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ABSTRACT

During 1980-82, five studies of holistic writing assessment pro-
cedures were conducted in several,school districts in northern California.
These studies sponsored by the Bay Area Writing Project under a grant from
the National Institute of Education examine interactive relationships of
the participants, processes, and products of writing assessment episodes.
The first study examines practices in designing writing test prompts and
presents a report of these practices that was reviewed by a panel of
teachers, researchers, and professional test makers. This study also
reviews the literature from major fields related to the testing of writing.
The second study investigates the effects of variation in the specifica-
tion of audience in a writing test prompt upon holistic score. A second
part of this study examines rater response to the anchor papers used in
training three groups of raters for scoring. The third study investigates
writing task and response variables which potentially result in discrep-
ancies in holistic scores, and validates an analysis system for studying
the relationships between assessment prompts, written products, and holis-
tic scores. The second part of the third study summarizes data collected
on the performance elicited on eight prompts in a county-wide writing
assessment. The fourth study investigates differences in expectations
among participants in a writing test episode, and includes an analysis
of characteristics of a prompt which influence variations in interpreta- .

tion. The fifth study investigates holistic assessme* as a longitudinal
measure of student growth, focussing on aspects of performance variation
over time. A discourse typology is developed and applied in an analysis
of performance variation on annual assessment fopics over a period of five
years.
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PROPERTIES OF WRITING TASKS:

A STUDY OF ALtERNATIVE PROCEDURES FOR

HOLISTIC WRITING ASSESSMENT

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Leo Ruth, Project Director

Background and Rationale

Evaluation is an essential step in the process of in-
struction and in determining the accomplishments of school
programs. The evaluation model being refined in the Bay Area
Writing Project's study of writing amessment is the so-called
"holistic" approach to appraisal of elite writing samples
produced in response to given prompts. Holistic assessments
test writing by calling for a student to produce an actual
sample of writing, which later is read and rated according to
systematic procedures variously derived. The rapid growth of
this style of writing assessment has, however, outstripped
knowledge of how components of the model interact. Needed
is a comprehensive study of interactions between writing task,
student response, and reader's rating in the course of making
a holistic writing assessment.

Often the first question asked when evaluators embark on
a holistic assessment is "What topic should we use and how
should we word it?" The writing task, whatever its nature,
serves as the prompt or the stimulus for the writing_perfor-
mance evoked. Inasmuch as the prompt stands in dynamic rela-
tion to the piece of writing it initiates, evaluators pre-
sumably would desire to know how particular properties of
prompts might affect the performance of writers in both
intended and unintended ways. Yet surveys of relevant litera-
ture reveal surprisingly little theory or data regarding the
properties of writing prompts.

Given the long history of the use of written examinations
in this country, one might expect to find a body of knowledge
drawn from theory, research, and practice which guides the
design of the prompts (topics, tasks, assignments, exercises,
questions, instructions, visual stimuli) used to elicit
specimens of writing for purposes of evaluation. Yet, the
search of the literature presented in Chapter 1 reveals that
relatively few details are yet available from educational or
psychometric research against which one might check current
practice in designing writing assessment prompts. Various
researcher& in the field of writing have noted this particular
gap in the available research on writing assessment (Odell,

1
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Cooper, and Courts, 1978; Odell, 1979; Greenberg, 1981;
Hoetker, 1981).

Psychometrics, for examile, has dealt with a restricted
range of concerns in relation to developing writing prompts.
Textbooks on measurement commonly deal with test construction,
but their focus tends to be more on the technology and metho-
dology of measurement than on the analysis of substantive
properties of the essay questions that comprise writing tests.
Psychometrics provides methods of applying statistical
approaches to the appraisal of the "behavior" of writing
prompts or objective test items during field trials and actual
test administrations. But psychometrics does not offer
guidance beyond the most general sorts of principlen for
actually designing and wording the writing tasks.

Through the agency of a "field trial," psychometrics
provides a self-evaluative procedure for eliminating faulty
essay questions or other test items, but psychometrics does
not have empirically derived analytic methods for determing
what has gone wrong in framing the essay question (Payne and
McMorris, 1967). The essay questions that survive the field
trial are presumed to be "meaningful" to the larger population
to be tested. Though psychometrics strives to be scientific,
the procedures used to construct and validate essay questions
are essentially subjective and scientifically crude in the
sense that there is no theory of information processing or of
cognition underlying the design of writing tasks.

Standardized testing procedures pre-suppose that the
examiner and the student writer share a common language and
uniform interpretations of tasks. Yet, Mellon, for example,
in his discussion of the first National Assessment of Educa-
tional Progress Writing Assessment commented on the difficulties
of the NAEP assessors in formulating writing topics (even with
the help of experienced personnel from the Educational Testing
Service). Mellon wondered why a seemingly straightforward
topic like "Going to School" produced, on the part of some
writers, such mundane accounts of scenes along the way, while
it elicited descriptions of fantasy occurences in others. This
is only one example selected from many that clearly indicates
particular topics do not guarantee the activation of particular
levels of thought and forms of discourse. The function of a
writing task as a stimulus event cannot be understood until the
examiner determines how constraints of language use and
interpretation are operating in the writing assessment situation.

Despite the fact that researchers in educational measure-
ment have acknowledged question-wording effects (French, 1966;
Coffman, 1971), the larger theoretical issues of essay task
wording and typology have seldom been addressed. There has
been little research to determine the frequency, magnitude, or
underlying nature of essay task-wording effects. Wording
effects have tended to be treated anecdotally or incidentally

2



in the context of other objectives of writing measurement study.
(For example, see anecdotal treatments of wording effects in
Godshalk, Swineford, and Coffman, 1966; Winters, 1980; Smith,
1980; Lloyd-Jones, 1977; Michigan Survey Research Center
Interviewer Manual, 1969, etc.) Current procedures for "item
analysis" do not lead to "analysis" of the linguistic proper-
ties inside the texts of essay questions which might affect
their interpretations by the persons responding to them. Sax
acknowledges that the procedures called "item analysis" are
such that "unfortunately [they] cannot reveal if ambiguity
results from the students' lack of knowledge or from poorly
written items" (1974, p. 233).

There are, however, two other sources that promise useful
information to guide the development of writing prompts.
These sourses are discourse theory and practitioner knowledge.
Discourse theory, which deals with the development of full
texts in speech and writing (Kinneavy's definition, 1971),
does provide a source of knowledge that influences the design
of writing assignments for both instructional and testing
occasions. Discourse theory, with roots reaching back to
antiquity, attempts to describe the varieties of discourse
and the elements which contribute to the making of texts,
spoken and written. Various schools of thought have emphasized
one or another element such as the writer, the subject, or the
or the audience, either individually or taken together. A
fourth element, function (also called purpose or aim) arises
from the interaction of writer, subject, and audience. Related
to all of these is the concept of form (also called mode or
genre). The basic problem ind dealing with this field is the
very richness of the area and the problems attendant upon
selecting from among competing theories. These various dis-
course theories provide the categories of forms and functions
of writing that frequently turn up as specifications and
constraints in writing prompts.

Practitioner knowledge tends to be undervalued: It has
neither the status of theory nor of empirically tested know-
ledge. Yet practitioner knowledge develops through a con-
tinuing involvement in the unique and particular experiences
of the profession. This practical knowledge may denote a
high level of competence, but it remains essentially an indi-
vidual theory of practice so long as it remains private. How-
ever, some of the privately-held theories of practice eventually
"go public" through textbooks, curricula, and other media. Once
public, these works are subject to critical processes which
may lead to their verification, validation, and refinement.
Thus, in time, there develops a form of theory that might be
called "a theory of idealized practice." This source offers
knowledge to use in developing normative "rules" that may be
recommended on the basis of successful practice for designing
prompts. The practical wisdom available from the experience
of professionals in topic writing needs to be collected, sorted,
appraised, and used to formulate propositions to guide the

3



desIgn of writing test prompts.

There are indications in the literature that researchers,
evaluators, and teachers are not sufficiently aware of the
nature and range of task effect upon writer performance.
Bereiter, Scardamalia, and Bracewell have noted:

Developmental research in writing has generally
proceeded by assuming that the task was construed
the same by all subjects and therefrom inferring
differences in competence. But this is quite an
inadequate way of going after any deep understanding
of cognitive development in writing (1979, p. 5,
as quoted in Polin, 1980, p. 8).

Local school assessors often provide an all-purpose essay
topic and generalize broadly from the student's response to
this single measure to predict performance on any writing
occasion, assuming that "good writing" is a unitary construct,
not subject to differences in topic and purpose. Similarly,
some schools offer topics intended to stimulate exposition
or argument but which instead measure tht writer's general
knowle,;ge rather than his/her capacity to mount an argument
or sustain a piece of exposition.

In addition, many testers insist that "audience should be
specified, "but they fail to make distinctions about what kinds
of audience. A California writing assessment once specified
audience as follows: "Write a letter to your pen-pal." But a
study by Marion Crowhurst (RTE, 1978) found that students pro-
duce more sophisticated and complex syntax when writing for a
teacher or general reader than when writing for a peer. If
testers want to evaluate maturity of syntax, then a prompt
which specifies an unsophisticated audience is counterproductive.

The writing stimulus, whatever its nature, is a spring-
board. Researchers and assessors must not lose sight of the
linguistic, cognitive, and social reverberations it may set off
in the writer. Yet, as far as we can determine, there are a
number of interactions between writing stimulus and writers
that have not yet been explored. At issue is the nature of the
interaction between the topic and any accompanying instructions
(written or verbal) and what these may "prompt" a writer to
produce. Since it is known that choice of topic with instruc-
tions can affect the performance of the writer, how do we know
whether the prompt given is actually causing the student to
perform either typically or as well as he actually is able to
perform in the areas we would like to assess?

There are, then, potential sources of invalidity in the
conduct of holistic assessment at the point of interpreting
the writing task and in the reading of the writing samples
produced. There is a potential for possible miscommunication
in the writer's interpretation of and response to the writing
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problem set in a holistic writing assessment. These are the
issues that have been addressed in a series of inter-related
research studies presented in the following report. The
several studies provide data, theory, and recommendations for'
practice that will enable the authors of writing assessment
prompts to understand more exactly the nature of cues and
constraints within the prompts and how these Ilements affect
the performance of students writing the papers and the
judgments of evaluators reading the papers. The data and
recommendations from these studies are expected to have
significant implications for practices in the generating of
prompts intended to initiate the display of competence in
writing assessments.

The Research Problem

The principal research purpose governing the work of all
dimensions of this NIE/BAWP Writing Assessment Project is to
increase our knowledge of the properties of writing test
prompts and the compositions they initiate in holistic writing
assessments. There is considerable evidence to enable us to--
conclude that particular prompts do not perform as uniform
stimuli across populations on various testing occasions to
activate expected levels of thought and forms of discourse.
This investigation asks the questions:

1. What elements in the content and structure
of writing test prompts influence the
production of compositions during writing
assessments?

2. What makes a prompt "good" for eliciting
writing samples to be rated under conditions
of "holistic scoring" procedures?

3. How are "good" writing prompts generated and
tested systematically?

4. What changes occur in maturing students'
responses to writing prompts in successive
annual assessments, and what do these changes
reveal about how we should be assessing
developing abilities in writing?

5. What sources of knowledge do we have to guide
current practice in designing effective
writing prompts?

The several chapters of this report address these basic
research questions.
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Description of the Research

Theotetical Grounding of the Research. Writing research
has only recently emerged as a distinct field of inquiry. As
an interdisciplinary field it draws from branches of linguistics,
psychology, anthropology, education, cognitive science, social
science, and literary study. It would be difficult to trace in
this summary of our report all the crossings of discipline
boundaries undertaken within each of the five studies presented
here. But the particular significance of One theoretical field
is clear: we noted in our research proposal that the act of
writing begins with an act of reading comprehension as the
writer encounters the text of a prompt. Given our observation
of the variability of interpretations of writing tasks, we were
drawn to the constructivist theories of reading which we began
to adapt into an evolving constructivist model of writing task
comprehension.

Our conception of the nature of reading comprehension has
been changing within the last few years as a result of theoreti-
cal and experimental work in fields such as psycholinguistics,
cognitive psychology, artificial intelligence and other disci-
plines. An increasing number of studies in these fields have
given attention to comprehension and memory, both considered
as constructive processes. The "constructivist" position
considers comprehension to be a complex process which depends
on world knowledge, and intra-sentence content, as well as
inter-sentence context. The constructive process feeds on the
interaction of information presented through text structures,
the context of that information, and the existing knowledge
framework of the reader. Reading, in effect, is a specific
application of general cognitive processing skills and
strategies.

Our study of properties of prompts is based upom analyses
which propose a constructivist theory of writing task inter-
pretation. Writers choose rather freely kmong cues embedded
in the prompt, both honoring and ignoring elements which may
enable the writer, with varying degrees of success, to match
the test-maker's intention and expectation. The meaning
potential of a given prompt is thus relative to the linguistic,
cognitive, and social reverberations set off in the writer.
This theory draws on schema-based theories of information
processing and socially-based theories of communicative
competence. This theory of the nature of the prompt shows
how particular properties of topics--ideational, interpersonal,
and textual aspects--function simultaneously in the assessment
episode in shaping the written responses that are formed to
meet the perceived requirements of the topic.

The constructivist theory of task meaning being developed
here has significance for generating prompts for holistic
writing assessments. The problem is not one of simply forming
"better" prompts but of understanding how a host of properties
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may influence what a writer "makes" of any prompt given to
him to initiate his display of writing competence: the same
prompt put to two different people may not be perceived as
the same prompt. The properties of tasks and what theyelicit
in writing performances are contingent upon the language of
the prompt, the world knowledge of the participating writers,
and the social roles of the participants in the "speech event"
of a writing episode.

The Model of the Writing Assessment Episode. In thinking
through our strattgies for approaching our research questions,
we found it usefur to keep in mind the simple visual model of
an assessment episode as depicted below. There are varying
degrees of abstraction and formalization in the construction
of models. Some achieve the strength of predictive models of
explanations of scientific phenomena. We created ours, howd-
ever, as a scheme for consolidating and ordering the concepts
we wanted to keep in mind. For a model makes knowledge
accessible for display, manipulation, and interpretation. As
a manageable representation of entities in the real world that_
it represents, a model becomes a useful guide for making
interpretations and decisions about the real world it repre-
sents. In this case, we wanted to keep in mind the unity of
the assessment event and the interactive relationships of the
participants, processes, and products that comprise it. So,
early in the project we began with a much simplifier version
of the model now presented here. This version is still
labeled "tenative," indicating that it invites further
modification. Essentially, there are three basic processes
depicted in our model that we sought to understand (see following
page).

1. THE PROCESS OF DESIGNING THE PROMPT. What goes
on in the test-maker's mind during the construc-
tion of a prompt? What wording choices does-the
tester make toconvey accurately his/her inten-
tions? How does the writer of the prompt make
decisions relating to rhetorical specifications
of mode, role, audience, purpose? What assump-
tion about world knowledge and cognitive
developmental level of the writer does the
test-maker hold?

2. THE PROCESS OF PERFORMING/COMPOSING. What does
the student writer understand his/her task to be?
Which'of the tester's cues and constraints does
the student writer recognize, understand, and use?
Given the writer's interpretation of the task,
how does he/she go about accomplishing it?

3. THE PROCESS OF RATING. What does the evaluator
understand the intention of the prompt to be?
How does the evaluator interpret the intention
of the writer in relation to the evaluator's own
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I.

perception of the task? How do the evaluators'
biases--preferred discourse model, notion of
the relevance or'irrelevance of lower order
scribal ikills, preferences for displays of
creativity, originality, reasoning or the
lack of these, opinions and knowledge of'the
world--enter into Ole,assigning of quality
ratings?

The Principal Studies

Ths principal studies of the NIE funded Bay Area Writing
Assessment Project are listed below:

1. Designing prompts for holistic writing, assessments:
Knowledge from theory, research and practice, by
Leo Ruth and Catharine Keech

2. Effects of variation in,a writing teat prompt upon
holist,ic score and other facturs, by Catharine
Keech, Don Leu, Sandra Murphy,. and Charles Kinzer

3. Beyond the field test of writing prompts: a
preliminary investigation of the nature of response
variation to selected field-tested ptompts, by
Charles Kinzer and Sandra Murphy

4. A study of the construction of the meanings of a
writing prompt by its authors, the student writers,
and the raters by Sandra Murphy, Karen Carroll,
Charles Kirizef, and Ann Robyns

5. Holistic assessment as longitudinal measure of
student growth: Interpreting seUdent task
constructions, by Catharine Keech and Elissa Warantz
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HIGHLIGHTS Oy THE STUDIES

PROPERTIES OF WRITING TASKS IN HOLISTIC WRITING ASSESSMENTS

STUDY 1. DESIGNING PROMPTS FOR HOLISTIC WRITING ASSESSMENTS:
KNOWLEDGE FROM THEORY, 'RESEARCH AND FRACTICE

Part I: Sources of Knowledge for Designing Writing
Test Prompts

Leo Ruth

A. Tbe Problem

1. What zources of knowledge do we have to guide current
practice in designing effeetive writing prompts:

2. What makes a prompt "good" for eliciting writing samples
to be rated under conditions of "holistic scoring?"

3. How are "good" writing prompts generated and tested
systematically?

B. Outcomes

1. Five principal sources of knowledge were studied:

a. Psychometrics
b. Professional,. wisdom
c. Discourse theory
d. Writing research
e. Selected Practices

2. The selected practices were reviewed in draft form by
a panel of teachers, researchers, and professional
tesi-makers.

3. The report on practice, revised in the light of
critifc-reviewers' recommendations appears as
Part I of this study.

4. Ideas from the other four principal sources of
knowledfe about writing test prompts are summarized
in four guides beginning at the end of Part I, Chap. 1.

a. The Philosophy of the Writtng Assignment for
Assessment

b. gkidelines for Zeveloping Prompts for Writing
Assessment

c. A Tentative Schema of-Writing Tasks'for the
DevelopMent of Assessment Prompts

d. Schema for Task Analysis of Prompts

C. Issues and Recommendations

1. The manipulation of variables is problematic in
-experimental research. The notion of the introduction
of a va.riable" into a prompt presupposes that it is
perceived as something significant.

10



2. There is currently no'well-established rationa1,
rule-governed procedure for generation of writing
test prompts. We need to discover and test systematic
and theoretically sound rules which enable us to
design appropriate prompts for given tesx-writer-
task occasions. But we need to be wary of going so
far that we turn the prompt development process into
a "paint-by-numbers" approach.

3. There are a number of text characteristics that might
be taken into account:

a. Text length
b. Density of information
c. Density of new information
d. Density of arguments in propositions
e. Capacity to inspire interest
f. Cohesive features'
g. Presence or absence of information

4. Prompts need also to be examined for the cognitive
demands they make:

a. Language production requirements
b. Presupposed genre knowledge
c. Memory and retrieval requirements
ct. Reasoning requirements
e. Explicitness of task demands and potential for'

recognition
f. Developmental factors in interpretation
g. Motivational potential
h. Presupposed world knowledge

5. Field trials are essential, but neci.steps need to be
taken. Instead of merely deiteloping statistical
indexes of difficulty, we need to go beyondtthe trial
to conduct task analyses and find out why writers
responded the way they did.

6. Raters and evaluators need to recogniee a range of
allowable variation in the writer's i'iterpretation
and response to the prompt.

7. Implications for teaching include:
:tt

a. Teaching students how to "yead" a. writing test prompt:
r-how to separate out task components
--how to read for intention, implication

b.Teaching students strategies for managing constraints
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c. Understanding the distinctions between "real"
writing, "school" writing, and "test" writing

d. Understanding that the process of writirig under
time constraints in a test situation is different
from natural processes of writing.

e. Teaching students how to achieve flexibility in
the range of roles they can assume and audiences
they can address.

12



Part II: Practices in Designing Writing Test
Prompts: Analysis and Recommendations

Catharine Keech

A. The Problem

1. How should students be asked to write and what should
they be asked to write about if we wish to measure
their real writing abilities?

2. What basic principles guide professional test-makers
in a4swering the first question?

\\
B. Out,comes

1. The entire report constitutes the outcome of the study.
What follow are only a few of the interesting findings.

Selection of the Subject (and Problems of Prior
Knowledge)

a. Topics that encourage introspective or autobio-
graphical writing by drawing on personal experience
are both motivational and intentional.

b. "Choosing interesting topics and exprestsing them
simply will ensure that most students can find
something meaningful to say in their writing."

c. Content specifications can "cue" students to see
the full potential of the topic, explain the writer's
options, and/or clarify the tester's expectations.
However, there are two dangers of elaborate cuing:
1. Poor readers may be put off by the sheer amount

of text; and
2. Students could mistake the cuing as "commands"

rather than as "suggestions."

d. Hypothetical situations (asking students to imagine,
pretend, or wish) make good subjects for writing;
however, the need to use the conditional or sub-
junctive verb phrases can present problems for
some students.

e. Problems relating to differences in prior knowledge
among students can be avoided by providing a body
of relevant texts or a literary passage to be com-
mented on or argued from.

3
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f. Controversial issues can.provide especially
appropriate topics for tests of persuasive writing.
But "controversial topics can create special
problems for holistic assessors if the subject
arouses strong biases in both student-writers and
teacher-readers" because readers can be distracted
from the task of evaluating writing ability by
the nature of the written content.

C. Issues and Recommendations

The report is filled with many recommendations and discusses
many issues. Only a small sample of these is provided here.

1. The "describe trap" can be avoided by substituting
the instruction, "Tell about."

2. Instructions are useful, but too many--i.e., overprompt-
ing--can become constraints.

3. A very helpful constraint in instructions is a suggestion
to focus on one aspect of a larger topic.

4. The "special conventions trap" can result in student
misunderstanding of the intent of the assessment--

is knowledge'of the particular convention
being tested as well as the overall ability to write--
and too much attention gets paid to the formal aspects
(e.g., the business letter) rather than to the production
of a good piece of writing.

5. The "pick-a-form trap" may seem free, but teacher-
raters often have preferred forms that get rewarded,
while other forms are penalized.

6. Specifying number of works, sentences, paragraphs
is an unnecessary--and usually misunderstood--constraint
that does not qualify as helpful instructions. Such
specification inhibits fluency, and emphasizes minimum
rather than optimal performance. .

7. Specifying audience may,be useful in some testing
situations, but can cause problems in others. Merely
mentioning an audience is not sufficient. "When
audience is specified in a writing task that provides
a full rhetorical context and a clear purpose for
writing, the effect is to produce a more realistic
writing problem."

8. Avoid hidden biases and loadedwore and phrases.
Students.sensing.the bias may wrtie from their conception .

of wWat the te'st-ma4r believes, rather than from their
own perceptiont and opinions.

3,,,
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STUDY 2. EFFECTS OF VARIATION IN A WRITING TEST PROMPT
UPON HOLISTIC SCORE AND OTHER FACTORS

Part I: Effects of Two Versions of a Writing
Prompt Upon Holistic Score and Writing
Processes

Don Leu, Catharine Keech, Sandra Murphy,
and Charles Kinzer

A. The Problem

1. The purpose of this study was "to investigate
effects of variation in the specification of
audience on a timed writing test..." The study
involved 114 high school students, grades 10-12,
from one teacher's four classes.

2. The day after studerits wrote in response to one
of the two versions of the prompt, they, completed
a questionnaire intended "to elicit in2ormation
about their attitudes toward the prompt, their
recollections of the writing process during the
timed writing tests, and their descriptions of
their other writing behaviors and attitudes,
both in and out of school."

3. Two questions were of particular interest in
examining the data drawn from the writing test
and the questionnaire:

a) Which variables are associated with high
holistic scores?

b) Which variables are associated with differences
in the prompt?

B. Outcomes

1. Differences in the two versions of the prompt did
not produce a difference in the performance, as '

measured by total holistic score means. But does
this mean that providing additional information
about the writer's audience and rhetorical purpose
does not affect the quality of performance in a
timed writing test?

2. Students' choice of writing mode was affected by
the different prompt versions. STudents writing
on Version B (with a specified audience) produced
20 alternate mode papers (16 letters, 3 journal
entries, 1 essay); students writing on Version A
(with an unspecified audience) produced only seven
alternate mode papers (5 letters, 2 journal entries).

3i)
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3. More planning time was spent on the prompt version
with the less specific audience definition.

4. Nearly three-fourths of the students reported that
they would have written very differently if they
had had more time. This suggests that student
performance on a short, timed writing test may
differ significantly from performance on a
regular classroom writing assignment.

C. Issues and Recommendations

1. "Although one task constraint, degree of audience
specification, was manipulated experimentally,
the study as a whole should be viewed as descrip-
tive and explanatory rather than as an exactingly
controlled experiment. Viewed in this liiht the
study offers a number of provocative leads for
needed investigation."

2. Additional research is necessary before concluding
that specification Of audience and rhetorical
purpose does not affect the quality of a student's
performance on a timed writing test. "Clearly what
is needed is additional research on pairs of Orompts
in which the difference in audience specification
is made more evident. The failure to find dif-
ferences in the quality of writing between these
two versions may have been due to the fact that
they both represent middle range examples on the
continuum of audience specification."

3. The failure to find topic-related differences in
the quality of writing may have been related to
the fact that this was only:4 single writing
assessment episode, and, as such, provided no
opportunities to gain insights into whether this
particular performance was truly representative
of these students' usual writing practices.
Observing the same students over several writing
tasks would undoubtedly reveal patterns--such as
"whether some kinds of tasks consistently require
more planning time than others...and whether
planning consistently produced better products."

4. Whether degree of audience specification can
serve to trigger more and/or faster mental
associations or responses in the student-writer
has important implications for evaluation of
instructional programs and for research seeking
to assess performance differences among able as
well as less able student writers.

5. What are the effects of time constraints on quality
of writing, on forms selected, on amount of planning
time, amount of revision, etc0
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Part II: Comparison and Analysis of Rater
Response to the Anchor Papers in
the Writing Prompt Variation Study

Catharine Keech and Mary Ellen McNelly

A. Problem

1. This part of the study represents an attempt to
"identify factors in writing test design which
may contribute to the instability of student
performance on direct measures of writing" by
comparing "student and teacher evaluative
criteria in scoring student essays." Two
focuses of study:

a) An examination of task interpretations of
student writers, revealted through their
discussion of the qualities of the anchor
papers during a training session that pre-
pared them for a holistic scoring of their
own papers;

b) Comparisons of differences between students
and expert raters in terms of interpretations
and evaluative criteria.

2. This part of the study also included an attempt
to explain the apparent lack of congruence in
task interpretation between students and testers
(or teachers) which leads to apparent failure in
student performance1, as determined by teacher-
raters. The problem is approached through two
primary questions:

a) Do writers and raters have the same perceition
of what the task is?

b) Do writers and raters have the same perception
of what constitutes a successful completion of
the task?

B. Outcomes

1. A major finding was "that some students do in fact
interpret the writing task in ways which differ
from teacher-rater task interpretation."

2. Differences between the three groups (student
raters, novice teacher raters, expert teacher
raters) in the inter-rater reliability could be
accounted for by examining the nature of and
attitudes toward the training for holistic scoring
and the initial defining of scoring categories.

17
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3. Versimilitude on writing assessment tests may
actually be penalized by teacher-raters because
such "real writing" (e.g., a letter) is, in fact,
different from "real English themes" (or "school
writing"). "The conflicting frames of reference
provided by the simulated life-like communicative
situation and the actual writing context--a class-
room test occasion--can be successfully integrated
only by the most able student."

C. Issues and Recommendations

1. One difficulty encountered vas that the process
of choosing anchor papers to define a scoring
range--a critical step in any, holistic assess-
ment--requires the juggling of sometimes contra-
dictory constraints.

2. Lack of agreement among the three groups of
raters could be explained, in part, by an exami-
nation of the values and criteria they expressed,
with regard to particular anchor papers, during
the training sessions.

3. An issue raised which requires further study is
the differences between responses to typed
versions of papers (used in reading and rating
anchors during the training session) and original
handwritten versions of papers used during the
actual reading of the test papers.
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STUDY 3. BEYOND THE FIELD TEST OF WRITING PROMPTS:
A PRELIMINARY INVESTIGATION OF THE NATURE
OF RESPONSE VARIATION TO SELECTED FIELD-
TESTED PROMPTS

Part I: The Effects of Assessment Prompt
and Response Variables on Holistic
Score: A Pilot Study and Validation
of an Analysis Technique

Charles Kinzer and Sandra Murphy

A. The Problem

1. In examining writing task variables in holistic
writing assessments, the focus in this part of
the study is on possible relationships between
assessment prompts, written products, and
holistic scores. The study represents a pre-
liminary effort to cletermine ways to identify
unintended effects of prompt and response
variables in relation to holistic scores.

2. Two major goals of this study:

a) To investigate prompt effects and response
variables which might result in discrepancies
in holistic scores.

b) To validate an analysis system for looking
within specific prompts.

B. Outcomes

1. The results of the study support the viewpoint
that "effects of wriking prompts are related-in
student responses and influence holistic scores."

2. The study found that "task demands can be related
to score, and that an analysis system modeled
on the one employed herein can be valuable in
determining how well students respond to a prompt,
and in determining how difficult a prompt is."

C. Issues and Recommendations

"The refinement of procedures for the identification and
analysis of effects of writing prompts" is a necessary
step toward devising ways to help teachers and evaluators
improve the formulation of prompts for writing assessment
and instruction. Given the widespread use of direct
measures for evaluating writing competence, every effort
should be made to control for unintended effects in the
prompts used in these assessments."
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Part II: A Field Test of Eight Prompts: Santa
Clara County Writing Assessment

Gerald Camp

A. The Problem

The goal of this part of the study was to obtain data
on the performance on each of the eight prompts--developed
for use in the Santa Clara County Writing Assessment--in
typcial county schools identified as low, mid;-range, and
high based on the performance of students on other
measures of writing ability.

B. Outcomes

1. Teacher-readers were asked questions after completing
the scoring of the papers. The first two questions
asked whether the teachers felt that any of the
prompts produced noticeably weaker or noticeably
stronger writing than others. The responses to'
these questions showed very little agreement among
the teacher-readers as to which of the eight prompts
were less and which were more successful.

