 

marks made them want to work as hard as they could, and whether thinking about marks 

made them want to work hard. These questions were discussed extensively with other 

students and the committee to try and develop a wording that would apply to high and low-

achieving students. Questions about curiosity were developed using Fulcher’s CI-4, but 

with simplified wording and fewer questions to make them suitable for younger students. 

The questions about depth curiosity asked if students wanted to learn more the more they 

learned about something, if they tried to find out everything they could when learning about 

a new topic, if they spent a lot of time reading, thinking, or talking to others about topics of 

interest, and finally if they did extra reading or research about things they had learned in 

school. A related question asked students if learning a lot was more important than getting 

an A. Some reverse questions to identify disinterest or lack of curiosity were included 

(“very few things interest me” and “I am only interested in grades, not what I am learning”). 

Questions about importance to parents and worrying about getting as bad report were asked.  

Finally, some questions were asked to gauge whether students understood their report cards 

and how to get good grades.  

 To provide students with the opportunity to respond in their own words three open-

ended questions were included at the end of the survey. The first two questions focused on 

the good things and bad things about report cards. Finally, students were asked how report 

cards made them feel. These questions were left purposefully broad to elicit a wide variety 

of answers.  
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 Graphics for the survey cover were chosen with a view to making the survey attractive 

and interesting, but with care to avoid portraying a particular attitude towards report cards. 

The survey was printed in colour to make it more attractive and interesting to respondents.  

 The final version of the survey used input from a variety of sources. Students in a 

graduate survey research class reviewed the survey and provided feedback. A focus group 

of Grade 5 and 6 students also reviewed the survey. Finally, members of the thesis 

committee made suggestions at the proposal stage. Modifications to the survey were made 

at each stage in the process.  

Recruitment of Teachers and Subjects 

Teachers of Grade 4 and 7 students were approached personally to ask for their 

assistance with doing the survey. At this time a letter of initial contact was provided 

explaining the research project. All eight teachers agreed to be part of the research project.  

The research was introduced to Grade 4 and Grade 7 students at meetings for each group. At 

that point letters of initial contact, and parental consent forms were handed out. Grade 7 

students were given assent forms, to sign on the spot or later. It was made clear to both 

groups that participation was completely voluntary. Punjabi translations were sent out to a 

number of parents. Other translations were offered, but were not requested by parents.  

Reminders were given to students who had not returned consent forms. Rates of return 

varied significantly from one Grade 7 class to another, but were fairly consistent for Grade 

4 classes.  

Teacher Data Collection 

Permission was granted to obtain actual grades from the teachers involved. Numbered 

manila envelopes were distributed to teachers. The numbers were mixed before handing 
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them to the teachers so that students could not be identified. The teacher recorded the 

numbers and wrote down the marks in Language Arts and Math beside them on a list. The 

surveys were then handed to the students along with the numbered envelopes. The 

completed surveys were placed in the numbered envelopes. 

Survey Procedure 

 The survey was conducted in two groups – Grade 4 and Grade 7- in the school 

lunchroom. Students had about 30 minutes to complete the survey, but most were finished 

well before this time. Their teacher gave students a numbered manila envelope. This 

envelope was placed face down on the table when the student sat down to do the survey. 

After the survey was complete, the surveys were placed in the envelopes and handed in. At 

this point students were given the compensation (polished rock or sharpie) that they had 

selected on the consent form.   

Data entry and Calculated Variables 

Data were entered into a data file in SPSS. Ordinal questions from the second part of 

the survey were then reverse coded so that “Agree Strongly” would have the highest value 

in the results. The exceptions were questions with a negative statement (e.g. “I have few 

interests”). Some questions from the first part of the survey were also reverse coded so that 

high frequency or quantity would have a high value in the results.  

Actual memory of grades was a calculated value. It was calculated by taking the 

absolute value of the difference between the remembered grade and the actual grade, using 

the coded values [e.g. if the student remembered their grade as C+, but actually got A the 

grade memory variable was calculated as the absolute value (the difference between two 

numbers expressed as a positive number) of (2-4) = +2]. These results were then reverse 
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coded to give values between 5 (remembered perfectly) and 0 (couldn’t remember grades). 

The decision to assign students who couldn’t remember their grades the lowest value was 

based on the research (Bahrick et al., 1996; Bahrick et al., 2008) that suggests that students 

who remember incorrectly forget and then create fill-in memories. This research suggests 

that a student who fails to create some type of fill-in memory likely places less importance 

on them.  It is important to note that this coding decision is based on a number of 

assumptions, and other methods of looking at this data could have equal or greater validity.  

Quantitative Data Analysis 

Quantitative data were analyzed using SPSS. Frequencies for all variables were 

examined for the following groups – Grade 4 students, Grade 7 students, girls, boys, high 

achievers (A or B), low achievers (C or lower), and for different language groups. 

Distributions were compared using Fisher’s exact test. Fisher’s exact test is used instead of 

the "2  test when at least one of the cells has a frequency less than 5. Since many of the cells 

in this study have a frequency less than 5 this is the appropriate test to use (Glantz, 2005). 

This test is a test for independence. It looks at the two groups as if they were independent, 

that is, the results do not differ by group.  It is an exact probability calculation that sums all 

of the possible matrices of results that have a smaller probability than the one obtained 

assuming a random probability distribution (i.e. no group dependence of the results). This 

gives a cumulative probability of getting the result obtained, assuming independence. For 

example, if boys’ answers to a question are 12 strongly agree, 10 slightly agree, 15 slightly 

disagree, and 2 strongly disagree, and the corresponding distribution for girls is 24, 8, 3, 1 

p=0.003. This value is the probability of getting this result if the results are independent of 

membership in the group. Note that all p values reported are for a 2-tailed test. Correlations 
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between ordinal variables were examined for the different groups using Spearman 

correlations, which are non-parametric and thus suitable for scaled items, which do not have 

a normal distribution. Correlations by grade, gender, and achievement level were looked at 

using the research questions.  

Qualitative Data Analysis 

Answers to the three open-ended questions were summarized in SPSS. Qualitative data 

were presented in the form of Wordles (wordle.net, 2011). These are word graphics that 

display words by font size depending on their frequency. The “Advanced” feature was used 

and responses were scaled to the square root of the frequency. It was observed that using the 

raw frequencies seemed to overstate the differences (e.g. an item with a frequency of 5 

might have a font size of 8 (e.g. happy), whereas an item with frequency of 10 would have a 

font size of 16 (e.g. unhappy). Readability of low-frequency items was another issue. 

Using the square root was a compromise that allowed differences to be viewed while 

preserving readability. Colour was used to illustrate the response being analyzed (brighter 

colours for positive things about reports and more somber colours for negative things about 

reports). Specific colours were used to delineate particular feelings for reports (yellow for 

positive, green for neutral or mixed, and blue for negative) so that these could be compared 

across the groups. The Wordles were presented in “Vertical” format to make reading them 

easier and the setting “Prefer Alphabetical Order” was used to facilitate comparisons 

between groups. Detailed information about settings is found in Appendix 6. 

The Wordles were used to develop assertions about the qualitative data. These 

assertions were presented above the Wordles and supporting analysis followed the Wordles.  
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Delimitations of this Study 

This study was based on a survey of 97 students in Grades 4 and 7 at a single school in 

the lower mainland of British Columbia. This school has a multicultural population with a 

particular mix of first languages and cultural backgrounds. A large number of students 

entering the school have low school readiness as measured by the Early Development 

Instrument (The Human Early Learning Partnership, 2011). Students from schools with 

different demographics might respond differently to the same survey.  The small sample 

size meant that factor analysis and structural equation modeling could not be used to assess 

the constructs and relationships in the research questions. This meant that questions were 

looked at individually when assessing the results. References to the underlying concepts 

need to be looked at in this light. Conversely, the approach in my study meant that data 

were looked at very concretely, and statistical inferences and assumptions were kept to a 

minimum.  The small sample size also allowed for an in-depth look at the responses to the 

open-ended questions.  

 Since this study dealt with only a single school where all students receive grades it 

could not assess the absolute effects of grading on curiosity or motivation. A similar 

comparative study at a school where students do not receive grades would be required to 

start investigating this question. This study solicited student views and beliefs at a given 

moment in time using some indicators for motivation and curiosity. How well these connect 

with actual student behaviour and attitudes over time would require a longitudinal study. 

The study used a very limited definition of motivation, one that assesses intent. It did not 

investigate the persistence aspect of motivation. Only one aspect of curiosity (depth 

curiosity) was investigated. Depth curiosity was chosen because it represents the quality of 
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looking at a subject in-depth, and the research question was whether reports have an effect 

on students’ interest in exploring a topic beyond what is required for marks. 

 Language Arts and Math grades were used as a proxy for overall achievement. The 

use of Language Arts grades as a proxy was based on the experience of the researcher, from 

many years of teaching and looking at report cards, that Language Arts achievement tends  

to be representative of overall academic achievement. Research on this topic is very limited. 

One study from Germany found fairly strong correlations between grades in different high-

school subjects (Möller, Streblow, Pohlmann, and Köller, 2006). However, the subjects 

involved were Math, English, German, and Physics, so the study’s applicability to research 

involving Canadian elementary school students is limited. 

 Using Language Arts grades as a proxy simplified the analysis and made it easier for 

students to complete the survey. It is clear, however, that the group of students designated 

as low achieving in the study was comprised of those who are more or less successful in 

non-academic subjects such as art and physical education.  Success or lack of success in 

these subjects might have affected student responses.  

 Survey items requiring an opinion used a four-point Likert scale (agree strongly, agree 

slightly, disagree slightly, disagree strongly). There was no allowance for a neutral 

response. Neutral responses are difficult to analyze when comparing responses between 

groups.  

Limitations of this Study 

Since an entire population was being sampled, there was no sampling method or 

protocol being used. Grade 4 and Grade 7 students were picked so that a comparison could 

be made between students with limited experience of letter grades, and those who had been 
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receiving them for a long time. Even though the whole population was surveyed, there were 

some factors that skewed the survey. Different classes had different rates of permission 

given to complete the survey. Students who were absent or who did not return forms might 

represent a distinct sub-population. However, accurate data for gender, grade level, and 

achievement were available for the entire population. This showed a slightly lower 

participation rate among Grade 7 students, girls, and low-achievers (Appendix 7). Because 

the survey dealt with students at a particular school the results cannot be generalized to all 

schools. However, the results of the research may be transferable to other urban, 

multicultural schools with similar demographics. It is possible that some attitudes towards 

reports and grading are more universal, and that even schools with different demographics 

might produce similar responses.  

