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Which grades are better, A’s and C’s, or all B’s? Effects of variability

in grades on mock college admissions decisions
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Abstract

Students may need to decide whether to invest limited resources evenly across all courses and thus end with moderate grades

in all, or focus on some of the courses and thus end with variable grades. This study examined which pattern of grades is

perceived more favorably. When judging competency, people give more weight to positive than negative information, in which

case heterogeneous grades would be perceived more favorably as they have more positive grades than homogeneous moderate

grades. Furthermore, high school students are told to demonstrate their passion in college applications. Nonetheless, people

generally overweigh negative information, which can result in a preference for a student with homogeneous grades lacking

extremely negative grades. The college admissions decisions in particular may also involve emphasis on long-term stable,

consistent, and responsible character, which the homogeneous grades may imply. Study 1 found that laypeople, undergraduate

students, and admissions officers preferred to admit a student with homogeneous grades to a college than a student with

heterogeneous grades even when their GPAs were the same. Study 2 used a heterogeneous transcript signaling a stereotypic

STEM or humanities student, and found that while undergraduate students were more split in their choices, laypeople and

admissions officers still preferred a student with homogeneous grades. Study 3 further replicated the preference for a student

with homogeneous grades by using higher or lower average GPAs and wider or narrower range of grades for the heterogeneous

grades. Possible reasons and limitations of the studies are discussed.
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1 Introduction

As acceptance rates at prestigious universities have hit record

lows (Jackson, 2017), time and resources have become pre-

cious commodities among students preparing for college.

One strategy they can use is to focus on a select few courses,

which would result in variable grades (e.g., an A in Chem-

istry but a C in English). Alternatively, students can dis-

tribute their resources evenly across all courses, resulting

in more homogeneous grades (e.g., B’s in both Chemistry

and English). Which outcome would be perceived more

favorably by other people?

We propose that with all else being equal, people tend to

prefer a student with homogeneous grades to a student with

varying grades. Existing literature in Psychology, however,

offers mixed answers. This section first discusses reasons

why people may prefer a consistent person and reviews the

existing literature.
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1.1 Reasons for Preferring a Student with Ho-

mogeneous Grades

People may prefer a student with homogeneous grades to a

student with highly varying grades for several reasons. A

student with more uniform grades appears more responsible,

hard-working, and disciplined. People are generally averse

to uncertainty and risks, as has been well-documented in the

field of judgments and decision-making (e.g., Baron, 2008).

Perhaps this aversion extends even towards other people who

take risks, and the student displaying more erratic grades may

appear to be undisciplined risk-takers.

In addition, when making choices concerning matters re-

quiring a long-term perspective, such as college admissions,

uniform grades appear to be a better predictor for future

performance, since they provide more consistent and reli-

able data points for the prediction. When grades are highly

varying, showing all possible ranges, people may feel un-

comfortable making predictions based on the average grade.

Similarly, people dislike an option with a range of probabil-

ities (e.g., an option that has no chance of winning in the

worst possible scenario and a 2/3 chance of winning in the

best possible scenario; Ellsberg, 1961). A student showing

consistent performance simply looks more predictable, and

thus may feel like a less risky choice.

Furthermore, a student with varying grades has by def-

inition more negative grades than a student with uniform
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grades when controlling for GPA. Past studies on impres-

sion formation suggest that people may favor a student with

uniform grades over a student with variable grades because

of the robust negativity bias. The negativity bias means

that when positive and negative events are equally present,

the overall impression becomes negative (e.g., Anderson,

1965; Peeters & Czapinski, 1990). This negativity bias has

been observed outside the scope of impression formation

(Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finknauer & Vohs, 2001). Loss

looms larger than gains in that people are more upset about

losing $100 than they are happy about gaining $100 (Tver-

sky & Kahneman, 1991). Bad events or misfortune wear off

more slowly than good events (Taylor, 1991). The negativity

bias has been argued to be evolutionarily adaptive; organisms

that were more sensitive to negative features such as threats

would have survived better (e.g., Baumeister et al., 2001).

Given the negativity bias, the A that the student with highly

variable grades receives in Chemistry may not balance out

the damage caused by the C the student receives in English.

1.2 Reasons for Preferring a Student with

Heterogeneous Grades

Nevertheless, there is an exception to this negativity bias.

When judging the competency of other people, positive in-

formation appears to be weighed more than negative infor-

mation (e.g., Reeder, Messick & van Avermaet, 1977). One

reason for this exception discussed in the previous litera-

ture is that a demonstration of competency, such as speaking

four different foreign languages fluently or having several

essays published in the New Yorker, is fairly diagnostic evi-

dence that the person is skillful, because it is unlikely that an

incompetent person would achieve such accomplishments.

Yet, failure to demonstrate competency, such as getting Fs

on most of his final exams in high school, can be ambigu-

ous since it can be due to situational or motivational factors,

such as illness or personal problems (Skowronski & Carl-

ston, 1987, 1989). If the positivity bias extends to judging

college applicants based on grades such that people over-

weigh positive grades as they are more diagnostic, a student

with some A’s despite some C’s would be favored over a

student with only B’s.

However, the positivity bias found in the earlier studies

may not generalize to the situation that the current study

examines. The positive traits used in the aforementioned

studies demonstrating the positivity bias were truly excep-

tional accomplishments, making them highly diagnostic. In

contrast, receiving A’s through a typical high school cur-

riculum can still be ambiguous evidence for competency;

the teacher may have been generous, the exams may have

been too easy, or the student may have received extra help.

If high grades are not any more diagnostic of competency

than the low grades, the positivity bias may not emerge.

Another reason why people might favor a student with

variable grades over a student with uniformly moderate

grades is that people tend to find more complex stimuli more

interesting and invoking of curiosity (Berlyne, 1971; Silvia,

2006). A student who presents highly variable grades would

appear more complex, and therefore more interesting and

perhaps even more positively—as creative and passionate

individuals whose grades reflect their complexity—than a

student who only has similar grades across the board.

Indeed, in the U.S. today, a fairly well-accepted notion

is that students should pursue their passion in one specific

area. For instance, the undergraduate admissions policy of

Yale University, prepared in 1967 by then-president, King-

man Brewster, and still in use for the admissions committee,

states, “. . . we want as many of them as possible to become

truly outstanding in whatever they undertake. It may be in

the art and science of directing the business or public life of

the country, or it may be in the effort to improve the quality

of the nation’s life by the practice of one of the professions

. . . . the candidate is likely to be a leader in whatever he

ends up doing.” Articles and information sessions during

college tours abound highlighting the importance of passion

in prospective college students. Rejecting the notion that

colleges want “well-rounded” students, a Washington Post

article states, “Colleges want a kid who is devoted to — and

excels at — something. The word they most often use is

passion” (Cohen, 2011). A U.S. News’s article also listed

passion as the number one way to bolster one’s chances at

college admissions (Moll, 2014). A student with A’s on cer-

tain subjects, albeit C’s in others, would display more passion

and enthusiasm — reflected by the subjects they excel in —

than a student with uniform average grades.

