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ABSTRACT

This paper reports the accuracy with which students report their high school grades and
nonacademic achievements when they write the ACT Test Battery. A sample of 5,775 student
records from 134 high schools was studied. The correlations between self-reported and
school-reported grades were found to range from .81 to .86. The correlations were examined
separately for ‘“‘overreporters,” “‘underreporters,” and “‘accurate reporters” in terms of a
number of student characteristics: ability, race, sex, class rank, parents’ income level, student’s
level of aspiration, and class size.

The accuracy with which the self-reported information was collected was stable over income
levels, sex, race, and size of class. Students who aspire for less than a bachelor’s degree tend to
overreport their grades more than students who aspire to at least a bachelor’s degree.

Students also tend to accurately report their nonacademic achievements. The accuracy of
self-report on these items is comparable to that of high school grades, in that accuracy did not
seem to vary with student background characteristics.
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When taking the ACT Test Battery, high school
juniors and seniors are routinely asked to report
their most recent grades in the areas of English,
mathematics, social studies, and natural sciences.
They are also asked to indicate their high school
nonacademic achievements in athletics, work
experience, practical skills, leadership, music,
speech, art, writing, and science.

Since this information may be used in predic-
tion, planning, and decision making by colleges, it
is important to consider the accuracy with which it
is reported. Therefore, the purpose of this study
was to assess the accuracy with which students
reported high school grades and nonacademic
achievement, and to attempt to describe discrepant
reporters.

Walsh (1967, 1968, & 1969) has extensively
studied the validity of self-report data. In his
comprehensive review of the literature (1967), he
cited studies from 1915 through 1964, and ob-
served that the results of these studies indicate that
information collected by personal interview,
questionnaire, and personal data blank do not yield
consistent results. Walsh compared the accuracy of
the three methods of data collection, but not the
characteristics of accurate and discrepant reporters.
In each of his studies Walsh concluded that student
information can be validly obtained using all three

methods, even under varied experimental con-
ditions.

There have been a few studies concerned
explicitly with the accuracy with which students
report grades. A limited number of these studies
attempted to describe discrepant reporters on the
basis of some relevant variables. Richards and Lutz
(1967) reported a correlation of .84 for men and
.87 for women between college-reported and
student-reported college grades. Perry (1940)
determined that college students generally report
grades accurately but have a tendency to over-
estimate. Dunnette (1952) asked college seniors to
indicate their undergraduate grade point averages.
The correlation between actual and reported grade
point average was .94, and students with actual
averages below “C’’ tended as a group to report a
higher grade average than they actually earned.

The tendency for the poorer student to report
better marks was further substantiated in an
interesting study by Black (1962). Senior college
students in education were given an opportunity to
falsify marks on a mid-term examination, and again
poorer students were found to distort more fre-
quently than did the better students. Black found
no significant differences on the variables of sex,
age, frequency of class attendance, or program
groups represented within the class; and religious




achievements are reported accurately, we could
indeed consider them as dimensions of talent
which may be related to significant later-life
achievement in a way that Hoyt (1968) found
academic talent was not related.

There is a good deal of indirect evidence that
students who write the ACT Test Battery are
generally reporting accurately. The direct informa-
tion Davidsen collected in 1963 has already been
noted, and we could add this further evidence that
students are generally reporting their high school
grades accurately.

1. Self-reported high school grades predict col-
lege grades quite accurately at hundreds of college
campuses, for various subgroups of students, and in
many different subject-matter areas. For example,
Hoyt and Munday (1968) reported the median
multiple correlation using the four ACT self-
reported high school grades versus first-year overall
college grades at 437 colleges and universities
(272,995 students) to be .541. Each year more
than 600 colleges and universities nationwide
participate in ACT predictive Research Services
and have the opportunity to check on the validity
of the ACT self-reported high school grades for
students on their own campuses.

2. Self-reported high school grades predict col-
lege grades as well as does the traditional predictor
of college academic success—high school rank. The
ACT Technical Report (1965) shows an average
within-college correlation of .54 for high school
rank and .53 for the multiple of the four self-
reported high school grades for the prediction of
first-year overall college grades at 37 colleges and
universities (11,546 students).

3. Self-reported high school grades are highty
correlated with high school rank. Munday (1968)
reported a median correlation of .77 between high
school rank and the average of the four self-
reported high school grades, based on within-
college correlation studies at 28 different institu-
tions involving 16,023 student records.