Getting an honest response is an issue with a topic like grades. Since the survey used 

memory of grades as a way of assessing importance to the student, it was important to have 

an honest response. Based on previous experience, I was confident that a large majority of 

students would respond honestly if confidentiality was assured. It was therefore extremely 

important to give students confidence about this in my presentation of the project. If 

students gave inaccurate responses because they were embarrassed about their grades, it 

could have led to the inaccurate conclusion that they do not care about them. Looking at the 

responses to questions about how much students care about report cards helped to deal with 

this (i.e. memory of grades is just one of several factors that determine importance to the 

student).  

The questions used to evaluate curiosity are another possible source of error. The 

Curiosity Index used by Fulcher (2004) on first-year college students has been tested for 
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consistency and validity, and revised extensively. However, some of the questions used in 

the original instrument had to be modified for elementary students, which meant that this 

revised set of questions may be measuring a somewhat different construct or may have 

consistency problems. Using focus groups and reverse questions helped with consistency, 

while a careful matching of the plain language versions of questions in this survey with 

those in Fulcher’s (2004) instrument helped to ensure that the same construct was being 

measured. Also, looking at “failed” questions in Fulcher’s (2004) research helped to avoid 

some of the pitfalls in question wording.  

Looking at the correlation between depth curiosity and importance of report cards was 

difficult. There are two possible reasons for lower curiosity: (a) an exclusive focus on 

grades, and (b) a lack of interest due to repeated failure. The research question was intended 

to include both groups, since the importance of grades (whether connected with failure or 

success) was posited as a negative influence on curiosity. The survey used a number of 

questions to evaluate importance. The wording of questions was very important.  

Cultural factors have a big impact on attitudes towards grades and report cards. To 

avoid the complex problems of identifying cultural background, second language spoken in 

the home and the amount of English spoken were used measure this factor. This also 

allowed the study to differentiate between recent immigrants who spoke little English, and 

second or third-generation students who are fluent English speakers, and who, on average, 

tend to have a weaker affiliation with their original culture. Choices for language groups 

were important, too many choices over-fragment the sample, but too few may result in 

important connections being missed. The choices were based on my experience in this 

community. For example, the South Asian group was divided into Punjabi (primarily rural 
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and less educated) and other South Asian (primarily urban and more educated). Even so, the 

size of the population resulted in most groups being too small to draw conclusions.  

A major source of error for all survey research is respondents who do not care or who 

are overwhelmed by the survey and therefore start to answer questions mechanically. 

Keeping the survey short, clear, simple, and visually appealing was especially important 

with elementary students. I believe the topic was important enough to most students that 

they were interested in giving their opinion.  However, creating interest without bias was a 

challenge. Asking questions about curiosity and motivation to elementary students was 

difficult. If a significant number of students did not understand the questions clearly it 

would be difficult to get valid results. Using a focus group of students of different ages and 

abilities to give feedback on the survey questions was very important. Making sure that the 

survey was accessible to ESL learners without warping the meaning of questions was 

another challenge that required assistance from students. Translation of some questions was 

considered, but turned out not to be necessary. However, lack of comprehension among 

some students, particularly low-achieving Grade 4 students, was likely a factor.  

 Fisher’s exact test was used to compare responses to scaled questions from different 

groups. Significance with this test shows the likelihood that the results obtained from two 

groups (e.g. boys and girls) are independent of the grouping criteria. The direction of the 

difference or whether the difference is directional is a matter of interpretation, however. For 

example, 28 (strongly agree), 0 (slightly agree), 0 (slightly disagree), and 28 (strongly 

disagree) is a significantly different response from 14, 14, 14, and 14 (p=0.0000000014) 

using the Fisher Exact Test. It shows a more extreme set of preferences, but not one that is 
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different in terms of direction. Also, one cannot draw a definitive conclusion that 

membership in the groups being compared is the reason for the difference.  

 Finally, it is important to remember that much of this information consists of a 

particular group of students from a particular school on a particular day ticking a set of 

boxes on a paper. All one can really say for certain is that so many students chose a certain 

response for a particular question. Anything beyond this is inference, and is subject to error. 

For this reason, the language used to describe the findings is restrained.  
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Chapter 4: Results and Findings 

Engagement and honesty are two critical factors in survey research. It is critically 

important that responses are not being given mechanically and that respondents are not 

telling you what they think you want to hear. Ninety-six out of 97 respondents answered at 

least some of the written questions in this survey. Many of the written responses were 

comprehensive and candid. Response to the scaled questions was very close to 100%. This 

seemed to indicate that the students were for the most part engaged and honest when 

answering the survey questions. It certainly appeared that report cards were an important 

topic for these students. Furthermore, adults who were asked for permission to use report 

card images responded with a great deal of feeling about this topic. In many cases they 

replied with long personal stories. A few of them requested copies of the thesis on 

completion. 

Frequency tables were prepared by gender, grade, and achievement level. The 

frequency results include a Fisher’s exact test calculation using the two groups (e.g. Grade 4 

boys, Grade 4 girls).  

Responses for most items were skewed towards the positive end. However, strong 

negative responses on a few items (e.g. I only care about my grades, not what I am learning) 

suggested that students were not just filling the survey out mechanically. Frequency results 

are discussed after each set of tables with an overall summary at the end. Correlation tables 

and a discussion of these are then presented. Finally, answers to the open-ended questions 

led to a number of assertions being developed. These are discussed at the end of the chapter. 
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Frequency Data for Different Groups and Analysis 

This data was used to explore the following research question: 

How does membership in a particular group (gender, grade, language, low or high-achiever) 

influence attitudes and feelings towards report cards?  

The frequency tables for each category are followed by an analysis. 
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Table 1: Frequencies by grade for opinion items 

 
Agree 

strongly 
Agree 

slightly 
Disagree 
slightly 

Disagree 
strongly 

 

  % % % %   

Variable Gr.4 Gr.7 Gr.4 Gr.7 
Gr. 
4 Gr.7 

Gr. 
4 

Gr. 
7 

  
Probability 

Reports are important to 
parents 81 74 17 24 2 2 0 0 0.73 
                    
Worry about a bad report 60 60 38 24 2 12 0 4 0.04 
                    
Report tells how to 
improve 72 46 26 50 2 4 0 0 0.02 
                    
LA grade motivates 64 48 23 36 6 14 4 2 0.24 
                    
Math grade motivates 57 62 32 22 7 8 4 8 0.64 
                    
Thinking about grades 
motivates 64 68 32 22 2 6 2 2 0.61 
                    
Marks for effort are more 
important than grades 21 8 53 32 17 48 9 12 <0.01 
                    
Know how to get good 
marks 75 66 26 30 0 2 0 2 0.61 
                    
The more I learn about a 
topic the more I want to 
learn 63 48 33 42 2 8 2 2 0.37 
                    
Try to find out as much as 
I can about a new topic 47 28 38 56 13 10 2 6 0.17 
                    
Learning a lot is more 
important than getting an 
A 51 40 32 36 11 24 6 0 0.09 
                    
Read, think, or talk to 
others about topics of 
interest 28 26 51 48 17 22 4 4 0.94 
                    
Have few interests 26 2 36 10 17 38 21 50 <0.01 
                    
Only interested in grades 
not what I am learning 19 0 27 20 38 26 14 54 <0.01 
                    
Often do extra reading or 
research about things 
learned in school 23 14 43 42 23 28 11 16 0.15 
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Table 2: Frequencies by grade for event and educational capital items 
 
 

Always 
% 

Usually 
% 

Sometimes 
% 

Never 
% 

 

Variable 
Gr. 

4 
Gr. 

7 
Gr. 

4 
Gr. 

7 
Gr. 

4 
Gr. 

7 
Gr. 

4 
Gr. 

7 
  
Probability 

Read report card 
comments 64 64 15 28 11 6 11 2 0.15 
          
Speak English at home 24 22 48 40 26 38 2 0 0.50 
          
Receive rewards for a 
good report 15 14 19 30 43 44 23 12 0.41 
          
          

  
Frequently 

% 
Sometimes 

% 
Rarely 

%     
 

Variable 
Gr. 

4 
Gr. 

7 
Gr. 

4 
Gr. 

7        
Gr.       

4 
Gr. 

7     Probability 
How often think about 
report 40 20 45 51 15 29     0.07 
          

  
>100 

% 
50-100 

% 
20-49 

% 
<20 
%  

Variable 
Gr. 

4 
Gr. 

7 
Gr. 

4 
Gr. 

7 
Gr. 

4 
Gr. 

7 
Gr. 

4 
Gr. 

7 
Probability

    
Probabilit

y  
Probabilit

y 
Probabilit

y 
Probabilit

y 

Number of books owned 21 46 43 28 19 20 17  6 0.04 
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Table 3: Frequencies by grade for letter grades and memory 

 Exactly 
Off by 

one grade 

Off by 
two 

grades 

Off by 
three or 

more 
grades 

Couldn't 
remember  

 % % % % %  
Variable Gr.4 Gr.7 Gr.4 Gr.7 Gr.4 Gr.7 Gr.4 Gr.7 Gr.4 Gr.7  Probability 

How well LA 
grade 
remembered 23 52 13 21 13 0 2 2 49 25 <0.01 
            How well 
Math grade 
remembered 51 54 11 21 6 6 4 2 28 17 0.55 
                        

 
A 
% 

B 
% 

C+ 
% 

C 
% 

C-, I, or * 
%        

  Variable  Gr.4 Gr.7 Gr.4 Gr.7 Gr.4 Gr.7 Gr.4 Gr.7 Gr.4 Gr.7  Probability 
Actual LA 
grade 0 17 21 31 19 21 21 15 38 17 0.01 
            Actual Math 
grade 30 27 30 23 6 21 19 13 15 17 0.32 

            

 
All/ 

almost all 
(7-8) 

Some (3-
6) 

Few or 
none (0-

2) 

    
 

Variable % % %     Probability 
  Gr.4 Gr.7 Gr.4 Gr.7 Gr.4 Gr.7          
How many 
grades 
remembered 
from last 
report 30  46 49  48 21  6         0.06 
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Comparison between Grade 4 and Grade 7 Students 

There were a number of significant differences in the responses of Grade 4 and Grade 7 

students. Grade 7 students were less likely to agree that their report told them how to 

improve or that marks for effort were more important than letter grades (Table 1). They 

disagreed much more strongly than Grade 4s with the statements “I have few interests” and 

“I only care about my grades, not what I am learning” (Table 1). Finally, Grade 4 students 

were more likely to worry about getting a bad report and Grade 7 students claimed that they 

owned more books (Table 2).  