Nonetheless, these factors may play a role only when the

student does not show obvious problems. Enthusiasm, excel-

lency in a specific field, and interestingness are all positive

traits that can be inferred from a heterogeneous transcript

displaying some very high grades, but for many evaluators,

the robust negativity bias may counteract these positive traits

as well.

1.3 Overview of Experiments

Thus, the current study examines whether the negativity bias

operates even in a domain where there are several reasons that

such a bias may not be obtained. The current study presented

laypeople, undergraduate students, and college admissions

officers with hypothetical transcripts of two high school stu-

dents differing in the variability of their grades, while keep-

ing their overall GPAs the same. Participants judged which

one they would admit to a college: the one with heteroge-

neous grades or the one with homogeneous grades. They

also evaluated these students on various dimensions (e.g.,

interestingness, creativity, passion, risk-taking, reliability,

GPA in college, predictions on income in the future). Our
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hypothesis was that, given that high grades in high school

may not be as diagnostic as the positive traits used in earlier

studies demonstrating the positivity bias, people would pre-

fer a homogeneous student with fewer negative grades due

to the robust negativity bias. In addition, the student with

homogeneous grades would also be likely to be perceived

as more reliable and consistent, appearing more favorable

in decision-making situations requiring long-term perspec-

tives.

2 Study 1

2.1 Methods

Participants. In estimating the sample size, we failed to

find any comparable study using student grades as stimuli,

so in each population we aimed for 100–150 participants,

as in typical higher-level reasoning studies. Through Ama-

zon.com’s Mechanical Turk, 140 participants were recruited,

receiving a small fee. Data from 126 participants are re-

ported after exclusions (see below for the criteria). Through

an introductory Psychology course at an Ivy League college,

155 participants were recruited, receiving a partial credit for

the course. Data from 150 participants are reported after

exclusions. Through the National Association for College

Admission Counseling (NACAC), 104 admissions officers

were recruited across the U.S, receiving a $10 Amazon.com

gift certificate. Data from 101 participants are reported after

exclusion. See Appendix A for demographic information.

Stimuli. Participants saw two transcripts each showing

grades of high school students during grades 9–11. Both

transcripts had an overall GPA of 3.4/4.0. One transcript

was highly variable (heterogeneous, henceforth), with very

high grades in some subjects, and very low grades in other

subjects. The other transcript was more uniform (homoge-

neous, henceforth). Two sets of transcripts were developed,

so that the grades received in each particular course were var-

ied between the sets. Figure 1 shows Set 1, and Appendix B

shows Set 2. Each participant received either Set 1 or Set 2,

and because no significant differences were found involving

the two sets, this distinction are not further considered.

Within each set, the two transcripts were presented side-

by-side as shown in Figure 1, and the left/right position

of the heterogeneous and the homogeneous transcript was

counterbalanced across participants. In referring to the hy-

pothetical students, initials (TJ and KC) were used to be

gender-neutral.1

1A separate study with a group of Mturk workers was conducted using

students’ names that clearly indicate the gender, and the results reported

in this paper were replicated regardless whether the students’ names were

male or female. The details of the results are available upon request.

Figure 1: Sample Stimuli Used in Study 1 (Set 1). KC’s tran-

script shows heterogeneous grades and TJ’s transcript shows

homogeneous grades. Which initials were paired with which

transcript (heterogeneous or homogeneous) was counterbal-

anced across participants.

KC’s Transcript TJ’s Transcript

Grade 9 Grade 9

English 9 A+ English 9 A-

Algebra 1 B Algebra 1 B

World History 1 A- World History 1 B+

Biology C+ Biology B+

Spanish 1 B+ Spanish 1 A-

Grade 10 Grade 10

English 10 A+ English 10 A

Geometry A Geometry A-

World History 2 A World History 2 B+

Chemistry B+ Chemistry B+

Spanish 2 C+ Spanish 2 B

Grade 11 Grade 11

English 11 A English 11 A-

Algebra 2 B+ Algebra 2 B

US History B US History A-

Physics C+ Physics B

Spanish 3 A+ Spanish 3 B+

Procedure and Dependent Measures. The study was

conducted online, through Qualtrics. Participants were first

told that they would see transcripts of two high school stu-

dents who were attending very good public schools in the

U.S. Participants then answered questions comparing the

two students. The most critical question was their admis-

sions preference: “Suppose you [as a college admissions

officer] are asked to make admission decisions based only

on transcripts, and you must choose between KC and TJ.

Who would you admit?” where the bracketed phrase ap-

peared only with the admissions officer participants. All

participants had to choose between the two students.

Participants also received other questions comparing the

two students. Thirty of these questions are shown in Table 1.

These are 15 pairs of questions, each measuring the construct

listed under “Item Name.” These 15 constructs were selected

by the researchers as potential factors for which variability

in grades may be relevant and may reveal possible reasons

for the participants’ admissions decisions. Within each pair,

there were two versions framed in an opposing way. Re-

sponses to Version 2 were reverse-coded and collapsed with

http://journal.sjdm.org/vol14.6.html
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Table 1: List of questions asked about the hypothetical students. The questions measuring related constructs are in the

same row.

Item Name Version 1 Version 2

Interesting Who do you think is more interesting? Who do you think has a more plain personality?

Attention-grabbing Who grabs your attention more? Who would you give less attention to?

Curious to know Who are you more curious to know about? Who would interest you less?

Passionate Who do you think is more passionate? Who would be less passionate?

Risk-taking Who do you think would take more initiative and

risks?

Who do you think is more risk aversive?

Creative Which student do you think is more creative? Who do you think is less likely to think outside

of the box?

Intellectual Who do you think has greater intellectual

potential?

Who do you think has lower intellectual

potential?

High College GPA Whose GPA do you think would be higher in

college?

Whose GPA do you think would be lower in

college?

Responsible Which student do you think is more responsible? Who do you think is less responsible?

Self-control Who do you think has more self-control? Who do you think has less self-restraint?

Hardworking Who do you think is more hardworking? Who do you think is less diligent?

Impactful Who do you think would be more likely to make

a positive impact in his or her community during

college?

Who do you think would be more likely to

become a passive and unremarkable member of

his or her community during college?

Leadership Who would display stronger leadership? Who would display weaker leadership?

Content Who do you think would be more content with

his or her life?