The evidence that students are accurately
reporting their ncnacademic achievements is more
subtle and though compelling less complete.
Richards, Holland, and Lutz (1966) presented
correlations between nonacademic achievements in
high school and college which showed that a
certain kind of high school achievement (art, for
example) tends to be predictive of comparable

achievement during the freshman and sophomore
years of college. But one kind of nonacademic
achievement in high school does not lead to
another kind of nonacademic achievement in col-
lege; for example, high school art achievement is
related to college art achievement but not to
college leadership achievement. A point the
authors stress is their recurring finding that
academic (test scores, high school grades, and
college grades) and nonacademic (art, music,
leadership, and other activities) achievement are
independent of one another. Correlations between
high school and coliege nonacademic achievements
obtained by Richards, Holland, and Lutz (1966)
are reported in Table 1. Though the nonacademic
achievements are self-reported at both the high
school and college levels, over a 2- or 3-year
interval the consistent correlations of like achieve-
ments with each other imply students are reporting
accurately both times. Richards and Lutz (1967)
reported essentially the same findings again using a
larger and more diverse sample.

Method

In this study we investigated the accuracy of
student-reported grades and nonacademic achieve-
ment in high school, and considered the character-
istics of discrepant reporters. The following
questions were asked:

1. To what extent do high school students
accurately report their latest semester grades in
English, mathematics, social studies, and natural
sciences?

2. To what extent do high school students
accurately report their nonacademic achievements
as measured by selected items from the Student
Profile Section of the ACT Test Battery?

3. Are there any differences among over-
reporters, underreporters, and accurate reporters in
terms of ability, race, sex, class rank, parents’
income level, student’s level of aspiration, and class
size?

To answer these questions, the research pro-
cedures described below were followed.




The Procedure

During the spring of 1970 a random sample of
high schools represented in the ACT testing pro-
gram was selected for inclusion in the study. Care
was taken to select schools so that adequate
representation would exist by geographic region,
size of school, and urban-rural characteristics.
There were 143 schools selected. Data were
received from 134 of these schools—for a return
rate of 94%. Eighteen states are represented in the
sample, and 5,775 student records were compared.
Table 2 shows the number of schools and students
in each state included in the sample.

TABLE 2

The Sample by State

Number of Number of
State Schools Students
Alabama 8 342
Arizona 10 587
California 17 482
Colorado 10 575
Itlinois 15 739
lowa 8 395
Kansas 5 181
Kentucky 4 113
Louisiana 7 356
Maryland 3 125
Michigan 9 352
Minnesota 7 292
Ohio 9 338
Oklahoma 1 59
Pennsylvania 5 199
Tennessee 8 327
Utah 7 291
Virginia 1 22
Total 18 134 5,775

A guestionnaire was developed requesting infor-
mation from the school on the student’s grades in
English, mathematics, social studies, and natural
sciences; class rank; and participation in selected
nonacademic activities insofar as they could be
reported from school records or by school person-
nel. Arrangements were made with local school

officials to furnish data which were valid at the end
of the junior year. In some schools guidance
counselors coordinated the data collection, and in
other schools the principal assumed the responsibil-
ity. A copy of the questionnaire is included in
Appendix B. The data were collected during the
early months of 1970.

Results

in this section the agreement on grades, the
agreement on nonacademic achievement, and
characteristics of discrepant reporters are presen-
ted. The results are given in terms of correlations,
percentages, and proportions. Where appropriate,
tests of significance were conducted to detect
sources of bias in self-reported information.

Grades

Table 3 shows the percentage agreement
between student-reported and school-reported high
school grades. Only about 2% of the students
misrepresented their grades by more than one
letter grade, whereas 22% misrepresented their
grades by some degree.

In order to learn the nature of discrepant
reporting, we visited four schools represented in
the sample. We were able to personally review
student records in order to analyze the possible
reasons for discrepancies. It was noted that in some
cases where two courses were taken simultaneously
within the same academic area, the school reported
the grade for a different course than that reported
by the student. For example, if a student took
American Problems ! and U.S. History | simulta-
neously, the student vreported his grade in
American Problems |, and the school reported his
grade in U.S. History . If the two final grades were
different, then a discrepancy appeared. We also
noted a tendency for students to misrepresent a
grade if the course for which they were reporting
was taken more than two semesters earlier than
when reported. Another reason for inaccurate
reporting was that some students reported an
honors grade while the school reported a regular
grade for those students enrolled in honors courses.
Finally, it appeared that some students reported
9-week grades or final examination grades rather
than final course grades.