The responses of Grade 7 students suggest an increasing level of sophistication about 

reporting. They have likely realized that while adults may say that effort is more important, 

the real social weight of reports is contained in the letter grades. They also appeared to have 

less faith in the informational aspect of report cards. This doubt, however, did not extend to 

learning in general and their disagreement with the idea that grades were more important 

than learning was categorical (over 80% disagreed). The different responses for these two 

questions may be partly due to the tendency of younger students to give more positive 

answers to survey questions as delineated by Spinath & Steinmayr (2007). Thus, the Grade 

4 students may have been more likely to answer, “Strongly agree” to the statement “Very 

few things interest me.” To test this possibility average scores for scaled questions for the 

Grade 4 and 7 students were compared. A t-test was then conducted (Appendix 5). While 

the average value of responses for the Grade 4 students was higher it wasn’t significantly 

higher.  

Grade 7 students said that they remembered more of their grades, and they remembered 

their Language Arts, but not their Math grades, more accurately (Table 3). They had 
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significantly higher marks in Language Arts than the Grade 4s. The results for grade 

memory strongly supported the prediction that those with higher grades remember them 

better. There was no corresponding difference for Math, where the grades were similar. The 

higher Language Arts grades for Grade 7 students are typical for this school, which has a 

high proportion of ESL (English as Second Language) students. It is interesting to note, 

however, that this group of Grade 7 students was regarded by their teachers as being a very 

positive group. Cohorts of students seem to have their own culture, and group attitudes can 

differ significantly, even with similar demographics.  
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Table 4: Frequencies by gender for Grade 4 students – opinion items 

 
 

 

Agree 
strongly       

% 

Agree 
slightly       

% 

Disagree 
slightly         

% 

Disagree 
strongly        

% 

 
 
 

  Variable Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys  Probability 
Reports are important to 
parents 81 81 19 15 0 4 0 0 0.92 
                    
Worry about a bad report 62 58 38 39 0 4 0 0 0.93 
Report tells how to 
improve 67 77 29 23 5 0 0 0 0.61 
                    
LA grade motivates 76 56 19 28 5 8 0 8 0.52 
                    
Math grade motivates 52 60 43 24 5 8 0 8 0.44 
                    
Thinking about grades 
motivates 76 54 24 39 0 4 0 4 0.31 
                    
Marks for effort are more 
important than grades 10 31 62 46 19 15 10 8 0.40 
                    
Know how to get good 
marks 81 69 19 31 0 0 0 0 0.50 
                    
The more I learn about a 
topic the more I want to 
learn 70 56 30 36 0 4 0 4 0.92 
                    
Try to find out as much as 
I can about a new topic 45 46 40 39 15 12 0 4 1.00 
                    
Learning a lot is more 
important than getting an 
A 57 46 33 31 5 15 5 8 0.76 
Read, think, or talk to 
others about topics of 
interest 30 22 60 46 10 23 0 8 0.45 
                    
Have few interests 29 23 38 35 19 15 14 27 0.82 
                    
Only interested in grades 
not what I am learning 14 23 38 19 24 50 24 8 0.12 
                    
Often do extra reading or 
research about things 
learned in school 29 19 38 46 24 23 10 11 0.93 
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Table 5: Frequencies by gender for Grade 4 students – event and educational capital  

items 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Always 
% 

Usually 
%  

Sometimes 
%  

Never 
% 

 

Variable  Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys  Probability 
Read report card 
comments 86 46 10 19 5 19 0 15 0.03 
Speak English at 
home 14 31 52 42 33 19 0 4 0.35 
Receive rewards for a 
good report 19 10 23 14 31 57 27 19 0.37 
                    

 Frequently 
% 

Sometimes 
% 

Rarely 
%      

  Variable Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys      Probability 
How often think 
about report 33 46 43 46 24 8     0.33 
                   

 >100 
% 

50-100 
% 

20-49 
% 

<20 
% 

 

  Variable Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys  Probability 
Number of books 
owned 23 19 57 31 4 31 14 19 0.09 
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Table 6: Frequencies by gender for Grade 4 students – grades and memory 

 
 
 

  

All/ almost all 
(7-8) 
% 

Some  (3-6) 
 

% 

Few or none 
(0-2) 
% 

  

  

 

Variable  Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys     Probability 

How many grades 
remembered from last report 33 27 43 54 24 19    0.80 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 A 
% 

B 
% 

C+ 
% 

C 
% 

C-, I, or * 
% 

 

Variable  Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Probability 

Actual LA 
grade 0 0 24 19 24 15 24 19 29 46 0.66 
Actual 
Math grade 29 31 33 27 10 10 19 36 10 14 0.86 
            

 

Exactly 
 

 Off by 
one 

grade 
 

Off by 
two 

grades 
 

Off by 
three or 

more 
grades 

Couldn't 
remember 

 

 % % % % %  
Variable  Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Probability 

How well 
LA grade 
remembered 33 15 14 12 3 3 0 24 52 46 0.08 
How well 
Math grade 
remembered 52 50 10 12 7 4 0 8 29 27 0.82 
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Table 7: Frequencies for Grade 7 students by gender – opinion items 

 Agree 
strongly 

% 

Agree 
slightly 

% 

Disagree 
slightly 

% 

Disagree 
strongly 

% 

 

Variable Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Probability  
Reports are important 
to parents 79 70 21 27 0 3 0 0 0.84 
                    Worry about a bad 
report 84 43 16 30 0 20 0 7 0.02 
                    Report tells how to 
improve 53 43 47 50 0 7 0 0 0.61 
                    LA grade motivates 63 40 21 43 16 13 0 3 0.29 
                    Math grade motivates 74 53 16 27 5 10 5 10 0.64 
                    Thinking about 
grades motivates 78 63 22 23 0 10 0 3 0.63 
                    Marks for effort are 
more important than 
grades 10 7 52 33 33 43 5 17 0.66 
                    Know how to get 
good marks 74 63 21 33 5 0 0 3 0.47 
                    
The more I learn 
about a topic the 
more I want to learn 37 53 53 37 11 7 0 3 0.53 
                    Try to find out as 
much as I can about a 
new topic 11 37 74 47 5 13 11 3 0.08 
                    Learning a lot is more 
important than getting 
an A 42 40 42 30 16 30 0 0 0.46 
                Read, think, or talk to 
others about topics of 
interest 32 23 47 47 21 23 0 7 0.77 
                    Have few interests 0 3 5 10 32 43 63 43 0.59 
                    Only interested in 
grades not what I am 
learning 0 0 16 23 21 30 63 47 0.58 
                    Often do extra 
reading or research 
about things learned 
in school 5 20 37 43 32 27 26 10 0.24 
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Table 8: frequencies by gender for Grade 7 students – event and educational capital           

items 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 Always 
% 

Usually  
% 

Sometimes  
% 

Never 
% 

 

Variable Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Probability 
Read report card 
comments 84 53 16 33 0 10 0 3 0.15 
                Speak English at 
home 26 20 47 37 26 43 0 0 0.56 
                Receive rewards for a 
good report 16 13 37 27 47 40 0 20 0.20 

 Frequently 
% 

Sometimes 
% 

Rarely 
%     

 

Variable Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys      Probability 
How often think 
about report 6 30 67 40 27 30     0.10 

 >100 
% 

50-100 
% 

20-49 
% 

<20 
% 

 

Variable Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Probability 
Number of books 
owned 42 47 26 30 26 17 5 7 0.91 



  70 

Table 9: frequencies by gender for Grade 7 students – grades and memory 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  A 
% 

B 
% 

C+ 
% 

C 
% 

C-, I, or * 
% 

 

Variable  Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys 
   
Probability 

Actual LA 
grade 22 13 44 23 17 13 17 23 0 23 0.14 
Actual 
Math grade 21 39 28 17 17 28 14 11 21 6 0.41 
            

   Exactly 
 Off by 

one grade 

Off by 
two 

grades 

Off by 
three or 

more 
grades 

Couldn't 
remember 

 

 % % % % %  
Variable  Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys  Probability 

How well 
LA grade 
remembered 56 48 17 24 0 3 0 0 28 24 0.91 
How well 
Math grade 
remembered 83 38 0 35 6 7 0 3 11 17 <0.01 

 All/ almost 
all (7-8) 

Some (3-6) Few or 
none                
(0-2)     

 

 % % %    
Variable Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys     Probability  

How many grades 
remembered from last 
report 53 43 47 47 0 10     0.43 
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Comparison between Boys and Girls  

Grade 4 girls were more likely than Grade 4 boys to read their report (Table 5). Grade 7 

girls worried more about their report cards (Table 7), and were significantly more likely to 

remember their Math grades than Grade 7 boys (Table 9). It is notable that there is no 

significant gender-based difference in Math grades, and if anything, Grade 7 boys had 

higher math grades. The small sizes of the gender/grade groups meant that differences had 

to be dramatic to give a significant result using the Fisher Exact test. For example, 86% of 

the Grade 7 girls strongly agreed to the statement “I worry about getting a bad report”, but 

only 43% of the boys did (Table 7). However, there is still a 3% chance that this result is 

independent of gender. This means that the chance of a Type 2 error (false negative) in 

these results is quite high. In view of this it is worth mentioning some other results that 

came close to the p=.05 cutoff for significance using the Fisher Exact Test.  Among Grade 7 

boys 37% strongly agreed with the statement “try to find out as much as I can about a new 

topic” whereas 11% of girls did (Table 7). There was a general tendency for more boys to 

agree more strongly with the curiosity statements. There was also a larger group of girls 

who strongly disagreed with these statements. Finally, Grade 4 girls remembered their 

Language Arts grades somewhat better (Table 6), and claimed that they owned more books 

(Table 5).  