Who do you think would be less satisfied with

his or her life?

Happy Who do you think would be happier? Who do you think would be less happy?

responses to Version 1 in data analyses. (The correlations

between the two versions for each item were all negative for

both Studies 1 and 2.)

Participants also made predictions about occupations and

income level of these students after college. Three lev-

els of occupations were developed using the Hollingshead

Index (1975)2; (1) Higher Executives, Mid-Large Busi-

ness Owners, Professionals (e.g. chairpersons, govern-

ment officials, lawyers, doctors, chemical engineers, mu-

sicians), (2) Small Business Owners, Technicians, Clerical

and Sales Workers (e.g. deli or laundromat owners, carpen-

ters, electricians, secretaries, dental assistants, salesmen),

(3) Semi-skilled or Unskilled Workers (e.g., bulldozer op-

erators, bus drivers, hairdressers, fishermen, janitors, clean-

2More specifically, level (1) was occupations listed under Scores 8 and

9 in the Hollingshead Index, level (2) was occupations listed under Scores

4-7, and level (3) was occupations listed under Scores 1-3.

ers). Five levels of income were used; Less than $40,000,

$40,000˜$60,000, $60,000˜$100,000, $100,000˜$500,000,

and More than $500,000.3 For each of these levels, par-

ticipants indicated who would be more likely to have those

occupations or make that level of income.

In answering the 30 questions in Table 1 and 7 questions

concerning occupations and income, participants received a

7-point scale as follows;

Definitely KC Definitely TJ

(3) (2) (1) (0) (1) (2) (3)

At the outset, participants learned that selecting “(2)” or

“(1)” immediately to the right of “Definitely KC” (or im-

mediately to the left of “Definitely TJ”) would indicate that

they thought KC (or TJ) still was a better choice, but to a

3The median adjusted annual income with Bachelor’s degree at the time

the study was conducted was around $50,000.
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Table 2: Perception of Whose GPA Was Higher in Study 1. (The numbers show percentages of participants within each

participant group who selected a given option. The numbers in parentheses show percentages of participants who preferred

to admit a homogeneous student given that they selected the option. * shows p<.05 from exact binomial one-tailed tests

testing whether a significantly greater number of participants preferred to admit a homogeneous student than 50%.)

Participant Group Options to the Question on Whose GPA was Higher

Homogeneous had a higher GPA Neither was higher Heterogeneous had a higher GPA

Mturk workers 67.5 (90.6*) 28.6 (61.1) 4.0 (0.0)

Undergraduate Students 43.3 (81.5*) 46.7 (60.0*) 10.0 (20.0)

Admissions officers 46.5 (87.2*) 46.5 (70.2*) 5.9 (66.7)

diminishing extent, and that selecting (0) would indicate no

difference between the two applicants. In analyzing data,

ratings preferring the homogeneous student were subtracted

from 0 with -3 being the maximum preference for the homo-

geneous student.

Each of the 30 questions in Table 1 was presented on a

separate screen page with the transcripts of the two students

displayed at the bottom of each page. The 3 questions on

occupations were presented together on the same page and

so were the 4 questions on income, with the transcripts dis-

played at the bottom. Participants received these 32 pages in

an order randomized for each participant.

After answering all these questions, participants were

asked whose GPA was higher. The transcripts were not

re-presented for this question. Their choices were KC’s,

TJ’s, and “Neither was higher”.

Afterwards, participants received attention checks where

they saw four questions and judged whether they had seen

each during the study. Only two of these were actually

presented. Those who answered incorrectly on two or more

questions were excluded from the data analyses.

In addition to reporting basic demographic information,

admissions officers reported the average GPA, SAT score

(out of 2400, which was more familiar when Study 1 was

conducted), and ACT score of students who are admitted

to their institutions. Quintile ranks for these scores were

averaged to come up with three different categories of the

institutions (High, Medium, and Low). The overall means as

well as means broken down by these categories are reported

in Appendix A.

2.2 Results and Discussion

As illustrated in Figure 2, a significantly greater portion

of participants within each of the three groups preferred

to admit a homogeneous student over a heterogeneous stu-

dent (78.6% for Mturk workers, 65.3% for undergraduate

students, and 77.2% for admissions officers) although their

actual GPAs were the same. Binomial tests against 50%

showed p = 7.4e-11 for Mturk workers, p = .000119 for

Mturk Undergraduate

Students

Admission

Officers

Heterogenous Homogenous

0
2

0
4

0
6

0
8

0
1

0
0

Figure 2: Percentages of the Heterogeneous vs. Homoge-

neous Student Selected to be Admitted by Each Group of

Participants in Study 1

undergraduate students, and p = .00000002 for admissions

officers. Relative risks were 1.57, 1.31, and 1.54, respec-

tively. For admissions officers, this pattern did not depend

on the competitiveness of their own institutions (82.9% in

“High,” 75.0% in “Medium,” and 78.3% in “Low” preferred

the homogeneous student).

As shown in Table 2, many participants thought the GPA

of the homogenous student was higher than that of the het-

erogeneous student (67.5% for Mturk workers, 43.3% for

undergraduate students, and 46.5% for admissions officers).

Nonetheless, even among those who thought that neither

was higher, a majority of the participants still preferred to

admit the homogeneous student (61.1% for Mturk workers,

60.0% for undergraduate students, and 70.2% for admissions

officers).

As shown in Figure 3,4 all three groups of participants

4Different data analysis methods were considered, such as collapsing

ratings after a factor analysis. Unfortunately, different groups of participants

resulted in different patterns of clustering, making comparisons among the

groups difficult. Thus, we chose to report more detailed results without

collapsing the ratings.
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Homogeneous Heterogeneous

High College GPA

Responsible

Hardworking

Self−Control

Leadership

Intellectual

Impactful

Content

Attention−grabbing

Happy

Passionate

Creative

Curious to Know

Interesting

Risk−taking

−1.5 −1.0 −0.5 0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5

Mturk Workers Undergraduate Students Admission officers

Figure 3: Comparative Judgments between the Heteroge-

neous vs. Homogeneous Student on Various Traits Broken

Down by Each Group of Participants in Study 1. (Note: Nega-

tive numbers indicate that the homogeneous student is more

likely to have a given trait, and positive numbers indicate that

the heterogeneous student is more likely to have a given trait.

Error bars show 95% confidence intervals testing the differ-

ence against 0.)

judged that the heterogeneous student was more risk-taking,

interesting, creative, and curiosity-invoking than the homo-

geneous student, while the homogeneous student had greater

self-control, would have a higher GPA in college, and was

more hardworking and responsible. As shown in Figure 4,

the homogeneous student tends to be more strongly associ-

ated with high-level occupations and income, whereas the

heterogeneous student tends to be associated with low-level

occupations and income.