2. Almost all of the prompts were successful in
producing the full range of writing quality
desirable in such a sampling.

C. Issues and Recommendations

"Writing short timed essays on subjects students have
had no opportunity to prepare for requires somewhat
different skills from those needed for the usual_school
writing assignments. It seems only reasonable, there-
fore, that students should be given some training in
these skills before being required to demonstrate their
competency with them.

The best training for tests of this sort is frequent
in-class practice with the kinds of topics which will
be used for actual testing. Students can learn how
their test papers are judged if they also learn to
score each other's papers themselves using the holistied
method."
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STUDY 4: A STUDY OF THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE MEANINGS
OF A WRITING PROMPT BY ITS AUTHORS, THE
STUDENT WRITERS, AND THE RATERS

Part I: Overview of Goals and Procedures of
the Study

Karen Caroll and Sondra Murphy

Part II: The Writing Prompt: Differences in
Expectations Among Participants in
a Writing Test Episode

Charles Kinzer, Karen Carroll and
Sandra Murphy

Part III: The Writing Prompt: The Process of
Interpretation and Performance That
It Elicits in Student Writers

Sandra Murphy, Karen Carroll, and
Ann Robyns

A. The Problem

1 The problem of student misunderstanding of teacher
intention in comprehending the writing assessment
is more grave and lasting in large-scale writing
assessment episodes, in which opportunities for
feedback do not exist once the writing has begun,
than in a classroom setting in which the teacher
is accessible.

2. Investigktion of the student interpretation of
prompts involved interviewers recording the
interpretations ,of student-writers prior to
writing and immediately afterwards in the
assessment episode.

3. Investigating "teacher intention" involved asking
teachers, while in the process of constructing
the prompt to be used in the assessment, to
verbalize their expectations of students' responses.
Later other teachers predicted student interpre-
tations and prompt-based outcomes.

B. Outcomes

1. Data in the study indicated that in this assess-
ment, in spite of careful construction of the
prompt, expectations of evaluators differed from
those of student-writers; in addition, the data
indicated that implicit task demands may have
an effect on the way students' papers are evaluated
and ranked.

2. "Naive scorers' prompt-based expectations were
extremely similar to those expressed by the authors
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of the prompts."

3. "Teachers and students often perceived task
demands differently. One major difference was
that the prompt authors lent weight to all parts
of the prompt, while some of the student-writers
focused on only a few selected aspects of the
prompt."

4. "In the larger group of students, the results
indicated that students who rated the prompt as
easy to read and understand tended to receive
higher holistic scores. High scores were also
associated with agreement that it was important
to explain why the subject chosen was a problem,
and that it was important to suggest a solution
to the problem. The results also indicated that
students who agreed with the statement that it was
important to explain how the solution/correction
of the subject chosen would improve Central High
tended to receive higher scores. Though the
measures of associations are low, they do support
the view of the importance of the effects of
writing task comprehension in a writing test
solution.

5. "An underlying assumption was that the student
accesses information in the piocess of reading
the prompt which he or she then uses in composing
a written response. The construction of an
interpretation of the prompt is thus viewed as
an integral and important part of the composing
process. In the process of interpreting the
prompt, the student may selectively focus on
some segments, ignore others, and interpret
the ones assimilated differently than do the_
evaluators in the assessment. Thus, the student
may "construct" an interpretation of the prompt
which differs from the interpretation of other
participants in the assessment."

6. "In order to determine how students used their
initial interpretations in their written
compositions, segments of the oral interviews
were compared to segments of the written
compositions. Both similarities and differences
were found between the oral language of the
interviews, and the written language of the
students' compositions. Basically the similarities
were found in content, while the differences
were found in rhetorical function."

7. "The study suggested that context plays an
important role in both the reading and the writing
process. However, the issue was not simply one
of knowledge" or lack of it; rather, the
issue was whether or not a context should be
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STUDY 5: HOLISTIC ASSESSMENT AS LONGITUDINAL MEASURE
OF STUDENT GROWTH: INTERPRETING STUDENT
TASK CONSTRUCTIONS

Part I: The Theoretical Model

Catharine Keech

A. The Problem

1. "Why do performance scores on writing tests so
otten fail to improve in teat pbsitive intervals
for individuals and groups?"

2. One aspect of performance variation is the
phenomenon of apparent regression--the U-shaped
learning curve--during the acqUisition of new
skills and performance strategries.

3. Another aspect of performance variation is "the
ill-defined mature of the, writing task, which
allows the student writer to determine, to a
large extent, the difficulty level of what II,.
attempts regardless of e tester's intention."

B. Outcomes

1. "Apparent regression" may simply be one manifesta-
tion of the non-linear nature of improvement in
developing writers. Errors cnmmitted by writers-
in-transition (i.e., developing writers who are
in the process of learning a more advanced writing
strategy) don't necessarily indicate that they
are less able performers than before the new
learning began. Rather, these errors, when seen
in context, may be signalling movement toward a
higher level of competency. That is, writers-in-
transition can be perceived as practicing their
newly-learned writing strategies.

2. In some writing assessments (or writing assign-
ments) the complexity of the cognitive task
demanded may distract the writer's attention away
from rhetorical features=-even those that the
writer has previously mastered.

3. "How the student defines the rhetorical task at
the text or discourse lev14," how--and whether--
the student performs wholelext planning (that is,
conceptualizing an "artifai- " that he oi sheis
about to create) can Contribute to developmental
uneveness.

4. Unexpected responses to writing tasks by student-
writers have inevitably occurred no matter how
carefully test makers have tried to coltrol for
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provided, and when. If a prompt is intended to
be open, prompt authors should avoid obscured
contexts which may leed some readers,(such as
many of the students in this study) 'to attempt a
reconstruction of the authors' intended frame
of reference. If a context of prior knowledge
is considered to be important, as, of course,
it is in many assessment situations, then prompts
should clearly specify what this context is."

8. "When students have only one chance to write and
are being judged on this single perfortance,
it is especially important that they have optimal
conditions for their performance, and that there
be no mismatches of either topic or task."

9. "Various interpretations were made of prompt
segments, and these interpretations were related
to rhetorical strategies adopted by the students
in composing a response."

10. "The first step for-both the student and the
evaluator in a writing assessment is the reading
and interpreting of a prompt. Thus, the features
of a prompt which influence interpretation are of
critical importance for both the reliability
and the validity of our assessment measures."

C. Issues and Recommendations

1. Further study is needed of "possible within-topic
salience," or the possibility that certain individual
words in the prompt might cue certain individual
students more strongly (because Of the effect of
the student's prior knowledge on his or her response
to certain words).

2. Disagreement emerged between students and teachers
as to whether or not the writing produced by the
prompt would give a good indication of writing
ability.

3. "The study's findings have serious implications
for current practice in assessment, since mis-
matches of the kinds described can result in
distortions of the ways individual students are
judged."
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such responses.

5. Instead of continuing to narrow task constraints
in the writing assignment as a way to control for
unexpected outcomes, evaluators should attempt to
describe what students do differently from one
writing occasion to the next, interpret that

, difference, and attempt to measure the development
it implies. (This is what was attempted on the
Diake longitudinal study, using the typology
described here.)

C. Issues and Recommendations

1. "Empirical research is needed to help discover
why a student construes a task as she does:
what is the range of options she has? How does
she want her text to function and why did she
set that goal? What strategies will she choose
to reach her goal? .Ts'she an oldtimer or a
newcomer to her chosen strategy? What awarenesses
of text grammar appear to influence her whole
text planning or her sents..n c. level plaT,ning?
How is the onset of ttAi; leVel planning related
to increasing awareness of discourse schemes?
The discourse typology, refined and clarified,
may be of some use in explcring these .fuestionc,
questions which may help us discover why awl how
students change ti,e difficulty of what thy
attempt, even when a tester may interd task
demands to be parallel. These queatiops ..ay also
help us define task complexity in new
allowing more precise evaluation of changes
or growth in composing ability."

2. "Much greater clarification of discourse !eaiures,
and of the role ylayed by text level expectations
of both writers and readers, seems needed uefore
it will be poisible to measure improvement 'in

composing abilities".
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Part II: The Model in Practice

Elissa Warantz and Catharine Keech

A. The Problem

1. A longitudinal examination of "the extent to
which students attempt to do different kinds
of writing, either spontaneously or in response
to strongly suggestive features of the writing
sssignment, in a series of annual holistic
writing tests taken during their ninth to
twelfth years in high school." The hypothesis
was that the differences in what the student
attempted--the task construction--might help
account for "unexpected directions of change in
'student performance scores from year to year."
Results of this research would contribute
toward an understanding of "the seeming
instability of student performance from one
test occasion to another," directing attention
to the"developmental features of text design
and task analysis-which may influence the
quality rating of student essays in seemingly
paradoxical' ways; i.e., when student test scores
seem to deteriorate over time, rather than
improve."

2. Although test makers can control the set of
constraints and options expressed or implied
in the text of the writing assignment (the
given task) and thus create parallel task
demands on - subsequent occasions,
they are less able to control the student's -

construal of the task, which determines the set
of constraints actually honored and the options
actually chosen by the student in writing (the
constructed task).

3. Prior to any effort at measuring the development
of writing ability, what is needed is "a method
of comparing what studeats actually do and how
they do it, from one occasion to the next."
Therefore, the first step in this research was
"the derivation of a typology of task construction
which would adequately account for the range and
variation of writing produced by students, as
well as those texts traditionally classiLied in
terms of literary 'genres.'"
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B. Outcomes

1. The typology derived was applied to a sample
of student papers and* the resulting data
provided a way to "compare individual student
performance (in terms of task construction and
score) to the favored task construction and mean
score of all students in a'given topic/year."

2. The most frequent source of discrepancy in
'coding of functions and strategies (a proCesi
that the teacher-raters were trained to carry' out
with these papers) appeared in papers which,
according to the raters, seemed to contain some
combination of description and evaluation in
function and/or strategy..

3 Discrepancies, along with the general ambiguity
in the final coding of such papers, seemed
attributable to two factors: (1) topic effect,
and (2) the "bleeding strategy effect° on
rater perceptions.

4. Another relatively large group of papers for
which the typology could not adequately account
were coded as "unclassifiable" in terms of
function or strategy or both. These papers
"appeared to fulfill mote than two functions
and/or strategies simultaneously (and therefore
contained no clearly defined primary function or
strategy) , or tbey fulfilled a social or phatic
function...which overrode any rhetorical function
included in the typology."

C. Issues and Recommendations

1. "Only after we are able to describe what the-
student actually produces, in response to test
prompts, will we be able to infer the student's
conceptualization or construction of the writing
task. Then we will be able to generate and test
hypotheses about the relative level of difficulty
of what is attempted. That research should, in
turn, make possible a proper investigation of
the development of writing skills, by allowing
us to distinguish between a student's mastery of
old tasks and his novice attempts to produce new
tasks. Further, such research may ultimately
allow researchers to predict which kinds of
tasks ire best learned first, which follow, and
what the various spontaneous task constructions
employed by students mix indicate about a given
student's particular level of development."

2. After determining which task constructions were
favored for a given grade within a given topic/
year, further analysis would reveal whether a



student's use of an "unfavored" task construction
in a given year might have affected that student's
score.
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Chapter 1

PART I: SOURCES OF KNOWLEDGE FOR DESIGNING WRITING TEST PROMPTS

OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY

Often the first questidn asked in schools embarking on an
assessment of writing is, "What topic shall we use and how
should we word it?" An enterprising Coordinator of Competency
Assessment for a California high school offers the following
advice in an article on "Organizing for Holistic Scoring" in
California English (Paulin, 1980):

Develop a list of promising tapics--as many as you

can find, borrow, or lift from,other assessments.
Write up directions to students for each topic.

Is therp no better advice to offer prospective evaluators

than simply to pillage from previous ,tests? Is there some

rational procedure for the generationoof writing test .prompts?

Are there systematic and theoretilally sound rules for
designing appropriate writing tasks for local, state, or
national assessmeats of writing?

These are important questions to seek answeri for, be-

cause it is the writing tett prompt that initiates a whole

process culminating in a judgment of writing competence that

presumes to say something meaningful about the writing exper-

ience of thestudent in relation to the instruction receiVed.

Thus, the conception of a writing task implies a model of

discourse forms and functions and a theory of the nature of

the writing process. Dmismu'ch as the prompt must stand in

dynamic relation to the piece of writing it initiates,

prospective evaluators presumably would desire to Learn how

the various properties of writing prompts might affect the

performance of writers in both intended and unintended ways.

So if our California Coordinator of Competency Assessment

were to look to those authorttative sources that school

people are so often adjured to consult, what useful knowledge

might she uncover?

The Research Problem. The principal research purpose
governing the work of all dimensions of this NIEMSAWP Writing

Assessment Project is to increase our knowledge of the proper-

ties of writing test prompti and the compositions they initi-

ate. There is ample evidence in daily experience to enable

us to conclude that particular prompts do not perform as

uniform stimuli across populations to guarantee the activa-

tion of expected levels of thought and forms of discourse.

This investigation asks the questions:
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1. What elements in the content and structure of
writing test prompts influence the production
of compositions during writing assessments?

2. What makes a prompt "good" for eliciting
writing samples to be rated under conditions
of "holistic scoring" procedures?

3. How are "good" writing prompts generated and
tested systematically?

.4. What changes occur in maturing students'
responses to writing prompts in successive
annual assessments, and what do these changes
reveal about how we should be assessing
developing abilities in writing?

5. What sources of knowledge do we have to guide
current practice in designing effective
writing prompts?

This chapter addresses questions 2, 3. and 5, emphasizing
primarily a description of the sources of knowledge-from
theory, research and practice.

William Irmscher, currently president of the National
Council of Teachers of English, observes, "...it is hardly
possible to discover new ground if one does not even know

what is established territory." Therefore, the place to
begin to seek answers to the first two questions above is
with a review of the research. To date, there ippears to
have been onlycne other comprehensive review of research on
writing topics,(Hoetker, 1980), described more fully later.
The review envisioned here will reach out for new ground not
covered by Hoetker, especially in the realm of retrospective
generalizations collected from professionals--teachers,
scholars, researchers, professional evaluators. Taken
together their collective practical wisdom coalesces into a
kind of "theory of practice" to be discussed later. The

more conventional sources--psychometrics, for example--also
are consulted.

Following the extended reviev of the literature, a
second phase of this study of "who knows what about designing
good writing prompts" will describe a procedure whereby ve
circulated a draft of a report on practices in designing
writing test prompts among tvo panels of reviewers: one

vas a cadre of teacher-consultants from the Bay Area Writing
Project and other writing instructors; the other vas a groin)

of writing researchers and professional test-makers. The

responses of the tvo panels are collated and reported later
in this chapter, and the revised report on practices in
designing vriting test prompts constitutes Part II of this

chapter.
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Limitations of the Study. Because the Bay Area Writing
Project has pioneered the dissemination, through its many
National Writing Project sites, of a "holistic writing assess-
ment" procedure, this study is limited to an examination of
those kinds of prompts which may serve the purposes of this

model. Thus, this study excludes thewell-regarded "primary

trait" system of the National Assessment of Educational
Progress. The primary trait system requires uniform specifi-

cation of a set of task constraints in order to "evaluate the
capacity to write for precisely defined purposes," according

to the most recent NAEP Procedural Handbook, 1978-79 Writing
Assessment. A fuller discussion of this model is provided
later in this chapter, but the type of writing "exercise"
derived from the primary trait model is not treated in any

great detail. Other scoring systems--analytical, feature

analysis, essay scales--which may also entail certain con-
siderations in the design of writing prompts are not con-

sidered here.

Neither is the principal instrument of ongoing writing
assessment, the class writing assignment, considered here.

The class writing assignment is one of the areas of investi-

gation covered in another BAWP/NIE project: "Research on

Effective Writing Instruction in Inner City Secondary Schools."
Class assignments also frequently are the subject of project
publications such as the National Writing Project series on
Writing Teachers at Work, e.g., Ray Marik's Special Education

Students Write: Classroom Activities and Assignments (Univer-

sity of California, Berkeley: NWP, 1982). There is also

the series of Classroom Research Studies.done by three class-

room teachers--Patrick Woodworth, Rebekah Caplan, and Stephanie

Gray in association with Catharine Keech as the research

design consultant. These publications are listed and des-

cribed in a Publications for Teachers list appended to this

chapter. It is necessary, however, to take a moment to
distinguish between the nature of class writing assignments
and school writing tests.

Class Writing Assignments and School Writing Tests

Distinguished. Because it has been frequently suggested that

our focu.s on the study of writing assessment prompts be

expanded to include classroom writing assignments as well, it

is necessary to distinguish carefully between the character
of these two types of occasions for writing. The prompt that

appears in a testing context must function autonomously: it

permits no aid in interpretation from the proctors of the

event; it offers no specific preparatory context or motivating

impulse other than the command to write. The conditions for

the participants are carefully controlled in order to be

depersonalized, formal, standardized. The underlying psycho-

metric assumption upon which the stability of such measurement

relies is the belief in the uniformity of the stimulus proper-

ties for each student responding to the prompt. Each head

bent over the page is presumed to be getting the same message

to direct his/her writing performance.
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By contrast, the prompts (p r writing assignments) that
appear in a classroom instructional context function in a
setting that encouragesnegotiation of interpretation. The
teacher may offer a good deal of guidance, making clear the
expectations as well as the possibilities of the assignment.
The teacher may orient the class to the area of experience-
to be drawd upon and, through discussion, may enlarge the
ground of shared knowledge. The teacher may give example-iv -

of appropriate and inappropriate strategies for ditcovering
and structuring the essentAal material of the composition.
And, if the writing occurs in class, the teacher can assist
in repairing,any of the breakdowns that may happen if initial
attempts to progress through the writing assignment fail. The
process is personal, more informal, nnstandardized and keyed
to the proposition that differential interpretations of the
prompt are inevitable but also reconcilable through negotiation.
A formulation of major distinctions between the use of writing
prompts in testing occasions and in teaching occasions follows:

PARTICIPANTS WRITING ASSIGNMENT IN WRITING PROMPT IN
AND PROCESS A TEACHING CONTEXT

1. Population: Class members

2. Leader: Teacher

3. Afisignment Negotiable
Text:

4. Interaction: Allowable

5. Writing Interpersonal
Process: Reciprocal

Informal

6. Expecte- Known
tions

7. Evaluation: Flexible
Contingent
Graded

A TESTING CONTEXT

Assembled students

Unknown proctor

Autonomous

Prohibited

Depersonalized
One-way
Standardized

Partly implicit

Fixöd standard
Ranked
Scored

The two types of assignments must meet different\criteria to
perform their unique functions. Thus assignmenti for teach-
ing and testing are not easily interchangeable. Keeping these
sorts of distinctions in mind, we shall now examine the
several sources of knowledge we have available to inform
practice in designing writing test prompts. The chief sources
to be consulted in the following ection are psychometrics,
professional wisdom, discourse theory, and research.
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SOURCES OF KNOWLEDGE FROM THEORY AND RESEARCH

FOR DESIGNING WRITING TEST PROMPTS

In the skilltul iraming of a writing task, more than
in anything else, lies the fine art of assessing writing.
In the writing task the student finds the spur to imagi-
nation, thestimulus to thought, the guide to idea struc-
ture, and the incentive to writing performance. The
writing task set in an assessment literally "prompts" the
writing performance evoked. Inasmuch as the statement of
the task stands in dynamic relation to the piece of writing
it initiates, examiners presumably would desire to know
how particular properties of tasks might affect the,per-
formance of writers both in predicted, and in unintended
ways. Given the long history of the use of written exami-
nations in this country, one might expect to find a body
of knowledge drawn from theory, research, and practice
which guides the design of writing test questions, assign-
ments, taski, or prompts. After all, the written exami-
nation emerged in the middle of the nineteenth century
in the United States and thereafter became the dominant
means of assessing learning. In the mid-thirties, the
very term examination was still synonymous with written
examination. Thus, a report on the subject to the
Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching was
called Examinations and Their Substitutes in the United
States (Kandel, 1936). In this report the "substitutes"
for real" examinations were the "new type tests" which
provided several varieties of."objective" questions.

As the claims of superiority for the "new type" test
became stronger, efforts were being made to formulate
ssay questions in such a way that they too could be
marked more objectively and yield more reliable results.
But as Kandell pointed out, "...the more accurately and
carefully this is done, the closer will be the approxi-
mation to the new type test end the less.in the long run
will be the real educational value of the essay" as a
matter of training in expression (p. 85). In 1936,
according to Kandell, the leading advocates of the "new
type" test were not yet suggesting that it should replace
the essay as a "form of training and practice in clear
organization and logical presentation of facts, concepts,
and ideas" (pp. 84-85).

Nevertheless, Kandell did forsee that

...there is a real danger that, because of the
greater reliability and validity of sound objec-
tive tests, the educative value of writing essays
and their value as a method of training in
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expression, in assembling materials, and in
organizing them logically may be neglected,
or, if noi neglected, be relegated to
classes in English composition alone (p. 68).

Now that the "new type" objective tests have become
the dominant means of assessing writing performance, it
is difficult to imagine the time when written examinations
were the chief means of taking a "daguerreotype like-
ness...of thestate andtcondition of pupils' minds"
(Horace Mann quoted in Kandell, p. 26).

Until the turn of the century, the discussion of the
properties and effects of written examinations was still
based on opinion (Kandell, 1936, p. 57). But as the
"scientific movement" in education began to grow, pioneers
in educational measurement such as J. Mckeen Cattell and
Edward L. Thorndike began to apply statistical methods to
the study of written examinations. In 1905, Cattell
declared that "it seems strange that-no scientific study
of any consequence has been made to determine the validity
of our methods, to eandardize and improve [written exami-
nations]." In this same paper, Cattell staked out the
territory that vas to become the contemporary field of
psychometrics wh-iir,he prophetically argued

If seems scarcely possible to determine whether .
students are fitted for a college course by means
of a written examination.....To devise and apply
the best methods of determining fitness is the
business of the psychological expert, who will
probably represent at the close of this century
as important a profession as medicine, law or church
(quoted in Kandel, p. 59).

Cattell's challenge laid the foundation for subsequent
study of the reliability of essay examinations and the
development of their "substitutes," objectiqe tests.

Psychometrics as a Source of Knowledge

Psychometrics has dealt with a restricted range of
concerns. As Gilbert Sax defines the field: "Educational
measurement...requires the quantification of attributes
according to specified rules" (1974, p. 3). These rules
deal with the measurable properties of tests to resolve
issues of reliability, validity, objectivity, and
standardization in the administratioi, scoring, and
interpretation of tests. While textbooks in measurement
do deal with test construction in a general way, their
focus tends to be more on the technology and methodology
of measurement than upon the substantive properties of
the items or the essay questions in a test. That is to
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say, measurement textbooks provide methods of applying
statistical approaches to the appraisal of the "behavior"
of writing prompts or objective test items during field
trials, but they do not offer mdch beyond the most
general'sorts of prin'ciples for Actually designing and
wording the writing tasks, The field, trial provides a
self-evaluative procedure for eliminating faulty essay
questions or other test items, but it does not reveal
what has gone wrong in framing the item. The procedure
is simple: to design an essay examination that will
distinguish between students who do well in writing and

' those who do nOt, the exaMiners simPly compose several
essay questions, administer them to a sample of the
population to be tested, observe whether they predict
performance along the lines eXpected, and eliminate or
change questions that do not weik.. The essay questions
-that remain are presumed to be "meaningful." to the
larger population to be tested. Psychometrics strives
to be scientific, but the procedures used to construct
and validate essay questions are essentially subjective
and scientifically crude in the sense that there is no
theory of information processing underlying the design
of writing tasks. Standardized testing Procedures pre-
suppose.that the examiner and the seddent writer shsre
a common language and uniform interpretation.sof task's.
But the functien of a writing task as a stimulus event
cannot be understood until the examiner, understands
clearly how the constraints of language use and interpre-
tation operate in the writing Assessment event.

Statistically oriented evaluators do 116t seem to be
aware that the psychometric approach to assessments of
ability necessarily presupposes an information processing
model of commdnication. Consequently, psychometricians
have not attempted to study the influence of-the-psyclho-
linguistic and sociolinguistic variables on'the process of
interpreting objective items and essay questions used in
particular writing assessment contexts. Rather, the
emphasis in psychometrics' has been, on the, manipulation
and treatment of products in measurement schemes, not on
the understanding.of the cognitive processes that might
also be.involved. From the beginning, psychometrics has
been interested in concrete'matters in the measuretent of
an educational product. As defined by Edward L. Thorn-
dike in 1918, educational measurement is based upon the
following theory:

Whatever exists at all exists in some amount.
To know it thoroughly involves knowing its
quantity as well as'its quality. Education is
concerned with changes in human beings; a change
is a difference between two copditions; each of
these conditions is known to us only'by the
products produced by it--things made, words



spoken, acts pe'rformed and the like. To measure
any one of these products means" to define its
amount in some way so.that-competent persons
will know how large it is, better than they
would without measurement. (Thorndike's 1918
statement is in the National Society for the
Study of Education, Seventeenth Yearbook,
pp. 16-17, as quoted by Kandel, p. 80).

Given this notion of measurement, it is not surprising
that Thorndike and other early leaders in measurement
devoted themselves to reducing the weaknesses and defects
in written essay types of examinations by devising "new
.type" tests which yielded results that were objective and
were considered more reliable and accurate.

I.M. Kandel, reporting to the Carnegie Foundation on
the state of knowledge in conducting examinations, observed
that investigations had been "limited in the main to a
study of the reliability of the marking of examinations"
(Kandel, p. 3). Thirty-five years later, in writing the
chapter on essay testing for the definitive volume,
Educational Testing (1971), published by the American
Council on Education, William E. Coffman, a researcher
for the Educational Testing Service and the College
Entrance Examination Board, could still confirm Kandel's
earlier observation about the dominance of issues of
reliability in the study of essay testing. Coffman says
that most research on essay testing "has dealt in one way
or another with the question of reliabilty" (Coffman,
1971, p. 298). The most recent review of research on the
effects of topics on student writing now available also
suppprts the findings of the two previous reviewers. .
After conducting his comprehensive review, James Hoetker
(1981, p. 4) stated that "research attention has been
devoted almost entirely to issues of rater reliability,
ignoring for the most part the issue of validity as well
as the other two sources of error in an essay examination--
the topicsand the writer."

Psychometric literature does recognize the possibility
of variation in the difficulty of writing tasks, but it
views the issue broadly and non-analytically. There is
seemingly little in the literature of measurement (see
Sax, pp. 113-116) and educational research in the way of
empirically,determined principles for the forkulation and
wording of eisay test questions. Such principles can,
however, be found in the literature on instrument con-
struction in public opinion research on the wording of
questions.for interviews and 'questionnaires. (See Payne,
1951; Oppenheim, 1966; Gordon, 1980). For exaMple, Payne
.and McMorris (1967, p. 145), in am editorial note before
one of the iselebtions in their tollection of readings on
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the theory and practice of educational measurement, have
commented as follows: "while textbooks dealing with
instrument construction present many su

4
estions for item

writing, the empirical evidence demonst ting the worth
of such apparently sound rules is meager0 The few
available "rules" appear to be concerned chiefly with
such aspects of item construction as equal length answer
alternatives vs. extra long answer alternatives; con-
sistency vs. inconsistency of grammar between lead and
alternatives; the question type of stem vs. the incom-
plete statement type of stem, etc. (pp. 141-152). These
"rules" obviously deal with matters of form rather than
the wording-Of content. With regard to the wording of
essay questions, Coffman advises the test-maker tO make
sure that essay questions are "so worded that all candi-
dates will interpret in the same way the task to be done"
(1971, p. 287). But Coffman offers no suggestioni for
accomplishing this goal other than to put the essay
questions before colleagues for review or put them on
trial in the field in a manner described earlier in this
report.

"Field tests" and "item analysis" are the principal
procedures now in us-e to determine Whether an essay test
question or an objective test item is well-constructed.
Coffman recommends using field test results to determine
whether:

1) the examinees understand the intent of the
question, or whether they interpret it in
unintended ways;

2) the question is of appropriate difficulty
for the examinees; and

3) the question can be reliably scored.

In Coffman's view, the only way to get conclusive answers
to these questions'is to "obtain a representative sample
of responses and conduct an experimental scoring session
leading to the generation of score distributions and
estimates of reliability" (p. 288). Coffman argues that
even informal testing of an essay question with a small,
unrepresentative sample of students is likely to be
better than no pretesting at all, for "the contrast
between the type of response anticipated by the examiner
and the type actually written by examinees...can be
dramatic" (pp. 288-89).

Interestingly, "item analysis" as it is practiced
in psychometrics does not take into account the linguistic
properties which might account for the ambiguity and
difficulty of test questions. Rather the psychometric
concept of "item analysis" refers to an application of
statistical techniques to determine "difficulty" and
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"ambiguity." The "difficulty" of a test item is
"indicated by the proportion of the subjects who get the
item right" (WcJd, 1960, p. 81;see also, Sax, 1974,
pp. 229-254). Item "ambiguity" from the point of view
of psychometrics is also defined quantitatively accord-
ing to the "extent which students in the upper group
(top quartile) select an incorrect option with about
the same frequency that they select a correct one"
(p. 233). In other words, "ambiguity, is defined as the
inability of the top scoring .students in a test to dis-
criminate between the "correct" and the "incorrect"
alternatives as determined by theeximiner. Sax (1974)
acknowledges that the procedures of "item analysis" are
such that "unfortunately [they] cannot reveal if
ambiguity results from the students' lack of knowledge or
from poorly written items" (p. 233). It is important to
note that the statistical procedures used in the conven-
tional field test of essay questions enable examiners to
determine the task's difficulty and its "power to discrim-
inate" between "successful" and "unsuccessful" students,
but these procedures do not lead to an analysis of the
linguistic properties inside the texts of essay questions
which might affect their interpretation by the persons
responding to them.