The results by gender gave some evidence that girls worry more about reports and that 

they are better at remembering grades. There is also evidence that there is a larger group of 

boys with high curiosity, particularly among the Grade 7s.  
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Table 10: Frequencies by achievement level in Language Arts – opinion items 

 Agree 
strongly 

% 

Agree 
slightly 

% 

Disagree 
slightly 

% 

Disagree 
strongly 

% 

 

Variable  High Low High Low High Low High Low Probability 
  

Probability Reports are 
important to parents 79 78 18 22 3 0 0 0 0.56 

                    Worry about a bad 
report 64 57 24 37 6 4 6 2 0.55 
                    Report tells how to 
improve 61 61 36 37 3 2 0 0 1.00 
                    
LA grade motivates 55 59 25 30 16 9 3 2 0.82 
                    Math grade 
motivates 61 53 21 36 9 9 9 2 0.36 
                    Thinking about 
grades motivates 75 59 22 33 3 4 0 4 0.49 
                    Marks for effort are 
more important than 
grades 9 13 36 50 52 22 3 15 0.04 
                    Know how to get 
good marks 85 61 15 37 0 0 0 2 0.04 
                    The more I learn 
about a topic the 
more I want to learn 63 53 38 36 0 7 0 4 0.40 
                    Try to find out as 
much as I can about 
a new topic 28 41 63 41 9 17 0 4 0.27 
                    Learning a lot is 
more important than 
getting an A 52 41 30 35 18 20 0 4 0.68 
                    Read, think, or talk 
to others about topics 
of interest 31 20 47 52 22 20 0 9 0.29 
                    
Have few interests 3 20 9 30 33 26 55 24 <0.01 
                    Only interested in 
grades not what I am 
learning 0 17 18 26 33 30 48 26 0.02 
          often do extra 
reading or research 
about things learned 
in school 21 17 30 52 33 22 15 9 0.26 
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Table 11: Frequencies by achievement in Language Arts – event and educational 

capital items 
 

 
 
 
   

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
Always 

% 
Usually  

% 
Sometimes 

%  
Never 

% 

 

Variable High Low High Low High Low High Low 
  

Probability 
Read report card 
comments 91 43 9 30 0 15 0 11 <0.01 
                Speak English at 
home 6 27 73 33 21 38 0 2 <0.01 
                
Receive rewards for a 
good report 12 17 36 13 45 41 6 28 0.02 
                    

 Frequently 
% 

Sometimes 
% 

Rarely 
%       

Variable High Low High Low High Low     
  

Probability 
How often think 
about report 25 33 47 54 28 17     0.67 

 
>100 

% 
50-100 

% 
20-49 

% 
<20 
%  

Variable High Low High Low High Low High Low 
  
Probability 

Number of books owned 30 37 36 37 24 17 9 9 0.89 
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Table 12: Frequencies by achievement level in Language Arts – grades and memory 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
All/ almost 

all (7-8) 
 

 
Some (3-6) 

 

Few or 
none  (0-2)      

 % % %    
Variable High Low High Low High Low       Probability 

How many grades 
remembered from last 
report 70 20 24 61 6 20    <0.01 

 

 
 

Exactly 
Off by 

one grade 

Off by 
two 

grades 

Off by 
three or 

more 
grades 

Couldn't 
remember 

 

  %        
% 

      
% 

      
% 

  %  
  Variable High Low High Low High Low High Low High Low Probability 

How well 
LA grade 
remembered 58 22 18 15 0 13 0 2 24 48 <0.01 
            How well 
Math grade 
remembered 79 35 12 17 3 9 0 7 6 33 <0.01 
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Comparison between High and Low Achievers in Language Arts 

Differences between students who got a B or A (high-achievers) in Language Arts on 

their last report card, and those who got C or less (low-achievers) were dramatic. High-

achievers were much better at remembering their grades, and also said that they could 

remember more of their grades (Table 12). High-achievers were much more likely to have 

read their report card comments, to always or usually speak English at home, and more 

likely to receive rewards for a good report (Table 11). A larger percentage of low-achievers 

said that they always spoke English at home, however. Low-achievers were also much more 

likely to agree with the statement “I have few interests”, and more likely to agree with the 

statement  “I only care about my grades not what I am learning.” They also were more 

likely to agree that marks for effort were more important than letter grades (Table 10). 

There were no significant differences between the two groups for the positive curiosity or 

the motivation items (Table 10).  

The responses of high and low-achievers in Language Arts extend the findings of 

Bahrick et al. (1996) to younger students. Those with higher grades remembered them much 

more accurately. The results also profile the lower-achievers as being more focused on 

grades. Even though low-achievers are not significantly less likely to be curious, they are 

much more likely than high-achievers to say that have few interests. 
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Table 13: Significant frequencies by home language  
 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
Agree strongly 

% 
Agree slightly  

% 
Disagree slightly 

% 

Disagree 
strongly 

%  
Variable Punjabi English Punjabi English Punjabi English Punjabi English Probability 
Thinking 
about 
grades 
motivates 72 14 20 72 6 14 2 0 0.01 
          
          

  
Agree strongly 

% 
Agree slightly  

% 
Disagree slightly 

% 

Disagree 
strongly 

%  
Variable 

Punjabi Tagalong Punjabi Tagalong Punjabi Tagalong Punjabi Tagalong Probability 
Want to 
learn 
more 66 18 28 73 2 9 4 0 0.03 

  Exactly 
 Off by one 

grade 
Off by two 

grades 
Off by three or 

more grades 
Can't 

remember 
 

 % % % % %  

Variable  Punjabi 

Other 
South 
Asian  Punjabi 

Other 
South 
Asian  Punjabi 

Other 
South 
Asian  Punjabi 

Other 
South 
Asian  Punjabi 

Other 
South 
Asian  

   
Probability 

How well 
LA grade 
remember
ed 34 64 18 0 4 14 0 0 44 21 0.03 
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Comparison by Home Language 

Due to the very small sizes of most language groups few of the comparisons were 

statistically significant. This does not mean that differences do not exist. The differences 

that were significant all involved the group that spoke Punjabi at home, which was by far 

the dominant language group in the sample. Students who spoke Punjabi at home were 

more likely to agree strongly that thinking about grades motivated than students who only 

spoke English (Table 13). Punjabi speakers were also more likely to agree strongly with the 

statement “The more I learn about something the more I want to learn.” than Tagalong 

speakers (Table 13). Finally, speakers of other South Asian languages were more likely to 

remember their Language Arts grades accurately than Punjabi speakers.  
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Correlation Data and Analysis 

This data was used to explore the following research questions: 
 
1. What is the relationship between importance placed on report cards and depth 

curiosity and motivation in different groups of students?  

2. What is the relationship between achievement and depth curiosity and motivation in 

different groups of students? 

Correlations by group were done and an analysis follows each category. 
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Table 14: Spearman correlations for grade 4 girls 
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Table 15: Spearman Correlations for grade 4 boys 
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Table 16: Spearman correlations for Grade 7 girls 
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Table 17: Spearman correlations for Grade 7 boys 
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Student success and curiosity. 

The relationship between student success and curiosity was extremely interesting. All 

significant correlations for boys were positive, and all significant correlations for girls were 

negative. The strongest negative correlation in the study was that between Math grade and 

doing extra reading or research on a new topic for Grade 4 girls. (-.764).  The boys had a more 

positive correlation than the girls for 14 out of 16 items, and many of the differences were huge 

(e.g. read, think, talk about topics and Math grade [+.495 for Grade 7 boys, -.453 for Grade 7 

girls]). The strongly opposed tendencies of the boys and girls tended to cancel each other out. 

The curiosity questions had different foci. Some involved attitude (The more I learn the more I 

want to learn) and others were more action oriented. The interesting thing about the reading and 

research question, which drew such a negative response from high-achieving girls, was that it 

asked about a pursuit that might interfere with getting higher marks, an activity which was not 

directly connected with gaining credit.  There are two likely explanations. The first is that high-

achieving girls are generally more anxious and therefore less curious, than high-achieving boys 

(Spielburger and Starr, 1994). The second is that academically successful boys and girls in this 

community often have different ways of approaching learning. It is also possible, of course, that 

girls manifest curiosity in a somewhat different way than boys do, and that this was not picked 

up by these questions. These explanations will be examined fully in the Conclusions. 

 Student success and motivation. 

There was little significant correlation between academic success, as defined by Language 

Arts and Math grades on the previous report card and motivation (as defined by student interest 

in making an effort based on their last report card) in any of the groups. The only exception was 

Grade 4 girls, who had a negative correlation between grades and motivation. Looking at 
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specific student responses in detail was revealing. One Grade 7 student, who had grades of C 

and C+ (far from the lowest), disagreed strongly with all curiosity and motivation statements. 

He also gave very negative answers to the open-ended questions. Another Grade 7 student 

reported that report cards made her feel “good –A’s” and “disappointed –B’s” Another student 

reported that good things about reports were “getting A’s and B’s”. These statements reinforce 

the idea that the relationships of grades to feelings and motivation are highly contextual and 

probably dependent on expectations. Also, it appears that parent reactions to grades are 

extremely important, and that very strong negative parental reactions may influence motivation 

and curiosity. 

 Importance and motivation. 

Memory of grades and motivation were weakly correlated. However, Grade 4 boys who 

remembered their LA grade well tended to be less motivated by it, whereas Grade 7 boys who 

remembered their LA grade well tended to be more motivated by grades in general. Girls’ 

associations for memory of grades and motivation items were weak and variable. Both boys and 

girls who said that their reports were important to parents were more motivated by grades. 

Overall, there was a positive association between reading report comments and motivation for 

boys, and a negative association for girls. Worrying about a bad report was positively associated 

with motivation for Grade 4 girls, negatively associated for Grade 7 girls, and weakly 

associated for boys in both grades.  

Importance and curiosity 

The correlation between how well grades were remembered and curiosity showed a similar 

gender bias as the relationship between curiosity and achievement, although the relationship 

was weaker. Boys who remembered their grades better tended to agree more strongly with the 
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curiosity statements. Several of these correlations were significant (Tables 9-12). These 

differences were much more pronounced for Grade 7 students than for Grade 4 students. Boys 

who read their report comments were more likely to respond positively to the curiosity items. 