3 Study 2

One possible reason why the heterogeneous student was not

favored for college admissions in Study 1 is that the hetero-

geneous student’s transcript did not offer a coherent picture,

such as a STEM student or a humanities student.5 If the het-

erogeneous student’s transcript more consistently portrays

the student’s passion and talent, the student may be pre-

ferred over the homogeneous student. Thus, in Study 2, one

heterogeneous transcript had the highest grades mostly in

5We thank Reid Hastie and Danny Oppenheimer for making this sug-

gestion.

Homogeneous Heterogeneous

Less than $40,000 income

$40,000−$60,000 income

$60,000−$100,000 income

$100,000−$500,000 income

More than $500,000 income

Low−level occupation

Medium−level occupation

High−level occupation

−1.5 −1.0 −0.5 0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5

Mturk Workers Undergraduate Students Admission officers

Figure 4: Comparative Judgments between the Heteroge-

neous vs. Homogeneous Student on Future Occupations and

Income Broken Down by Each Group of Participants in Study

1. (Negative numbers indicate that the homogeneous stu-

dent is more likely to have a given trait, and positive numbers

indicate that the heterogeneous student is more likely to have

a given trait. Error bars show 95% confidence intervals test-

ing the difference against 0.)

English and History, and the other had highest grades mostly

in Mathematics and Science.

3.1 Methods

The methods were the same as in Study 1 except for the

following. Out of 141, 123, and 2826 participants recruited

through Amazon Mechanical Turk, an Introduction to Psy-

chology course at an Ivy League college, and NACAC, re-

spectively, 119, 113, and 266 remained after exclusions. See

Appendix A for demographic information.

Two new sets of transcripts were developed (see Appendix

B). Set 1’s grades for English and History were A+, A, or A-

with only one B in History, whereas those for Mathematics

and Science ranged from B+ to C+. Set 2’s grades for

Mathematics and Science were A+, A, or A- with only one

B+ in Mathematics, whereas those for English and History

ranged from B to C+.

6Unlike in Study 1 where recruitment was via postcards, NACAC sent

out e-mails to their members with the study link. Although we aimed to

recruit 100 participants as in Study 1, we ended up with a much larger

sample when the online experiment was open only for 20 hours.
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Mturk Undergraduate

Students

Admission

Officers

Heterogenous Homogenous
0

2
0

4
0

6
0

8
0

1
0

0

Figure 5: Percentages of the Heterogeneous vs. Homoge-

neous Student Selected to be Admitted by Each Group of

Participants in Study 2.

3.2 Results and Discussion

As illustrated in Figure 5, a significantly greater portion of

Mturk workers (79.8%) and admissions officers (75.9%) still

preferred to admit a homogeneous student to a heterogeneous

student (all p’s < 3.4e-11 from binomial tests against 50%,

Relative Risk = 1.60 and 1.52, respectively). For admis-

sions officers, this pattern did not depend on the competi-

tiveness of their own institutions (75.2% in “High,” 82.3%

in “Medium,” and 69.3% in “Low” preferred the homoge-

neous student). However, undergraduate students showed

no significant difference between the homogeneous student

(53.1%) and the heterogeneous student (46.0%).

As shown in Table 3, many participants again thought

the GPA of the homogenous student was higher than that of

the heterogeneous student (67.2% for Mturk workers, 41.6%

for undergraduate students, and 42.5% for admissions offi-

cers). As in Study 1, even among those who thought that

neither was higher, a majority of Mturk workers (64.5%)

and Admissions Officers (68.4%) still preferred to admit the

homogeneous student. However, among undergraduate stu-

dents who judged that neither grade was higher, they were

significantly more likely to prefer the heterogeneous student

for admissions.

As in Study 1, all three groups of participants judged that

the homogeneous student had greater self-control, was more

hardworking and responsible, and would have a higher GPA

in college. Yet, consistent with the admissions choices, un-

dergraduate students in Study 2 appear to be positive towards

the heterogeneous student in more traits than Mturk workers

and admissions officers (i.e., interesting, curious to know,

creative, passionate, happy, attention-grabbing, content, im-

pactful, intellectual; see Figure 6). Nonetheless, in all three

groups of participants including undergraduate students, the

Homogeneous Heterogeneous

High College GPA

Responsible

Hardworking

Self−Control

Leadership

Intellectual

Impactful

Content

Attention−grabbing

Happy

Passionate

Creative

Curious to Know

Interesting

Risk−taking

−1.5 −1.0 −0.5 0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5

Mturk Workers Undergraduate Students Admission officers

Figure 6: Comparative Judgments between the Heteroge-

neous vs. Homogeneous Student on Various Traits Broken

Down by Each Group of Participants in Study 2. (Lower num-

bers indicate that the homogeneous student is more likely to

have a given trait, and higher numbers indicate that the het-

erogeneous student is more likely to have a given trait.)

heterogeneous student was judged to be more risk-taking,

and tends to be more likely to be associated with low-level

occupation and income (Figure 7).

4 Study 3

The results so far provided support for the negativity bias

account; negative grades are weighted heavier than positive

grades, making the heterogeneous student less favorable than

the homogeneous student who does not have such negative

grades. In the final experiment, we test a recent theory of

judgments based on the binary bias (Fisher & Keil, 2018) and

also attempt to replicate the current findings using different

procedures and stimuli, while exploring possible individual

differences.

A recent study demonstrated that people impose binary

distinctions (e.g., good or bad) on continuous data (e.g., 1

star, 2 stars, . . . 5 stars; Fisher & Keil, 2018), and this bi-

nary bias can explain the results obtained in Studies 1 and 2.

The grades in the heterogeneous student’s transcripts, which

ranged from C+ to A+ in Studies 1 and 2, may have been

perceived merely as a mix of good and bad grades. In con-

trast, the homogeneous student’s transcripts, which ranged

from B to A+, may have been perceived as consisting of

good grades only. If so, the preference for the homogeneous

student might have been obtained not because of the nega-

http://journal.sjdm.org/vol14.6.html


Judgment and Decision Making, Vol. 14, No. 6, November 2019 Grade variability and admission decisions 703

Table 3: Perception of Whose GPA Was Higher in Study 2. (The numbers show percentages of participants within each

participant group who selected a given option. The numbers in parentheses show percentages of participants who preferred

to admit a homogeneous student given that they selected the option. * shows p<.05 from exact binomial one-tailed tests

testing whether a significantly greater number of participants preferred to admit a homogeneous student than 50%. + shows

p<.05 from a similar binomial test showing the opposite direction.)