The interaction between students and essay test
questions is recognized and demonstrated by psychometric
research (Coffman, 1971, p. 289). For example, one
investigator (French, 1966, p. 588, as cited in Foley,
1971, p. 801) identifies "test error" among the sources
of error in scores based.on tests requiring actual
writing: "The composition test is almost like a one-item
test. Some students may happen to enjoy the topic, while
others may find it difficult and unstimulating; this
results in error:" Coffman (1971) goes so far as to say
that "some students do hetter on some questions while
other students do better on others. To some extent the
grade a student obtains depends on which questions appear
on examinations" (p. 289; see also Rosen, 1969). Despite
the fact that researchers in educational measurement have
acknowledged question-wording effects, the larger the-
oretical issues of essay task construction and typology
have seldom been addressed. There has been little
concern about determining the frequency, magnitude or
underlying nature of essay task-wording effects. Wording
effects have tended to be treated anecdotally or inci-
dentally in the context of other objectives of study. For
example, the fundamental research that is most often cited
to confirm the validity of the use of multiple-choice
questions as predictors of students' writing ability is
a study done by Godshalk, Swineford, and Coffman
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(1966) .48 This study revealed significant variation in
ratings assigned to the essays produce4 in response to
the five topics used in the study, as reflected in the
mean score for topics. The investigators point out that
these differences in ratings would have consequences
under certain examination conditions:

...if the five topics had been assigned as
alternate topics from which one or two could
be chosen by students, a student's rating
might depend'more an which topic he chose than
on how well he wrote.' Or if one topic had been
assigned to one form of a test and another topic
to a second form, then some method of equating
the scores would be required; otherwise the
magnitude of an individual's score would depend
partly on which form of the test he wrote.

Though the topic effect is recognized as significant in
the Godshalk study, it is considered only in connection
with the estimation of the score reliability. Topic
effect is identified as a source of variability in the
reliability of the test score, but it is not discussed
as an interesting phenomenon worthy of further investi-
gation.

Professional Wisdom as a Source of Knowledge

Practitioner knowledge develops through a continuing
involvement in the unique and particular experiences of

the profession. The core of professional knowledge
derived from the accumulation of insight through
systematic self-inquiry leads to the fashioning of

various degrees.of practical wisdom. This practical
wisdom may denote a high level of competence in
practice, but it remains essentially an individual
theory of practice so long as it stays private. However,
there are individuals who make public their personally
accumulated wisdom through a textbook on pedagagy, a
curriculum report, or other media. Once public, these
works are subject to critical processes which may lead
to their verification, validation, and refinement. And,

in time, we have the development of a form of theory that
might be called "theory as idealized practice." ,This
kind of theory contrasts with that other type of theory
which is derived from systematic inquiry of the sort
associated with formal research procedures.

It would require a separate research project to
survey and systematically collect and synthesize available

* Martin Steinman has challenged the conceptual validity of this
famous study 01esearch in Teaching Znglish, I (1>, Spring lcds67,

pp. 79-94).
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theories of idealized practice covering the design of writing
tasks. Several examples from different periods in the history of
teaching writing in the United States will suffice to indicate the
type of normative "rules" recommended on the basis of practice.
Each of the following sets of instructions pertains to making
assignments for classroom instruction; however, they seem adaptable
to an assessment context as well.

Fred N. Scott. In his "Philosphy of the Assignment," Fred
N. Scott (1903)* divides the making of an assignment into five
steps:

1. the announcement of the subject;
2. stimulation of interest in the subject;
3. arousal of a desire to write upon it;
4. suggestion of a method or procedure in writing;
5. precautions against wasted effort.

MAch of Scott's discussion is devoted to consideration of the
principles for selecting an interesting subject. He considers the
feasibility of allowing the student to select his own subject and
grants that this is a valuable mental exercise. But in practice,
freedom of choice does not work because too much of the effort
expended is "mis-directed and desultory",(p. 321). He does,
however, recommend carefully prepared special exercises in svbject-
choosing. Interestingly, Scott's professional judgment regarding
subject choice anticipates psychometric research data which indi-
cates that when students are given a choice of topics, they are
unable to select the one upon which they will make the highest -

score (Coffman, 1971, p. 291).

Scott offers two main principles for choosing subjects for
writing: 1) the subject chosen must be one that is interesting
to the teacher, and 2) the subject chosen must be one that is
interesting, or that can be made interesting, to the students
(p. 322). The first principle is important because it reduces the
possiblity of topic effect upon the evaluator when the principle
is observed. As Scott explains,

It must be borne in mind that after the essays are written
they must be read, and it is the teacher who will read
them. He ought to read with intense interest and a
kindling enthusiasm. But if the subjects are distaste-
ful to him, his rsading, despite the most conscientious
efforts, will be WI-hearted and ineffectusl:(p. 322).

In discussing the means of.arousing the desire to write,
Scott claims that "such a desire, when it is natural, springs
from two healthy impulses: the impulse to give expression to ,

one's thoughts and feelings, and the impulse to communicste.one's
thoughts" (p. 324). Again, Scott's professoinal wisdom anticipates

* I am indebted to Aired H. Grommon, Professor Emeritus, Stanford
University, for calling mY attention to this source.
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the arguments of latter-day discourse theorists such as James
Moffett and James Britton, who also advocate beginning with
assignments that elicit personal, expressive writing for real
audiences. Scott stresses the importance of taking account of
audience in making writing assignments: "...in assigning the
work, the teacher should be at some pains to provide an audience
or a reader. Sometimes the audience will be real, sometimes it
will be imaginary, but it should never be lacking" (p. 325).
Audience is an important consideration because, as Scott puts it,
"the consciousness of waiting auditors" is "the most powerful of
all stimuli to expression" (p. 325).

In summary, Scott states the goal of a well-designed writing
assignment": "The effect of the whole should be to create a
natural situation, real or imaginary, in which the student's powers
of expression and communication are stimulated to their normal
maximum" (p. 326).

Commission on English. In 1965, the Commission on English,
an agency of the College Entrance Examination Board, published its
report on the teaching of English, Freedom and Discipline in
English. The Commission's report contains a section on "Composi-
tion Assignments" which declares, "No part of in English teacher's
job is more important...than the making of sound, well-framed
assignments, what is called 'providing the occasion" (p. 92).
This report established the following criteria for a good assign-
ment (pp. 93-96):

A good assignment

1. evokes the best from the writer and gives the
teacher the best chance to be helpful;

2. aids learning and requires a response that is
the product of discovery;

3. furnishes data to start from;

4. may take the form of, or be construable into,
a proposition;

5. limits either form or content or both;

6. will stipulate the audience to be addressed,
wherever feasible.

The Commission proposes starting an assignment with data such as
contradictory criticism of a literary text, opposing arguments,
incongruous bits of common sense (e.g. contradictory maxims). The
assignment may start from a picture or a cartoon, but often it
should begin with the literature studied. The Commission recom-
mends converting a topic into a proposition:

"The view from my window" has the virtue of inviting
invention but the serious fault of giving the writer
nothing to control his attention. Translated to
propositional form--"That the view from my window makes

6,
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me dread (or welcome) getting up in the morning"--
the same topic suggests a focus and even a tone for
the writer to exploit...The provision of a predicate
immediately puts the writer into a posture of defense
or attack and calls for the summoning and ordering of
evidence or arguments. Instead of a circle circum-
scribing undefined matter, the proposition supplies
an arrow pointing out a clear direction of movement
(p. 94).

With respect to consideration of an audience, the Commission
finds that "Too many English themes seem addressed...to the
teacher...or, in a vague romantic way, to the world or posterity
or some Saroyanesque 'You Out There" (p. 95). The Commission's
remedy for this lack of attention to audience is to have teachers
vary the stipulations, beginning with fairly simple exercises:
"Urite a letter to the governor arguing that...,' 'Write a
petition to the student council or the principal requesting that
000, I 'Write an essay on the proposition that...,'etc." (p. 95).
The Commission expects the student eventually to define his own
audience and "to define it, not in so many words, but by tone and
content alone" (p. 96).

The Commission does acknowledge that "for the novice"
especially, it may be inhibiting rather than helpful to require
that he think of a specific audience for a poem or for any of
the range of forms that are more 'literary' than expository or
argumentative" (p. 95). It can be seen at once that the Commis-
sion's writing assignment models actually go beyond naming an
audience to specify also mode or genre and propositional content.
Thus, these assignments circumscribe and define the essay that is
to be written.

Josephine Miles. Josephine Miles believes that the solution
to dealing with subjects of any magnitude lies with training the
writer to formulate a "responsible predication" for any given topic.
In her view, no subject is too large or too small or too complicated
so long as the writer controls what he has to ay about it. This
control comes through the selection of a supportable predication
about the subject from the writer's own experience or knowledge.
Miles suggests that one can take even an abstract subject such aa
"death" and formulate a predication that is "responsible" and
supportable" in terms of what a writer knows: for example, "When
death appeared in my life, it didn't frighten me" (p. 3). Miles
also points to the structual implications of a good leading sen-
tence. For example, the development of the main idea of the "death"
predication calls for a retrospective account of an event as it
happened. The temporal locative when in association with the
sequence of verbs, appeared and then didn't frighten, together
require a commitment to develop the natural temporal sequence
they suggest. Miles believes that it is necessary for students to
learn how to recognize the structure that is implicit in their own
predications and in the questions they receive in assignments.
Miles has formulated her theory on the basis of years of experience
in teaching freshman English and through informal "experiments"
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with teaching the cues to the structure of predications in state-
ments and questions. She says:

Over the years...we have.come to agree that assignment
by topic is artificial, not only because it is unmoti-
vated, but because it is too far removed from the
central unit of thought, the statement. It is the
question to be answered, rather than the topic to be
predicated, which gives the student the central clue
to the order and structure. Only after he can handle
questions easily can he move easily to those mere
half-questions which are tcpics (p. 20).

Josephine Miles criticizes the practice of offering assign-
ments for writing which virtually exclude rational processes.
What she thinks are most needed are opportunities for development
of essays in ideas where w....iters can make "statements based on
interest and speculation and [support] them by adequate evidence
pro and con" (p. 23). The power of students to compose their
thoughts comes through essays in ideas responsibly developed.

Commission on Writing. In 1966, the Commission on Writing
of The Education Council proposed one maxim and four criteria for

preparing composition questions:

Be sure that any questionyou ask insures the possibility

of a rhetorically effective composition.

1. A good question should be stimulating: it should

present a subject matter with which a student can

readily become engaged and it should present the
subject in such a way that he can make an asser-
tion about it. Not "My Summer Vacation" but
"What do you think was the point of failure in
your summer vacation?"

2. A good question should be fashioned to the interest

and abilities of the students. Like any writer,

the poser of a question must be aware of his

audience.

3. A good question should seek to elicit a specific

response. Although one may at times wish a
student to generate his own topic, generally one
should seek to show the student the specific area
in which he is to organize his essay and the
audience for whom the essay is intended. A teacher

should beware of his own power and not force the
student to "write to the teacher."

4. A good question should be clear and precise in its

instructions. In this respect, and in all respects,
the demands on the questioner are identical with
those on the writer (The Education Council,
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Commission on Writing Competency, 1966, p. v).

William F. Irmscher. In a manual for teaching expository
writing, William F. Irmscher (1979) draws upon his long teaching
experience to say the things that he believes teachers engaged in
the teaching of writing should consider. He offers a chapter on
"Topics" which he opens with the sentence: "Assigning topics for

writing is one of the most important things a composition teacher
does" (p. 69). Irmscher's discussion of topics echoes in many
respects the principles espoused by the other professionals so far
presented here. Like Scott, Irmscher would not give certain topics
to freshman students because he would not want to read the
cliched essays that they would produce. In his view such topics

"are not springboards for writing; they are traps. They don't
give students a chance to reveal that they can think inventively"
(p. 69). Irmscher offers five criteria that a good topic ought
to meet (pp. 68-72):

1. A good topic ought to have a purpose.

2. A good topic ought to be meaningful within
the student's experience.

3. A good topic ought to prefer specific and
immediate situations to abstract and
theoretical ones.

4. A good topic posing a hypothetical situation
should be within a student's grasp.

5. A good topic ought to encourage a student to
write.

Irmscher carefully expl. ins that a "meaningful" topic is not
necessarily a "personal" topic, though it should be involving.

He observes that students do distinguish what they are willing to

talk about in the dormitory from what they are willing to talk about

in the classroom. That is, students consider some topics "too

personal" (p. 70). Irmscher explains also what he means by speci-

ficity in a topic by contrasting the abstract topic, "Discuss Free-

dom" with another one that is more immediate: "List the freedoms

you enjoy where you live and the freedoms you are denied. What is

the reason for the denials? Do you accept the reasons? Write an

essay on the subject" (p. 70). And finally, Irmscher considers the
effects of topics which require writers to proje::t themselves into
hypothetical situations. He sees a topic like the following as an
imaginative stimulus which implicitly invites satire: "If you were

the first chimpanzee to be landed on Mars, what message would you

deliver to Earthlings?" (p. 71). Hypothetical topics such as the

following one provide an indirect vehicle for expressing thoughts
that otherwise would be difficult to share: "Write an extended
obituary notice for the newspaper upon the occasion of your own

death" (p. 71). This kind of hypothetical topic actually concerns
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the values that a student holds now even though it seems to project
him or her into the future. Thus, Irmscher finds it very "different
from one that addresses a seventeen-year-old by saying, 'If you
were an old man or woman..." This latter type of topic is ill-
advised, according to Irmscher: "If the purpose is to find out
what it is like to be old or how the old think, it would be far
preferable to have young people talk to old people and report
their impressions" (p. 71). Irmscher also believes that choice is
good but that "limitless choice ('Write on anything you want to')
usually proves self-defeating. Students flounder when they can
choose anything in the world (p. 72).

Edmund Farrell. One of the few articles to appear in the
English Journal (pp. 428-431) exclusively devoted to a discussion
of the making of composition assignments is Edmund Farrell's essay.

Drawing upon his experience as a supervisor of student teachers in
secondary English at the University of California, Berkeley, Farrell
culled a number of writing assignments that he felt exemplified
various sorts of lapses in making assignments. He found that:

Common to these assignments is the absence of a
stipulated audience and/or purpose which would help
the student to define himself in context, which would
lead him to adopt an appropriate persona or 'speaking
voice' in his composition (p. 430).

Farrell joins a long line of professoinals who advocate specification

of audience, role, and purpose in the writing assignment. But

Farrell goes further than most other writers in suggesting patterns
for creating assignments with built-in "selves" which function as
cues to suggest the particular roles (and "voices") that the writer

may adopt in relation to audience and purpose. Farrell offers

four possiblilities:

1. The "self" of an assignment may be internal to
the selection, -the purpose unspecified, and the

audience private. (Example: Assume that you are
Lady Macbeth and that you keep a diary. Write the

five entries which precede your suicide.) (p. 430)

2. The "self" and the audience may be internal to the
selection and the purpose specified. (Example:

You are Tom and have been away from home now for
three months. Write to Laura trying to explain to
her why you left.) (p. 430)

3. The "self," audience, and purpose may be external

to the selection. (Example: A friend of yours
comes to you with a copy of Macbeth and says, "I
understand you've read this play in class. What

should I look for so I can most fully understand
it?" What advice would you offer?) (p. 431)
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4. The "self" may be internal to the selection and the
audience and the purpose external. (Example: You
are one of the inhabitants of Spoon River who
has died. You have an opportunity to speak out
from the grave, summarizing your life in a paragraph
or two. What comments have you to make?) (p. 431)

Farrell believes that if students are given good assignments that
enable them to adopt appropriate voices, "their writing should be
more pleasurable to read and much easier to evaluate" (p. 431).

Arthur J. Carr. A professor of English at the University
of Michigan, Arthur J. Carr made a kinescope of "Student Writing
Assignment Based on 'Fire Walking in Ceylon," for the Commission
on English in the 1960's. Carr also believes that the assignment
significantly affects the quality of writing the students may
produce in response to it. His kinescope production relates his

experience with a particular writing assignment which had pro-
duced a terrible set of papers. But instead of berating his
students for their obtuseness, he takes himself to task, asking,
"What went wrong with my assignment?" After analyzing the things
that have gone wrong in making the assignment (lack of preparation
of the students, lack of clarity in the stallement of the assign-
ment, lack of a defined purpose for making the assignment), Carr
delineates two basic assignment patterns. Broadly speaking, Carr
sees these two kinds of assignments arising from a reading of the

essay on fire walkers: one type would emphasize structure and
form; the other, ideas. "If we restrict the choice of forms, then

we should liberate ideas. If we restrict ideas, then we should
liberate form." Carr believes in carefully selecting and controlling
the number of constraints a student must cope with in a single
assignment. He sees the making of assignments as something to
which the true professional gives considerable thought. He contrasts

the amateur and the professional:

...the amateur depends on inspiration, and this means that
he may be victimized by his moods. As we become profes-
sional, we learn to carry out even the difficult parts of
our profession expertly and regularly. Unlike the
amateur, the professional applies principle and the
results of objectively examined experience (p. 16, 1965).

A Professional Consensus on Principles. So far we have
considered the practical wisdom of several professionals situated
at various levels of instruction with regard to their recommendations
for designing writing assignments for classroom Instruction. It is

not known whether this group can stand as representative, for no

empirically derived sample has been drawn from the universe of

professionals with published works on creating classroom writing
exercises. Nevertheless, to add more cases here would overwhelm.
The thirteen members of the Commission on English and seven members
of The Education Council plus the five other persons presented in
this section together do constitute a noteworthy professional
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community (see Appendix for institutional affiliations). Their
collective wisdom seems to reach consensus on several principles for
designing classroom assignments that can be transferred to designing
prompts for writinvassessments. Consider the following set of
principles.

THE PHILOSOPHY OF THE ASSIGNMENT FOR WRITING ASSESSMENT

Maxim: A well-framed assignment for a writing assesuan't
provides ansdccasion for writing in which the
student's powers of expression and communication are
stimulated to their normal maximum.

Principles:

1. The subject chosen mu. be potentially interesting
to the teacher-reader or evaluator of the essays
*ritten.

2. The subject chosen must be potentially interesting
to the student writers.

3. The assignment furnishes data to start from which
is open to presentation in any of several forms
ranging from statements or questions to pictures
or cartoons accompanied by instructions.

4. The assignment must be meaningful within the
student's experience.

5. The assignment seeks to elicit a specific
response and limits content or form or both.

6. The assignment is itself specific in suggesting
an audience beyond the teacher or evaluator when
the subject makes such specification feasible.

7. Assignment by topic alone is artificial and yields
a lack of focus in development.

Coda: A well-framed assignment, clear and precise in its
instructions, shows awareness of the audience of waiting
examinees. The demands on the assignment creator are
identical with those on the writer.

Marjorie Kirrie. It is interesting to contrast this
composite set of principles for making writing asseisment prompts
to some recommendations offered by a professional who is a teacher
and a chief reader for the College Entrance Examination Board.
In a brief article for the National Writing Project Network News-
letter, Marjorie Kirrie (1979) explains why it is necessary to
distinguish between the instructional and the assessment situation
in conceiving of satisfactory prompts. Since this distinction has
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already been discusshefore, we will proceed to her main points.

In a well-intentioned effort to be specific, prompt writers
are likely to unwittingly introduce factors that produce unwanted
side effects. These side effects are the result of what Kirrie
calls "overwriting" the prompt. She cautions against "shoring up
topics with all kinds of directions: 'You are writing to...,'
'You have met a...,' 'Tell about...,' 'Tell how..." (p. 7).
Such instructions dictate structure and lead to "a stringing together
of attempts to cope with each 'Tell' in the exact order given in the
prompt" (p. 7). Klrrie also cautions against asking students to
address a specific unreal audience, to imagine themselves in
situations alien to their world, or to imagine themselves as other
entities. The prompt that begins "If you were..." can only be
written in the subjunctive or conditional modes and sets "traps
for all except the highly,skilled" (p. 7). Unlike the other
professionals quoted earlier, Kirrie maintains that specifying an
audience makes the writing task needlessly difficult and calls for
greater skill than,many students possess. "Besides," says Kirrie,
"students never forget the real audience for assessment writing
[teacher and other educators]" (p. 7). Also, Kirrie notes "some
audiences call for less sophisticated diction and syntax than we
would like to see students produce in a test situation" (p. 7).

So what does a prompt author need to do in order to make a
prompt that works? Kirrie advises keeping the prompt as "non-
directive as possible" and using "any word, phrase, or brief state-
ment which invites a variety of interpretations and responses"(p. 7).
She says:

A statement should give students as many options as did
the quotation from Pogo used in last year's College
Entrance Examination Board Test essay in(1978),"We have
met the enemy and he is us," which elicited everything
from historical exposition to commentaries on language
usage. As for additional directions, variants of "Write
an essay on what...means (suggests) to you," together
with the advice that examples may be helpful and that
good writing will be appreciated, are all that are
needed (p. 7).

NAEP's Primary Trait System. While Marjorie Kirrie represents
the professional view that holds that a writing prompt should have
"the widest possitle evocative range" (p. 7), there is another
view that is diametrically opposite to this one. The National
Assessment of Educational Progress's "primary trait" approach calls
for a precisely defined writing "exercise." Ina Mullis (1976) of
NAEP has described the characteristics of writing exercises devised
for assessments using a primary trait system:

The essence of the primary trait system is to narrowly
delineate the situation of the writer, by defining the
variables. With this approach responses should all
address the same task and can be judged using the same
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criteria. Systematic judgments'provide both
descriptive and copparativc information about how
well individuals or groups of people can use writing
to communicate in given situations. This means that
for each exercise three things must be specified:
(1) the identity of the writer.(whether the respondent
is himself or is given a role to play), (2) the
audience (who the writer is writing to) and (3) the
subject matter (what the writer should communicate
to the audience).

The more structured the task, the less difficult the
scoring, since the essays or letters will be more
uniform in focus. For example, if persuasive writing
is chosen as an important skill to measure, it could
be decided that students should be able to use writing
to influence decision-makers. The taslc could be,
"Writes letter to someone important about a problem in
this country." A better task would be, "Write a letter
to your principal suggesing a way to solye'a proble in
your school." If the nature of the problem is further
defined, e.g., the lunchroom, the'task would be even.
better. With a national sample,.it.is difficult to,
identify universally applicable ituations. For a .

classroom, school, or even a di rict, the problem of
respondents having common knowlé4ge and experience
should be alleviated (pp. 8-9).

Rex BrOwn (1978), also a member of the NAEP staff, presints
some ideas about how to develop an ideal writing assessment instru-
ment. He also speaks on behalf of the stuctured writini task:

If you want to evaluate an essay for certain character-
istics, then you must be sure that you have requested
them in the assignment. This is not a trivial, matter:
it is extremeljt difficult to write assignments that
define precisely the rhetorical imperatives that.will
either be met or missed by the students. If you want
to kuow whether they can elaborate upon a role expres-
sively while maintaining control of a point or view
and tense then you have to set the task up in such a
way that they must do so, and define acceptable levels
of achievement that are concrete and realistic (p. 5).

Discourse Theory as a Source of Knowledge

Discourse theory, which deals with the development of full
texts in speech or writing (Kinneavy's 'definition, 1971), provides
another source of knowledge that influences the design of writing
assignments for both instructional and testing occasions. .Discourse
theory with roots and tradittions reaching back to antiquity
attempts to describe the varietjes of discourse and the elements
which contribute to the making of texts, spoken 6r written.
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Various schools of thought.have emphasized one or another element
such as the writer, the sttlect, o; the audience', either individually

or taken together. A fourth element, function (also called purpose
or aim) arises from the interaction of writer, subject, and audience.
Related to all of these is the concept of form (also called mode or
genre). The basic problem in dealing with this field is the very
richness of the area and the problems attendant upon seleaing
from among competing theories. Kinneavy (1980) seei the current
condition in discourse theory and rhetoric as comparable to the
vigorously competitive scene at the end of the 1950's when various
schools of linguistics were vying for dominance (p. 37). It is out-
side the scope of this review to treat in any depth even a very
selective sample of prominent theories. But it is important ta
consider in brief outline several theories which often provide
organizing principles for instruction in writing. These various
discourse schemes tategorize forms and functions of writing that
frequently turn up as specifications and constraints in writing
prompts.

Discourse theory has gone in two directions. Traditionally,
discourse theorists have looked at the products of writing and
sought to classify what they found. More recently, the theorists
have attempted to describe the processes of writing as well as
the works created. The scope of discourse theory, including
significant traditional and emerging contemporary'models, is
'presented in Kinneavy (1971) and D'Angelo (1976) although neither
of these authors considers the work of James Britton, Janet Emig,
and Linda Flower and John Hayes, who have all proposed process
models of discourse.

Alexander Bain. D'Angelo (1976, p. 115) credits Alexander
Bain with having established in 1890 the traditional forms of
discourse which have dominated the organization of writing curricula
and testing even to this day. The traditional forms are description,
narration, exposition, and argumentation, although Bain's original

set also included a fifth form, poetry. According to D'Angelo's

account of Bain's theory:

Each form is assumed to have its own function, its
own subject matter, its own organizational patterns,

and its awn language (p. 115)....

...the mind can be divided into three faculties: the

understanding, the will, and the feelings. The aims
of discourse (to inform, to persuade, and to please)
correspond to these three faculties. The forms of
discourse are the kinds of composition that relate to
the faculties of the mind, the aims of.discourse, and
the laws of thought. Thus, description, narration,
and exposition relate to the faculty of understanding,
persuasion relates to the will, and paetry to the

feelings (p. 116).
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Bain's system classifies and characterizes written products.
Graphically portrayed, his distinctions are as follows (based on
D'Angelo, p. 115):

Function Subject

Description Evoke sense Objects of
experience senses

Narration Tell a story,
narrate an
vent

Exposition Inform,
instruct,
present ideas

Argument Convince,
persuade,
defend, refute

Organization Language

Space/time Denotative and
connotative,
figurative,
literal,
impressionistic,
objective

People and Space/time As above
events

Ideas,
generalizations

Issues

Logical analysis
and classifica-
tion

Deduction and
Induction

Denotative and
factual

Factual and
emotive,
depending on
appeal

Leo Rockas. A Contemporary approach to the classification
of written products is offered by Leo Rockas (1964) as he seeks to
combine the literary modes identified by Plato and Aristotle with
the rhetorical modes identified by Bain. Rockas says:

My analysis has suggested that these poetical and
rhetorical modes extend themselves naturally and
elegantly to the concrete modes, description, narra-
tion, drama, and reverie; and to the abstract or plagal
modes, definition, process, dialogue, and persuasion.
These are also classified by means of procedure as the
static modes, description and definition; the temporal ,

modes, narration and procest; the mimetic modes, drama
and dialogue; and the mental modes, reverie and per-
suasion. Though the modes may be modulated and mixed,
I consider them to be exclusive of each other, and
together inclusive of whatever can happen in discourse,
at least at the simplest level of rhetorical analysis
(p. ix.).

Displayed in graphic form, Rockas' reclassification appears below
(pp. xii-xv),1

I. The static modes
A. Descriptions
B. Definition

II. The temporal modes
A. Narration
B. Process
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III. The mimetic modes
A. Drama
B. Dialogue

IV. The mental modes
A. Reverie
B. Persuasion

The A categories represent the concrete modes while the B categories
constitute the abstract modes.

James Kinneavy. Still another scheme for classifying the modes
and aims of discourse was proposed by Kinneavy (1971) in a compre-
hensive, multi-disciplinary examination of the contributions of
classical and contemporary rhetoric. -Kinneavy begins with the.
communication triangle formulated in communication theory and divides
the universe of language into three fields of study (syntactics,
semantics, and pragmatics) which are related to the terms of the
communicatIon triangle (pp. 19-31). The communication triangle is
depicted below (with annotations in parentheses):

Encoder Decoder
(Writer) (Reader)

(Speaker)
Signal

(Audience)

Reality
(Subject)

The area most closely tied to discourse in Kinneavy's scheme is
pragmatics, which concerns the study of the use of language in
actual speech (or written) situations (p. 22). According to -

Kinneavy the aims of discourse are based on the four elements of
the triangle. When the focus of communication is primarily on.the
speaker-writer and the aim or purpose is self-expressVon, the
resulting text.is expressive discourse. When the focus is on the
reader/Audience and the speaker/writer's aim or purpose is to per-
suade, the resulting text is persuasive discourse. When the focus
is upon the subject or reality under consideration and the speaker-
writec's aim is to explain the world clearly and logically, the
result is referential discourse. When the focus is upon the text
and the speaker-writer's aim or purpose is to give pleasure, the
result is literary discourse. To summarize: "Language can there-
fore be employed with the stress of the process on the persons
(encoder or decoder), or the reality to which reference is made,
or on the product (text which the discourse produces)" (Kinneavy,

p. 38).

Kinneavy sees the modes of discourse as "grounded in certain
philosophic concepts of the nature of reality considered as being
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or becoming" (p. 36). Thus, the modes refer to classifications of

"kinds" of realities. But Kinneavy alters Bain's traditional

quartet, keeping description and narration but substituting
evaluation and classification for argument and exposition. Kinneavy

rejects exposition and argument as modes because he Considers them

aims of discourse (1980, p. 49). In other words, Kinneavy uses the

term "mode" to cover "what" is being talked about, and "aim" to

cover the "why" or the purpose or function of what is being talked

aboAt.

Kinneavy (1980) summarizes his own theory of discourse and

compares it to the theories of James Moffett, James Britton, and

Frank D'Angelo. In reaching for a "pluralistic synthesis" of four

contemporary models, Kinneavy identifies a number of compatibilities

between his own model and those of the other three writers.
Kinneavy points out that three of the models (Moffett, Britton, and

Kinneavy) are "explicitly based on the semiotic structure of the
relationships among writer, reader, and subject matter" (p. 38).

He then goes on to note a great many other,points of congruence

aong the four models, but he does acknowle4ge.that "the develop-

mental dimension found both in Moffett and Britton is entirely

lacking in Kinneavy and D'Angelo" (p. 47). Because they do

address the developmental dimension of composing, both Moffett's

and Britton's theories will be presented briefly below.

James Moffett. The initial presentation of James Moffett's

discourse model appeared in Teaching the Universe of Discourse

(1968). Moffett finds his discourse model in a Piagetian theory

of intellectual development which conceptualizes cognitive develop-

ment as corresponding with the growth of increa51ng degrees of

abstraction. Moffett says:

The concept that I believe will most likely permit

us to think at once about mental development and
the structure of discourse is the concept of abstrac-

tion which can apply equally well to thought and to

language (p. 18).