Four out of eight correlations for boys were significant.  There were small positive correlations 

for both boys and girls between the curiosity items and importance to parents. It is important to 

note that so many students answered, “strongly agree” to the statement “reports are important to 

my parents” that it lost most of its power to discriminate between groups. Worrying about a bad 

report had a strongly positive correlation with wanting to learn as much as possible about a 

topic for grade 4 girls, but other correlations were weak. If one equates worrying about a bad 

report with anxiety this result appears to contradict Spielburger and Starr’s (1994) contention 

that curiosity and anxiety are antagonistic. The issue of nervousness and anxiety is discussed 

more in the Assertions section. 

Other Results 

Rewards and achievement. 

Grade 7 boys who were high achievers reported receiving more rewards, whereas Grade 7 

girls who were high-achievers reported receiving fewer rewards. The difference between the 

two groups was the largest recorded in the study.  This difference raises a number of questions 

about the structure of rewards in this community. Do girls only get rewards if they are 

struggling students, and if they are successful is it taken for granted? Do boys get rewards if 

they succeed, but punishments if they don’t? 

Relationships between items for each construct.  

The questions on curiosity were strongly correlated with each other for all of the subgroups. 

The main exception was the relationship between wanting to learn more and reading, thinking 
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and talking about interests, which was weak.  This result gives a preliminary indication that the 

questions are useful for measuring curiosity, and could be useful for factor analysis with a 

larger group. There was a strong association for the two negative curiosity items  (I have few 

interests and I only care about my grades, not what I am learning) for all groups except the 

Grade 7 girls. The questions on motivation had surprisingly weak correlations, given how 

similar the questions were. Students’ experiences of subjects such as Math and Language Arts 

can be quite different and their motivation is likely to vary accordingly. The item “thinking 

about letter grades motivates me” asked for a general response to grades. The relationship 

between the general motivating response of grades and the specific response to LA grades was 

very strongly positive for Grade 7 boys, and moderately positive for the other groups. The 

relationship between the motivating response of grades in general and Math grades was very 

strong for Grade 7 boys and nonexistent for the other groups. This result suggests that the 

motivating effect of letter grades is highly specific by subject, and that Language Arts, not 

surprisingly, is a better proxy for overall attitudes than Math. 

 Importance and achievement. 

Students who remembered their grades well tended to be those who got higher grades. A 

possible cause for poor memory among those students with lower grades could have been that 

they didn’t wish to remember their grades because they were upset by their low grades. Cross 

checking with responses for how students felt about report cards, though, showed that many of 

the students with low grades who had poor memory of their grades had positive feelings about 

reports. Sometimes this appeared to be due to blissful ignorance, particularly among Grade 4’s.  

Take, for example, a Grade 4 boy, who had grades of C- or lower in both LA and Math. He 
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couldn’t remember his grades, but was strongly motivated by them. He reported that grades 

made him feel “happy”.  

 Curiosity and motivation. 

There was a strong relationship between curiosity and motivation responses. Correlations 

were much stronger for Grade 7 students than Grade 4 students.  
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Assertions 

The following assertions were developed using the answers to the open-ended questions:  

1. Grade 7 students are much more aware of the social context of reports than Grade 4 

students. 

2. Grade 7 boys are more likely to report severe parental responses and to evaluate 

themselves negatively than Grade 7 girls.  

3. Feelings are largely independent of actual grades, and expectations are likely important. 

Wordles that illustrate the assertion are presented first. A discussion of the assertion follows. 

The concepts of real and symbolic violence are useful in looking at student responses to the 

open-ended questions. When students were asked about bad things about report cards many of 

them reported parental anger, and a few even referred to actual physical violence. 

The responses to the question “How do report cards make you feel?” could be seen as an 

illustration of Bourdieu’s concept of symbolic violence. Many low-achieving students accept 

the symbols (letter grades) with which they are being judged. In fact, a large number of them 

seem to be happy to know their place and to participate in the ritual of grading. It is important to 

note that this is one perspective on this issue and that other perspectives may be equally valid. 
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Figure 1: Good things about reports: Grade 4 students 
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Figure 2: Good things about reports: Grade 7 students   
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Figure 3: Bad things about reports – Grade 4 students 
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Figure 4: Bad things about reports – Grade 7 students 
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Assertion 1: Grade 7 students are much more aware of the social context of 

reports than Grade 4 students. 

Grade 4 students in this study responded much the same way as those in the research 

conducted by Tuten (2005). The most commonly cited good thing about reports was “good 

grades” and the most commonly cited bad thing was “bad grades”. Grade 7 students referenced 

the personal and social consequences of reports frequently, whereas Grade 4 students rarely 

mentioned these. Differences between the two groups were much more pronounced when it 

came to the negative things about reports. Several Grade 4 students said that there was nothing 

bad about reports, whereas all Grade 7 students had something negative to say. Reactions of 

parents, other students, and the feeling of one’s diminished place in the group figured 

prominently. 

The differences between the two groups when commenting on the good things about 

reports were subtler. A large number of students in both grades said that reports told you how 

you were doing. However, a number of the Grade 7 students seemed to be seeing this through 

the eyes of others.  For example, one student said that reports “show a reflection of me 

academically.” Also, Grade 7 students were more likely to mention rewards or opportunities, 

such as getting into mini-school, than Grade 4 students.  

The differences between the grade groups agree with the results of Reynolds and Dwyer 

(2003), Tuten (2005), Brookhart and Bronowicz (2003), and Evans and Engelberg (1985) that 

suggest an increasingly sophisticated understanding of the academic and social implications of 

grades with age. It is important to note that this is probably a combination of thinking about and 

being aware of grades for a longer time, and of the increasing importance put on grades by 

parents, peers, and the school system as students get older. Finally, there is ample evidence 
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from the comments of Grade 7’s to support the conclusions of Bell (2001) that older students 

suffer more severely from the negative effects of grading and reports. This is dealt with more 

specifically in the analysis of Assertion 2.  
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Figure 5: Bad things about reports – Grade 7 boys  
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Figure 6: Bad things about reports – Grade 7 girls 
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 Assertion 2: Grade 7 boys are more likely to report severe parental responses 

and to evaluate themselves negatively than Grade 7 girls. 

Several Grade 7 boys reported angry parental responses (including hitting) to report cards. 

Only one girl reported such a response (yelling). However, girls were more likely to report 

parental disappointment than boys. Another significant difference was in the negative feelings 

mentioned by each gender. A number of girls reported feeling discouraged by bad grades. The 

most extreme remark from a girl was “make you feel dumb”.  Some boys felt strongly that 

reports configured them as failures in a more global sense. Some of the remarks included “feel 

sad, embarrassed, hate yourself”, “find out that you suck”, and “think you are a failure”. The 

responses of these students also support the conclusions of Bell (2001) that older students tend 

to suffer more severely from the effects of grading, since Grade 4 students did not report such 

severe reactions or negative feelings. The cumulative effects of several years of grading and the 

increasing frustration of parents and teachers are likely causes of the effects observed here and 

by Bell (2001).  
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 Figure 7: Feelings about grades (high achievers in Language Arts) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



  99 

Figure 8: Feelings about grades (low achievers in Language Arts) 
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Assertion 3: Feelings are largely independent of actual grades. 

Low-achievers (C or less) and high-achievers (B or A) in Language Arts had an almost 

equal mix of negative and positive feelings about reports.  This agreed with the conclusions of 

Evans and Engleberg (1985).  In the Wordles positive feelings are displayed in yellow, negative 

feelings in blue, and neutral or mixed feelings in green. Conditional feelings such as “good if I 

get A’s” were considered as neutral.  

There were some differences between the high achievers and the low achievers. Low 

achievers were more likely to be nervous or scared about reports and high achievers were more 

likely to have conditional feelings. However, it was fairly clear that there was little overall 

relationship between grades and feelings. Three possible reasons appear in the responses: 

1. Feelings are related to expectations, not to absolute grades. Evidence for this is skimpy, 

but the comments of two students give a hint of this: (good things about reports are) 

“getting A’s and B’s”, (I feel) “good-A’s”, “disappointed- B’s”. For one student B’s are 

positive, and for the other B’s are negative.  

2. Even students who get poor grades have some liking for the clarity that grades appear to 

provide. Students who made comments like “know your level” fall into this category. 

3. ESL students who have low grades at present, but high future expectations were a 

significant part of this group. Many of the students who only spoke English sometimes 

at home and who had poor grades reported positive feelings.  

It is likely that all three factors played a part in this group. However, I suspect that the first 

may be the most important. Expectations of grades and their importance in future studies on this 

topic are discussed in the Conclusions chapter.  



  101 

Table 13 gives a quantitative look at the feelings expressed by students. Feelings were 

reported as neutral/mixed if both good and bad feelings were reported or if the only response 

was “okay” or “normal”. A student who described his feelings as “6.5 out of 10” was also 

included in this category. “Nervous” was categorized as a negative feeling, but it could also be 

considered as a mixed feeling as it could signify anticipation or dread.  

This data does show a tendency towards more positive feelings among students who got A’s. 

The proportion of negative feelings did not show a trend, however. None of the groups by grade 

achieved showed a statistically significant difference from any other group using Fisher’s exact 

test (p=.05). These groups were small, ranging from 8 to 30 students, however.  It is possible 

that using a larger sample size might yield statistically significant results.  
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Table 18: Grades and feelings  
 

Feelings and Math grades 
Feelings 

                 Actual math grade 
bad feelings 

only 
neutral/mixed 

feelings 
good feelings 

only 
C- I or * 13 53 33 
C 29 36 36 
C+ 38 38 23 
B 25 33 42 

 

A 21 25 54 
   All students 24 36 40 

  
Feelings and LA grades 

Feelings 

                  Actual LA grade 
bad feelings 

only 
neutral/mixed 

feelings 
good feelings 

only 
C- I or * 13 38 50 
C 40 40 20 
C+ 33 33 33 
B 22 35 43 

 

A 13 25 63 
      All students 24 36 40 

 

Summary of assertions. 