Participant Group Options to the Question on Whose GPA was Higher

Homogeneous had a higher GPA Neither was higher Heterogeneous had a higher GPA

Mturk workers 67.2 (90.0*) 26.1 (64.5*) 6.7 (37.5)

Undergraduate Students 41.6 (76.6*) 52.2 (35.6+) 6.2 (42.9)

Admissions officers 42.5 (92.0*) 51.1 (68.4*) 6.4 (29.4)

Homogeneous Heterogeneous

Less than $40,000 income

$40,000−$60,000 income

$60,000−$100,000 income

$100,000−$500,000 income

More than $500,000 income

Low−level occupation

Medium−level occupation

High−level occupation

−1.5 −1.0 −0.5 0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5

Mturk Workers Undergraduate Students Admission officers

Figure 7: Comparative Judgments between the Heteroge-

neous vs. Homogeneous Student on Future Occupations and

Income Broken Down by Each Group of Participants in Study

2. (Lower numbers indicate that the homogeneous student is

more likely to have a given trait, and higher numbers indicate

that the heterogeneous student is more likely to have a given

trait.)

tivity bias but because of the binary bias of dichotomizing

the grades into good and bad grades.

Study 3 tests this possibility using a new set of transcripts

with average GPAs of 2.0, where the homogeneous student’s

transcript ranged from C- to C+ (i.e., all “bad” grades),

while the heterogeneous student’s transcript ranged from F

to A (i.e., a mix of “good” and “bad” grades). If the binary

bias takes place, then people would be more favorable to-

wards the heterogeneous student, who has some good grades.

However, if the negativity bias takes place, the F’s and D’s

in the heterogeneous student’s transcript would be weighed

heavily, overshadowing A’s and B+’s in the same transcript,

and consequently, participants would favor the homogeneous

student.

The second goal of Study 3 was to examine the generaliz-

ability of the preference for the homogeneous student using

a much higher GPA, 4.0, which is more applicable for the

highly selective colleges; perhaps demonstrations of passion

might matter only for highly competent students. Given such

a high GPA, however, it is not possible to insert truly negative

grades (e.g., C-) to create a heterogeneous transcript. Yet,

perhaps even B+ grades may appear relatively negative in the

context of numerous A’s and A+’s, resulting in the negativity

bias. Thus, we used two different heterogeneous transcripts,

one ranging from B+ to A+, and the other ranging from A-

to A+. Each of these heterogeneous students was compared

against a homogeneous student whose grades were almost all

A’s. In evaluating these two sets of transcripts, the admis-

sions officers recruited for Study 3 were restricted to be only

from highly competitive colleges, given that the emphasis

of passion and enthusiasm appears to have been discussed

mainly in the context of such schools.

The third goal of Study 3 was to probe into more details of

the bias towards the homogeneous transcript. Instead of ob-

taining categorical admissions decisions, a continuous scale

was used to assess the strength of the preferences (e.g., defi-

nitely admit X, probably admit X). We also asked participants

reasons for their preferences. Finally, we examined whether

those who perceive less risks in risky behaviors (e.g., taking

some questionable deductions on income tax return) may be

more likely to prefer the heterogeneous student, who was

judged to be more risk-taking as demonstrated in Studies 1

and 2. To do so, we added a domain-specific risk-attitude

scale (Blais & Weber, 2006) at the end of the study. Be-

cause the use of multiple sets of transcripts and additional

dependent measures substantially increased the length of the

experiment, participants in Study 3 were not asked to assess

the hypothetical students on various dimensions through the

30 questions used in Studies 1 and 2.
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4.1 Methods

Participants. Out of 158 participants recruited through

Mturk, 146 remained after exclusion (see below for details

for the exclusion criteria). Appendix A shows demographic

information of these participants. In addition, 11 admissions

officers (mean age = 41.5, mean number of years working as

an admissions officer = 3.6) from highly competitive colleges

participated in the study. According to their self-reports col-

lected at the end of the study, the students who are admitted

to their college on average have a high school GPA of 3.9

(range: 3.8˜4), SAT score of 1518 (range: 1450–1560), and

ACT score of 34.1 (range: 33–35). The admissions officers

were offered a $5 gift certificate from Amazon.com.

Stimuli. Three sets of two transcripts were developed. In

each set, the two transcripts (one homogeneous and the other

heterogeneous) showed grades of high school students dur-

ing grades 9–11 and the average GPA within each set was

equated as in Studies 1 and 2. Unlike in Studies 1 and 2, the

student in each transcript took 6 (rather than 5) courses each

year in order to better equate the overall GPAs between the

homogeneous and heterogeneous transcripts.7 In the “A vs.

A-:A+” set with an overall GPA of 4.00, the homogeneous

transcript displayed all A’s except for one A+ and one A-, and

the heterogeneous transcript displayed 6 A+’s, 6 A’s, and 6

A-’s. In the “A vs. B+:A+” set, the homogeneous transcript

displayed all A’s except for one A+ and one A- (overall GPA

of 4.00), and the heterogeneous transcript displayed 8 A+’s,

6 A’s, 1 A-, , and 3 B+’s (overall GPA of 4.02).8 In the “C

vs. F:A” set with the overall GPA of 2.00, the homogeneous

transcript displayed 6 C+’s, 6 C’s, and 6 C-’s, and the hetero-

geneous transcript displayed 1 A, 2 A-’s, 2 B+’s, 1 B-, 2 C’s,

4 C-’s, 3 D+’s, 1 D-, and 2 F’s. As in Studies 1 and 2, the two

transcripts within each set were presented side-by-side, and

the left/right position of the heterogeneous and the homo-

geneous transcript was counterbalanced across participants.

In referring to the hypothetical students, all different initials

were used for different transcripts.

Procedure. The laypeople participants recruited through

Mturk received all 3 sets of transcripts in an order random-

ized for each participant. As in Studies 1 and 2, they were

asked to imagine themselves as a college admissions officer,

and to decide who they would admit. Unlike in Studies 1

and 2, the participants responded on a 6-point scale, where 3

points were for preferring the homogeneous student in vary-

ing degrees (definitely, very probably, and possibly), and 3

7The two transcripts within each set in Studies 1 and 2 had the same

overall GPAs when rounded to the first decimal, and it was not mathemat-

ically possible to perfectly match the overall GPAs with 5 courses in each

year.

8The GPA of the heterogeneous transcript is slightly higher than that of

the homogeneous transcript, which actually is working against the prediction

that people would prefer the homogeneous transcript.

points were for preferring the heterogeneous student in vary-

ing degrees. In the results reported below, the scores were

coded such that lower scores indicated stronger preference

for the homogeneous student. After making each response,

participants were asked to type in reasons for their responses.