Thus, Moffett proposes a naturally structured theory of dis-

course which analyzes the subject into a progression of speaker-
audience relationships, subjects, logical sequence, and literary

form. His most recent presentation of his schema appears in

Active Voice: A Writing Program Across the Curriculum (1981). The

main lines of progression are as follows:

t.^
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Schema of Discourse

(reading down)

Progression of Speaker-Audience Relationship

Thinking to oneself

Speaking to another
person face to face

Writing to a known
party

Writing to a mass,
anonymous audience

Inner verbalization

Outer vocalization

Informal writing

Publication

Progression of Speaker-Subject Relationship

Recording what is
happening

Reporting what
happened

Generalizing
what happens

Inferring what
will, may, or
could be true

Drama

Narrative

Exposition

Logical
Argumentation

The chronologic of
on-going perceptual
selection

The chronologic of
memory selection

The analogic of
class inclusion
and exclusion

The tautologic of
transformation and
combination

On one dimension, Moffett displays the kinds of discourse in a'

continuum of time abstractions: drama records what is happening,

narrative reports what happened, exposition generalizes about what
happens, and argument theorizes about what may happen. The temporal

movement is from present to past to future. On a second dimension
Moffett orders discourse in a continuum of distance (space) between
participants, moving in abstractive range from I-you in relation to
readers and from 1-it in relation to the subject. Moffett symbolizes
this latter relationship as follows (Moffett and Wagner, 1976,
p. 15):
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SUBJECT (it)

g'

4 0
No-

> 0
0

WRITER (I) I-you relation READER (you)

The audience (reader) relation is a movement from self through
introspection and reverie through an immediate audience to a mass
audienCe removed in time and space. The relation to subject moves

from personal, subjective response to impersonal, objective analysis.

Writing assignments that conform to Moffett's theory of dis-

course ask the student to:

...draw subjects from actual personal observation and
to abstract this material in ways that entail increas-
ingly sophisticated and artful decisions; assume a more
and more remote audience; lead from vernacular style to
literary style, from improvisation to composition; and
open up for the student progressively higher realms of

abstraction (Moffett, 1981, p. 6).

James Britton. At the University of London (1966-71) James
Britton and his associates have developed a comprehensive multi-

dimensional model of discourse derived during a five-year Schools

Council Project on the Written Language of 11-18 Year-Olds. This

British research team found the traditional discourse categories

from the "predominantly Scottish tradition of rhetoric" wanting in

a number of respects:

...they are derived from an examination of the finished

products of professional writers, from whose work come
both the categories and the rules for producing instances

of them. The tradition is profoundly prescriptive and
shows little inclination to observe the writing process:
its concern is with how people should write rather than

how they do. It can scarcely, therefore, be helpful
in studying the emergence of mature writers from young

writers (Britton, 1975, p. 4).

So instead of following the traditional categories, Britton's

research team developed a two-dimensional model which on one plane

classifies writing according to the predominant function that it

performs. On another plane it addresses the audience dimension in

somewhat the same manner as does Moffett's scheme.
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Britton's audience scale moves from the self to the teacher to
an unknown audience. An innovative elaboration of concept of
teacher as audience appears among the distinctions portrayed below
on the scale (pp. 116-129):

SELF OTHER

TEACHER WIDER (KNOWN) UNKNOWN YOU

Trusted Gen'l Particular Examiner
Adult Edu- Educated

cated Profes-
Adult sional

The main categories in Britton's scheme of the functions of
written utterances are shown in diagrammatic form below as they
are presented in his report (p. 83):

Mature
Writer

Learner

TRANSACTIONAL - - - --EXPRESSIVE POETIC

EXPRESSIVE

The expressive form of writing is seen as "a kind of matrix from
which different forms of mature writing are developed" (p. 83).
The expressive form is defined as "language close to the self,
revealing the speaker, verbalizing his consciousness, displaying
his close relationship with the reader." Transactional form is
defined as "language to get things done, i.e., it is concerned with
an end outside itself:' The poetic form is defined as "a verbal
construct, patterned verbalization of the writer's feeling and
ideas. This category is not restricted to poems but would
include sush writings as a short story, a play, a shaped autobio-
graphical episode." Neither the expressive nor the poetic forms
are further subdivided, but the transactional is divided into
informative and instructive (conative), and each of these has
further subdivisions. The instructive (conative) is divided into
the regulative and the persuasive functions. The informative
is divided into categories following Moffett's categories of
record, report, generalized narrative or descriptive information,
analogic with a low level of generalization, through higher levels
of generalization and speculative (tautological) forms (pp. 88-105).
The informative category at the lowest level records concrete
experience and moves progressively to generalize, abstract, speculate,
and theorize at the highest levels.

Richard Lloyd-Jones and Carl Klaus. Since both assessment
and instruction are based on explicit or assumed models of the
nature and purpose of discourse, it is important to understand the
main components of several of the leading models that now dominate
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practice. Thus, we have examined the traditional models which

classify products of writing and the leading contemporary models

which describe processes and functions, as well as/in addition to

products of writing. Lloyd-Jones makes a similar point in describing

how he and Carl Klaus selected a discourse model to guide the

procedures of the National Assessment of Educational Progress:

In order to report precisely how people manage different

types of discourse, one must have a model of discourse

which permits the identification of limited types of

discourse and the creation of exercises which stimulate

writing in the appropriate range but not beyond it (p. 37).

Consequently Lloyd-Jones and Klaus slected a three-part model after

rejecting several others as being either too simple or too complicated.

For example, the model below wag rejected as too complicated for the

purposes of the national assessment (p. 40). Even so it remained a

useful explanatory model.

Illocutionary Perlocutionary

(Spectator) (Participant)

Expressive
(Encoder)

Self-Oriented

High
personal

involvement
in situation

A-

Literary
(language)

(code)

Low
personal

involvement
in situation

Persuasive
(Decoder)

Other
Oriented

Explanatory
(substance)
(reference)

Although they acknowledge that usually there is a blend of

purposes and associated forms in actual discourse, Lloyd-Jones and

Klaus settled on a tri-polar scheme from which they expected to

derive the primary rhetorical traits associated with each type of

writing represented. The model they finally developed follows:
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Explanatory Discourse
(Subject oriented)

Expressive Discourse
(Discourser oriented)

Persuasive Discourse
(Audience oriented)

It is this simple model that has guided the design of exercises for
NAEP since 1974.

Skills Model Limitations. The discourse models of Kinneavy,
Moffett, Britton, and Lloyd-Jones and Klaus all stand in contrast
to the skills model of writing which treats the subject as a series
of discrete activities or skills, each to be practiced and mastered
in turn. Kinneavy says:

all four of these authors--Moffett, Britton, D'Angelo
[and himself]--believe that composition is best taught
with examples of full discourse. The concerns with
mechanics, sentence structure, style, even invention
and arrangement are best seen in the act of handling a
full discourse. Moffett (1968, pp. 205-206) decries
what he calls the particle approach... (1980, p. 38).

Kinneavy continues with citations from each of the other aUthors to
show their preference for holiitic approaches over the skills model.
It should be evident that assumptions about the nature of writing
and models of the process have consequences for the design of assess-

ment instruments.

Although the discourse theories of Kinneavy, Moffett, and Britton
have been tested in classrooms, none except Britton's has received
extensive trial under research conditions. It is time now to look

more closely at the research contribution to the design of prompts

for assessment of writing.

Research as a Source of Knowledge

Basic Research Questions. As we have seen there are a good

many assumptions in practice and theory about requisite features in

a writing instruction assignment or assessment prompt. But relatively
few details are yet available from research against which one might
check these assumptions when one is designing prompts for writing
assessments. Various researchers in the field of writing have noted
this particular gap in available research information (Odell, Cooper,
and Courts, 1978; Odell, 1979; Greenberg, 1981 Hoetker, 1981). The

kinds of questions that are being asked indicate the current areas
of need in the study of the means used to elicit writing for purposes
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of assessment:

Questions raised by Odell, Cooper, and Courts (1978, p. 11):

How should researchers frame a writing task so as to
obtain the best possible work from students?

Must researchers, as Sanders and Littlefield (1975)
claim, provide a full rhetorical context, that is,
information about speaker, subject, audience, and
purpose?

Is there any aspect of the rhetorical context that we
need not include in a writing task? Would an assign-

ment that, for example, specified speaker, subject,
and audience but not purpose, elicit writing that
differed significantly from writing prompted by an
assignment that specified a full rhetorical context?

Questions raised by Odell (1979, p. 41):

Is it in fact true that different kinds of writing
tasks elicit different kinds of writing performance

from students?

Are there some kinds of tasks in wLich purpose seems
a more important consideration than it does in other

kinds of tasks?

Does one writing.task elicit a greater number of
abstract (or connotative or formal) word choices
than do other tasks?

Do different writing tasks lead students to use,
on average, longer T-units (or more final free

modifiers or more adjective modifiers...) than do

other tasks?

Do different tasks lead students to use different
types of transitional relationships or to use para-
graphs that fill different types of functiofis?

Questions raised by Greenberg (1981, p. 8):

How do students read writing tasks? Which aspects

of the directions do they understand? Or use?

Or ignore?

How do students interpret writing tasks? What kinds

of details do they think that the task is asking for?

How do students react to writing tasks? What fact6rs

in a task cause a student to perceive it as "easy"

or "difficult?"
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How are students' responses to writing tasks influenced
by situational factors (test vs. nontest context, in-
class vs. out-of-class assignment, timed vs. untimed
composition, student-initiated vs. teacher-initiated
tasks, and so forth)?

Literature Search. A recent search of the literature con-
ducted at the beginning of this study in fall 1981 confirms that
there are few answers to the kinds of questions that researchers
are asking about the nature of the effects of writing prompts upon
performance. For this study, thestandard data bases were searched
(ERIC, Dissertation Abstracts, Psychology Abstracts, Social Sciences
Index, Language and Langusge Behavior Abstracts Index, etc.).
Using such descriptors as 1) writing topic effect, 2) writing topic
analysis, 3) writing evaluation criteria, 4) writing evaluation
methods, 5) writing in relation to assessment, etc., some ninety
abstracts were thus retrieved and followed up. But this search
proved disappointing with respect to the number of items dealing
directly with properties of writing tasks and their effects upon

writers. Only one item in this set, a study of the effects of
writing for different audiences in three different modes (Crowhurst,
1978), could be considered to reflect a research interest in the
differential effects of writing stimuli. Nine other items offered
bits of information about writing prompts, embedded in the context
of larger research interests in evaluating writing.

Inadequate Research Report Practices. Unfortunately,
current practice in reporting research results tends to gloss over
or ignore topic effects in the very studies of writing where topics

have initiated the written products under investigation. When
topic effects Are not the focus of experimental interest in a study,

the information reported about the topic--its actual text and the
presentation of any effects noted--tends to be cursory and oblique.
Even such a notable and widely cited study as the Godshalk, et al
(1966) investigation of the validity of the multiple-choice res-
ponse mode in the measurement of writing neglected to quote the

actual texts of the five criterion exercises used. Godshalk and his

associates followed the rather common practice of describing rather
than presenting the exact wording of the topic(s) used in investi-

gations of writing. This reporting practice effectively disallows

a reader of the study to make an independent judgment about the
experimenter's classification of the writing tasks and to make an
independent appraisal of explicit and implicit task demands. The

consequences of this practice and its implications for retarding

the accumlation of data about topic effects are examined in relation
to several studies where topic effects were noted during the course

of an investigation into other factors.

Nold and Freedman (1977) are exceptional, first for their attempt
to control for topic effects in their carefully planned experimental

study of factors that influence readers' judgments of essays, and
second, for the level of detail which they devote to presenting
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their essay questions. In designing their study, Nold and Freed-

man took precautions to insure that their results would not be

topic specific by preparing two sets of two questions each, parallel

in design and difficulty and requiring writing in only one mode

(argumentative). Since Nold and Freedman include the texts of
their questions, it is possible to inspect them and make independent

judgments about their claims for equivalence in design and difficulty.
And these texts do become a matter of interest when they report,

"The kind of essay affected the amount of writing produced...."

The two matched personal opinion topics elicited more writing and

greater variation in response than did the two matched quotation

comparison questions which elicited less writing and less variation

(p. 170). Later in their discussion of the correlational findings,

Nold and Freedman report that their study corroborates earlier ones

that found length to be a predictor of quality: "The simple correla-

tion between length and quality in our sample was -.57, indicating

a high positive correlation. Our study shows that it is more

damning to write a short essay than elevating to write a long one"

(p. 173). Although this study does present considerable evidence

of topic effects upon essay length and consequently upon its quality

rating in a holistic scoring, this particular aspect of the study is

never directly discussed in the report.

In a study conducted under the auspices of the Center for the

Study of Evaluation at the University of California, Los Angeles,

Winters (1980) set out to compare the differential effects of three

types of scoring systems (impressionistic, analytic, and frequency

counts) on a sample collected for this purpose. The report indi-

cates that subjects were given 50 minutes to produce a 200 word

expository essay on two test occasions, one week apart. "Two

parallel topics were randomly assigned to subjects and counter-

balanced to control for test occasion (see Appendix)" (Winters,1980,

p. 7). The texts of the writing tasks are quoted in full in this

appendix. Winters's comments in her discussion of the findings on

topic effects take up only two sentences: "Finally, the topics used

in this study, which appear to have produced some unusual effects

on writing performance were expository. There is no evidence that

other modes of discourse or even other genres of expository topics

would have produced the same results" (p. 19). Although this condi-

tion is cited as a limitation upon the generalizability of the

study's findings, there is no explanation of what the "unusual effects"

might have been. One must turn to another study from U.C.L.A. which

used the same writing tasks for illumination of the "unusual effects."

Smith (1980) sought to compare the results of using different

measuring strategies in assessing high school students' expository

writing. This study of the relative merits of analytic scales,

impressionistic ratings, and objective tests, consisted of two major

components: the writing topics (and directions) and rwo forms of

rating criteria. According to Smith, "The topics, designed to elicit

like-samples of students writing, were intended to promote writing

within the discourse domain of exposition...Task attributes guiding

development of the topics included discourse mode, rhetorical pur-

pose, content limits, and indended audience" (p. 6). The texts of
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Smith's two topics are provided in an appendix/iind are identical to
the two used by Winters. Because Smith's stddy found a pattern of
strong relationships across analytic subscales, she acknowledged that
it would be "tempting to infer that the Analytic scale actually
tapped a single unitary dimension of writing" (Smith, 1980, p. 10).
She cautioned, however, against making such an interpretation
because of "an important facet of the writing task which may have
affected the results--the writing topic and directione (p. 10).
Smith suggests the possibility that the "uniformity in the rhetori-
cal structures of the majority of the students' writing samples"
may have resulted from the structural promptings provided in the
directions accompanying the topics. Ultimately, Smith raises the
question: "Was the relative lack of independence among the
Analytic subscales--and the high correlation with Impressionistic
scores--a function of the homogeniety of student responses" (p. 11)?
An independent inspection of the two topics suggests the likelihood
that there could well have been the interaction between topic, essay,
and rating as indicated in Smith's discussion.

Another study from U.C.L.A.'s Center for the Study of Evaluation
is concerned with the validation of alternate response modes for
writing assessment (essays, paragraphs, and "selected response for-
mat"). Capell and Quellmalz (1980) sum up the whole writing task in
just a single sentence: "Both narrative and expository writing
samples were elicited, with essays being on the topics of drugs and
violence, and paragraphs on the topic of alcohol use" (p. 3). And
that is all that this study says about the writing stimuli used in
this experiment. None of the texts of the instruments used in this
study is provided in the report.

One does not have to read very many research reports about
writing assessment to determine that there is no uniformity in the
practice of providing the texts of writing tasks and other relevant
details. The importance of including full information about the
writing task variable cannot be overstated. There is a twofold
loss when insufficient information is provided: It becomes impos-
sible to make an independent judgment about the claims the researcher
makes about the writing task characteristics, and it also becomes
difficult to build a cumulative knowledge base about writing task
properties and related effects. For example, if Kincaid (1953)
had not included his writing assignments in his study of factors
affecting the quality of student writing, Braddock, et al (1963)
could not have later reinterpreted Kincaid's findings. Whereas
Kincaid had concluded that the writing performance of poor writers
varied significantly according to the topic assigned, Braddock and
his associates read the results differently. They noted that
actually the content of the three topics was very similar, but they
did differ in the modes of discourse they called for. Thus,
Braddock concluded that the Kincaid study suggested "that variation
of the assignment from expository to argumentative mode of discourse
did not seem to affect the average quality of the writing of a group
of freshmen who were better writers as much as it did a group who
were worse writers" (p. 8). On this basis, Braddock argued that
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until more could be.known about the effect of mode on writing
performance, it seemed necessary to control for this element in
planning assignments to be used for research on writing.

One finds frequent reference to the "classic" studies of the
reliability of the grading of essay tests in English, mathematics,
and history conducted by Starch an iott (1912; 1913; 1913).
For example, this work is cited Cof man (1971), Foley (1971),
and Sax (1974). Sax even quotes Starch and Elliott's famous asser-
tion about the unreliability of essay,test ratings: "It is almost
shocking to a mind with more than ordinary exactness to find that
the range of marks given by different teachers,to the same paper
may be as large as 35 to 40 points" (Sax, p. 119). Unfortunately,
from the way these findings are often cited, one might easily get
the impression that Starch and Elliott's "paper" was an essay on
a single topic. Actually the two "papers" used in the English
part of this studywere not essays. They had been Written to
answt..- a set of six discrete questions, among which were the
following: "2) Give five requirements to be observed in the struc-
ture of a paragraph; 3) Write-i business letter; 4) Define narra-
tion, coherence, unity; classify sentences rhetorically and gfammati-
cally. Illustrate or define. 5) Name all the,masterpieces studied
this year and name the author of each" (from Stitth and Elliott as
reprinted in Payne and McMorris, 1967, p..55). What is truly
shocking is that such a crudely conceived study is still being cited
as a credible study of reliability to bolster claims about the
"disadvantages and limitations of essay tests" (cf. Sax, 1974,
p. 117). If the actual text of this "essay test" had been omitted
from the Starch and Elliott report, it would be impossible now to
see how misleading their research findings are. Their so-called
essay test is obviously a test of knowledge of discrete items.

One can only wonder about the nature of the other early studies
of reliability which contributed to a growing lack of confidence in-
essay examinations during the 1930's and 1940's,and that ultimately
led to their virtualabandonment for the next three decades in-favor
of the more reliably scored "objective" test.

Now that we have discussed the practical problem of using
research as a source of knowledge in designing prompts for assessing
writing, we will turn to consider evidence regarding the following
elements: 1) selection of ihe subject and problems of priol: know-
ledge, 2) wording of the question and the problem of comprehension,
3) selection of mode, 4) specification of rhetorical context--role,
audience, purpose, and 5) contextual influences. ,

1. Selection of the subject And iroblems of prior knowledge.
Various teachers, evaluators, and researchers express awareness of
the need for judicious selection of the subject or topic to be used
in an assessment or research experiment (Lloyd-Jones, 1977,p. 44;
Harpin, 1976, p. 92-93; Hoetker, 1981, p. 3; Greenberg, 1981,,
p. 3ff).

William Harpin (1976, p. 93), in reporting the results ofa
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longitudinal study in junior school (ages 7.0 - 9.11) involving 300
students and 50 teachers in nine schools in England, makes the point:

A theory of function and audience, no matter how elegant,
is incomplete without reference to the'experience that is
to be worked on and aimed at a reader. Many teachers
and certainly the majority of those who collaborated
with us in producing the writing, see choice of subject
or starting.point as the most formidable.challenge,
dominating all other concerns.

Harpin'.s appraisal of writing assignments'is based upon observa-
tions during the normal course of classroom 'instruction in the
schools participating in his study. Although his chapter; "Con-
texts for &lilting" (pp. 91-110), deals with writing in classroom
instruction contexts, it still 1;as releyance for assessment pur-
poses. . Harpin found a%broad ran& of "writing situations" and he
classifie&22 kinds of experiences used to stimulate writing.
According to'Harpin, the nature of the'stimulus offered is best
described as "an opposition between open and closed'or convergent
and divergent situations" (p. 94). He concludes that the same

0 experience may giva_rise to very different writing outcomes,
according to the f6cus of attention Suggested" (p. 98). A single
stimulus may be presented at an open or closed prompt. Harpin
cites an example where two teachers in different project schools
and working independently used the identical stimulus, a-picture
of fire-fighting in Jacobean times, as a starting-point for writing.
Each teacher held's', brief discussion prior to_haming the students
write. One teacher asked his class to "write- a story" about the
picture and leceived a'set of historical fiction papers, all except
one in the third person. During 'the pre-writing discussion, the
other teacher considered different ways the picture might be res-
ponded to-and received the following range of responses: 1) the
historical fiction form, but,also an "eye-witness° or "participant"
report involving a change from third to first person narrative;
2) an itemizing of the content.of theqpicture; 3) a broadly aesthetic
treatment Van the faces look alike snd the colors are very dull");
and 4) oonsideration of the historical significance (p. 94).

HarpNin's'eValu ion of photographs or pictures-as stimuli for
writin& is instructive. Apparently equivalent images -"work fit-
fully or not at all." From the evideifte Of experiments and ex-
perience in the project, Harpin concluded that "one significant
feature is the extent to which interpretation is 'closed' or
'open.' There 6pears to bea necessary level of ambiguity for a
photograph to succeed in arousing uniquely`individual associations.
Too much ambiguity and nothing happens; too little and the responses
show little or no variation" (p. 106). For the seven- to ten-year-
olds, human interest seemed "if not essential then desirab/e"
(p. 106).

Harpin's discussion and iassification of writing tasks (as
/classroom assignments) (1976, pp. 38-44) is by all odds the most
/comprehensive treatment fouhd during this literature review. He
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lists the fcllowing possible ways of classifying writing tasks:

1) by content, subject matter (what it is about, e.g. the Dewey

Decimal System of classification); 2) by form (poetry, prose, essay,

report, etc.); 3) by audience (learned, popular, the distinctions of

rhetoric); 4) by writer-audience relationship_(Joos's "five clocks"

with its account of the interrelation of language, style, and speech

event and Moffett's spectrum of distance discussed above); 5) by

writer and task (creative, free, intensive, imaginative, practical,

factual, recording); 6) by function, purpose, intention (expressive,

poetic, transactional as in Britton above; or to tell a story, to

describe a thing, to produce an emotional effect as in Herbert Read

and Bonamy Dobree; or the order of phenomena in 'space in descriptive

writing, the order of phenomena in time in historical writing, real

or fictitious; the order of thoughts in the mind in expository

writing as in H.J.C. Crierson). Ultimately, Harpin concludes that

an almost endless seLles of classifications is possible: "Writing

will refuse to fit into a cut and dried scheme of labels, no matter

how cunningly or patiently constructed" (p. 37). What is important,

Harpin thinks, is to select the scheme that is of greatest value in

teaching, and we might add, in assessment. Harpin's work has been

discussed here at some length because it is not likely to be readily

accessible in the United States.

The discovery of fitting subjects for assessment--ones that are

neither too large, too insignificant, nor too abstract--continues to

be an art rather than a science because there appears to be little

more than anecdotal information available about which subjects "work"

and which do not. And even the anecdotal information remains

scattered and unanalyzed. Characteristic of this type of data is the

National Assessment of Educational Progress experience with certain

subjects as reported by Lloyd-Jones (1977, p. 44), as follows:

Certain images create trouble. "Bananas," for example,

seems to provoke pornographic or scatological responses.

Bili collectors seem to be exceedingly threatening to

some people. When we tried an expla9atory-persuasive
exercise to evoke a serious letter tip. correct an error

in computer billing, we got a number of amusing responses,

but when we tried to revise the exercise to encourage

humorous literary-expressive responses by making the

situation dore absurd, we found that the increase in

the number who could joke about computers and overdue

bills was small and, strangely, 'the number which dealt

with the problem in serious, highly conventional terms

became larger. In both versions a substantial number

of respondents were merely hostile. (emphasis added)

Lloyd-Jones generalizes that expressive exerciaes tend to be more c.

enthusiastically received than tranSactional ones. He thinks this

is the case because expressive writing is "to some extent its own

reward." He points out that "Make-believe transactions present a

mild contradiction of terms and that may tempt one to underestimate

the skills in handling practical situations." Lloyd-Jones concludes,

"...finding likely topics within the range of all the respondents
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and challenging enough to produce the desirous efforts despite the
lack of any 'payoff' remains a problem.".

The reports of three studies done in Florida (Brossell, 1981;
Hoetker, 1981; and Hoetker, Brossell and'Ash, 1981) and yet to be
published offer important data about several aspects of topics
including the effects of the subject choice on holistic score.
These studies were conducted by Hoetker and Brossell in conjunction
with the development of a writing examination to be administered as
a Teacher Certification Examination after 1980. Hoetker (1979)
completed a very comprehensive review of the literature for the
Floiida Department of Education and then later prepared a condensa-
tion of the earlier work which is referenced here (Hoetker, 1981).
Brossell (1981) conducted an experimental study of the effects of
rhetotical specification in topics. And the findings of both of
these studies'were used in the development of a pool of topics for
future administrations of tLe Teacher Certification Examination.
This work in Florida and the work of Karen GreeLberg of Hunter
lege (1981a, 198,1b) are among a handful of studies in which the
focus of interest fs upon the topic or prompt and its effect upon
writing performance ih an assessment context.

With regard to subjett efacts, Hoetker (1981) identifies a
study done by Rushton and Young (1974) Which, Hoetker reports,

compared essays written by British sixth-form public
school boys with essays written by factory workers of
the same age. On academic topics the language from the
two samples displayed the expected differences between
"elaborated" and "restricted" linguistic codes. But
when the two groups were asked to write on a technical
subylect, the linguistic disadvantage of the porking
class boys disappeared (p. 6).

The Brossell (1981) study of rhetorical specification was based
on six topics at three infoNation levele(to be described later in
this repart,under the section on rhetorical specification) that
he administered under simulated test conditions to undergraduate
majors in education at the University of South Florida and at Florida
State University. Brossell found that mean scores ot. the six sub-
ject matters (range 5.97 - -6.35) did not constitute a significant
difference (p. 11). Although the statistical analysis did not reveal
subject effecta, Brossell and his associate Barbara Ash did note
"strikingly superior" writing on one of the topics, whereas all the
others elicited essays that they found to be 4l'a desultory lot:" On
Topic 6 (level 2 version) on "violence in the schools," the writers
addressed the topic more quickly, had more to say, and wrote papers
that were superior as a group and received the highest mean score
(7.05) (pp. 12-13).

Hoetker, Brossell, and Ash (1981) field tested 33 topics with a
population of undergraduates in education to create a pool of vali-
dated topics for future administrations of the Florida Teacher Certi-
ficate Examination. Their procedures enabled them to determine the
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"popularity of topics and they found that some topics were clearly
more popular (more often chosen) than others. (The topiés cannot
be revealed because of the need to keep the pool secure for future
administrations of the examination.) But these researchers report
that "except in two extreme cases, popularity was quite unrelated
to mean scores of essays written on the topics" (p. 10).

In addition, the students in this study had completed a
questionnaire which asked them to explain why they had rejected the
topic on which they did not write:

...the student comments made us realize that we had
ignored another equally important dimension of the
matter: the soarce of the essay's.content. We had
not taken into account that, even if all students are
to write personal essays, it makes a difference whether
the topic allows students to give their opinions on a
public issue or demands that they introspect and report
their inner lives (p. 10).

The researchers found that they could classify the topics into
"pubIle" and "private" categories and when sb classified, mean
seeres were almost identical. Because student preferences are
expressed strongly and often, they recomdend "that student prefer-
ences be taken into account by choosing one public and one private'
topic as ope*ons for each form of the examination" (p. 11).

Hoetker, Brossell, and Ash,didfind three bad toPics in the
group of 33 piloted. These three topics--"American neglect of the
urban environment, " "favorite gadgets," and an invitation to des-
cribe a "dream home"--were seldom chosen and produced low mean
scores (5.2). Students found them "difficult, uninteresting,
inappropriate, and requiring special knowledge (p. 12). The re-
'searchers' comments on the "dream home" topics are particularly
illuminating: one of the researchers had had excellent results
wit5 a similar topic during classroom writing instruction when
students had several days to work out their ideas. But on the
test occasion (written in the 45 minutes allowed) every essay was

disorganized:

Apparently, the students had fallen into dayareaming on

paper, putting down each new idea as it occurred in a

stream-of-consciousness fashion. That these students could

not write well on this topic, which had been successfully
used in writing classes, is one reminder that testing
writing is not the same as teaching writing (p..13).

Karen Greenberg (1981b) has provided information about nine

questions field-tested at the City University of New York for the

CUNY Writing Skills Assessment Test, a mandated essay test given

to all entering freshmen since the fall of 1978 for the purpose of

diagnosing writing ability and proper placement in writing courses
(Greenberg, 1981a, p. 1). Greenberg provides a "popularity" index
for these topics which give the percentages of native English speak-

ing and ESL students who liked each question. At the time of this
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report, it had not yet been established whether the preferred topics

elicited better writing. Both populations gave the following topic

the highest ranking (83 percent native speakers, 81 percent ESL):

It is the responsibility of parents, not teachers, to

give children Information about sex. Sex education

is a private matter. It should not be taught in

private or public schools.

Both populations gave the following topic the lowest rating (38

percent native speakers, 24 percent ESL):

The government is considering drafting young men
into the army. Young.women have been asking for equal

rights and equal responsibilities. In all fairness,

young women should be drafted into the army if young

men are drafted.

Both groups give the same rank orders to all the other topics except
one on which there is a substantial difference of opinion. Seventy-

nine percent of,native speakers liked the following question, but

only 52 percent of ESL students liked it:

Some people work too hard and too much. In their efforts

to succeed at school and at work, they often do not have

time to build good relationships with their families and
This effort to succeed is not worth it.

Additional analyses are currently being made of the results of those

fieldtested prompts used in the CUNY tests. As yet they are

unavailable.

Abraham StaL (1977) set out to study developmental and ethnic

differences in the writing of Jewish youth of European and Oriental

heritage in Israel by collecting wTiting samples on the same subject
at grades 2, 5, 8, and 11. The topic given was as follows:

My home: write a description of your home, its morns,
and their contents in such a way that someone who has
not visited it can form an idea of the way it looks.