The survey group showed significant differences in attitudes and feelings based on age and 

gender, but very little systemic difference based on achievement. Grade 7 students were 

significantly more aware of the social consequences of reports, and the negative effects of 

reports appeared to be more severe among Grade 7s than among Grade 4s. Grade 7 boys 

reported more severe parental consequences, and made more sweeping negative generalizations 

about their own competence. Finally, bad and good feelings did not show any strong trend in 

relation to grades; students at all levels reported good and bad feelings about reports.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusions 

Relationships Among the Research Variables 

The finding that curiosity and achievement were negatively correlated among girls and 

positively correlated among boys is believed to be a new one. The overall lack of relationship 

between curiosity and achievement agrees with Fulcher (2004). His study did not separate the 

results by gender, however, so the same gender-based differences may have been present in his 

sample. In my study a group of high-achieving girls who were savvy about grades and who 

appeared to be more pragmatic, contrasted with a group of high-achieving boys who were 

generally less sophisticated but more confident about grades and who achieved well possibly 

because of a high-overall interest level. It is possible that as boys gain a more sophisticated 

knowledge of grading that some of this gender difference may disappear. It is also possible that 

parents and teachers in this group expect girls to be high-achievers, but celebrate the 

achievements of successful boys more. It is possible that Spielberger and Starr’s (1994) idea 

that curiosity and anxiety are antagonistic could explain the reactions of high-achieving girls. 

Perhaps they are less curious because they are more anxious. Perhaps stress and anxiety around 

grades is associated with higher performance among girls and lower performance among boys. 

However, there are no indications in the results that high-achieving girls are more anxious (i.e. 

they did not worry more about their reports or comment more about being anxious). A more 

likely explanation seems to be that the high-achieving girls in this group included more students 

with a strong and more exclusive focus on what was required to get a good grade, whereas the 

group of high-achieving boys seemed to include more who had were very curious and whose 

achievement was more of a consequence of having this attitude. Conversely, the lower-

achieving girls seemed to be those who had a lot of interest, but weren’t able to parlay it into 



  104 

academic success. Finally, the lower-achieving boys were more likely to be turned-off and 

disinterested. It is important to note that there is no support for the idea that higher achieving 

girls only cared about grades, not what they were learning. Also, one would not like to draw 

broad conclusions about gender-based learning styles based on a small group from one school. 

However, the results do raise an interesting question: Is it possible that many girls don’t 

particularly want a lot of effort made to gain their interest; they just want to know what the job 

is so they can get on with it? Conversely, is it possible that many boys do want their curiosity 

stimulated as a routine part of learning activities? It is also important to note that girls may 

exhibit curiosity differently than boys, so one needs to be cautious about making generalizations 

based on these results. 

 The results for memory of grades confirmed the results of previous studies by Bahrick et 

al. (2008) and Bahrick and Berger (1996) that students with higher grades remember them 

better, and that where students made mistakes they tend to remember their grades as better than 

they actually were. My study confirmed that these relationships also hold for younger students. 

It also quantified the difference between actual and remembered grades and looked at memory 

of grades in relation to student feelings about reports. Students were also given the choice of 

stating that they didn’t remember their grades in the present study. Clearly, if a forced response 

was required from these students they would have needed to create fill-in memories as 

described by Bahrick and Berger (1996). However, the students who answered that they 

couldn’t remember were not independently creating fill-in memories. In this student population, 

students who remembered their grades poorly had a similar mix of positive and negative 

feelings to those who remembered them well, so the unpleasantness of low grades didn’t appear 

to be the main factor. Part of the issue may be considering a grade as a commodity with the 
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same fixed value to everyone. Expectations of grades likely play a big role. The question of 

whether remembering grades well represents importance is consistent with the results of this 

study, but is still very much an open question.  

The gender-based results between memory of grades and curiosity likely follow from those 

for achievement and curiosity. High-achieving boys were more curious than low-achieving 

boys. High-achievers remember grades better. Therefore boys who remember grades better are 

more curious. 

 The correlation between curiosity and motivation may very well mirror the findings of 

Harackiewicz et al. (2002) that mastery goals and interest show a consistent correlation, as well 

as those of Fulcher (2004) that mastery goals and curiosity are correlated. Quantitatively, the 

correlations found by these researchers were very similar to those for curiosity and motivation 

in this study. However, it is not clear how being motivated by seeing one’s grades is related to 

having a mastery orientation.  

 Motivation was not significantly correlated with achievement or importance. The results for 

motivation may seem surprising. They are at odds with those who posit grades as pure examples 

of rewards or punishments or who regard them as universally motivating or discouraging 

(Cameron, 1994; Chance, 1993; Deci, 2001; Kohn, 1993).  

 However, the results for motivation are in agreement with Brookhart and Bronowicz (2003) 

and Hickey and Zuiker (2005) who view the whole assessment environment as being a key 

determinant of student reactions. They also are in agreement with Evans and Engelberg (1985) 

who found that students with lower grades liked grades almost as much as those with higher 

grades. In terms of goal theory it could be said that those who have performance orientation like 
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grades, but are not necessarily high performers. It also appears that performance–avoiders may 

not be limited to low-achievers (Brophy, 2004).  

Social Group Responses to Grades 

 One of the things that emerged from looking at detailed student responses to grading is that 

there seems to be a set of definable responses to reports among students that is analogous to the 

social group responses identified by Moni et al. (2002), for example, the blissfully ignorant low-

achieving Grade 4 student, or the parent-stressed Grade 7 student. It is possible that the peer 

group may reinforce some of these attitudes causing them to strengthen over time. Others may 

change as students mature and become more experienced. Looking at these group responses in 

detail is beyond the scope of my study.   

Differences in Attitudes to Report Cards between Grade 4 Students and 
Grade 7 Students 
 
 Grade 7 students reacted quite differently to report cards than grade 4 students. Their 

responses were more elaborate, more connected with social implications, and more varied. The 

responses of the Grade 4 students were consistent with the findings of Tuten (2005). Although 

the overall reactions of Grade 7 students were not significantly more negative there was a group 

of Grade 7 students with very negative feelings about reports and low curiosity and motivation. 

Such a group was not evident in the Grade 4 cohort. Grade 7 students who said they knew how 

to get good grades actually had higher grades, but Grade 4 students who said this didn’t have 

higher grades on average. These findings are in accord with Evans and Englelberg (1985) and 

Moni et al. (2002) who found increasing sophistication over time. Grade 7 students actually 

were more positive about learning in relation to grades than the Grade 4 students. This differed 

from the findings of Moni et al. (2002) and Evans and Engelberg (1985). This suggests that the 

assessment environment and group attitudes are very important. The findings that Grade 7’s 
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were less likely than Grade 4’s to believe that their report card told them how to improve, and 

that effort is more important than grades is in accord with the findings of these researchers, 

however.  

Student Feelings, Achievement, and Curiosity 

 In my study student feelings about reports were uncorrelated with achievement. However, 

students who reported very negative parental reaction to reports had very negative feelings 

about reports and had low motivation and curiosity. The idea that high-achievers can be 

performance-avoiders with negative feelings about school is in accordance with the ideas of 

Brophy (2004). It is clear that from this research that the assessment environment as envisioned 

by Brookhart and Bronowicz (2003) should also include the attitudes of parents. The situation 

of ESL learners, who may be low-achievers with high future expectations, was probably a 

factor as well. 

Motivation and Curiosity in ESL Learners 

 A high ESL population makes understanding the effects of report cards more complex. A 

school with a large number of ESL students contains a large number of students who have low 

grades (because of language issues). Many of these students are highly capable and have high 

future expectations. On the other hand, the population of low-achievers at a school with few 

ESL learners tends to be dominated by those with low future expectations. (McCoach and 

Siegle, 2001). There are many good examples of this phenomenon among the respondents and it 

is easily observed when looking at a population of students who have recently immigrated to 

Canada. Finally, the effects of different cultural backgrounds are significant. Students may 

come from a background where high school exam performance almost completely determines 

life trajectory, as it does in South Korea (Robinson, 1994) or they may come from an area like 
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the rural Punjab where the education authorities need to provide a mid-day meal to try to get 

students to attend school (www.punjabeducation.net, 2010). In this study some minor 

differences on the basis of cultural background were found, but the small size of all of the 

groups except Punjabi speakers meant that it was difficult to find significant differences. A 

larger group would likely result in many significant differences being found.  

Applications of the Research and Directions for Future Research 

 Overall questions. 

The following general questions would be interesting to explore in future research: 

1. How do students in different schools respond to report cards? 

2. Would the opposing relationships between achievement and curiosity among boys and 

girls be found in other elementary schools or high schools? Would they be found by re-

examining the college data? Is there a relationship between anxiety about reports and 

decreased curiosity? Does the difference between the two genders represent a basic 

gender difference in pathways to academic success in this community? 

3. Would getting rid of letter grades really reduce the stress of reporting for the group of 

students who experience distress around grades? How would it affect other students? 

How do students who move to environments where there are no letter grades (e.g. 

students in gifted programs) react to the change? 

4. Are the questions asked a good measure of curiosity, motivation, and importance and 

could they be established as valid overall instruments by using a larger sample size? Is 

creating a scale that measures a construct a worthwhile endeavor, or is it better to just 

look at actual responses to particular questions? Would confirmatory factor analysis or 

structural equation modeling be useful in this area of research? 
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5. Do the responses of the Grade 7 students (a positive attitude towards learning, but an 

increasing lack of trust about the accuracy and usefulness of the information on report 

cards and the importance of effort) represent a trend towards cynicism about learning in 

an environment that includes grading? How much does the learning environment affect 

the development of cynicism?  

6. Is the strong relationship between the depth curiosity questions and being motivated to 

make an effort after seeing one’s grades analogous to the interest-mastery goals 

correlation found by Harackiewicz et al. (2002) and the curiosity – mastery goals 

connection found by Fulcher (2004)? If so, how does this type of motivation represent a 

mastery goal? 

7. How do curiosity, motivation, and importance as defined in this study relate to the 

concept of cultural capital? Do they represent positive cultural capital that can be 

parlayed into academic capital? If so, how? 

 Use of the questions and constructs from this research. 

 The preliminary evidence from this study suggests that the questions used to measure depth 

curiosity are good ones. Questions about motivation looked at the arousal and direction of 

behaviour, but not with its persistence. It would be interesting to include the persistence aspect 

of motivation by using the same type of confidential cross-referencing that was used in this 

study to determine whether student memory of grades was accurate. A longitudinal study would 

allow for this. 