After completing the tasks with all 3 sets of transcripts,

the laypeople participants received an attention check where

they saw a list of 8 subjects (e.g., English 11, Geology), and

decided for each whether they had seen it in the earlier phase

of the study. Those who incorrectly answered on 5 or more

of the courses were excluded from the data analysis.

Then, the participants recruited through Mturk received a

short version of the domain-specific risk-attitude scale (Blais

& Weber, 2006), consisting of 30 items measuring risks

in financial, health/safety, recreational, ethics, and social

domains. Each item described an activity or behavior (e.g.,

“Admitting that your tastes are different from those of a

friend” for the social domain). They were asked to indicate

how risky each described activity or behavior appeared to

them on a 1 (not at all risky) to 7 (extremely risky) scale.

The procedure for the admissions officers was shortened,

as it was expected to be considerably challenging to recruit

admissions officers from highly competitive institutions and

we wished to advertise the study as taking a very short time.

For the admissions officers, only the A vs. A-:A+ set and

the A vs. B+:A+ set were used, given that these participants

would be highly unlikely to admit any of the students in the

C vs. F:A set. They made their admissions decisions on a

6-point scale and typed in the reasons for their decisions.

They did not receive the domain-specific risk-attitude scale.

4.2 Results and Discussion

As summarized in Figure 8, laypeople participants still pre-

ferred the homogeneous student to the heterogeneous stu-

dent for the C vs. F:A set (M = 3.01, SD = 1.47) and the

A vs. B+:A+ set (M = 2.92, SD = 1.65). One-sample t-

tests found significant differences against 3.5 (i.e., mid-point

of the scale) for both sets, t(145) = −4.06 and −4.27, re-

spectively; p’s < .0001. Categorically speaking, 67.8 %

of participants preferred the homogeneous participant given

the C vs. F:A set, and 63.7% of participants preferred the

homogeneous participant given the A vs. B+:A+ set.

These results replicated the preference for the homoge-

neous student over the heterogeneous student with different

ranges of grades. In particular, the results from the C vs. F:A

set counter the predictions of the binary bias account. The

homogeneous students with C-, C, and C+ grades displayed

only “bad” grades whereas the heterogeneous student with

grades ranging from F to A+ displayed some good grades.

Nonetheless, the homogeneous student was still preferred.

For the A vs. A-:A+ set, however, laypeople participants

for the first time significantly preferred the heterogeneous

student (M=3.90, SD = 1.50), as indicated by a one-sample
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Figure 8: Admissions preferences for each set by participants recruited from Mechanical Turk in Study 3. Panel A shows

mean ratings where the lower numbers indicate preference for the homogeneous student and the higher numbers indicate

preference for the heterogeneous student. Error bars show 95% CI. The dotted line shows the mid-point on the scale. Panel

B shows the percentage of participants who preferred the homogeneous student vs. the heterogeneous student as indicated

by the ratings.
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t-test against 3.5, t(145) = 3.20, p < .005. Categorically

speaking, 59.6% of participants preferred the heterogeneous

student. As it is extremely hard to say that A- grades are

“bad”, there probably was no negative value to be over-

weighed. Given the lack of negative features, perhaps the

presence of A+ grades stood out.

Laypeople participants’ reasons for their ratings were cat-

egorized into five types as listed in Table 4. Among those

who preferred the homogeneous student, the most frequent

reason provided for all three sets of stimuli was that the ho-

mogeneous student showed consistency. Among those who

preferred the heterogeneous student, the most frequent rea-

son for the A vs. B+:A+ set and the A vs. A-:A+ set was

that the student had more A+ grades, and that for the C vs.

F:A set was that the student appeared to have more potential,

which probably was inferred because of a few A grades the

heterogeneous student displayed.

The sample size of admissions officers’ data was admit-

tedly very low. In addition to the challenge of recruiting

these participants to begin with, 2 out of 11 admissions offi-

cers refused to make any ratings on their admissions prefer-

ences. Nonetheless, the results were not ambiguous. For the

A vs. B+:A+ set, all but one admissions officers preferred

the homogeneous student, with the mean ratings of 2.22.

Specifically, four definitely preferred the homogeneous stu-

dent, and four probably preferred the homogeneous student.

Even the only admissions officer who gave a rating of 4

(i.e., probably preferring the heterogeneous student) noted

that he/she responded at random because they performed

equally. The reasons provided for preferring the homoge-

neous students were that the homogeneous student showed

consistency (e.g., “PW has a straight A transcript, while SK

has a ‘more A’ than B’s transcript. PW has very consistent

grades,” “While both are very strong, SK’s performance has

always been mixed,” “Well with exactly equivalent rigor, one

student is consistently on the bubble, i.e in the low nineties.

The other student is demonstrating greater proficiency in cer-

tain subjects, with more range among the grades. I like a

safer more stable bet, since no student is drastically pulling

away from the other,” “An A student, no Bs”).

For the A vs. A-:A+ set, however, the admissions offi-

cers were completely split. Only eight participants provided

ratings, and four rated 3 (probably admit the homogeneous

student) and the other four rated 4 (probably admit the hetero-

geneous student). The reasons they provided indicate their

struggle (e.g., “This seems like a real toss-up since I believe

they ultimately have the same GPA and both are all within the

A range,” “Truthfully, both candidates have equally strong

transcripts. . . . the minor distinctions between A-/A/A+

are virtually meaningless”). The only exceptions were one

person who preferred the homogeneous student and noted

consistency as the reason (“ML has extremely consistent

grades. CG has more A+ grades, but also considerably more

A-’s overall”) and another who preferred the heterogeneous

student noting, “More superior A grades than ML”.

Finally, laypeople’s risk attitudes were analyzed to exam-

ine whether those who perceived less risks on various risky

actions and behaviors were more likely to prefer the hetero-

geneous student. Each participant’s risk attitude ratings were

averaged within each of the five domains of risks and cor-

related with their ratings on each of the stimulus set. None

of the correlations reached the significance level after the

Bonferroni correction.9

9The only correlation that reached at least a significant level of p =
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Table 4: Percentages of reasons provided for laypeople’s choices within each group separated by their preferences and the

stimuli sets (Note: Each column sums to 100%.)

Stimulus Set

A vs. A-:A+ A vs. B+:A+ C vs. F:A

Types of Reasons Prefers

Homogeneous

Prefers

Heterogeneous

Prefers

Homogeneous

Prefers

Heterogeneous

Prefers

Homogeneous

Prefers

Heterogeneous

Consistent 57.6% 0.0% 58.1% 1.9% 44.4% 0.0%

Overall grade is higher 11.9% 28.7% 24.7% 17.0% 5.1% 12.8%

Has fewer bad grades 6.8% 0.0% 5.4% 0.0% 33.3% 0.0%

Has more good grades 0.0% 43.7% 2.2% 47.2% 0.0% 21.3%

More potential 1.7% 1.1% 1.1% 5.7% 0.0% 36.2%

Other 22.0% 26.4% 8.6% 28.3% 17.2% 29.8%

To summarize, the preference for the homogeneous stu-

dent was replicated even with different ranges and GPAs.