Stahl ran into unpredicted subject effects,across the grade levels

assessed. For example, many of the students of European heritage
at grade ll refused to cooperate because the subject seemed "too

childish" to them.

It is easy to propose a number-Of maxims about the selection of

subjects for assessment, but it is somewhat more difficult to be
scientifically exacting in selecting the subject matter that we
ask our students to gitre their heads and hearts to in an examination.
We know that we must somehow_find subjects, relevanl and accessible,
that students will meet with enthusiasm. But just now research
provides only a few glimmers of how this goal might be accomplished.
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2. The Wording of Prompts and the Problem of Comprehension.
Braddock (1976, p. 120) was perhaps the first to question the dif-

ference between a reading test an4Multiple-choice test of written

expression. It is only very recently that the multiple-choice test
instrument itself has come to be recognized as a text with content
and linguistic properties that presuppose certain reading capacities,
whether"it happens to be called a mathematics test, a writing test,
an intelligence test, or other test. All of these tests, as well

as essay tests, are first of all tests of reading comprehension.
It is, of course, obvious that the writing task in an essay examina-
tion must be understood before it can be accomplished. Both
Hoetker (1981) and Greenberg (1981b) comment on the reading problem
inherent in the statement of the writing prompt. Greenberg, for

example, in an ex post facto analysiaof the results of a study
which manipulated topic variables "discovered that many of the
students who participated in my study did not perceive or did not
understand the different demands of the experimental questions"
(1981b, p. 8).

There appears 66 be very little research to guide test-writers
in the wording of prompts that has been done through the direct

study of the effects of different wordings of prompts'upon student
writers or teacher readers. What information there is tends to be
-anecdotal and is mentioned in passing in the context of a larger
focus of research interest. For example, Harpin cobments on the

significance of 'wording changes:

where intention and outcome failed to match...teachers
had to shoulder much of the responsibility. Substituting

one word for another, though apparently a trivial change,

may profoundly affect the way a child interprets the

task--"Describe what you saw as you walked through
the fog" gave very different results froM "Describe

what you felt as you walked through the fog." A
similar effect is caused by the Change from "What does

this music make you,think of" to "What does this music ,

make you feel?" (p. 109).

\

Karen Greenberg (1982,Y ci omments in a letter on the problems of
devising eight topics every semester in order to test about 30,000

entering students at cwt. She says,

The opportunities for lexical and vntactic miSinter-
pretations of test topics are.numerous. For example,
last semster, one of the topics asked abOtit "vigilante
groups that patrol our city's streets and subways."
(We assumed that most students knew about groups like
the 'Guardian,Angels.')...we got responses about the
'villain group," the 'vigorous groups,' the 'Garden
Angels,' and so on.

There is always a potential problem with presumptions about
prior knowledge. The "tennii shoes" topic used by the HAEP and
widely studied as a model could be subject to regional problems of
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comprehension. James D. Atwater (1981, p. 13) reminds us that even

such a seemingly prosaic term as "tennis shoes" might have to be
changed to "sneakers" in some parts of the country, especially in
urban areas. Ruth (1980, p. 214) notes that "underlying the
assumed common language of questioner and respondent there may be
variable coding and interpretation procedures that must be taken

into account." He cites an example given as an illustration of in-
adequate pre-testing in the Michigan Survey Research Center's
Interviewer's Manual as actually an example of variable linguistic
coding: "In one SRC economic survey, a questioner asked, 'Do you
think the government should control profits or not?' One

respondent replied, 'Certainly not. Only Heaven should control
prophets (1969, pp. 2-6)."

The whole problem of "response error," as the pheonomenon is
known in survey research, is not well-understood in writing research.
That is to say, there is no theory or research in writing assessment
to account for instrument errors whichderive from the properties of

the testing instrument, respondent errors which derive from the per-
sonal characteristics of the respondents--the student writers and
the raters, or for contextual errors which arise from failures to
understand the special conventions of testing contexts (e.g. the
request to write a personal letter to display competence in a
testing context requires a different performance than what is re-
quired in a naturally occuring communicative event).

In an effort to better understand the effects of wording essay

questions one way or another, Greenberg (1981a) set up an experimental
study which she hoped would answer questions about the "agree/disagree"

format and the impersonal nature of the essay question format used
in the City University of New York Writing Skills Assessment Test
administered to entering freshmen in the system.

In a carefully controlled experiment, Greenberg (1981) studied
the effects of varying the "cognitive" and "experiential" demands of

essay questions on the writing of CUNY entering freshmen. 'For the

purpose of the study she designed questions with "high cognitive
demands" and "low cognitive demands." The HCD question called for
an evaluation of an issue and involved determination and application
of appropriate criteria of evidence as well as a capacity to dis-
tinguish among facts, opinions, and values. The question format
called for the writer to "agree or disagree" and defend his or her

position with logical reasons. The LCD question called for an
interpretation of an issue, to relate issues rather than to judge
them, and it provided generalizations and criteria for making judg-

ments. This question format called for the writer to "discuss"
ideas and provided a number of optionsfor structuring the response.

Greenberg also sought to control the "experiential" demands of
these essay questions, and thus she formulated questions with "high
experiential demands" and "low experiential demands." The HED
questions invited writers to relate personal experiences in response
to solicitations cued with the second person personal pronoun "you."

The LED questions encouraged students to respond in a less personal
way with factual data and abstract generalizations.
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The questions were presented in uniform formats consisting

essentially of two parts;

1. A short passage (20-60 words) which introduced the
subject to be written updn.

2. The instructions. The evaluative questions (high

cognitive) asked the question: Do you agree or
disagree with this statement? 'And they also
requested supporting explanation and illustration
in detail. The interpretive question (low
cognitive) asked for a discussion of the opening
statement, proposed at least three strategies for

accomplishing the task, and requested reasons for

the interpretations.

Efforts were made to control the rhetorical, propositional, and

syntactic difficulty of the experimental,questions in order to
determine the effects of the two main variables, the cognitive and

experiential demands. Care also was taken in the selection of a
subject to avoid tasks that mdght be boring or threatening or out-

.
side the experience of the writer. .Greenberg expresses her awareness

of the conf unding effects of controversial subjects such as "abor-

tion'
0 upo both writers and readers, and so ahe chose "education"

as an are of shared personal experience that could best be shaped

into the xperimental questions. Sixteen questions were then
piloted sth four instructors and 29 students, and eventually eight

questions in four sets of two each were determined to meet the

specifications for the four conditions: 1) high cognitive/low
experiential demands, 2) high cognitive/high experiential

demands, 3) low cognitive/low experiential demands, and 4) low

cognitive/high experiential demands.

Greenberg hypothesized that there would be a significant inter-
action between the cognitive and experiential demand levels of the

essay questions with the low cognitive/high experiential demands
eliciting higher overall quality of writing, as measured by holistic

scores. Greenberg expected that the relative este of the structured

interpretive question (low cognitive) combined with the interest and

accessibility factors of personal experience subjects (high experi-

ential) would sustain better writing performances than the more com-

plex, more remote subjects.

Greenberg's hypotheses were not confirmed: "None of the four

types of questions elicited a substantially superior measure of

rhetorical, syntactic, or lexical performance" (p. 58). The types

of changes made in the content and structure of the questions used
in this experiment did not have any statistically significant effect

on the students' quality or fluency of performance as measured by

holistic score or as determined by supplementary analyses such as
scorings for syntactic complexity, sentence control errors, word
form errors, and essay length. Interestingly, the personalized forms

of questions which used the second person pronoun "you" as a cue
to elicit personal experiences did not produce better writing or
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even get a higher frequency of first person "I's" in response (p. 59).
Greenberg speculates that this latter finding may have resulted from

the students' belief that the first person pronoun is inappropriate

in an essay produced for academic purposes. They also may have
little faith in themselves as "reliable authorities" (p. 59).
Greenberg considers, among other reasons for the results, the possi-
bility that test anxiety may have constrained students from compre-
hending the instructions and taking full advantage of suggested
strategies. She also thinks that the fact that so many of the
students in the sample were "inexperienced" writers who were in or
had been in remedial courses may have affected the way these students
attended to variations in question wording (p. 60).

In a paper related to this study, Greenberg (1981b, p. 8)
comments,

the most important thing I learned from my research
is that the relationship between any writing task and
students' writing performance in response to that
task is profoundly influenced by the nature of the
encompassing situation. The effects of writing task
variables differ depending on the nature of the student
and the nature of the setting.

In interviews with some of the students participating in her study,
Greenberg found that "many had not even read the entire question--
they simply read half-way through and then began writing the stan-
dard five-paragraph essay that their English teachers had always
required of them..." (p. 8). It would seem that both in the case
of the Brossell study described below and in the case of the Green-
berg study, students were "reading" the context of the school test-
ing situation more closely than they were reading the test instru-
ment itself. They may have thus responded automatically with what
Lanham (1979) calls "The School Style." The practical wisdom of
meeting the demands of a test situation--writing for a supposedly
traditionally oriented evaluator-reader and avoiding offense,
grammatical or ideological--may itself beget the bland strings-of
unqualified assertions that so many observers find in the persuasive
discourse of students at all levels (see next section for extended
discussion).

Aside from the Greenberg study just presented and the Brossell
(1981) study to be considered below, the larger theoretical issues
of prompt design, of wording and information load, have yet to be
addressed in writing research. There has been little interest in
estimating the frequency, magnitude, or underlying nature of prompt-
wording effects. For this reason, it is difficult to find prompt-
wording experiments, and we have only scattered anecdotal information,
reported as illustrative warnings, but not further developed theoreti-
cally or empirically. For the time being we will have to turn to
survey research (Payne, 1951; Oppenheim, 1966; Cordon, 1980) and to
reading assessment research which has recently moved in this direc-
tion (Meier, 1973; Kennedy, 1972; Fillmore, 1981).
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3. Selection of Mode. Of the several variables in the expres-

sion of writing tasks, one that has received considerable research
attention ic the specification of mode. Since Braddock (1963) called
attention to the neglect of control of the variable, mode of dis-
course, by people doing research in composition, a number of studies
(Crowhurst, 1978; Crowhurst and Piche, 1979; Perron, 1977; Whale
and Robinson, 1978; Rosen, 1969) have been conducted.

In a series of studies, Marion Crowhurst and associates have
found that syntactic complexity is affected by writing task variables
such as the specification of mode and audience (Audience will be
taken up later in this review). When Crowhurst and Piche (1979) had
sixth and tenth graders write in the modes of argument, description,
and narration,they found significant differences in syntactic com-
plexity between grades 6 and 10 in the modes of argument and des-
cription but not in narration. They also found that the difference
in writing stask produced a greater difference between students in
the same grade than was evident in the comparison of the work of
students four grade levels apart. That is, there was a greater
difference in T-unit length between narratives and arguments at
grade 10 than there was across all three modes in grades 6 and 10.

In another study (1978) Crowhurst found argument papers more
syntactically complex than narrative papers at grades 6, 10, ind 12.

Since her findings are in agreement with Perron, 1976; Rosen, 1969;

San Jose, 1972, Crowhurst (1978) concludes:

It may be regarded as well established by research
that a)differencmin syntactic complexity are
associated with differences in mode of discourse,
and b) narrative writing is generally less syntacti-
cally complex than argument (p. 8).

Harold Rosen's findings are in a Ph.D. thesis (1969) which,

though not published, had been made available with the author's

permission in summary form by John Pearce (1974) in a Schools-Council

Publication. Rosen sampled fifth year pupils in a variety of schools

on the 0-level Examination pattern (Ordinary Level in English

Language in the General Certificate of Education) in response to a

series of writing tasks. He found a clear difference in the diffi-

culty of various types of writing. "Narrative/descriptive" writing

is least difficult, "discussion/speculative" writing is the most

difficult. Also he found that differences between an individual
student's performance on different kinds of writing could be very

great. The most satisfactory measures of linguistic maturity appear
to be of limited validity and correlate more strongly with the kind
of writing being attempted than with the overall competence of the

writer. Fifth year pupils do not progress in writing during the

year. As their perception of the "ideal" examination essay develops,

their spontaneity and competence remain static or decline. One-word

essay titles, instead of allowing for flexible, imaginative treatment,

yield uniformly less good results than others. Rosen found the best

writing was generated by open-ended literary or poetic stimuli which

encouraged commitment without requiring self-exposure. Rosen found

76



that students in the fifth form were not yet prepared to meet the
examiners' model of "good writing," discursive prose which adopts
a detached, speculative treatment of a general or public issue.
Rosen concluded that given the unknowns in the formulation of essay
topics, the strongest possible reservations were in order with

. regard to the matter of single-sample testing and the absence of
pre-testing (pp. 55-56).

In his review of the literature on topic effects, Hoetker (1981)
reports on studies by Rosen and others which have found similar con-
nections between mode of discourse and syntactic complexity. In
addition to these; there are still several other sources that focus
on the difficulty students have with writing argument or persuasive
discourse (Cooper, 1979; Neilson, 1979; Miller, 1980). There seems
to be no doubt that writing argument is difficult for students at
all levels where it is assigned through early college levels. But
Freedman and Pringle (1981) are the first to shed some light on
possible causes of the difficulty.' In a'study of the capability
of 12 and 13 year-old students in composing arguments as opposed to
narratives, they found that these students were far more successful
in realizing the conventional schema for story structure than for
the structure of an argunient (98 percent of the students could
embody narrative structure in their stories but only 12.5 percent
could realize the classical argument patterns). 'Freedman and
Pringle, in discussing their findings, feel it is too simplistic to
attribute this failure to create well-wrought arguments to "lack
of organization" or "lack of a sense of form or structure" because
these students demonstrate extraordinary deftness in organizing
narrative material. Thus, they conclude that while students have
multiple opportunities to internalize narrative schemas, no such
parallel opportunity exists to inculcate argument patterns.
Freedman and Pringle also discuss the developmental aspect of
written argument and its requirement of cognitive maturation. To

be able to write argument, students must have had sufficient
exposure to the genre through reading and time to allow their
maturation levels to enable them to cope with complexities of-the
form.

These findings about differences in the difficulty of modes
would seem to have implications for the selecting of subjects arid
the preparation of accompanying instructions. Just how phases of
cognitive, affective, and moral development need to be taken into
account in the formulation of writing assessment tasks is dealt with'
at great length in Wilkinson's (1980) account of the work of the
Crediton Project in Crediton, Devol (U.K.), 1978-80. Wilkinson
and associates studied the development of the written language of
children 7-14 on four planes--cognitive,-affective, moral, and
stylistic. Four compositions--narrative, autobiographical,explan-
story, and argumentative--were requested from groups of children
at ages 7, 10, and 13 in the context of their normal lessons.
The same four subjects were given to each group and the results were
compar,d according to four "models" for the analysis of writing--
cognitive, affective, moral, and stylistic. The study attempts to
demonstrate the need for establishing criteria to judge composition
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in a developmental context. No simple summary of this work is
possible, for the authors-argue that qualities of thought, feeling,
moral judgment and style all must enter into a process of continuing
assessment conducted as an integral part of the day-to-day instruc-
tion.

4. Specification of Rhetorical Context--Role, Audience,
Purpose. Of all principles espoused for designing the writing
assignment, specification of a full rhetorical context is the one
that seems to be most strongly established in the canons of practice.
The lineage of this notion goes back to classical rhetoric, and it
has found vivid restatement at various times in the history of writing
instruction. P.B. Ballard (1939) gives an account of it in his
chapter on "The Hartog Method," based upon the work of Sir Philip
Hartog as it appeared in The Writing of English (1907). Ballard
sets forth the first principle in Hartog's method:

7

...a pupil should never be required to write a composition
without his having clearly in mind the audience for whom
it is intended, and the object he has in view in writing
it. This principle is flagrantly violated not only in
school exercises but also in the essays set at public'
examinations. Current practice is neatly summed up by
Sir Philip Hartog in the formula: "Write anything about
something for anybody." Nobody does this in ordinary
life. To quote Samuel Butler: "It takes two people to
say a thing--a sayee as well as a sayer. The one is as
essential to any true saying as the,6ther." He might

have added that something else is a/ssential: a motive
for saying it....Nobody writes for: the mere fun of
expressing himself on paper: he addresses himself to
somebody whom he wants to influence; he wants to question
him, to inform him, to persuade him, or to convince him.
He has always at the back of his mind this possible
reader or circle of readers--a friend, a coterie, or
the world at large. Without this recipient and respon- -
sive factor the business of writing resembles an attempt
to work a battery with only one terminal. Whatever else
you may get, you will get no electricity (pp. 79-80).

Many professionals have recommended full specification of the
rhetorical context, perhaps less eloquently but none the less
emphatically than Ballard. Thus it is not surprising that Hoetker
(1981) was convinced at the end of his original review of the lit-
erature that full rhetorical specification was desirable. Hence,

he recommended in that original version that topics for Florida's
Teacher Certification Examination "should take the form of scenarios
simulating writing tasks likely to come up in the course of a
teacher's work" (p. 11). But the results of Brossell's (1981) study
of the "information load" of topics caused Hoetker to change his
recommendation to favor briefer, less fully specified topics instead.

In 1980, Hoetker's ,:olleague at Florida State University, Gordon
Brossell, ran an experiment to test the hypothesis that essay
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questions that specify a full rhetorical context are superior to
less complete versions of the same questions. Brossell used six
topics written on three information levels to generate writing
samples to evaluate, by holistic scoring procedures, the effects
of information level and subject (p. 3):

Level 1, low information load, presented the topic in
a brief phrase. Decisions about audience,
purpose, form, mode of discourse, voice were
left to the writer with no guidance provided.

Level 2, moderate information load presented a topic
containing a general introductory statement.
It then posed a what or a why question asking
for expression of personal opinion.

Level 3, high information load, presented a hypothetical
situation and requested the expression of
personal opinion as in level 2. But this
version also specified role, audience,
purpose and form or mode.

Topic 6 is quoted here in its three levels of specification.

Level 1: Violence in the schools.

Level 2: According to recent reports in the news media,
therehas been a marked increase in incidents
of violence in public schools. Why, in your
view, does such violence occur?

Level 3: You are a member of a local school council
made up of teachers and citizens. A recent
increase in incidents of violence in the
schools has gotten widespread coverage in the -

local media. As a teacher, you are aware of
the problem, though you have not been personally
involved in an incident. At its next meeting,
the council elects to take some action. It

asks each member to draft a statement setting
forth his or her view on why such violence
occurs. The statements will be published in the
local newspaper.

Write that statement expressing your own
personal views on the causes of violence in
the schools.

The other five toplcs dealt with 1) the "basics" of education,
2) teaching as a zareer, 3) discipline in the classroom, 4) the
fourday work week, and 5) American wastefulness.

The six ..olpics were randomized and administered to a sample of
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360 undergraduate education majors at Florida State University and at
the University of South Florida. A panel of three raters read and
holistically rated the essays according to criteria developed for the
examination. The score assigned was the sum of the three ratings (3-
12). Inter-rater reliability was .828.

The statistical analysis was designed to determine the effect of
topic, information load of topic, and length of essay on holistic score.
Subject matter of topics did not make a significant difference, but
information level effects were much stronger, and essay length was sig-
nificantly correlated with score. Level 3 essays from fully specified
topics received the lowest mean score and had the shortest mean length.
Brossell is careful to note that "the differences between these means
and those of the other two information levels are not large or statis-
tically significant. "But (emphasis his) they are contrary to what those
who assume the superiority of a full rhetorical specification would
predict" (p. 12). In his discussion of the results, Brossell notes that
level 1 requires the writer to get the subject in focus and find an
organizational scheme while Level 2 offers a definite beginning focus
and even something of an organizational strategy. Even though Level 3
provided a full rhetorical context, it did not provide direct aid for
organizing or focusing the writing. Brossell reports that "many
writers failed to get beyond a rehash of the information given," and
it "often seemed to act as a hindrance rather than the facilitator
it was meant to be" (p. 17).

The results of Brossell's study have led Hoetker (1981) to wonder
about the reading burden of the longer scenario type of writing prompt.
He pciints out that:

...the more information students are given--the more language
they have to process--the greater seem to be the opportunities
for creative misreadings and simple confusion. Second, the
more information students are given, the more difficult they
seem to find it to get beyond the language of the topic to
discover their own language (p. 10).

Derek Rowntree (1977) provides an insight into what might be
happening to a writer as the level of specification grows in a given
essay question. As Rowntree makes the following set of questions
progressively more specific, we can see that with each added constraint
there is an increasing likelihood of eliciting more convergent responses
with a corresponding loss of opportunity for divergent responses.

1. What aspects of the political system of modern Sweden
seem to you most worthy of comment?

2. Comment on the political stability of modern Sweden.

3. Explain the political stability of modern Sweden.

4. Identify and discuss three factors that might help
explain modern Sweden's political stability.
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5. Identify and discuss three factors that might help
explain the emergence of a stable political system
in Sweden despite the massive social and economic
changes engendered by *processes of modernization.

Rowntree points out that each version progresses successively to restrict
the student's scope of response. With this restriction comes a gain in
uniformity of response and comparability of answers, but there is also
a loss of information about the possible range of variability. Since

the question and the criteria for answering are preformulated, it can
no longer be a measure of whether the student could have formulated the

question and decided the relevant criteria. Rowntree concludes:

...in an attempt to ensure comparability and make the grading
more accurate, we may have ended up comparing and grading

less significant abilities in the student. Macnamara's Fallacy,
perhaps--making the measurable Important rather than the impor-
tant measurable (p. 156).

Flower and Hayes' (1979) process model of composing begins with
the "task environment" ("the world outside the writer's skin") which

consists of "the rhetorical situation" ("the specifications of topic
and audience to which a writer must respond") and "the text which the
writer has produced so far" (pp. 90-91). Flower and Hayes (1980,

p. 40) discuss "the rhetorical situation" in terms of "the demands of

the rhetorical problem":

Whatever writers choose to say must ultimately conform to
the structures posed by their purpose in writing, their
sense of audience, and their projected selves or imagined

roles. In essence writing is also a speech act and there-
fore subject to all the constraints of any interpersonal

performance.

Humes (1980, p. 5) says that "Flower and Hayes consider the problem to

be the most important element at the beginning of composing because

writers solve 'only the problem they represent to themselves'_(p. 8)."

Later Humes (p. 5) also mentions that Flower and Hayes consider dis-

covering how "the rhetorical problem works and affects the writer 'is

an important goal for research' (p. 8)." On the basis of their own
studies, Flower and Hayes (1980, pp. 41-44) point out the strategies
that writers employ to solve the problem of excessive constraints.
They do such things as "throw a constraint away," "partition the prob-
lem," "draw on a routine or well-learned procedure," and "plan." As

Flower and Hayes put it, "Writers inevitably set such priorities in the
way they define their Rhetorical Problem (e.g., this is a letter ,o

Aunt Tilly, so you can safely ignore run-on sentences and fragments;
she won't mind)" (p. 42).

It is doubtless true thr.t Aunt Tilly doesn't mind a few grammati-

cal lapses, but the unforgiving evaluator does mind. Thus, the evalu-

ator needs to be wary in specifying audience, for an injudicious speci-

fication may have syntactic consequences which affect an assessment
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rating. Crowhurst (1978, p. 11) found that a tenth grade boy writing
in the mode of argument produced a substantially longer mean T-unit
length when writing for a teacher audience than he did when writing
for a best friend audience. The matter of posing an audience is tricky,
as Steinberg (1980) notes:

Posing reasonable audiences is not as simple as it sounds.
On the one hand, the audience should be specific enough to
govern what facts the writer uses and what the tone and
thrust of the written statements should be. On the other,
the audience should not be so exotic as to invite laughter
or irritation. I can remember a period here at Carnegie-
Mellon University when, in our zeal for teaching problem
solving in writing courses, we posited such bizarre audiences
that we annoyed our students instead of motivating them. In

one assignment, for example, we asked students to write an
explanation of the use of the toothbrush for a native of
the Canadian Arctic region who had never seen one....In
one class...it was clear that the students were moving
from amusement to annoyance when one day about midsemester
I came into the room at the beginning of the hour and saw
on the board something like the following: "Write an
explanation for a one-armed paper hanger who is allergic
to paste about how he can paper this room while standing on
one foot without harming the newly shellacked floor"
(p. 166).

The complexities of specifying audience in writing assignments are
analyzed in detail by Long (1980) and by Park (1982). Long argues that
the traditional ways of specifying audience in writing exercises by
listing observable physical or occupational characteristics (white
male university administrator) rests on the false assumption that
"people sharing certain superficial qualities are alike in all other
respects" (p. 223). It is a practice that he thinks would be called
"stereotyping" in any other context. Long, therefore, calls for a
redefinition of audience and the application of literary theory to a
refinement of the concept. He turns to Walter Ong's concept of "the
audience as a fiction" for his new model. Long qur,tes Ong who says
"the writer must construct in his imagination, clearly or vaguely, an
audience cast in some sort of role--entertainment seekers, reflective
sharers of experience,...and so on....A reader has to play the role in
which the author has cast him, which seldom coincides with his role in
the rest of life." This view of the audience as a created fiction
requires the writer to posit a new set of questions. Long says,

Rather than beginning with the traditional question, "who
is my audience?" we now begin with, "who do I want my
audience to be?" Rather than encouraging a superficial,
stereotyped view of the reader, we are asking the student
to begin with a statement about the audience she wants to
create....This leads directly to question of method: what
distance between reader and subject should be established?
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What of diction and the creation of tone? What pieces of
information do I want the reader to take for granted?,
etc. (p. 225).

Douglas Park (1982) offers a lengthy, astute analysis of the
several meanings of "audience." He finds a number of conceptual traps

in the way audience is typically used. When writers are told "Consider
your audience," it is too simple to take this to mean concentrate upon
some particular person or persons. Writers attend to a number of dif
ferent kinds of issues when they think about audience. According to
Park (p. 249) the meanings of audience tend to move in two directions:
one movement is toward actual people external to the text; the other

movement is toward the text itself and the audience implied there. But,

however real the readers are outside theitext, "the writer must create a
context into which readers may enter and to varying degrees become the

audience that is implied there" (p. 249).

Park finds the two general meanings of audience dividing into four

more specific meanings (p. 250):

1. Anyone who happens to listen to or read a given discourse:
"The audience applauded."

2. External readers or listeners as they are involved in the

rhetorical situation: "The writer misjudged his audience."

3. The set of conceptions or awareness in the writer's
consciousness that shape the discourse as something to

be read or heard: "What audience do you have in mind?"
represents the shorthand version of this set of aware

nesses.

4. An ideal conception shadowed forth in the way the
discourse itself defines and creates contexts for readers:
"What does this pa.-agraph suggest about audience?"

The latter two conceptions are most important for teachers or for per
sons interested in discourse.

After considerable elaboration upon these several meanings of
audience, Park eventually considers the implications of his analysis

for the teaching of audience. He believes teachers depend too heavily
on the concrete image of audience as readers external to the text. He
then comments on the strategy of using members of the class or the
teacher as the audience for student papers:

The former strategy, of course, means that students write
knowing that their papers will be "published" in the
classroom. nis practice has obvious powerful effects on
how students see the act of writing, but it can be said
to provide an audience only in the commonly used sense
of external to listener or readers. Students' reading of

one another's writing does not provide that crucial

83



ingredient, people rhetorically involved. The student
writing for members of the class still has the problem
of finding or inventing appropriate rhetorical contexts.
In fact, useful as this strategy is, it may also create
problems.

The awareness of specific critical readers, whether they be students
or the teacher, may inhibit and complicate rather than simplify the
problem of dealing with audience.

Park ultimately says, "the fact is that most of the time we want
students to learn to write for a 'general' audience." That is to say we
want them to write in relatively unstructured situations where little is
given in the way of context and much remains to be invented by the writer."
Park believes teachers need to be able to break audience problems down
into specific issues and strategies. The strategies must "take shape
against the background of the conventions appropriate for given kinds of
writing. Much of the time it is not possible to separate a sense of
audience from a sense of genre and convention....Probably writers [who]
come to have an intimate sense of audience as convention [do so] by being
readers of that kind of prose. I doubt if it can be taught very directly
or very quickly" (p. 256). Ultimately, a clear understanding of audience
must grow from a clear understanding of the kinds of discourse and their
purpose in society.

It can be seen from these two analyses of the "meanings" of the
term "audience" that it is a conceptually complex rhetorical construct.
Thus, when researchers such as Scardemalia, Bracewell, and Bereiter
(1978) suggest "that assignments that specify a particular audience in
same detail act as important cues to writers because they help them
'decenter' from their content or information and adapt their knowledge
to a reader" (quoted in Flower and Hayes, 1980, p. 45), one cannot be
sure exactly what this finding means in terms of what was actually
specified. There needs to be a good deal more critical analyses of
different kinds of prose and more research into the composing process
before we can be sure how best to guide test-makers in designing writing
prompts.

Perhaps the writing task can be simplified conceptually, as Linda
Flower proposes, into understanding the distinction between what she
calls "writer-based" prose and "reader-based" prose. As she puts it,
"Good writers know how to transform writer-based prose (which works
well for them) into reader-based prose (which works for their readers
as well)" (flower, 1981, p. 144). Flower deals in the development of
process strategies "to create a momentary common ground between the
reader and the writer" (p. 122). In her view, then, the accomplishment
of reader-based prose requires developing a critical awareness of
features of the intended reader such as his knowledge, attitudes, and
needs. It is necessary to go even beyond this base, however, for con-
temporary reading theory posits a "creative" reader active in the making
of meaning, but a reader with certain limitations of short-term memory
and certain expectations for the structural pattern of the text being
read. Thus, the writer needs not only to know his reader, but he needs
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to aid him by providing a framework or a context for new ideas (Flower,

1981, pp. 121-142, passim).

The evidence just recounted here from rhetorical theory (Long,

1980; Park, 1982) and the research into the cognitive processes of
writing (Flower and Hayes, 1979; Humes, 1981; Flower, 1981) make moot

the wisdom of declaring a particular role and audience for writers. To

require a writer to assume the role of an advertising copy writer and

prepare an advertising campaign for the executives of Acme Beer (topic

idea from Sarah Freedman) presupposes prior knowledge on the part of

the writer of the nature of the copywriting role, advertisement and

report genre, and of Acme Beer executives as prospective readers of

the advertising campaign material. An exceedingly complex task becomes

even more convoluted as the writer realizes that in the real-world

context of the assessment situation, his only real reader(s) will be

the evaluator(s).