  Importance questions evaluated how well grades were remembered and how often students 

thought about them. Getting an accurate answer to a question that is trying to evaluate 

frequency of thought is quite difficult. Perhaps keeping a diary or record would help in 
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obtaining better data. Other questions that involved focus on reports were looked at as 

indicators of importance. A direct question about importance would probably be useful as well. 

Language Arts and Math grades were used as a proxy for achievement. Experience with 

reporting and reading report cards suggested that Language Arts grades and overall 

achievement are highly correlated. However, a more rigorous examination of this assumption 

would be helpful. This would involve a simple analysis of existing report cards.  

Use of confirmatory factor-analysis, and structural equation modeling for researching 

curiosity, motivation, and report cards. 

 Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) is an excellent way of ensuring that answers to a series 

of survey questions unite to refer to a particular construct. However, it does impose certain 

constraints on the organization of a study and the underlying measurement model. The sample 

size has to be large enough in relation to the number of survey questions that a meaningful 

grouping of observed variables can be obtained through exploratory factor analysis. 

Furthermore, to test the results obtained through CFA and to see whether different groups are 

responding the same way, it would be desirable to independently test subsets of the whole 

group.  Therefore, for this survey sample size would probably have to be significantly larger 

than the number of students found in one or two grades at an elementary school.  Furthermore, a 

measurement model for a single latent variable cannot be identified with CFA because the 

resulting model will have no degrees of freedom and will always fit perfectly. Fulcher’s (2004) 

study avoided this problem by looking at depth and breadth curiosity. Replicating his study with 

elementary school students would be valuable because it would confirm that the modified 

questions provide a solid instrument for measuring curiosity among younger respondents. A 

structural equation model for this topic would be challenging because there are a large number 
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of variables which appear to influence curiosity and motivation (gender, grade, socio-economic 

level, cultural background, assessment environment, social role in the school, and parental 

reactions to name a few). These may be better evaluated using detailed qualitative and 

demographic data. 

The expectations-adjusted grade and student responses to reporting. 

 I believe that looking at grades in comparison to expectations might give a clearer picture 

of how students are reacting to grades, and possibly lead to the conclusion that they do, in fact, 

affect curiosity and motivation. Such a concept would be analogous to the Expectations 

Adjusted Phillips Curve in Economics (Hoover, 2008). Up to the 1970s an empirically 

demonstrated reciprocal relationship between unemployment and inflation existed. The 

stagflation era in the 1970s (with high inflation and unemployment) led to a new formulation 

where the expected inflation rate was a key factor in determining the behaviour of workers, 

businesses and consumers. Likewise student reaction to grades probably has a great deal to do 

with personal and parental expectations and previous history with grades. A student who is 

expecting to get a C+ and who got a C last time likely will feel positive about getting a B, but 

someone who expects an A and got an A last time will probably find the same B very 

disappointing. That is to say a particular letter grade has no absolute value as a reward or 

commodity, but is highly contextual. Some of the anecdotal remarks from students in this 

survey support this idea. A longitudinal study using this concept might provide interesting 

insights.   

 Recommendations for future study. 

There are a number of interesting areas to examine in future studies on this topic.  
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An ideal study of this topic, in my opinion, would be longitudinal, and could thus make use of 

the “expectations-adjusted” grade discussed above.  Using Grade 6 and 7 students and 

following them through a few reporting periods would likely produce a more homogeneous 

sample for looking at curiosity and motivation as they relate to reporting, and would allow for a 

more in-depth understanding of students’ thoughts on this topic. It would also allow some 

evaluation of changing attitudes over time. Taking an ethnographic perspective and looking at 

how different social groups react to reporting and how this reaction is related to achievement, 

motivation, and curiosity would be a very interesting project. I believe that some well-thought 

out interviews might provide additional insights. A comparative study covering several schools 

might produce some understanding of the effects of school evaluation policies and attitudes. It 

might also give additional insights into the roles of cultural factors and the attitudes of ESL 

learners in curiosity and motivation. 

Recommendations for Practice and Policy in Education 
Recommendations for teachers. 

The results of my study do not lead to any prescriptions for classroom practice, but they do 

suggest some areas that should be given consideration. The responses of the students emphasize 

the importance of letting students know what they have to do to get a grade. The devastating 

effects of letter grades on some students in this survey emphasize how important it is to find 

strengths in students who aren’t experiencing academic success and to encourage positive 

communication between parents and students on this topic. Caution about communicating with 

parents about students who are struggling is advised. Parents who are showing a severe angry 

response may need to be reminded about what response is appropriate. For troubled students it 

appears to be particularly important to give a pragmatic road to improvement, and to show 

confidence that it can be achieved. It was also clear from this study that medium and high-
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achieving students may be experiencing a great deal of stress around grades. The opposing 

relationships between curiosity and achievement between boys and girls raise an interesting 

question: How do you balance the needs of the learners who want to explore and connect their 

learning to the outside world and those who want to get on with the job? Finally, the overall 

classroom learning environment and the teacher’s relationships with students would appear to 

be very important in determining how grades affect students.  

 Recommendations for parents. 

It is clear from this study that parents’ negative reactions to a student’s report can be 

associated with very negative self-assessment by students. It is hard to be categorical about 

anything to do with parenting, but this study suggests very strongly that parents should think 

carefully before expressing anger or extreme disappointment about their child’s report. The 

results of my study also suggest that parents, like teachers, keep in mind the balance between 

task-orientation and curiosity when looking at their child’s academic progress. What balance 

best fits your child? Does she need her curiosity stimulated or does she just need clearer 

instructions on what to do? Is he a curious student that just needs to get on with it, or does he 

need to find a route to being curious and interested.  I believe that good communication between 

parents and teachers on this topic has a lot of potential to improve the educational experience of 

students. 

Recommendations for policy makers.  

This study opens a number of questions for educational policy makers. While there is 

considerable evidence that letter grades cause distress, there is also evidence that students at all 

levels want to know how they are doing. It is not clear that anecdotal comments, the way they 

are currently structured, will necessarily provide this. Also, the current system of letter grades is 
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a very strong societal norm. Making changes to letter grades, or removing them altogether, 

should be done slowly and carefully. Whether it should be done at all is debatable. The 

curiosity-achievement data suggest that policy makers should be cautious in their introduction 

of the 21st century learning agenda. What is a good balance between curiosity and task-

orientation, between creativity and knowledge?  Finally, the strength of the data generated by 

the open-ended questions suggests that policy-makers need to support and have confidence in 

deeper and richer qualitative research in their own jurisdictions to evaluate their educational 

systems, rather than relying solely on comparisons generated by international testing with its 

limited scope and many statistical flaws (Goldstein, 2004). A recent talk by the BC Minister of 

Education, George Abbott (Nov. 28, 2011), where he repeatedly equated having the best 

educational system with having the best PISA (Program for International Student Assessment) 

test results, illustrates this. This is not to suggest that bureaucrats and politicians should ignore 

testing results. However, to answer the question of how well our education system has equipped 

students to pursue a rewarding career and to shape the society of the future more information is 

clearly needed. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Survey Instrument 

What do you think  
about report cards? 
(and how do they affect you?) 
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What do you think about Report Cards? 

About you 

1. What grade are you in? 

  ! Grade 4 1             ! Grade 72 

2. What is your gender? 

  ! male1 ! female2 

3. Do you speak English at home? 

  ! always1 ! usually2 ! sometimes3 ! never4 

4. What languages other than English do you speak at home? 

  ! Punjabi1 

  ! Other South Asian Language (Hindi, Gujarati, Bengali, Tamil,   

        Urdu, Pashtun) 2 

  ! Cantonese or Mandarin (Chinese) 3 

  ! Tagalong4 

  ! Spanish5 

 

  ! South-East Asian Language (Vietnamese, Cambodian)6 

  ! Other (Please write the name of the language)_________________7 

  ! I only speak English at home.8 

 

5. How many books do you own (approximately)? 

!  more than 1001  ! 50-1002  ! 20-493 ! less than 2 
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You and your report card 

6. How often do you read the written comments on your report card? 

  !  Always1 ! Usually2 ! Sometimes3 ! Never4  

7.  How often do you receive rewards at home (e.g. money) for good report card  
  marks? 

 
  !  Always1 !  Usually2 ! Sometimes3 ! Never4  

8 . How well do you remember your grades from your last report card? (use the  

  attached blank report card to help you remember the subjects if you need to.)  

  ! I remember all or almost all of my grades (7 or 8) 1 

  ! I remember some of my grades (3-6) 2 

  ! I only remember a few of or none of my grades (2 or less) 3 

9. How much do you usually think about your report card? 

  ! frequently (I have no trouble remembering when I last thought about it) 1 

  ! sometimes (I can remember when I last thought about it, but it was at least a  

   few days ago) 2 

  ! rarely (I can’t remember when I last thought about it) 3 

10.  What was your grade for Language Arts on your last report card?  

  ! A4 ! B3 ! C+2 ! C1 ! C-,I, or *0 ! I can’t remember -1 

11. What was your grade for Math on your last report card? 

  ! A4 ! B3 ! C+2 ! C1 ! C-,I, or *0 ! I can’t remember -1 
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Use the scale below to answer questions 12-26 
 
     Agree Agree Disagree  Disagree               
     strongly slightly slightly strongly  
 
12. Report cards are very  ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 important to my parents. 
  
13. I worry about bringing a bad  ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 report card home. 
 
14. The written part of my report  ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 card tells me what I have to  
 do to improve. 
 
15. When I saw my mark in  ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 Language Arts I wanted to  
 work my hardest at 
 reading and writing. 
  
16. When I saw my mark in Math  ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 I wanted to work my hardest. 
 at Math. 
 
17. Thinking about my grades  ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 motivates me (makes me 
 want to work as hard as I can) 
   
18. Marks for effort (G, S, and N) ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 are more important than letter  
 grades. 
 
19. I know what I have to do to get  ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 good marks. 
 
20. The more I learn about  ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
  something the more I want to  
 learn about it. 
 
21. When learning about something ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 new I try to find out everything 
  I can about it. 
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     Agree Agree Disagree  Disagree               
                                   strongly      slightly        slightly        strongly 
 
22. I am only interested in my         ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 grades, not in what I am  
 learning. 
 