Facing a comparison between a student whose grades ranged

from C- to C+ and a student whose grades ranged from F

to A, laypeople participants preferred the homogeneous stu-

dent. This result poses a problem for the binary bias account,

given that the heterogeneous student had a few good grades

whereas the homogeneous student had none. In addition,

both laypeople and admissions officers from highly selec-

tive colleges preferred a homogeneous student with mostly

A grades to a heterogeneous student with 3 B+’s despite

both students’ GPAs were 4.0. It was only when the choice

was between two stellar students who did not even have B+

grades that laypeople participants for the first time preferred

the heterogeneous student, although the admissions officers

were highly ambivalent in this case. The verbal reports for

the reasons for the homogeneous students mostly indicated

that consistency was the factor that the participants mostly

preferred the homogeneous students.

5 General Discussion

5.1 Summary of Results

The current study found preferences for a student with less

variable grades over one with more variable grades. The

finding was replicated across different participant popula-

tions (laypeople, undergraduate students, and admissions

officers), different degrees of variability of grades, and dif-

ferent GPAs. For instance, Study 3 found that even when

both students’ GPAs were 4.0, the heterogeneous student

.05 was the correlation between risk attitudes in the social domain (e.g.,

“Choosing a career that you truly enjoy over a more secure one,” “Speaking

your mind about an unpopular issue in a meeting at work”) and the ratings

on C vs. F:A set, but the correlation was in the opposite direction, r(146) =

0.22.

with only 3 B+’s was favored less than the homogeneous

student whose lowest grade was an A-.

There were a few exceptions to the preference for the

homogeneous student. In Study 2, undergraduate students

attending a highly competitive college exhibited no signifi-

cant preference between the students when the heterogeneous

student’s transcript offered a coherent picture, presumably

because these students had been repeatedly told about the

importance of demonstrating passion. Interestingly, how-

ever, the admissions officers did not appear to endorse the

same view even in this case. Furthermore, even when the

heterogeneous transcript was coherent, all participants, in-

cluding undergraduate students, judged that the student with

the more homogeneous transcript would be more successful

after college, with higher levels of income and occupations.

Another exception was obtained in Study 3 when both

transcripts contained no grades below an A-. It was only

when the heterogeneous student’s transcript ranged from A-

to A+ that the laypeople participants significantly preferred

the heterogeneous student, and the admissions officers be-

came indifferent.

5.2 Theoretical Analyses

Earlier we discussed various reasons why people may prefer

the homogeneous student, and the current results are gener-

ally in line with those reasons. People judged the student

with heterogeneous grades to be more risk-taking, less hard-

working, less self-disciplined, and less responsible than the

student with homogeneous grades. Consistency was the most

frequently mentioned reason for preferring the homogeneous

student. Thus, it appears that when making choices requiring

long-term perspectives such as college admissions, people

seem to prefer a more reliable student. This preference ap-

pears to outweigh other positive traits of the heterogeneous

student, such as interestingness.
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The current results also demonstrated the negativity bias

even when making judgments on competence. As discussed

earlier, previous studies (e.g., Reeder, et al., 1977; Skowron-

ski, et al., 1987) found that when judging others’ compe-

tency, people weigh positive information more than negative

information. If that were the case, a heterogeneous stu-

dent with more positive grades than a homogeneous student

would have been reliably preferred. Yet, the positivity bias

might occur only when positive events are more diagnostic

than negative events. Positive grades in typical high school

transcripts in this age, however, may not be unequivocally

diagnostic of true competency for various reasons. Due to

grade inflation (Buckley, Letukas & Wildavsky, 2018), high

grades can be thought of as being due to factors other than

the student’s competency (e.g., generous teacher, easier ex-

ams). Moreover, typical high schools do not offer extremely

challenging courses (e.g., atomic physics) which can be di-

agnostic of exceptional brilliance. Within the bounds of

these real-life constraints, we found that the positivity bias

in competence judgments found in earlier studies does not

generalize to judgments involving high school transcripts.

Instead, the current study extended the scope of the negativ-

ity bias. It occurs even in a domain where the negative values

could be exonerated as the cost of pursuing one’s passion:

even admissions officers appear to have difficulty ignoring

extremely low grades despite the presence of extremely high

grades.

The current study also examined a recent theory of infor-

mation integration based on the binary bias, which postulates

that people tend to simplify continuous values into categor-

ical ones (good or bad). Although Fisher and Keil (2018)

demonstrated robustness of this bias across various domains,

formats, and procedures, we failed to find the support for the

binary bias when participants were presented with a choice

between a student with only bad grades (C’s) and a student

with a mixture of good and bad grades (A to F); our partic-

ipants still did not prefer the heterogeneous student despite

the presence of good grades.

One possible reason why the binary bias was not observed

in the current domain is that the values (i.e., grades) are

attributes of a single person, rather than attributes obtained

from different entities as in Fisher and Keil (2018). For in-

stance, participants in their study judged how much a new

medication changed feelings of hunger after observing data

generated by different scientists. As discussed earlier, how-

ever, mixed data generated by the same agent may make

evaluators question the consistency and reliability of the

agent. For instance, if a single lab had produced mixed

results concerning the new medication, people may question

the reliability of the lab. Indeed, our participants judged that

the heterogeneous student appeared less reliable and they

also listed consistency as the main reason for preferring the

homogeneous student.

It is also interesting to note that the homogeneous pref-

erence found in the current study appears to contradict the

reason-based choices (Shafir, 1993). For instance, partici-

pants were presented with a custody decision scenario in-

volving two parents: a heterogeneous parent with both good

and bad features, and a homogeneous parent with only neu-

tral features. When participants were asked to whom they

would award custody of the child, the majority chose the

heterogeneous parent, but when asked to whom they would

deny custody, the majority also chose the heterogeneous par-

ent. The explanation offered is that people want to have

reasons for their choices and the heterogeneous parent offers

reasons to award (i.e., positive features) and to deny (i.e.,

negative features). In the current study, participants were

always asked which student they would admit, and thus,

according to the reason-based choice account, the heteroge-

neous student which had more positive grades should have

been selected. The college admissions situations, however,

may be special in that even when people are asked whom they

would admit, they may automatically think about whom they

would reject. If both the positive and negative framing of

the choice situation are highly salient in the evaluator’s mind,

the reason-based choice is unlikely to occur.