5. Contextual Influences on Assessment. We are just beginning

to understand the nature of context as an encompassing framework around

the process of writing and assessment. Staton (1981, p. vii), reminds

us that "there is research to suggest that the greatest failure of
writing instruction and assessment comes in not creating conditions

under which students would have reason to compose a text (Graves, 1978,

1979)." Roger Shuy (1981) raises a number of questions about assessment

and the constraining conditions imposed upon the writer. He concludes

that

What we are assessing is not writers' ability to think,

organize, sequence, explain, persuade, narrate, or describe,

but rather their ability to do these things under the special

set of circumstances created for the writing assessment (p. 170).

Shuy chooses an absurd metaphor to convey the idea that assessment measures

only the ability to do a specific task under constraining conditions. Our

approaches to writing assessment can be likened to an approach to the

assessment of walking which assesses "the ability to walk on a slippery

pavement with a broken toe and high-hee/ed shoes" (p. 171). We would not

necessarily learn anything about ability to write or to walk in this

approach tomsessment, according to Shuy.

Michael Clark (1980) makes an astute analysis of the power relation

that holds between participants in an assessment situation. To portray

this condition he draws on the famous work of William Labov who examined

the interviewing techniques of interviewers whose results led to classi-

fication of their subject as "linguistically deprived." He quotes two

key passages from Labov which he feels speak equally well to the
situation in writing assessment, although Labov's observations apply
directly to an interview. First, Labov points out the origins of a
subject's defensive maneuvers in an interview situation;

The child is in an asymmetrical situation where anything he
says can literally be held against him. He has learned a

number of devices to avoid saying anything in the situation,
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and he works very hard to achieve this end....If one
takes this interview as a measure of the verbal capacity
of the child, it must be at his capacity to defend him-
self in a hostile and threatening situation (1969, p. 8)
(quoted in Clark, 1980, p. 130).

In a second passage quoted by Clark, Labov provides the underlying
interpretation of an interviewer's question such as "What do you hink

of capital punishment?"

the speaker's interpretation of these requests, and the
action he believes appropriate in response is completely
uncontrolled. One can view these test stimuli as requests
for information, commands for action, as threats of punish-
ment, or as meaningless sequences of words. They are
probably intended as something altogether different: as

requests for display (1969, p. 23) (quoted in Clark, 1980,
p. 130).

Although the actual stimulus question may be the same for each respon-
dent, virtually all of the other variables of the communication con-
text may differ from respondent to respondent. Consequently, says
Clark, "To judge all the samples elicited from the interviews by the
same criteria is therefore to render the evaluations meaningless"

(p. 131).

Clark declares that "any evaluation of speech or writing that
ignores the extraverbal 'sociolinguistic' feature of the context in
which the language was elicited is irrelevant as a measure of communi-
cative competence. Furthermore, any assessment of language that pur-
ports to measure verbal capacity outside of a specific context--'Good
Writing'--is therefore either deliberately misleading its users or is
looking for something that is precluded by the test itself" (p. 131).
After advancing this line of argument. Clark makes the claim that the
situation in Freshman English and in any of the evaluative contexts is
like that described above, and "shows our assignments and evaluations
often proceed from the same false assumptions about the context-free
nature of language acts" (p. 131). Clark then proceeds to describe an
approach to assessment examinations of incoming students at the Univer-
sity of Michigan which he says is designed and read taking into account

some of the insight summarized above. No examination question is pro-
vided as a sample, but the pattern is described. It would be mis-
leading to summarize the examination procedures without providing
Clark's interpretation of them, and so that will not be attempted here.
But one does have to wonder to what extent the University of Michigan
assessment procedure, though much refined, escapes the decontextualizing
processes of other examinations. One also has to wonder how the
students in the Michigan test escape "the role established for them
by the context of the test" any more readily than the participants in
any other test situation.
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There is a confirmation of aspects of "sociolinguistic" variables
of the assessment situation in Pianko's (1979) study of the processes
of college freshman writers. Pianko finds a number of "interesting
paradoxes" in the methods currently used for teaching writing.

In the first instance, students do not view writing which
has the context specifically set by the teacher and which
must be completed within the constraints of a class meeting
as an activity that is worth committIng themselves to. The
limitations placed by the typical school writing activity
negate the possibility for greater elaboration, commitment,
and concern. Yet many instructors insist that the most
effective way to evaluate students' writing abilities is
to have the writing controlled for topic, place, and time.
According to the students in this study, such a writing
activity does not permit sufficient time for them to re-
group their energies and thoughts; therefore, they merely
attempt to complete the assignment in some expedient
fashion and "give the teachers what they want." So, in
fact, what writing teachers are actually evaluating is how
well students follow instructions, not how well they
write (p. 18).

Pianko's work appears to offer empirical validation of the socio-
linguistic insights of Labov, Clark, and others mentioned above.

In 1979-80 Clark and Florio (1982) undertoo. a naturalistic
study of schooling and the acquisition of literary. They sought
to document how two teachers and their respective students produce
occasions for writing by means of interaction, to describe the
process of teacher planning for writing instruction, to develop a
typology of the diverse occasions for writing in each classroom,
and to examine these occasions as contexts for writing that may
make differing cognitive and social demands on the students as
writers (p. 27). It is the latter purpose of this study which is
of interest here. Clark and Florio identify four broad functions
of writing in a second/third grade classroom and in a sixth grade
classroom (p. 159):

1. writing to participate in community,
2. writing to know oneself and others,
3. writing to occupy free time, and
4. writing to demonstrate academic competence.

We will consider here only "writing to demonstrate academic
competence," for we seem to have here a clear case of what Labov
called the "display function" of an assessment. According to Clark
and Florio, in classrooms, academic writing "is a teacher-initiated
activity and it is the only type of writing that received formal
evaluation from the teacher..."

It is the only type of writing that was typically both
composed and formatted by an outside third party--the
publisher. This fact, so commonplace in classrooms in
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Clark and Florio conclude "that ambiguity about the audience of a
student writing activity can affect both the interpretation of the
task and the students' performance of the writing in diverse ways"
(p. 67).

Further insight into the school as a context for writing is
reflected in the Applebee (1980) report on writing in the secondary
school. This study reports results from classroom observations
of a year's writing assignments in a comprehensive city high school
and in a university-associated laboratory school and from a question-
naire submitted to a national sample of teachers in six subject
areas.

The observational study revealed that an average of 44 percent
of observed lesson time was involved with writing activities. .

Mechanical uses of writing (short answer, fill-in-the-blank tests)
occurred 24 percent ur the Uwe, uote takiad 17 percent, and writiag
of paragraph length or longer occurred 3 percent of the observed
time. Homework assignments of at least a paragraph length occured
3 percent of the time. The writing of paragraph length occurred
most frequently in English classes, averaging 10 percent of lesson
time. The most prevalent writing task was classified as requiring
informational writing; imaginative uses were limited for the most
part to English classes, but reported by less than half of the students.

The national survey of teachers in all subject areas indicated
that they made frequent use of some writing-related activities but
these were dominated by note taking and short-answer responses.
Paragraph length writing was reported in 27 percent of classes at
grade nine and in 36 percent at grade eleven. The writing samples
supplied reflected informational uses of writing in 85 percent of
the cases. The teacher in the role of examiner was the prime
audience for student writing in all subject areas. Only 10 percent
of the teachers reported that the writing was read by other students.
Of the writing samples submitted by surveyed teachers, 88 percent
were addressed to the teacher as the primary audience. Generally,
48 percent of the sample was informational writing addressed to the
teacher as examiner.

The consequences of the emphasis on the more mechanical forms
of writing required across the secondary curriculum are described
by Applebee (p. 141):

Analyzed as writing activities, such tasks are characterized
by a separation of the problem of constructing coherent
text in a language appropriate to the subject areas from
the problem of remembering subject area information and
concepts. Essentially the teacher takes over all the
difficulties inherent in using language appropriate to a
subject Areaincluding much of the specialized vocabulary
and rules of procedure which are embedded in the text--and
leaves the student only the task of mechanically "slotting-
in" the missing information (p. 141).
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our culture, was at first taken for granted by the

researchers. However, when students were asked to

sort and talk about their written work, they consis-

tently grouped worksheets and workbook pages together

because they were produced "by machine" (p. 165).

These academic performance writing activities engaged students in a

variety of discourse functions including explanation and description,

but these activities were not generated or ultimately controlled by

the students:

the topic was constrained, the format of the writing

was limited, and the function of the writing was pre-

determined by others (p. 166).

Clark and Florio provide an interesting example of how a teacher-

imposed task that is intended to stimulate private, free writing

(fulfilling the writing-to-know-oneself function) is actually, in

effect, interpreted by the students in a way unintended by the

teacher and becomes, in effect, writing to display competence. One

teacher set up an activity called "Diary Time" which was intended

to be mainly private. Students were to be free of concerns about

audience and form: they were to write their own thoughts. But as

it worked out, Diary Time had some features that made it similar to

more formal types of school writing. Clark and Florio describe the

Diary Time writing situation (p.

The facts that Diary Time was a teacher-imposed task, that

the teacher knew and taught about "the rules" of diary

keeping, that the teacher read aloud i part of her awn

first journal entry, and that the teacher collected and

stored the diaries in her filing cabinet all supported the

idea of the "teacher as audience." Student concerts about

accurate spelling, questions about how the teacher "will

correct them," and teacher assistance for those who could

not think of what to write constitute additional evidence-

of teacher as audience.

Clark and Florio found this to be an instance of an assignment that

sent a "mixed message" to the students causing confusion in their

efforts to accomplish it. They observed three types of student

response (p. 66-67):

1. Some treated the Diary Time as "just another school

writing task" and wrote what they thought would please

the teacher.

2. Some treated the Diary Time as a reflective writing task

where the usual "rules" of school writing were suspended.

3. Some wrote nothing and waited for the teacher to help

them think of what to write and thereby remove the

ambiguity from this new type of writing task.



One of the major problems with an overemphasis on
mechanical writing tasks is that the students may never
learn to use such resources on their own, relying instead
upon the structure or scaffold that the teacher has
provided (p. 143).

Because the emphasis is on specific items of information,
rather than on the way those items are integrated and
presented in coherent prose, such writing situations
provide little opportunity for instruction that might help
students develop specific writing skills. For learning
to write well, the most effective writing situation will
be one in which the effectiveness of the writing matters--
where the student can savor the success of having presented
a convincing argument, or struggle with the problems of
having failed to do so (pp. 143-144).

What emerges from the Applebee study that has relevance to the assess-
ment condition is that students live in a classroom setting that
offers little opportunity to practice the writing skills upon which
they may be formally assessed. Much of the classroom writing that
thexudents do is assigned in a test situation rather than in an
instructional one. The test situation itself tends to be undemanding
of integrative compositional processes because the dominant test forms
require only the "slotting-in" of information or short answers which
do not test one's mettle at structuring an idea. The informational
writing that constitutes the principal type of assignment tends to
require only relatively isolated bits of information, often only in
the context of highly prestructured tasks (p. 142).

These teacher-as-examiner prestructured tasks would seem to
constitute scant preparation for the writing assessment tasks fre-
quently demanded. These teacher-prepared texts with gaps to be filled
in seem to call for a different sort of cognitive ability than-is
required for creating and monitoring the development of one's own
text in an impromptu text produced for a writing test (see Bartlett,
1981, p. 23). The teacher's own writing assignments and assessment
tasks form an unobtrusive context for what later happens in the
public examination, whether it occurs at the school level or In a
national sample. Logic suggests that there should be preparatory
work for what is to be assessed and that the examination itself
should not constitute the only practice of particular task demands
and discourse forms.

1 u i
90



WHAT COUNTS AS RESEARCH?

PROCEDURES Oi THE STUDY

Knowledge Without Numbers

It has long been a requirement in educational research
that one design studies which would generate statistics in
order to formulate conclusions that the general community of

educational researchers would consider binding. Grounded

speculation which seemed to follow logically from evidence

did not count as research. Common sense was suspect. But

eventually some sociologists, cognitive scientists, and
social theorists began to question our narrowly-conceived
definitions of research. One of these sociologists stated

the issue succinctly in relation to the study of human

affairs: "...not everything that con be counted counts, and

not everything that counts can be cOunted" (Cameron, 1963,

p. 13). More recently, at the annual cognitive sciences
conference held at the University of California, Berkeley in

the fall of 1981, Robert Abelson of Yale's Artificial
Intelligence Project, observed that

It is difficult to formalize rspects of human thought

which are variable, disorderly, and seemingly
irrational, or to build tightly principled models

of realistic language processing in messy natural

domains. (p. 1)

Abelson went on to characterize the clash of research tradi-

tions as being between the "neats" and the "scruffies" --in

other words, between those "whose canons of hard science

dictate a strategy of the isolation of idealized subsystems

which can be modeled with elegant productive formalisms" and

those other scientists who seek to deal with "the rough and

tumble of life as it comes" (p. 1).

Something of this same type of ferment must have been

evident in the September 1980 NIE-FIPSE Grantee Workshop

that convened in California, for in his "Closing Remarks"

Roger Shuy listed several of the currents of "uneasiness"

that he had observed at the meeting. Among them was the

uneasinoss "about the way we have used data in the past.

I think maybe the big battles in many disciplines are the

battles over what constitutes good data....we still have a

kind of uneasiness about data, how to use it, where it comes

from, what it amounts to" (p. 166). Shuy went on to remark:

The old model of theory going to research going to

practice is no longer viable. Rather, the view

presented here was more like the view presented

of writing--a recursive, iterative model, with

theory, research and practice interacting (p. 168).
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Meanwhile, in her "Welcome" at the same conference,

Marcia Farr (Whiteman) addressed the question of methodology

in writing research:

We are devising our own tools, choosing from among

a variety of social-science disciplines and approaches

as we go along. We must create structure out of what

we find--out of data....Writing is a human activity;

as such, what we really need to do in order to get
valid information is pick our way along and eclectically

use methodology from here and there, selecting tech-

niques to help us learn what wewant to know. Being

eclectic, of course, does not preclude being rigorous

in our thinking (p. 13).

And later in this same "Welcome" Marcia Farr added:

Often researchers get too far from the social
contexts in which their work could be useful, and

their work becomes so esoteric that it requires

much further work to "translate" the findings

into practice. It is also important for those who

teach writing every day to participate in formulating

the research questions...(p. 13).

The eclectic research strategics employed in the conduct

of the various phases of this Writing Assessment Project find

their authority in spokespersons from the research community

such as those identified above as well as in those from the

strongly articulated views of a group of British educationists

(Stenhouse, 1981; Bassey, 1981; Guy, 1975; Volpe, 1981;

Hogan, 1980; Elvin, 1975). It is not appropriate here to

review the methodological issues addressed by all of these

writers, but it does help the case being developed here to

consider the position taken by Lawrence Stenhouse. First,

Stenhouse (as quoted by Bassey, 1981, p. 74) suggests that

Our problem is to find approaches to research which

produce theory which is of use both to practitioners

of education and to practitioners of educational

research and which enables both to act inthe light

of systematic intelligence.

Bassey continues to quote Stenhouse:

He goes on to assert that "the most important
distinction in educational research at this moment

is that between the study of samples and the study

of cases"...it is clear that he expects both the

study of samples and the study of cases to lead to

generalizations.

Stenhouse distinguishes between predictive generali-

zations, which arise from the study of samples and

are the form in which data are accumulated in
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science, and retrospective generalizations,
which can eventually arise from the analysis
of case studies and are the form in which data
are accumulated in history. He writes "while
the predictive generalizations claim to super-
sede the need for individual judgment, retro-
spective generalizations seek to strengthen
individual judgment where it cannot be super-
seded (p. 75).

It is this power of the "retrospective generalization"
that is of particular interest in this study, for Stenhouse
offers a way of making respectable the use of common sense
and practical knowledge in educational communities. In a
significant article, "What Counts as Research?" (1981),
Stenhouse discusses the relevance of both science and history
to practice, but it is his account of the significance of
history-as-research method that is of prime importance in
describing the rationale behind our procedures for consensually
validating the report that constitutes Part II of this chapter.

Stenhouse discusses how history-as-research-method helps
define the conditions for future action by summarizing exper-
ience and suggesting considerations to take into account as
we make judgments about how to act. Thus, judgments of_
relevance about acting in any given case can be founded on
"stock-taking," state-of-the-art reports, which Stenhouse
conceives of as "contemporary histories" (p. 105). History
summarizes the experience of action in such a way as "to
strengthen judgment and revision of judgment in the planning
of acts." Stenhouse further points out that the historian
identifies issues just as often by ambiguity as by stating
hypotheses. Further, the historian takes most of his terms
from his subjects, thus "One great strength of history is
that its vocabulary is accessible to those who are knterested
in the toipc under discussion" (p. 108).

Stenhouse respects the social science experimental and
analytic models, but he finds little in the reports of "mean
results" that is of use in the fields of action in classrooms
wherelteachers must make individual decisions. Two more
quotations will suffice to define Stenhouse's position and
advance the theoretical justification for several of the types
of studies conducted in this project. Stenhouse summarizes:

In short, it seems that, while social science applied
to education can produce results which help us to
understand the ground rules of action, it cannot
provide the basis for a technology of teaching which
offers reliable guidance to the teacher. Predictions
based upon statistical levels of confidence are
applicable to action only when the same treatment
must be given throughout the entire population. This
condition does not apply in education. It is the
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teacher's task to differentiate treatments.

The portrayal of cases offers to inform the
judgment of actorsthe administrators, teachers,
pupils or parents--rather after the manner of
history, by opening the research accounts to
recognition and comparison and hence to criticism
in the light of experience. Such a refinement
of experienced practical judgment eludes the
psycho-statistical model which strips the data
of recognizable characteristics and content, and
presents "findings" or "results," which are
accessible to criticism only by replication or
by technical attack on the design or conduct of
the research (p. 107).

A Collaborative Model for Validatin the "Theor of Idealized
Practice"

So much of educational research deals with data that is
so highly abstracted, so remote in the language and form of
its expression, that the teachers and students who were the
original creators of the data cannot recognize any human
connection in the reported results. The results do not
seem to relate to particular human beings interacting in
particular contexts. Thus, we sought a method of investi-
gation that might tap the store of wisdom possessed by
teachers and test-makers practiced in the creation of writing
prompts and the conduct of holistic writing assessment. Since
we wanted a method that preserved the identity of experienced
practical judgments about the design of writing prompts, we
could not turn to any of the conventional statistical survey
research models. We found no guidance in any extant work on
educational research methodology, so, as Marcia Farr predicted
might be necessary, we ended up inventing our own procedure
for gathering our personal and professional knowledge and
exposing it to critical scrutiny.

Catharine Keech as Informant. In effect, we used a
teacher-researcher

)
Catharine Keech, as an informant to

compose a document reflecting her perception of the essential
procedures to follow in developing writing prompts for holis-
tic assessment. Ms. Keech brought to her task the dual per-
spective of a classroom teacher and an experienced researcher
in writing evaluation. Prior to entering graduate study at
Berkeley, Ms. Keech had taught for twelve years, ranging from
elementary grades through secondary school and college. In
1977, Ms. Keech went to work for the Evaluation Unit funded
by the Carnegie Foundation to study the effectiveness of the

Bay Area Writing Project. This Evaluation Unit, under the
direction of Michael Scriven, assigned Ms. Keech as a research
assistant to collect background information on how writing is
evaluated in this country in order to approach the evaluation
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of the Bay Area Writing Project. During the course of her
investigation, Ms. Keech consulted Evans Alloway of Educa-
tional Testing Service, Joe Steele of the American College
Testing Service, Rex Brown of the National Assessment of
Educational Progress, Beth Brenneman of the California
State Department of Education's Measurement Division, Jean
Jensen of Las Lomas High School, Walnut Creek, California,
Kate Blickhahn of Sir Francis Drake High School, Mill
Valley among others. Then she met Allen Seder at the Educa-
tional Testing Service office in Berkeley, who invited her
to read for the California High School Proficiency Examina-
tion. Later, under the auspices of this BAWP Writing Assess-
ment Project, Ms. Keech spent a day with Gertrude Conlan and
her staff at the Educational Testing Service office in
Princeton learning about the procedures used there for
developing and piloting writing prompts. From that meeting
Ms. Keech brought back the Conlan checklist for writing
prompts that is appended to Part II of this report. During
her work for the Scriven Evaluation Unit, Ms. Keech also
became acquainted with Edward White, the chief designer of
writing examinations for admissions to the California State
University system, and with Paul Diederich. During these
years, Ms. Keech collected an extensive file of topics and
developed an unusual depth of background knowledge of current
practices in designing writing assessment prompts. Thus she
came to this project prepared to write the draft of a document
called, in its first version, "Topic Design: Views from the
Profession."

The Review Panels. In the late fall of 1980, we sent a
draft form of Catharine Keech's manuscript to two panels of
reviewers. As project director, I wrote a cover letter asking
each person to serve as a Critic-Reader of the paper provided.
The letter mentioned that we desired to prepare a technical
report on topic development from the point of view of teachers,
researchers, and professional evaluators. (The people re-
sponding are identified in the report of the findings that
follows this section.) The letter said, in part, "The report
will 'accumulate illustrative 'good' and 'poor' topics along
with sage advice onthe problems of topic development and how
to avoid them." We invited the readers to comment specifi-
cally on the "completeness, accuracy, organization, and style
of the presentation" and to share with us any illuminating
anecdotes from their own experience relating to "unexpected
behavior of certain topics." We mentioned that we expected
to incorporate into the final version of the report a
summary of the comments received. That summary appears in
the next section of this chapter.

The panel members had been selected on the basis of
their many years of experience as readers in scoring sessions
for holistic writing assessments, as developers of writing
prompts themselves in school, state, and national assessments,
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or as researchers interested in writing assessment. Among
the panels were representatives from the Educational Testing
Service, which pioneered the development of holistic assess-
ment procedures, as well as several teachers who pioneered
in adapting these procedures for use at local school or
district levels.

A Recursive, Iterative Model: Theory, Research, and Practice
Interacting

Roger Shuy, as mentioned above, noted the passing from
favor of the old linear model of knowledge generation (theory-
to-research-to-practice) in preference for a new recursive
model of theory, research, and practice interacting. Though
we make no claims for the perfection of our procedure, we
think we have conducted a modest trial of this iterative model
of a procedure for consensual validation of that professional
wisdom which constitutes a "theory of idealized practice."

We created a medium for collection, exposure, and trial
of ideas--the ideas and knowledge that arise from practical
experience. Practical knowledge does not carry the authority
of the processed knowledge of science in many quarters where
naive interpretations and applications of "scientific method"
to educational problems have led to an undervaluing of personal

and professional knowledge. Personal knowledge is less
orderly, less processed, less capable of generalization than
the processed knowledge of science. But practical knowledge
is rich in content; it is tied to specific contexts; it has
been tested under fire. It is valuable for it has withstood
tests of situational verification. The problem is that such
knowledge remains in limited, private realms. It does not
circulate, and therefore it does not profit by criticism from
within the community it might serve. And this step is crucial.

This is why we submitted the original Keech account of
practice to a circle of collegial critics. For when personal
practical knowledge comes under the scrutiny of fellow profes-
sionals, that particularized body of ideas, experiences,
hypotheses, theories, and practices comes into contention with
the experiences of others in the community of practitioners.
The limits of the validity of the ideas proposed are set
through exchanges directed toward mutual learning. Though
the community of professionals shares interests and commitments
in problems of the measurement of writing, the process preserves
the acceptability of disagreement (as is noted in the following
report of results). Because different people have different
ways of looking at and judging the processes of conducting
writing assessment, a collective image of the reality of the
process takes on a variety of perspectives more comprehensive
than any individual contribution. Stenhouse (1980), in quite
different language, makes many of these same points in answering

the question: "What Counts as Research?" (pp. 108-112). He

ends his quest with the observation: "Research is educational
to the extent that it can be related to the practice of
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education" (p. 113).

The next section reports the collaborative results of
our efforts to refine our current knowledge about procedures
for designing writing test prompts.
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RESULTS OF THE STUDY

The open-ended invitation to read and review Catharine
&eech's preliminary version of "Practictes in Designing Writing
Test Prompts" elicited responses in a variety of forms: textual
editing changes, marginal comments of varying length, and cover
letters usually ranging from one to three pages. The frequency
of marginal comments ranged from eight to sixty among those
respondents choosing this mode of reaction. In one special
case, the respondent provided twelve pages of comments, each
enumerated and keyed to specific passages in the Keech text.
The respondents offered general comments about the report as a
whole, reactions to specific points raised in the report,
relevant anecdotal information from personal experience in
teaching and assessing writing, and various helpful suggestions
for additions and changes that in many cases were incorporated
into the final version appearing as Part II of this study. Most
of the comments dealt with the idea content of the report,
although a few dealt with format, organization, style. Many
of the substantive comments reflected the respondent's own
experience with the same or similar prompts.

The data provided through this form of panel review do not
yield to quantitative treatment, yet identifiable themes and
consensually validated recommendations for practice do emerge
through the collation of responses from the community of
professionals represented in this sample. The remainder of this
report identifies the main themes and recommendations of the
reviewers and provides illustrative quotations from their
submissions. The findings are presented in two main sections:
the first summarizes the responses of the writing instructors;
the second summarizes the responses of the researcher/evaluators.

Responses from the Panel of Writing Instructors

THE PANEL OF WRITING INSTRUCTORS

*1, Ruby Bernstein, English teacher, Northgate High
School, Concord, California

*2. Mary Frances Claggett, English department chair-
man, Alameda High School, Alameda, California

3. Kim Davis, Subject A, University of California,
Berkeley, California

4. Edmund Farrell, Professor of English Education,
Department of Curriculum, University of Texas,

Austin

* Designates Bay Area Writing Project Teacher/Consultant
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*5. Jean Jenson, English department chairman,
Las Lomas High School, Walnut Creek, California

*6. Irving Peckham, English teacher, Live Oak High
School, Morgan Hill, California

7. Bill Robinson, Director of Composition, English
Department, San Francisco State University

*8. Bernard Tanner, English teacher, Palo Alto High
School, Palo Alto, California

Value of the Study. The eight writing instructors who
evaluated the.trial version of the report were unanimous in
their praise of the document in general. They all valued the
attempt to compile information about the design of writing
prompts and assured the researchers of the need for the
guidance it aimed to offer. Ruby Bernstein, a high school
teacher, thought that such a study would be especially
significant for teachers of English and that it could be
useful, as well, to teachers of subjects across the curriculum.
She felt the work gave her insight into how "boring papers"
produced by students might result from the way she had framed
the initial topic, and she suggested workshops be conducted for
teachers in the development of writing prompts.

Bill Robinson, Director of Composition at San Francisco
State University, called the report a "very good job, covering
in an intelligent and helpful way a really tough problem."
Kim Davis, Director of Subject A at the University of California,
Berkeley, said "This study should become required reading for

all English teachersa great many of whom give little hard
thought, I suspect, to the writing tasks they continually set

for students...." And Edmund Farrell, Professor of English
Education at the University of Texas at Austin, though praising

the efforts, suggested that the study should address itself

more "to classroom te*chers, who flounder in their attempts to

create decent assignments." However, Farrell feared that the
study won't get "the circulation it deserves," and suggested
revising it for submission to NCTE/ERIC as a TRIP booklet. Kim

Davis also mentioned widening the scope of the study to include

creation of writing assignments in general--i.e., "routine
classroom assignments"--not just for assessment purposes.

Classification of Writing Prompts by Discourse Mode. Most

of the reviewers were enthusiastic about the draft of the report

they received. They recognized it as a work in progress with

great potential, and they welcomed this opportunity to offer

constructive criticisms and to contribute to its fuller

development. One feature of the report most in need of recon-

sideration, according to several of the reviewers, was the
scheme adopted for classifying types of writing prompts. This

scheme, based on James Britton's discourse model, sorted prompts

into three broad categories: transactional, expressive, and
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poetic. Both Bernard Tanner and Bill Robinson considered the

weakness of this classification in some detail.

Bernard Tanner, high school English teacher, stated that

he did not "buy Britton's intellectualized categorizing of

youngsters' writings...." Tanner challenged Britton's
functional classification of writing, explaining that he "could

never be sure whether Britton's categories derived from the

'natural' modes adopted by children or whether they are the

result, merely, of the kinds of tasks British teachers call

for...." Tanner spoke of "the pinch of categorical definition"

that overlooked too much. He also argued that "no categories

prove exclusive of aspects of others," and he cited many

examples of dubious classifications (in his view) to prove

his point. Tanner himself finds the older rhetorical labels

more helpful, and as he prepares a writing prompt, he asks

himself the question: "What mix of modes of discourse do I

wish to lead the writer toward?"

Another of the writing instructors, speaking from his

vantage point at the college level, also considered the limita-

tions of the classification scheme presented. Bill Robinson

presented a strong argument against using Britton's functional

triad, transactional - expressive - poetic:

I am not persuaded that the modern approaches to

mode are any more helpful than Bain's, and Britton's

are in fact heavily value-laden. Sending teachers

to him, or worse, Emig for guidance is, I think, a

mistake. In addition, the fact that you are
addressing this paper to teachers or evaluators of

children of wildly different ages and abilities

seriously complicates your problem. Essential to

Britton's categories are the various stances the

writer assumes or is forced to assume vis-a-vis-the

audience. In his "expressive" mode, the audience is

nonjudgmental to the point of being paternal or

maternal. It seems to me highly unlikely that such

an atmosphere can be set up in a testing situation

with any but the teeny tiniest of little kids or the

dopiest. In addition, whether the mode is expressive

or transactional, one still has to decide what form

of writing one wishes to evaluate--or let us put it

slightly differently--what skill one wishes the students

to demonstrate. Does one wish to see whether they can

tell a story of their own devising? (Note, however,

that willy nilly one gets into testing creativity at

this point.) Does one wish to see whether they can

recount an anecdote from their experience--i.e., handle

simple narrations? Does one wish to see whether they

can discuss and evaluate an idea of some sort in terms

of theiL7 own experience--i.e., handle simple exposition?