23. Very few things interest me. ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4   
  
24. Learning a lot is more  ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 important than getting an ‘A’. 
 
25. I often spend a lot of time ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 reading, thinking, or talking to 
 others about topics I am interested in. 
 
26. I often do extra reading  ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 or research about  

 things I have learned in school. 
 

Please give a written answer for questions 27-29. 
 
27. What are some good things about report cards? (list 1-3 items) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
28. What are some bad things about report cards?  (list 1-3 items) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
29. How do report cards make you feel? 
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Grade 4 Version 

Use the following scale to answer Questions 12-26 

                              

     Agree Agree Disagree  Disagree               
     strongly slightly slightly strongly  
 
12. Report cards are very  ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 important to my parents. 
  
13. I worry about bringing a bad  ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 report card home. 
 
14. The written part of my report  ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 card tells me what I have to  
 do to improve. 
 
15. When I saw my mark in  ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 Language Arts I wanted to work 
  my hardest at reading and writing. 
  
16. When I saw my mark in Math  ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 I wanted to work my hardest. 
 at Math. 
 
17. Thinking about my grades  ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 motivates me (makes me 
 want to work as hard as I can) 
   
18. Marks for effort (G,S, and N) ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 are more important than letter  
 grades. 
 
19. I know what I have to do to get  ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 good marks. 
 
20. The more I learn about  ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 something the more I want to  
 learn about it. 
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     Agree Agree Disagree  Disagree               
     strongly slightly slightly strongly  
 

                             
 
21.  When learning about something ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 new I try to find out everything 
  I can about it.    
 
22. I am only interested in my  ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 grades, not in what I am  
 learning. 
 
23. Very few things interest me. ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4   
  
24. Learning a lot is more  ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 important than getting an ‘A’. 
 
25. I often spend a lot of time ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 reading, thinking, or talking to 
 others about topics I am interested in. 
 
26. I often do extra reading  ! 1………….! 2……….....! 3………...! 4  
 or research about  

 things I have learned in school. 
 

Please give a written answer for questions 27-29. 
 
27. What are some good things about report cards? (list 1-3 items) 
 
 
 
 
28. What are some bad things about report cards?  (list 1-3 items) 
 
 
 
29. How do report cards make you feel? 
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Appendix 2: Report Cards Used with the Study Population 

Figure 7: Sample report card used with the study population 

Grade  6          Term 2 
 A has done an excellent job this term. She quietly and efficiently completes her work, and 
has made big strides in  reading and writing. She received intensive support in a small 
group with basic paragraph-writing skills from the Literacy teacher Ms. L, every day for a 
period of two weeks and made excellent progress. She also received in-class support from 
the Resource Teacher Ms. R. A has excellent concentration and skills in sports activities 
and has become a leader on the school basketball team.  

Evaluation criteria based on the learning expectations for your child’s 
grade level. 

“N” Not yet meeting expectations,     “A” Approaching / Minimally meeting expectations,     “M” Meeting 
expectations, 

“ FM” Fully Meets expectations,    “E” Exceeds expectations. 

N A M F 
M E 

LANGUAGE ARTS      Letter Grade: C+      
Ability to read and understand a variety of  texts at the Grade 6 level  !    
Ability to identify keywords in text and understand them using context    !   
Ability make predictions while reading a work of fiction   !   
Ability to make inferences while reading a work of fiction   !   
Ability to identify the problem and possible solutions in a work of fiction   !   
Ability to write a persuasive essay  !    
Use of correct spelling and grammar in written work  !    
MATHEMATICS      Letter Grade:  A      
Knowledge of number facts      ! 
Knowledge of whole number arithmetic (subtraction and multiplication)     ! 
Ability to choose the correct operation for problem solving   !   
Knowledge of fractions    !  
FRENCH      Letter Grade:  B      
Ability to describe an action in French while acting it out    !  
Pronunciation of basic French vocabulary    !  
SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY                  
          

Ability to solve problems in peaceful ways    !  
PHYSICAL EDUCATION      
Thirty Minutes of Daily Physical activity   !   

Goals & Support Plan 
• We will continue to work on writing skills. A will continue to receive in-class support in 

this area.  
• Problem-solving skills in Math will be a major focus next term. 
•  A should continue to read a variety of fiction and non-fiction books at home.  
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See Structured Written Comment if an asterisk (*) has been assigned.  NM = no mark is assigned this term. 
 

MINISTRY APPROVED LETTER GRADES 
 A  Excellent or outstanding performance 

 B  Very good performance 
 C+ Good performance 

  C  Satisfactory performance
  C- Minimally acceptable performance 

I (In Progress or Incomplete).  Not demonstrating minimally acceptable 
performance. 

F (Failed or Failing).  Has not demonstrated or is not demonstrating, minimally 
acceptable performance. 

SG Standing Granted.  Although completion of normal requirements is not 
possible, a sufficient level of performance has been attained to warrant the 
granting of standing.  *For final reports only. 
 

WORK HABITS/EFFORT 
These symbols report the student’s progress in each subject in relation to his/her 
own work habits and effort. 
 

N = Needs Improvement    S = Satisfactory  G = Good  
 

 
INTERMEDIATE PROGRESS REPORT 

 

Subject Term One Term Two Term Three Final 
  

Letter 
Grade 

Work 
Habits/ 
Effort 

 
Letter 
Grade 

Work 
Habits/ 
Effort 

 
Letter 
Grade 

Work 
Habits/ 
Effort 

 
Letter 
Grade 

English Language Arts C+ 
A 

S C G    
Mathematics A 

 
G A G    

Science C+ G B G    
Social Studies B G B G    
Physical Education B G A G    
Fine Arts C S B G    
French C+ G B G    

Health and Career 
Education  

A G A G    

 No. of  
pages ____2_____ No. of 

pages___2____ 
No. of pages 
____2____ 
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Figure 8: Learning outcomes report card (an alternative format) 
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Appendix 3: Canucks Report Card 

Illustration 1: Canucks report card 
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Appendix 4: Documentary Evidence for a Brief History of Reporting 

Illustration 2: 1904-05 US Grade 3 report card (% for conduct only) 
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Illustration 3: 1905-06 US percentage report card 

 

 
 

Illustration 4: 1943-44 US Grade 6 letter grade report card 
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Illustration 5: 1953-54 US Grade 1 letter grade report (note < 75% is a failure) 
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Illustration 6: 1955 UK rank in class report 
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Illustration 7: 1959-60 BC Secondary School report card 
(all letter grades , no percentages) 
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Illustration 8: 1966 US elementary report card (H,S,U system – no letter grades) 
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Illustration 9: 1987-88 US Grade 5 letter grade report 
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Appendix 5: Reliability Check for Differences between Grade 4 and 

Grade 7 Answers 
 

Table 19: Test of the hypothesis “Are Grade 4 answers more positive?” 

Grade 4 responses 

 N 
      

Minimum Maximum Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 
Few Interests 47 1 4 2.66 1.09 
Grades>Learning 47 1 4 2.51 0.98 
read report card comments 47 1 4 3.32 1.04 
Importance to parents 47 1 4 3.77 0.56 
worry about a bad report 46 1 4 3.54 0.62 
Report tells how to improve 46 3 4 3.74 0.44 
LA grade motivates 45 1 4 3.49 0.82 
Math grade motivates 45 1 4 3.40 0.81 
Thinking about grades motivates 47 1 4 3.57 0.65 
Effort>letter grades 46 1 4 2.89 0.85 
Know how to get good marks 47 3 4 3.75 0.44 
Want to learn more 45 1 4 3.56 0.66 
Find out about a new topic 46 1 4 3.28 0.78 
Learning>A 47 1 4 3.28 0.90 
Read, think, talk about topics 46 1 4 3.00 0.79 
read and research new topics 46 1 4 2.80 0.93 
receive rewards for a good report 47 1 4 2.26 0.99 
how many grades remembered from 
last report 47 1 3 2.09 0.72 
how often think about report 47 1 3 2.25 0.71 

Overall mean    
 

3.11  
      
Valid N (listwise) 42     
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Grade 7 Responses 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean 
Std. 

Deviation 
Grades>learning 50 1 4 1.66 0.80 
Few interests 50 1 4 1.64 0.75 
read report card comments 50 1 4 3.54 0.71 
Importance to parents 50 2 4 3.72 0.50 
worry about a bad report 50 1 4 3.40 0.86 
Report tells how to improve 50 2 4 3.42 0.57 
LA grade motivates 50 1 4 3.30 0.79 
Math grade motivates 50 1 4 3.38 0.95 
Thinking about grades motivates 49 1 4 3.59 0.70 
Effort>letter grades 50 1 4 2.36 0.80 
Know how to get good marks 50 1 4 3.60 0.64 
Want to learn more 50 1 4 3.36 0.72 
Find out about a new topic 50 1 4 3.06 0.79 
Learning>A 50 2 4 3.16 0.79 
Read, think, talk about topics 50 1 4 2.96 0.81 
read and research new topics 50 1 4 2.54 0.93 
receive rewards for a good report 50 1 4 2.46 0.89 
how many grades remembered from 
last report 50 1 3 2.4 0.61 
how often think about report 49 1 3 1.92 0.70 
      
Overall mean    2.92  
      
t-test (homoscedastic)    0.3377  
t-test(heteroscedastic)    0.3380  
      
Valid N (listwise) 46     
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Appendix 6: Settings for Wordles 
 

The following settings were used for the Wordles: 
 
Good things about grades: Colour: Custom. Background:0033CC. Text: FF3333 and  
 FFFF00. Layout: Vertical and Prefer alphabetical order. Font:  
 League Gothic. 
 
Bad things about grades: Colour: Cool Summer. Layout: Vertical and Prefer alphabetical  
 Order. Font: Telephoto 
 
Feelings about grades: Colour: Custom. Background:000000 (Black).  
 Good feelings:FFFF00 (yellow), Bad feelings: 3333FF (blue). 
 Mixed/neutral feelings: 009900 (green). Layout: Vertical and 
 Prefer alphabetical order. Font: Telephoto. 
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Appendix 7: How Well the Sample Represented the Population at the 

School 
Table 20: Representativeness of Sample 

    
Group Percentage of 

Population who 
participated 

  

Grade 4's  71   
Grade 7's 57   
Boys  69  
Girls  56  
LA grade <=C             58   

 

Overall participation rate was 63%. 
 

 

 

 