5.3 Limitations

Needless to say, more studies are needed before advising

high-schoolers that, to increase their chance of getting ad-

mitted to colleges, they should spread their resources across

all classes to even out their grades rather than focusing on

a few subjects. One obvious limitation of the current study

is that only transcripts were used as stimuli, and additional

background information of a student (e.g., extracurricular

activities) may be more effective with variable grades than

homogeneous moderate grades. Additionally, in the actual

college admissions processes, only a primary reader may

review the details of the transcripts, and the committee pro-

ceeds with the summary of academic ratings provided by

the primary reader. In this case, our finding would have

implications only for the primary readers’ evaluations.

It is also unclear what type of evaluators prefers a student

with heterogeneous grades. Although the results were fairly

consistent across the studies and various populations, there

were non-negligible proportions of people who preferred the

heterogeneous student. Our exploratory attempt in Study 3

failed to find that those people are the ones who tend to per-

ceive risky actions less risky. Nonetheless, future research

can examine what type of people prefer heterogeneous peo-

ple to better understand the reasons for the bias revealed in

this study.

A related issue is a question of under what circumstances

people prefer a homogeneous person. One possibility is that

the current finding is limited to choices requiring long-term

perspectives. Another possibility, which was already dis-
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cussed and was suggested by the current findings, is that the

preference for a homogeneous person may be limited only

to a case where there are negative features (in both an abso-

lute and relative sense). Thus, when the range of variability

is highly restricted, people may not favor a homogeneous

person any more.

Finally, the current findings have limited implications for

general theories of judgments and decision making because

we restricted the stimuli and tasks to be applicable as a study

of the effects of variabilities in grades on simulated college

admissions decisions. There are likely to be different choice

situations where the evaluator may have specific goals that

can lead to preferences for a heterogeneous option. For

instance, college admissions require long-term perspectives

involving not only the 4 years in a college but also the career

after graduation, but if the choice situation involves a one-

shot event, a heterogeneous option may be favored.10
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Appendix A. Demographic Information

A-1. Demographic information of Mturk workers.

Study 1 Study 2 Study 3

Gender

Female 39.7% 42.4% 50.0%

Male 58.7% 58.5% 50.0%

Age

Median 29.5 32 30

Range 19–69 20–68 18-63

Education

high school graduate 6.4% 10.2% 6.2%

some college credit, no

degree

24.3% 21.2% 22.6%

trade/technical/vocational

training

11.4% 4.2% 8.2%

bachelor’s degree 39.3% 50.0% 43.8%

master’s degree 5.0% 9.3% 15.1%

professional degree 1.4% 1.7% 0.7%

doctorate degree 2.1% 0.8% 2.1%

A-2. Demographic information of undergraduate students.

Study 1 Study 2

Gender Female 57.3% 53.1%

Male 36.0% 43.4%

Age Median 19 19

Range 18–22 18–24

A-3. Demographic information of admissions officer partici-

pants.

Study 1 Study 2

Gender

Female 54.5% 54.9%

Male 42.6% 42.5%

Age

Median 32 34

Range 20–68 22–72

Education

bachelor’s degree 36.6% 33.5%

master’s degree 55.4% 56.8%

professional degree 2.0% 1.1%

doctorate degree 5.0% 7.9%

Years working as an admissions officer

less than 1 1.0% 1.1%

1–3 29.7% 18.4%

4–10 40.6% 36.8%

10–20 22.8% 30.5%

more than 20 5.0% 13.2%

GPA (Mean;

Min–Max)

3.3 (2.4–4) 3.5 (2–4)

SAT (Mean;

Min–Max)

1585 (800–2250)

/ 2400

1225 (400–1590)

/ 1600

ACT out of 36

(Mean; Min–Max)

24 (15–34) 26 (16–35)

Mean GPA by Group*

Low 3.0 3.0

Medium 3.4 3.5

High 3.7 3.8

Mean SAT by Group*

Low 1288 / 2400 1010 / 1600

Medium 1565 / 2400 1208 / 1600

High 1958 / 2400 1386 / 1600

Mean ACT by Group*

Low 20 21

Medium 24 25

High 29 31

See the main text for explanations for how the groups

were categorized.
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Appendix B: Transcript Stimuli Used

in the Studies

The transcripts were labeled with hypothetical students’ ini-

tials, and participants did not see the labels “Heterogeneous

transcript” or “Homogeneous transcript”.

Study 1 Transcript Stimuli Set 2

Heterogeneous transcript Homogeneous transcript

Grade 9 Grade 9

English 9 C+ English 9 B

Algebra 1 A Algebra 1 B+

World History 1 B World History 1 A-

Biology A+ Biology B

Spanish 1 A Spanish 1 B+

Grade 10 Grade 10

English 10 B- English 10 A-

Geometry A+ Geometry A

World History 2 B- World History 2 B+

Chemistry A Chemistry B

Spanish 2 B+ Spanish 2 B+

Grade 11 Grade 11

English 11 C+ English 11 A-

Algebra 2 A+ Algebra 2 B+

US History B US History B+

Physics B+ Physics A-

Spanish 3 A- Spanish 3 B+

Study 2 Transcript Stimuli Set 1

Heterogeneous Transcript Homogeneous Transcript

Grade 9 Grade 9

English 9 A+ English 9 A-

Algebra 1 B- Algebra 1 B

World History 1 A- World History 1 B+

Biology C+ Biology B+

Spanish 1 B+ Spanish 1 A-

Grade 10 Grade 10

English 10 A+ English 10 A

Geometry B+ Geometry A-

World History 2 A World History 2 B+

Chemistry C+ Chemistry B+

Spanish 2 A Spanish 2 B

Grade 11 Grade 11

English 11 A English 11 A-

Algebra 2 B+ Algebra 2 B

US History B US History A-

Physics C+ Physics B

Spanish 3 A+ Spanish 3 B+

Study 2 transcript stimuli Set 2

Heterogeneous Transcript Homogeneous Transcript

Grade 9 Grade 9

English 9 B English 9 B

Algebra 1 A Algebra 1 B+

World History 1 C+ World History 1 A-

Biology A+ Biology B

Spanish 1 A Spanish 1 B+

Grade 10 Grade 10

English 10 B- English 10 A-

Geometry A+ Geometry A-

World History 2 B- World History 2 B+

Chemistry A Chemistry B

Spanish 2 B Spanish 2 B+

Grade 11 Grade 11

English 11 B English 11 B+

Algebra 2 B+ Algebra 2 A-

US History C+ US History A-

Physics A+ Physics A-

Spanish 3 A- Spanish 3 B+
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