Does one wish to see whether they can evaluate the pros

and cons of a problem with which they can be expected
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to be familiar--i.e., argue validly? I think it
would be much more helpful to lay out the potential
tasks to be tested in ways such as this rather than
to examine some extremely dubious categories.

On the basis of these recommendations and others made by the
researcher/evaluators, the final version of the report does
not attempt to apply the Britton scheme to the classification
of prompts for writing assessments.

The Content and Wording of Prompts. The teacher-reviewers
offered many comments about the content and wording of the
sample prompts that had been included in the trial version of
the report. These reviewers responded to specific prompts as
a whole, to portions of them, or even to single words in
individual prompts on the basis of their own experience of
having had students write to the same or similar prompts. Some
described positive experiences; others reported problems.
Some suggested changes in the wording of the topic or in the
instructions. Others recommended abandonment of particular
types. Representative comments follow.

Ruby Bernstein, a high school English teacher, pointed
out that ETS argument topics or prompts don't elicit good
writing, that students have a "livelier voice, have more to
say when they are allowed to recreate experience." Jean
Jensen reported that her ninth and tenth grade students
responded very well to "story starters." Jensen also observed
that certain prompts can be expected to elicit different
levels of performance depending on grade level, ability level,
and community (i.e. suburbia vs. inner city). Irving Peckham,
a high school English-teacher, also referred to the effect
of age or stage of thesmudent on response to certain prompts,
but he observed that making up a story is an easier task for
some individual students, regardless of age group or- "stage
of development," as posited in the study. Tanner commented
that students tend to carry over their own patterns of speech
and thinking into first person stories. He concluded that
"they must be prompted to invent a character or a point of
view different from their own natural propensities." Tanner
said that teenagers will write stories, but "they tend always
to use themselves as the central figure...if you give them a
specific role which takes them out of themselves, they often
flounder or write only briefly." Tanner also addressed the
need for specification of plot:

Unless the prompt includes a clearly defined initial
incident which has the potential, .ight in the prompt
itself, of being a problem to resolve, one is unlikely
to find many students, even students of creative
writing, who can develop a plot. Students can develop
a chain of happenings, but that is not necessarily a
plot.
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With reference to the content of the prompts, Kim Davis
reported on certain prompts that Subject A has learned to
avoid: education, writing, popular controversial issues,
humor. On the first two of these, students write what they
assume readers want to read; the third "produces a depressing
blather of cliches;" and the fourth is "a subject so far
removed from the circumstances of a writing exam that students
are rarely amused by it." But the Subject A faculty do want
students to write argumentative expositions, although they
elicit it without resorting to "the dreary likes of 'abortion,'
'capital punishment,' 'marijuana,' etc." In the matter of
political topics or prompts, Bill Robinson warned that the
wording of a prompt should not force students to write from
a bias they don't share. He advised caution, "remembering
always that a school topic is not context free." Because
students always know who will be reading their papers,
Robinson said, using topics that elicit strong opinions
could be "very touchy."

Tanner brought up an issue that no other reviewer
considered: the role of knowledge in affecting the writer's
point of view or stance, purpose, and vocabulary. As he put
it, "writing is subject specific." A person must have some-
thing in mind to write about, some knowledge of a subject.
And how that subject is developed affects the way the reader
judges its merit. Tanner provided several illustrations of
his point:

One can write about history only when he has learned
some history and learned a bit about how history can
be written. The subject makes demands on vocabulary.
It makes demands on the writer's stance. It makes
demands on what facts should be selected and how they
should be put in order....Some people may want to use
writing prompts to find out if a student can write about

chemistry, or metal-working.

Tanner continued:

...when we holistic readers respond this way we are
responding to subject matter sense rather than to mere
writing skills. The irony is that one can write error-
free prose about nonsense. When we read AP papers for
ETS we are reading holistically for BOTH content and

quality of expression. We are facing the SUBJECT
SPECIFIC demands on any worthwhile writing....

....What I am saying is this: No 'transactional' prompt
can be truly broaidly successful without depending on
reading skills or without_ being intentionally the
culminating act to some body of study or learning
experience. Hence in the nature of things one must
evaluate such writing on a basis of subject matter as
well as writing skills....From this monograph one would
think that man can genuinely write in a vacuum of
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reference, or at least that the reader can read a

response without giving a hang whether or not it means

anything.

Tanner also offered trenchant comments on the wording of

prompts. He cited a case where he was question leader at the

reading of an Advanced Placement English test (in about 1971

or 1972) which used a question based on a passage from an

Orwell essay as a springboard:

The instruction went something like this: "Demonstrate
how the author of this passage establishes his attitude
toward the coming of spring." I was question leader on
that question, and early on in the reading I was puzzled

to have large numbers of papers brought to me with that

question blank. Many obviously fine candidates, who did

fine essays on the other two questions, simply skipped
that first question entirely. And then I had a notion:

I suspect that a great many students took that word
"Demonstrate" to mean that they should pick subjects of

their own and imitate Orwell's manner of expression. I

was led to this belief by one paper in which a good

candidate had actually done that as he "demonstrated"

his own attitude toward the beach.

Tanner then gave an account of how he writes prompts to avoid

such wording confusions:

I have since made it a rule of thumb for myself in

attempting to write prompts that I would use an entirely

limited vocabulary. I use "tell" when I mean either

narration or description. "Tell what happened..."

means narration; "Tell what the place looks like..."

means description. I use "explain" when I mean either

persuasion or exposition. "Explain how it works..."

means exposition; "Explain what you believe and why..."

looks toward persuasion. (Naturally I do not mean that

I use those quotations; I mean merely that by using

"tell" and "explain" and whatever appropriate phrases

are needed after these commands, I establish the central

mode or intention of the piece of called-for writing.)

Tanner illustrated how the substitutisp of "tell" for

"describe" clarifies the meaning of a particular prompt,
which could be interpreted to mean "describe an object which

taught you a lesson." Tanner commented:

A student might scratch his brains for some time to

invent a "lesson" taught him by some particular object--

a hard sidewalk or something--and end up with a rather

silly piece of trumped-up writing. Try "Tell about an

experience from which you learned a lesson," [or] "Tell

about an activity you enjoyed doing as a child."



Purposes of Writing Assessment and Rhetorical Purpose.
The issue of purpose was discussed in two contexts: Several
teachers agreed on the importance of writing with a rhetorical
purpose in mind--i.e., that the students should know what aim
their writing is to accomplish. This notion also relates to
the concept of audience. But several others--including some
of the researchers and professional evaluators--addressed the
concept of "purpose" in terms of the tester's reasons for
having students write to these prompts, remarking that this

objective hadn't been made clear in this preliminary version
of the report. Tanner said:

Right now, I find only the vaguest things said about
various purposes for testing of writing. If the paper

is going to mention "purposes" shouldn't it show a list
of purposes, the possible range of purposes? Shouldn't

these then be discussed in relation to possible types of
prompts which can be related to these purposes? I would

try to discuss ways in which the wording of a prompt
relates to any attempt at holistic reading.

Tanner seems to be asking about the function of the
writing assessment presented in the trial version of the

report. Is it intended to assess writing skills alone, or

is it intended to assess writing skills as they can be brought

to bear on the communication of some sort of subject-specific

content?

With regard to purpose insofar as it includes audience,

most teacher-critics agreed that it is useful to specify an

audience; however, Peckham warned that students find certain
instructions about audience to be "phony:" "This is the

problem I've felt with the audience craze. Quite often a

phony audience is as bad as no audience at all. Clear purpose

seems more important. For expressive and poetic writing, no

real audience is necessary."

And finally, with regard to the prompts, Kim Davis asked

about the "reality" of students having to write to topics
they'd just as soon not write to: "How should students be
counseled to make the best of a bad situation?" After all,

no matter how carefully the purpose for the writing and the

audience for the writing are specified, students writing in

a timed assessment situation are not going to produce "real"

writing, no matter what the instructions read. What is being

assessed, then, is not the students' ability to write in
"real" situations, but the students' ability to perform in a

highly artificially structured "test" situation, in"iihich
they agree to play the role of "real writers," and the

teacher-reader agrees to play the role of a "real reader."

In fact, they are really acting in their ordinary roles of

student-performer and teacher-evaluator.

The Function of Instructions. Davis also agreed that

the writing instructions are important--that it is the
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instructions rather than the topic that determine the purpose
of the writing. Peckham agreed that instructions for writing
are best left simple. "Overwriting indicates uncertainty
about the topic," he said. Jensen agreed fully with the need
to avoid overprompting and underprompting in giving instruc-
tions. Tanner's anecdote about the misunderstanding of the

term "demonstrate," mentioned above, illustrates the fact
that sometimes a single word in the instructions can mislead
the writer.

Two areas under the "Use and Misuse of Constraints"
section of the trial version were discussed by several of
the teacher-critics: Under the "Pick-A-Form Trap," Bernstein
noted that the letter form has special problems. The "form"
part takes up too much time and space, and, when used in her
school, the results were boring. She called this an example
of "testing for the wrong thing or putting the parts before

the content." Robinson asserted that there were additional
problems with asking students to pick a form, since this task
of choosing a form added to the work the student was required
to perform in a limited amount of time. Also, a given student
may not pick the form that would have produced the best
results for that particular topic. And most important for
purposes of assessment, readers or evaluators have problems
evaluating the same topic written in different forms.
Robinson said, "I do not believe you can have a valid test
situation in which students may pick different forms for

their responses." (Several of the researchers and profes-
sional evaluators also questioned allowing the students to
"pick a form" on a writing assessment task.)

Most of the teacher-critics agreed fully that specifying
number of words, sentences, or paragraphs was not only an
unhelpful constraint, but it adversely affected the writing
that was produced. Peckham said of instructions specifying
number of words: "They encourage a minimum response." And

Bernstein pointed out that the ETS.test booklet itself is a
"constraint," since it provides the student with a limited
and specified number of lines to fill up in 20 minutes.

Time Constraints. The fact that these prompts were being
developed for use in timed assessments was questioned by three

of the teacher-critics: Farrell stated that the study should
not be limited to use with timed tests. Irving Peckham
offered a special plea for enough time to rewrite: "We allow

two periods at Live Oak. As well as stimulating rewriting
in the classroom, our insistence on second drafts is a

blessing for readers."

Bill Robinson also expressed concern about the effects
of time pressure on the type of writing produced:

...the time allotteJ for response to a question has
nothing to do with the mode of response to be elicited.
That is, a speeded test will not promote expressive
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writing, at least not in Britton's definition of expres-
sive. What a speeded test will produce is writing more
heavily characterized by oral-composing traits than a
relatively non-speeded test. That is, the heavier the
cognitive demands produced by the combination of
response desired and time given, the more the response
will resemble spontaneous speech, with all its "errors"
and ungrammaticalities....the factor of time is one you
haven't discussed as such, and yet it is, of course,
very important.

Use of Pilot Tests. Two of the teacher-critics agreed
with the need to pilot test the prompts before using them in
a full assessment; however, both also stressed the importance
of having teachers write to the prompts as well. Jean Jensen,
a high school teacher, reported her experience at one school
with pilot testing prompts with students: Despite their pilot
testing, they still often received boring papers. At another
school, where pilot testing was done among the teachers
rather than among students, she reported that the student
papers were better than at the other school, but she and her
colleagues were not able to suggest reasons for this. Jensen
stated, "I think it is tremendously important that these
teacher/test-makers write on the prompt themselves and talk
about the effect of a question on them....The teacher writing
himself is crucial!...When teachers themselves also test the
question--little trouble!"

Responses from the Panel of Researchers
and Professional Evaluators

Ten researchers and professional evaluators submitted
written reviews of Catharine Keech's trial version of
"Practices in Designing Writing Test Prompts." These reviews
consisted of 1- to 3-page letters giving general reactions to
the whole report. Half of these respondents also prsovided
from 10 to 30 textual annotations on the returned manuscript.
As with the teacher-reviewers, most of the researcher/evalu-
ator comments dealt with the content of the report, although
some commented on the format, organization, and style.
Though there are areas of common interest, the responses of
the two review groups are not precisely parallel. The main
themes and recommendations in these responses are collated
below.

THE PANEL OF RESEARCHERS AND PROFESSIONAL EVALUATORS

1. Evans Alloway, Director of Test Development,
Educational Testing Service

2. Gordon Brossell, AssOciate Professor of English, The
Florida State University, Tallahassee

3. Rexford Brown, Edivor of Publications and Test
Developer, National Assessment of Educational Progress

106 i2.



4. Charles R. Cooper, Coordinator of Writing Programs,
Department of Literature, University of California,
San Diego

5. Paul Diederich, Senior Research Analyst, Emeritus,
Educational Testing Service

6. Sarah W. Freedman, Assistant Professor of Education,
Language and Literacy Division, School of Education,
University of California, Berkeley

7. Ann Humes, Communication Skills Project Assistant,
Southwest Regional Laboratory

8. Ina Mullis, Senior Research Analyst, National Assess-
ment of Educational Progress

9. Joe M. Steele, Research Psychologist, College Outcome
Measures Project, The American College Testing
Program

10. Edward White, English Test Center, Department of

English, California State University, San Bernardino

Value of the Study. The panel of researcher/evaluators
generally praised the study as being greatly needed and for
including many important and useful ideas. They considered
it both helpful and interesting. Though several acknowledged
the draft form, they also, nevertheless, pointed out the need
for a careful revision, including a tightening of the style

and organization. Charles Cooper, a writing researcher at
the University of California, San Diego, supported the need
for this study and applauded its achievement, but he con-
sidered the report to be too conjectural in some respects
and indicated a need of more research to resolve some of the

issues it raised.

Issues of Assessment Purpose. The interaction between
assessment purpose and the nature of writing prompts to
accomplish particular assessment aims was an issue with

several of the respondents. Ina Mullis, Senior Research
Analyst for the National Assessment of Educational Progress,
said that clarification of the context, purpose, and audience

for the report was needed. In reading the report, Mullis
could not be sure what purpose tae topics were intended to

serve: instruction or assessment. If the purpose was assess-
ment, then the purpose of the assessment was not clear. What

kinds of decisions would a tester be making on the basis of

the results? As indicated in the "Sources of Knowledge"
section of this report, Mullis follows NAEP's "primary trait"
system which calls for narrowly delineated writing exercises

to asdess particular accomplishments in writing according to
rubrics established prior to testing. The approach in the
Keech manuscript followed a much more open procedure amenable
to holistic scoring and ranking of the quality of papers
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according to rubrics developed during scoring.

Several of the researcher/professional evaluators,
although supporting the study, raised questions about the
purpose of the assessment procedure described in it. Gordon
Brossell, a writing researcher at Florida State University,
suggested that test makers need to determine what intellec-
tual operations are to be assessed in addition to writing
before they begin to construct a test. His implication--
that it is not possible to test writing skills isolated from
other skills--echoed Bernard Tanner's statements about
subject-specific writing. Just as one of the pitfalls of
writing prompts is to avoid making them into reading tests,
so Brossell suggested that test makers determine what intel-
lectual operations are to be assessed--in addition to
writing--before they begin to construct a test. Sarah
Freedman, a writing researcher, agreed that it was good to
stress the importance of deciding what one wants to test

before designing the task. Joe Steele, Research Psychologist
for the American College Testing Program, asked for a clearer
distinction to be made between writing instruction and
writing assessment: "...evaluation of writing may call for
a quite different approach and set of considerations than
are most useful for instructional purposes." He said that
he "found the attempt to deal with topics from elementary
to college and for varied instructional and testing purposes
to be too big a task to carry off well."

Brossell was unsure "why formal testing of writing in
the elementary school needs to be done." If for diagnosis
or evaluation, he asserted, these can be done without formal
testing. He said this confusion may result from a blurring
of the formal testing of writing with classroom writing
assignments aimed at giving a teacher some evidence of a
student's ability and progress in writing. It is interesting
that while a number of the teacher-ciitics suggested that the
focus of the study be broadened to include development of
prompts for classroom instructional purposes as well as
assessment purposes, several of the researchers and profes-
sional evaluators asked for a clearer distinction between
writing prompts for the two purposes--of instruction and
evaluation.

Need for Definitions. That there is not yet common
agreement among researchers and professional evaluators on
the usage of terms to describe the various aspects of writing
assessment is evident in the responses of those who called
for definitions. Gordon Brossell suggested a source of

possible confusion--that research in the composing process
of writers should not be applied to test situations unless
such research involved the composing processes of writers in

test situations. Joe Steele called the distinction between
literature on scoring writing samples and directions for
developing good topics artificial. He said the criterion
for judging a topic "good" is the scoring procedure itself;
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that the definition of a "good" test is (a) that it measures
growth, and (b) that it "must discriminate, and do so in a
range of performance that is of interest." Along these same
lines, Paul Diederich, Senior Research Analyst Emeritus for
the Educational Testing Service, gave the definition of a
good topic, in which the criterion is not that it makes
everybody write well; rather, "it is one that yields a wide
standard deviation--from those who write with genius to those

who can't write at all." Joe Steele suggested that one
"criterion for judging that an essay test is good is that it
measures writing that is valued as good outside the class-
room." Two of the professional evaluator-critics referred
specifically to aspects of holistic assessment that are
different from other kinds of assessment. Rex Brown, Editor
of Publications and Test Writer for the National Assessment
of Educational Progress, stated that many of the problems
and traps occur because the topics are being scored holis-
tically rather than being keyed to specifications (e.g.,
primary trait guides), and the two kinds are not inter-
changeable. However, Ann Humes, Communication Skills Project
Assistant at SWRL, stated that "one of the assets of holistic
assessment is that prompts can be less explicit/complicated
because...[one is] not assessing specific features."

And when it comes to defining and classifying types of

writing prompts, as with the teacher-critics, several in this
group criticized the use of the Britton classifiation system,
Gordon Brossell said that becoming acquainted with a modern
classification system probably is irrelevant to the actual

task of writing prompts. Sarah Freedman said that the main
problem was that Britton's categories don't fit. She said,

"I'd like your topic classification scheme to capture dif-

ferent levels of cognitive demand that can be placed on
writers by different topics."

The Content and Wording of Prompts. Several respondents
criticized various aspects of the prompts, giving reasons and
suggesting improvements. Ann Humes pointed out problems not
only with the wording of some of the prompts, but also with
the fact that it was not always clear what the intended grade
level for each prompt was. In pointing out weaknesses in the
wording of certain prompts, Edward White, English Test Center,
California State University system, was critical of the inclu-
sion of some of the examples for fear that they would become
models of good practice for those who might not read the study

carefully. Regarding types of prompts, Rex Brown suggested
avoiding not only yes-no questions, but also "disingenuous
pro and con questions." Ina, Mullis agreed that story starters
or endings should not be used with older writers, but she
cautioned that "older" writers are not necessarily "more
experienced" writers. Working with national samples, Mullis
reported, NAEP found that 17 year-olds generally were not
"experienced" writers. "They tend to be grateful for addi-
tional prompts, especially in a timed situation." (Note:

Mullis probably means "instructions" instead of "prompts,"
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in the context of this study's terminology.) She also

cautioned against "opinion" topics with the interesting
observation that writers who "agree" have a headstart on
writers who "disagree," since the latter have to stop and
take time to formulate their thoughts--to decide on what
basis they disagree. Also, the more complex the initial
statement, the more difficult the task will be for the writer
who doesn't want to agree.

And finally, Rex Brown objected to the "trees" prompt:
"It elicits too broad a range of responses. For me, the

worst pool of papers for holistic scoring is a pool con-
taining all discourse modes and many very different response

strategies." He asserted that a topic for holistic scoring
should minimize the number of dimensions along which the

papers will be compared. (This would also seem to be an
argument against allowing students to "pick a form.")

Purpose and Audience. Several of the respondents
discussed the concepts of purpose and audience for writing.

Ed White agreed with the study's emphasis on the need for
specifying rhetorical purpose. Charles Cooper stated,
"Specifying audience seems crucial to me in all explanatory

and persuasion writing." Sarah Freedman asserted that "All

test writing should by definition be audience-centered."
However, Gordon Brossell said that providing "the full-
rhetorical-context version of a test hindered rather than

helped writers. Creating a naturalistic writing problem

does not assure that writers will respond to it any better

than to another version."

Functions of Instructions. With regard to instructions,
Brossell noted that not only are their content and style
important, but "the tone of instructions in tests can do
something to alleviate test anxiety." Several other of the

respondents discussed various aspects of the section on "Use

and Misuse of Constraints." In the "Pick-a-Form Trap"
section, echoing Rex Brown's earlier comment as well as
responses from several of the teacher-critics, Sarah Freedman

questioned giving students a choice of rhetorical form on the

grounds that this would not result in a good ranked scoring.

In the "Special Knowledge Trap" section, Freedman underscored
the necessity of providing prompts based on universal experi-
ences and allowing for choices within a given structure, as
is the case with ETS, EPT topics, and junior proficiency
topics at San Francisco State University.

With regard to specifying number of words, sentences, or
paragraphs, Ann Humes, along with a number of others, agreed

that it is best not to have such constraints, but she also

noted that often a district will mandate that students be

able to write a certain number of sentences, and this kind

of policy, especially when it is part of a "skills curriculum,"

gives rise to this kind of specification. And although it is
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generally agreed that skills such as sentence recognition,
punctuation, and other mechanics can be measured using objec-
tive tests, Ina Mullis reported that "NAEP consultants have
expressed the feeling that these skills should be measured
by using actual writing samples."

Time Constraints. As with the teacher-critics, the
question of timed tests was raised. Ed White mentioned the
problem of "adequate time" for certain kinds of writing on
timed tests, and said, "We still need discussion of appro-
priate time allotments for different tasks and different
students." Brossell said that generally there is too little
time provided, especially on college-level tests. But
Brossell also went on to state that there needs to be more
made of

the great difference between the writing situation in a
classroom and that in a test. Good writing programs
(and good writing classes) allow writers, even encourage
them, to discover what they want to say and give them
time and guidance in saying it. I submit that this is
the antithesis of formal testing, where a writer is
given one chance to do his best under constraints of

both topic and time. Also, there's a difference between
large-scale testing and evaluating writing performance
in a classroom--especially from the writer's point of

view....The psychological effects of the testing situa-
tion in my view are dramatically different from those

of other writing occasions. The test is an isolated
event in the lives of writers, often fraught with
diabolical significance. Its immediacy and moment are
quite imposing, even distracting. Just as a football
player practices his plays diligently, then fumbles four
times in the big game, so a writer can know all his
moves but fail to execute under the pressure of, a test.
Tests need to be constructed with this kind of distinc-
tion in mind--the distinction between "practicing" and
"playing"....Teaching writing and testing writing are
much more distinct than they appear.

Use of Pilot Tests. Several of these respondents also
mentioned the importance of pilot testing. Brossell stated
that pilot testing is essential in the development of prompts--
it provides empirical evidence for the effects of the prompts
on writers. But he warned that pilot testing doesn't assure
one that a prompt is doing what one wishes it to do.
Interestingly enough, one of the professional evaluators,
Ann Humes, not only agreed with the need to pilot test all
prompts, but she also suggested pilot testing with teacher-
colleagues first, and then with students.

Effects of Recommendations on the Final Version

Recommendations by Teacher Reviewers. Most of the
teacher-reviewers bade specificrecommendations for changes

12,
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bin the final version of the Keech manuscript on "Practices in

Designing Writing Test Prompts." Many of the suggestions
were incorporated into the final text. Some examples follow:

Mary Frances Claggett, a high school teacher, suggested
that there be more examples of under- and over-prompting and
other forms of unhelpful constraints which practitioners
could use as a reference in their own development of prompts.
Such examples were included in the final version.

Bill Robinson noted that writing about an imaginary
situation "can produce the Great Conditional Problem," and
suggested that this idea be expanded. The final version
discusses the problem of the conditional tense with regard
to imaginary situations, and proposes specific wordings of
this kind of prompt in order to avoid eliciting the condi-

tional.

Tanner suggested providing more examples of responses to

sample prompts, and this, too, was done to a limited extent
in the final version of the report. However, samples of
responses to prompts are to be found in later chapters of
the full report. See particularly, the chapters relating to

the studies done at Los Gatos High School and for Santa Clara

County.

Tanner also suggested providing an ill-conceived prompt

and then showing its revision, with reasons for the revision
and explanations for one working and one not working. Along

these same lines, Bernstein suggested that including sample
rubrics would be useful. Although she agreed that it is
important to discuss papers at length before scoring them,

she said it was also important to have written criteria for

determining scores. In this context, she made an interesting
observatien about different rubrics being needed for compe-

tency tests, proficiency tests, and advanced placement tests,
because of the different natures of each kind of test; that

is, each of these represents a different kind of testing

intent. The Tanner suggestion was acted upon. Poorly con-

ceived prompts are introduced with recommended revisions and
discussions of the problems. Ruby Bernstein's recommendation
seemed to go beyond the scope of this phase of the study, and
thus it was not acted on.

An interesting suggestion came from four of the eight
teacher-critics who responded. Farrell suggested "en
heuristic in the form of a set of questions that any teacher

or test maker might ask himself/herself about a writing

prompt." Such questions, Farrell noted, could also be an

efficient way of summarizing the major points made in the

study. Tanner also saw the need for an heuristic:

What are the questions that a writer of a prompt should
ask himself as he tries to write a prompt for a certain

type of test? What are the issues? How do these issues
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relate to the needs of the reader who will be trying to

read the written responses and sort out the levels of

success these who show toward the target objectives?...
I would try to list these questions and concerns. I

would try to relate these concerns to the language of

the prompt, and to the purposes of the test.

On the practical level, Bernstein suggested an anecdotal

example of a school's or a department's step-by-step procedure
for developing a prompt--how the teachers went about the for-

mulation of it, from start to finish, including pitfalls and

problems. Claggett underscored the need for such an example

with her own recounting of how her district writing center

has used "brainstorming" to come up with prompts. Their

trial-and-error approach to using them has had only a 50-50

success rate. Some sort of heuristic would be better than

this "haphazard approach," she said.

At least three sets of guidelines have been included in

this final report. In an appendix to Part II there is the

set of Guidelines for writing prompts devised by Gertrude

Conlan, Chief Reader for the Educational Testing Service.

In Part I, there is a synthesis of principles for construct-

ing prompts derived from the recommendations of teachers and

scholars. There is also in Part I a set of guidelines fig

writing prompts based on a recorded session where three IF

teachers met to develop an assessment prompt for an actual

assessment.

Robinson suggested that because many teachers and test
administrators might not be familiar with "testing talk,"

there should be included in the study some brief definitions

of certain terms, especially "valid" and "reliable," with

emphasis, as he put it, on "the inherent unreliability of

essay tests" to measure writing ability. Along these same

lines, he said that a section was needed on "ways id which

the reliability of the essay test can be increased--or the

unreliability compensated for."

Keech has included in her final version of Part II a

definition of key terms, and throughout Parts I and II there

are discussions of the limitations of various forms of meas-

urement of writing competence.

A final suggestion for improving.the Aesign of writing

exercises came from Jean Jensen, who suggested adoption of

the rule followed by the teachers in her school: "If the

papers you get are a disappointment, then what you wanted

was not what you asked for. Discuss the 'topic' with the

class." One of the main studies in the Writing Assessment

Project was devoted to investigating the match between the

task expectations of the tester and the student writer's

interpretation of the task provided. The results of this

investigation are presented in Technical Report No. 4.



Recommendations by Researchers and Professional
Evaluators. Fewer specific additions were suggested by the
researchers and professional evaluators; for the most part,

they responded to what was there. Charles Cooper suggested
that more illustrations be provided of specific points, and
this was done in the final version. Rex Brown suggested that
"it might be useful to explain some of the problems and traps
in terms of the end of the process--holistic scoring--rather
than the beginning. Perhaps you could present a description
of the ideal pool of papers for an ideal holistic scoring by
ideal scorers, and then--having established the principles
of the end process--work backwards toward the principles of
topic creation." Somewhat along these same lines--and
similar to the suggestion made by several of the teacher-
critics--Ed White stated that "the most important lack...is
a description of the process of question development." Ann

Humes likewise recommended: "Use a heuristic device in writing
a prompt to make sure you have covered the relevant rhetorical
elements; e.g., A. what is the purpose (why?), B. what is the
subject/topic (what?), C. who is the audience (who?), D. what

is the form/genre (how?)."
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MORE RESULTS OF THE STUDY

The following set of guides for designing writ-
ing test prompts are presented here with the possi-
bility that they may aid their users in developing
understanding of the nature and range of effect that

a prompt may evoke. We need to do our best to create
prompts that at least touch the edge of the student
writer's world knowledge. We need to offer them
starting points for composing that enable them to
move freely within whatever kinds of guiding frame-
works are given. We must be sure that the prompt is
couched to forestall the needless difficulties that

arise from ambiguous langucge and confusing signals.
We may never write the perfect prompt, but pupils
deserve to meet year-by-year assessments prompts that

are as exactingly principled as possible in their
design.

Guides for Designing Writing Test Prompts

The following guides are presented in the state
of development they had reached by the end of the
Writing Assessment Project. They await further collab-
orative refinement as fellow professionals test them in

practice. The set below includes:

1. The Philosophy of the Assignment for Writing Assessment

2. Guidelines for Developing Topics for Writing Assessment

3. A Tentative Schema of Writing Tasks for the Development
of Assessment Prompts

4. Schema for Task Analysis of Prompts
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THE PHILOSOPHY OF THE ASSIGNMENT POR WRITING ASSESSMENT*

MAXim: A well-framed assignment for a writing assessment
provides an occasion for writing in which the
student's powers of expression and communication are
stimulated to their nOrmal maximum.

Principles:

1. The subject chosen must be potentially interesting
to the teacher-readet or evaluator of the essays
written.

2. The subject chosen must be potentially interesting
to the student writers.

3. The assignment furnishes data tu start from which
is open to presentation in any of several forms
ranging from statements or questions to pictures
or cartoons accompanied by instructions.

4. The assignment must be meaningful within the
student's experience.

5. The assignment seeks to elicit a specific
response and limits content or form or both.

6. The assignment is itself specific in suggesting
an udience beyond the teacher or evaluator when
the subject makes such specification feasible.

7. Assignment by topic alone is artificial and yields
a lack of focus in development.

Coda: A well-framed assignment, clear and precise in its
instructions, shows awareness of the audience of vwiting
examinees. The demands on the assignment creator are
identical with those on the writer.

Leo Ruth

A synthesis of professional wisdom based on my report
on SOURCES OF KNOWLEDGE FROM THEORY AND RESEARCH FOR
DESIGNING WAITING TEST PROMPTS. NIE/DAWA Writing
Assessment Project, University of California, berklitley
1982
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GUIDELINES FOR DEVELOPING TOPICS FOR WRITING ASSESSMEN7S*

(These guidelines are based on a topic development session with Ruby Bernstein,
Claire Pelton, and Bill Thomas participating. BAWP Writing Assessment Project
Study of Topic Development. University of California, Berkeley, May 1981.)

Sone Questions to Consider in Creating Topics for Writing Assessments

1. Why are we doing this? What is the purpose of this writing assessment?

2. What will we do with the results?

3. What is the nature of the student population to be assessed?

a. What is their grade level?
b. What is their general level of academic competence?
c. What prior curricular experience have they had that prepares them

for this assessment?

4. What is the most appropriate topic subject for this assessment?

a. What prior knowledge will discussion of this subject require?
b. Is this subject accessible to a wide range of students?
c. What is the relation of the topic subject to the students' world?

Is it connected to real student concerns?
Is it remote or alien to their world?
Is it an interesting or involving topic?

d. Are there aspects of the subject that may lead to stereotyped thinklng,
reliance on cliches?

e. Is there any element of the subject that may be considered unduly
threatening to personal values, religious beliefs, self-esteem, etc.?

f. Is the subject free from biasing effects for different sub-groups
within the student population?
Is it too limiting for upper level ability students?
Does it presume experience that may have been denied some students

for social, cultural, or economic reasons?
How difficult might the task be for the lowest twenty-five percent

of the student population?
g. Will the topic lead to diatribes against persons at the school, parents,

local citizens?
h. How is the subject related to the school curriculum and can qual

exposure to similar curriculum experiences be assumed?
i. How does the choice of subject affect choice of rhetorical mode?

S. How should the topic subject be worded?

a. What do the verbs used communicate to the student? e.g., Describe?
Tell? Explain? Illustrate? Analyze? Discuss?

b. Wh4t do the commonly used formal labels actually communicate? Essay?
Story? Argument? Persuasive essay? Letter? Journal entry?

c. Should a range of formal options be proposed?
d. To what extent should students be cued? e.g. "Write about one thing..."

"Tell about three improvements..."
e. What level of background detail should be provided?
f. Should the subject include specification of an audience?

6. How should instructions be handled? Embedded in the topic or kept separate?
Should the topic contain hints about approaches to the subject or suggestions
for task management?

*Prepared by Leo Ruth
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A TENTATIVE SCHEMA OF WRITING TASKS FOR THE DEVELOPMENT OF ASSESSMENT PROMPTS"'

GENERAL WRITING PURPOSES WRITTEN PRODUCTS TO 111 ELICITED

1. To describe

2. To narrate

3. To record/report

4. To explain/direct

5. To persuade

6. To request

7. To plan

8. To edit

1.1 Sustained description of person, place, or object
1.2 Description and expression of feelings toward what ispescribed

1.3 Sequenced description from emory
1.4 Description to accompany given pictures

2.1 Imaginative narrative based on given characters and etting

2.2 Original end to a story selected by the pupil

2.3 Short story

3.1 Autobiographical accounl of event experienced recently

3.2 Verifiable account of an event
3.3 An account of something learned

4.1 Explanation and reflection on a regulation

4.2 Explanation of a complex skill
4.3 Instructions to accomplish a simple household task

5.1 Informal letter to a friend to get reader to change mind

5.2 Argument justifying a point of view

6,1 Letter to a person in a public/private agency
64 Letter of application

7.1 Account of an activity to be undertaken

8.1 Editing of a written account

Note: All tasks envision provisions for variation in audience and the writer's control over appropriate forms.

The framework provides for attention to four dimensions:

1. Variations in mode: narrative/descriptive; reflective/analytical

2. Degree of control granted writer or assessor: ranging from open to closed specifications

3. Source of subject matter: first-hand experience or knowledge from elsewhere

4. Range of purposes: functional and literary
It is expected that analytic marking following upon an initial holistic scoring would take into account

the variations in content, structure, style, and grammar that different writing tasks impose. It is

also assumed that topics would be conceivd under the general philosophy accompanying this schema.

*Adapted from Gorman, T.P., et al. Language Performance in Schools: Primary

Survey Report No. 1 (1981), P. 85, and Secondary Survey Report No. 1 (1982),

pp. 66-67. London: Her Majesty's Stationery Office. These two reports pre-

sent the results of the 1979 assessment conducted by the Language Monitoring

Team at the National Foundation for Educational Research in England and Wles.'

Leo Ruth, NIE/BAWF Writing Assessment Project, University of California,

Berkeley, 1982.
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Chapter 1: Part II

PRACTICES IN DESIGNING WRITING TEST PROMPTS:

ANALYSIS AND RECOMMENDATIONS*

Catharine Keech

INTRODUCTION

The recent ffort to introduce direct measures of

writing performance into local writing assessments has

found local teachers and administrators with few

resources to guide them in developing good essay tests.

While there is an extensive literature describing pro-

cedures for creating valid and reliable objective tests

of certain kinds of learner achievement, there is very

little in the way of science to guide the development

of performance tests, especially tests of writing abil-

ity. This is not to say we do not have a growing
literature on how to score writing samples, with advo-

cates of several competing methods addressing them-

selves to 'some extent to the problem of developing good

prompts or writing stimuli with instructions for the

writer. In fact, perhaps the most extensive work tak-

ing into account the relation of the test-topic to the

scoring plan has been done by developers of what is

called Primary Trait Scoring, (Hullis,1974; Lloyd-

Jones. 1977). But as with other approaches, the title

of this approach to assessment identifies it as mainly

a scoring approach. ETS test developers, like all

evaluators attempting to develop good direct measures

of writing ability, are willing to admit for.the most

part that writing good topics remains more an art than

a science. Up to now, deciding when a topic is good

has been typically sore intuitive than objective.

This report raises a question basic to the conduct

of writing assessment: How should students be asked to

write and what should they be asked to write about if

we wish to measure their real writing abilities? The

ssigned writing task plays a critical role in deter-

mining how students perform and whether testers are
measuring what they think they are measuring.

Creating a good prompt is not easy. Students

write best when they write with intention. That is,

they must be able to find something they want to say to

someone. However, "intention" is not the same as

"motivation." No matter how highly motivated they may

ma report fa briFT-Wair research supported by the

National Institute of Education under Grant No. NIE G-

$0-0034 to the Bay Area Writing Project, University of

California, Berkeley, Leo Ruth, Project Director.
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be to perform well on a writing test, no matter how
concerned they are to achieve a good score, they will
not be able to do their best if they find the topic
dull, confusing, or intimidating. They need to seize
on the germ of an idea and begin writing with confi-
dence if they are to generate a complete piece of writ-
ing in a limited amount of time. Tne intent to commun-
icate releases abilities which motivation leaves
untapped.4

In creating a writing prompt, the tester's main
purpose is not to single out clever students who can
decipher complicated initructions, but rather to make
it easy for as many students as possible to respond
enthusiastically, demonstrating their best writing
abilities. The test-aker cannot always be sure that
students will interpret the task as intended and
respond appropriately: sometimes a single word will
mislead a writer--sometimes instructions are inadequate
to inspire a sustained place of writing. Testers need
to be sure that very student will be able to respond,
but they are also interested in whether the kind of
writing elicited will allow measurement of the abili-
ties they wish to evaluate. Different kinds of prompts
elicit very different kinds of writing--some students
do better at one kind then another: some teachers and
administrators are more interested in one kind than
another.

In addition, while a classroom teacher can discuss
the assignment with students, check their understanding
of the task, and provide additional instructions as
needed, the test-maker must write the assignment in a
form that is as nearly fool-proof as possible. The
assignment in a test often must guide the writing of
students from many different classrooms, including stu-
dents accustomed to different interpretations of such
commands as *describe," or *write a short essay
about...." The test-maker has recourse to several
strategies to offset these difficulties, the most
important of which is pilot-testing the writing assign-
ment or checking on its workability with a sample
group. (Kirrie, 1980.)

The following review of practices in designing
prompts aims to identify basic principles that guide
professional test-makers, to alert novice test-makers
to potential problems in prompt design, and to explore
the relationship between the nature of the writing test

*Ste Woodward and Keech, 1980 (pp. 6-10) for an extend-
ed discussion of the distinction btween motivation and
intention.
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and the purposes or the assessment. The first section
clarifies terms used in the discussion of writing
assignments and distinguishes between two basic parts
of a prompt: 1) the topic or other writing stimulus
and, 2) the instructions to the writer.

The second section focuses on _the nature of 'he
topic or other stimulus. It relates the choice of
topic to the test purposes and the kinds of writing
desired, as well as pointing out several common prob-
lems for topic writers.

The third section deals with the instructions to

the writer and how these relate to the criteria by
which the writing is to be judged, as well as to the
test-maker's decision about what is and is not being
tested. It relates the wording of these instructions
to the purposes of the assessment, and it points out
some common problems in giving instructions to writers.
A list of suggestions for writing essay prompts and for
judging the worth of a writing prompt as prepared by
Gertrude Conlan of the Educational Testing Service is

included in Appendix A. A list of the writing tasks
discussed in this report with their sources appears as
Appendix B. References for this report follow the
appendices.
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THE NATURE OF THE WRITING PROMPT

A Note on Terms_

Multiple choice tests of verbal skills are often
labeled writing tests or even composition tests
although no writing or composing is involved. In this
report, however, the term, writing test, will refer
only to those tests which call for one or more samples
of student writing. This general ter, writing test, is
preferred to the traditional use of the expression
essay test, which is reserved here for those writing
tests which call on students to produce essays, per se.
The term, writing sample, refers to the writing pro-
duced for writing tests, whether by a single student or
by an entire student population. (In this report,
there is an alternation of reference to student-writers
and writers though the full term is always intended.)
Hence, the designing and administering of the writiag
test is followed by the collecting and scoring of the
writing samas. (Generally, those who score the writ-
ini samples are simply called readers, but in order to
avoid confusions with other common usages of this term,
the more cumbersome form teacher-readers is used fre-
quently in this report.) These personnel and procedures
together constitute the holistic writing assessment.

The invitation to write in a writing test has been
referred to variously as the topic, the task, the
p21511121, the test question, the writing stimulus, the
writin instructions, the assignment. In this report,
some o these terms will be used interchangeably--
especially the writin task, the propt, the test
question-- to re er to the whole writing assignment.
That assignment generally consists of two main parts:
1) the topic, subject, or stimulusthe tester's iden-
tification of what the writer will write about; and 2)
the instructions--the particular suggestions about or
limitations on the content of the writing, and the
tester's constraints on how the writer is to address
the subject, with any specifications on what the writer
is expected to do.

The Structure of the Prompt: Topic and Instructions

In designing the writing prompt, the test-maker
must choose or invent topics or other stimuli that pro-
vide students with something to write about; formulate
instructions for writing which help students perform
the writing task to the best of their ability; and
ensure that the topic and the instructions work
together to elicit the particular writing skills the
tester is interested in measuring. We shall consider
first the selection of topics and then the role of
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instructions with other types of stimuli.

In a writing test, the student's composition is
expected to address the given topic, and it will be
judged in part on how well it addresses that topic.
The student's response to the topic will be matched
against the interpretation of the topic expected by the
evaluator. All topics can be considered prompts for
writing, but not all writing prompts provide a fully
formed topic for the writer to develop into an essay.

When the prompt is just a word or a phrase, it
requires the student to generate a predication which
forms the topic into a subject for development.

Josephine Miles (1977) has noted that the giving
of a topic, in the sense of the giving of a subject to
write about-- for example, "My Home Town"-- does not
provide the writer with a thesis or a generalization
which might generate a coherent essay. The writer must
discover his own thesis by shaping a predication for
his subject that is susceptible to demonstration and
development; for example, "My home town provided a rich
environment for the development of a bad character."

The conception of "topic" which requires students
to generate their own predications is exemplified in A
Thousand Topics for Composition: Revised, collected in
the Illinois English Bulletin (1971), or in the more
recently published What Can I Write About? Seven
Thousand Topics for High School Students (Powell,
1981). Moat of these topics are short phrases which
might serve as titles of student essays; "my home
town," "a childhood memory," "my favorite object," "sex
ducation," "capital punishment," "making tacos," "the
case for/against dieting."

The nature of some writing tests, however, makes
it more appropriate to speak of a "stimulus" rather
than a topic for writing. The stimulus for writing
could be a famous quotation, a complete poem, a contr-
oversial statement, a fragment of an essay or story, a
photograph or drawing, a piece of music, a taped
conversation, a film-clip, a news bulletin. In these
cases, the instructions to the writer rather than the
stimulus alone, will determine how the prompt serves to
elicit writing. The student writer might be directed
to respond to a photograph, for instance, by creating
an imaginative piece which recounts a personal experi-
ence, relates a stream of consciousness, or tells an
invented story with no reference whatever to the photo-
graph itself. But when the student is asked to
describe, comment on, criticize, evaluate, agree or
disagree with, explain, or in some way to write about
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the given stimulus, then a line of development has been
indicated and the stimulus plus instructions become the
full prompt for writing.

For younger children or for tests of general
fluency, very simple phrasings of both topic and
instructions may be quite effective in eliciting inten-
tional, and coherent writing. For example:

PROMPT la

Tnink about the word trees. Write about what
the word suggests to you.*

Note that the topic points to one word: "trees." In
this case, the instructions to the writer are quite
simple and provide almost no constraints: "Think about
the Word..."; "Write about what the word suggests...."
The same topic could be accompanied by more elaborate
instructions which would encourage students to move out
of writing only for self-expression toward writing for
literary, or even for academic or social purposes:

PROMPT lb

Think about the word trees. Write a story in
which trees play am important part. This may
be a real experience or an imaginary story.
You may even write as if you were a tree. Be
sure that trees play some part in your story.

PROMPT lc

Think about the word trees. Write an essay
in which you explain one of several possible
ideas this word may suggest to you. You may
write about a special kind of tree, a special
use of trees, people's attitudes toward
trees, or something else that interests you
about trees. Focus en one idea--do not
attempt to list all the things trees can
mean.

In the above two examples, it is not the topic but
the writing instructions that determine whether the
test is one of general fluency calling for self-
expression and free exploration of internal feelings,

*All credits for prompts appear in the Prompt Index,
Appendix B.
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or whether it is a test of more eefined composing stra-
tegies in which specific forms or discourse conventions
will be rewarded. In example la, instructions are
brief and very 3imple; in examples lb and lc, instruc-
tions have been more fully specified.

With a single-word prompt, the instructions chosen
by a tester can be repeated from year to year, test to
test, without changing the demands of the task, simply
by replacing the stimulus word, with equally familiar
terms for the population tested, fur example, masks,
scars, plastic, sports, work, play, fire. The more

open to individual interpretation, the more likely the
topic is to elicit intentional writing from students.
The wide range of responses elicited by such open
topics also makes interesting reading, combating the
realer fatigue that sometimes results when hundreds of
predictably similar essays must be scored. The next

section discusses the selection and wording of the
writing topic to specify the content of the essay.
(Methods of selecting and presenting quotations,
literary passages or non-verbal stimuli such as pic-

tures or Music are not discussed.) The final section
addresses the problem of writing good instructions for
different test purposes.
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THE WRITING TOPIC: C1NTENT AND FORMS
Section Overview

Testers select and phrase the writing topic with
three different concerns in mind: the need to guarantee
accessible content, the need to specify or limit con-
tent, and the need to elicit particular kinds of writ-
ing. The topics discussed below will be evaluated for
their ability to guarantee every student something to,
say, for the manner in which they apecify what students
write about, and for their appropriateness in eliciting
different kinds of writing or writing for different
purposes. In the following discUssioc, rough distinc-
tions are made between four kinos of writing tasks.

First, introspective or autobiographical writing
is done for purposes of exploring and sharing the
writer's personal world, and is useful for measures of
general fluency. The second kind of writing task is
discussed below under "Topics That Draw Upon Personal
Experience." Although testers are advised against try-
ing to distinguish between fact and fiction in student
narrative, they may examine a student's narrative abil-
ities either by appealing to the students' own experi-
ences or by appealing directly to their imagination,
asking them to create an imaginary world, with topics
calling for or allowing fictional or fantasy writing.
This kind of task is discussed under the heading,
"Topics That Elicit Made-Up Stories." Some of the
topics listed as appealing to personal experience tend
to elicit primarily descriptive as opposed to narrative
writing. Other topics which attempt to elicit purely
descriptive writing, without reference to a more gen-
eral rhetorical aim, are discussed in "The Writing
Instructions: Purposes and Problems," in the final
section of this report, under the sub-heading "The
Describe Trap."

Third, one might offer topics which call for busi-
ness writing or social writing, both done to accomplish
transactions typical of the world outside of school.
Business writing topics such SS Complaint letters or
job applications are discussed also in the final sec-
tion of this report under the sub-heading, "The Special
Conventions Trap." Social or community-directed writing
includes arguments or persuasive writing about public
issues. Topics for assessing argument skills or per-
suasive writing are examined below under the sub-
headings, "The Problems of Prior Knowledge Requirements
in Exposition and Argument Topics" and *Controversial
Issues 23 Topics." Although writing is also done in
school settings which is aimed at persuading others to
agree with one's values, to adopt certain attitudes, or
to take certain actions, all such writing is considered

139



social in function, of interest to testers when both
writing and reasoning skills are to be measured.

And finally, we come to expository writina, which
is typical of writing done in an academic setting, and
is intended to explore idef.s and concepts about a world
which is shared by reader and writer, to interpret
events, or to make explicit the meaning of experiences.
Expository writing is also discussed in conjunction
with social or persuasive writing, but it differs from
the latter in that the writers are not asked to write
as if they wish to affect a reader's actual behavior in
the real world or change the course of events, but
rather as if they wish to project an idea for examina-
tion and evaluation by the reader as part of a shared
process of making sense of experience. These rather
abstract distinctions between argument and exposition
may be ignored for most totting purposes, since the
thinking and language skills needed for these two kinds
of task are often similar.

It should be pointed out that not only the topic
but also the instructions to the writer will determine
which of these kinds of writing is likely to be eli-

cited. Introspective or autobiographical writing, in

particular, may range from almost pure narration of
events to almost pure commentary, the content of expo-
sition. The framing of the topic and instructions can
encourage the writers in either directiontoward a
concrete representation of an experience, or toward a
reflective and explicit examination of the ideas
derived from an experience; or they can leave the writ-
ers the full range of possibilities in their own con-
struction of the task, as when the test is one of gen-
eral fluency rather than of specific narrative or expo-
sitory skills. The remaining parts of this section
deal in turn with specifying content for personal
experience writing, exposition, and argument.

Topics That Draw Upon Personal Experience

Popular topics that provide the writer with rich
content and elicit relatively fluent, honest writing
close to the student's natural voice are those which
encourage introspective or autobiographical writing by
drawing upon personal experience. Such writing is easy
to motivate and is highly intentional. When someone
asks us what we would wish for most in the world, or
what we recall that was happy or sal or surprising from
our childhood, or whom we especially admire, we believe
the questioner to be genuinely curious. We recognize
this rhetorical situation from oral speech, and most of
us welcome an invitation to explore our own minds or
re-examine our experiences in conversation with a
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friendly listener. Unlike topics which require stu-
dents to write about information which they believe the
reader already has, these topics allow students to
impart information which only they possess: on what
they remember, what they think, how they feel they can
write with authority.

Topics designed to elicit personal expression
rarely specify the precise subject of the discourse;
rather, they specify the predication.

NOT

BUT

PROMPT 2a

Write about December 25, 1973.

PROMPT 2b

Write about an experience you had during a
family holiday which was particularly memor-
able. It may be happy or sad, but should be
a time when you had strong feelings.

Instead of naming a specific event or character, as one
might in a test about literature, the tester invites
the writer to select material which fits certain
specifications, the most important usually being that
the event or character is memorable in some way. The
underlying rhetorical task is to present the experience
or portray the character in a way which demonstrates
that this person, object, or vent is actually worth
writing about. Although the writer might comment,
explain, or analyze, such commentary is not essential
if the writer is sufficiently skilled in descriptive
and narrative techniques to make the experiende memor-
able for the reader.

The following topics have been used to elicit
interesting and fluent introspective or autobiographi-
cal writing:

PROMPT 3

Write about a plac'e that is special to you.
Help your reader understand its peculiar
interest or sipnificance. The place you
choose may be of any kind--for example, a
personal haunt, a historical spot, or an
institution, or a place you remember vividly
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from early childhood.

PROMPT 4

Write about an object you are especially
attached to, something that has deep personal
meaning for you, something that has become a
part of your life. You might want to con-
sider the way $rou discovered it, the way it
came into your life, the way it has taken on
meaning through time.

PROMPT 5

Te'l about something you enjoyed doing as a
child.

PROMPT 6

Tell about an experience from which you
learned a lesson.

PROMPT 7

Think of someone you admire or resent. (Not
your parents.) Write about this person and
relate one or two incidents that led you to
admire or resent this person, so the reader
can understand why you feel the way you do.

PROMPT 8

Describe a change that has happened in you
recently or an event that happened a long
time ago but still affects you. Tell of the
events that surround it and caused the change
in you so your reader can understand what is
now different about you and why.

Students may respond to these topics using varying pro-
portions of description, narrative, or commentary.
Numbers 3 and 4 ire most likely to evoke descriptive
writing, wnile number 5 is more likely to inspire a
narrative. Although numbers 5 through 8 may elicit
entirely narrative accounts, they may also evoke dis-
cussion and commentary of the kind that develops from
expository topics, as the writer examines his subject
from a distance and attempts to draw conclusions or
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reflect on the meaning of his experience. The
researcher's experience suggests that all but the more
aJvancei or mature writers will use narratives or anec-
dotes whenevr they are allowed to do so. To be sure
of eliciting commentary anli explicit discussion of
ideas, the tester will need topics that are more like
those uses by the College Board English Composition
Test (See also pp. 56), such as:

PROMPT 9

Each of US IISSUMOS a personality to satisfy
each group into which we enter; i.e., we do
not act at home precisely as we act with the
gang, in the classroom, or before an
employer.

This latter prompt odels the generalizations that
form the basis for expository writing, but it
encourages students to draw on their own concrete
experiences in exploring the truth of the predications
advanced in relation to the topic. The addition of
instructions to the writers helps translate the quota-
tion into issues the writers might recognize in their
own lives.

Teachers find that prompts which allow students to
write directly from their own feelings and experiences
are excellent for assessments of general writing abili-
ties, because such prompts point to sources of meaning-
ful subject atter for most writers. The wording of
the prompt :an be changed for different age groups
without changing the underlying rhetorical problem.
Prompts 3 and 4 above, for instance, could real simply:

PROMPT 10

drite about yoJr favorite place.

PROMPT 11

Write about your favorite ubject.

Prompts which demand that students shift from
writing directly about their own feelings and experi-
ences to writing about ideas and information have so
far been used primarily with older students. Current
work in cognitive psychology suggests that students
below the twelve to fourteen year old age range may
have limited ability to sustain abstract discourse
involving formal definitions, reasoning, analyzing. On
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the other hand, young children can often write with
great involvement about concepts and information
encountered in history and science activities, as well
as writing about their own values or the nature of God.
Using autobiographical topics is the best way to test
for fluency,,selfexpression, and mastery of the writ
ten code, since personal topics provide the best
guarantee that the specified content will be equally
accessible and interesting to all writers.

Cuing Personal Topics for Content. Choosing
interesting topics and expressing them simply will
ensure that most students can find something meaningful
to say in their writing. But some of the above topics
include content specifications which "cue" students to
see the full potential of the topic, helping them
recognize relevant material from their own lives, and
clarifying the tester's expectations. In the following
autobiographical prompt, the ouing is underlined:

PROMPT 12a

Think of an occasion when you experienced
something for the first time. It su be
something Lou later came to take for granted,
but for some reason, the nrst time was
memorable. Write about your experience so
that your reader understands your feelings at
the time and whz it stays in your memory.

This prompt has elicited interesting writing from high
school students ranging from pure narrative to informal
exposition.'

In another ssessment, the prompt was more ela-
borately cued. (Woodworth and Keech, 1980.) Testers
may create however many cues they think will be
relevant to their students' experiences:

PROMPT 12b

Think of an occasion when you experienced
something for the first time.

CUES:

There is a book called The First Time, in
which famous people describe theirnrst kiss
or first love affair. But there are many
other important First Times in our lives,

See Chapter 2.
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from the first time we tied our own shoes, or
went to school or camp, to our first time in
deep water, or first big game or first speech
in front of a group. Some of these occasions
are first and only times. Others are the
first of many times, but for some reason the
first time was memorable.

INSTRUCTIONS:

Choose one of these occasions that stands out

in memory and write about it so that your
reader can understand your experience and why
it was memorable.

PROMPT 12c

Think of an occasion when you experienced
something for the FIRST TIME. It may have
been something you later came to do more
easily or something you now take for granted;
but, for some reason, your first time was
memorable. Imagine that you are writing to
someone who has just had a similar experi-
ence, OR to someone who is about to have such
an experience. Your writing might help
prepare your reader for the experience, or it
might help your reader understand that other
people have gone through the same kind of
thing.

The process of cuing substitutes for class discus-
sions which enable students to think of experiences in
their own lives they might wish to write about. The

cuing may clarify the kind of experience the tester
expects the student to write about, explain the
writer's options, or simply stimulate ideas as in the
following prompts:

PROMPT 13

Compare two stores you know which sell simi-
lar items. Consider such things as prices,
merchandise, service, atmosphere, location,
or other special features. Wnich of the two
stores do you prefer? Explain why.

PROMPT 14

Compare two actual holidays or special events
you celebrate in your family (such as
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Thanksgiving, Passover, Christmas, the Fourth
of July, your birthday, etc.) Consider such
things as food, decorations, activities,
behaviors, atmosphere, or other special
features. Wnich of the two do you prefer?
Explain why.

Elaborate cuing has two dangers, however. First,

poor readers may be discouraged by the sheer amount of

text in the writing prompt, even to the point of not
writing, or writing off-topic. Second, unless the
cuing is carefully phrased, it may seem to the student
to offer commands rather than suggestions. The follow-
ing prompt, recommended by a state agency for use in
elementary schools (California State Board of Education
Handbook on Writing Assessmat, 1979) includes highly
directive cuing, intended to ensure that students write
at some length end in comparable ways, but it imposes
strong limits on what students can choose to write

about:

PROMPT 15a

You have met a man from outer space who bas
landed on earth near your school playground.
He can understand English, but he does not
know anything about school here on earth.
Describe your school for him. Tell him about
your school building. Tell how the school
building looks on the outside and the it,side.

Tell him about your teacher and your class-
mates. (italics added)

The prompt has several unfortunate characteris-

tics. Using a space man is audience serves no purpose

that would not be better served by a human audience,
someone who had a believable reason to be interested in

a written description of the school. More sericus
problems, however, occur in the cuing for content,
which gives students too much to do, preventing them
from focusing and writing with more depth about one or

two aspects of the school. (See discussion below on
"Focusing".) The cuing emphasizes the physical build-
ing, which is perhaps the least interesting and most
difficult thing to write about. (See discussion below

of the "Describe Trap".) Finally, the imperative tone
of the prompt allows the students no freedom to choose
which parts of the school are significant to them and

which they would like to write about. The top-scoring
student papers that were offere.1 as examples were
extremely limited in what they attempted and generally

lacked focus and coherence. The following alternative
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iS suggested:

PROMPT 15b

Imagine a triend of yours is about to move to
town. Yoe' friend's name is Pat. Pat will
be going to your school. Below, write a
letter to Pat, describing one or two things
you think a new student should know. You
might tell about what you do at lunch time,
or describe the games Ou play. You might
describe your favorite part of the classroom
or what your teacher allows you to do in
class activities.

This version has not been pilot-tested, so it can-
not be asserted that it is sore successful than the
former version in eliciting interesting writing. On
the other hand, this wording represents a more nazural
rhetorical framing of the task, putting the student in
the role of intentional communicator rather than that
of direction-follower. Because the framing of a test
question often becomes a model for the teacher's fram-
ing of a classroom writing assignment, the test prompt
should represent, as closely as possible, the kinds of
rhetorical situations in which students are encouraged
to shape their own discourse meaningfully. Wnere stu-
dents have had little practice in writing, w tester may
find they write longer papers in response to prompts
such as 15a above which lists a set of things to men-
tion. But the more naturalistic framing of Prompt 15b
could well prciliide students with genuine opportunities
to write.

The following prompt, from a California elementary
school assessment, raises useful guiding questions
about what students should include and how their essays
might be shaped, but it had an unfortunate side effect
on some inexperienced writers:

PROMPT 16a

Write about your favorite place. Name the
place and tell where it is. Tell how often
you go there. Why is this place special to
you? How do you feel when you are there?
What are some sights, sounds, colors and
smells in your favorite place?

All the questions in this prompt provide excellent ways
to stimulate ideas during brainstorming or prewriting
sessions. In fact, the cues in this prompt were used

I 65
147



for a prewriting exercise on a sheet of paper which
listed each command or question followed by blank
spaces for the student's response. During the prewrit-
ing, and again on the test day, some students perceived
the writing test as a short-answer quiz and wrote words
and phrases rather than sentences in resporre to the
commands or questions. To many students, the following
type of response seems acceptable, given the phrasing
of the prompt:

WRITING SAMPLE

Disneyland. Hollywood. Once a year.
Because it is fun. I feel good. Happy.
Tired. Sights: Mickey Mouse, rides, African
house. Sounds: loud roars, lots of people.
Colors: red, yellow, blue, all colors.
Smells: cotton candy, caramel apples, animal
smells, people smells.

It is important then to make the prompt sound less
like a set of questions to answer and more like an
invitation for communication, as in this revision:

Everyone has a special place where they like
to go. Write about your favorite place to
go. Describe the place so your reader can
imagine what it is really like. Tell about
what you do there, and how you feel when you
are there. Help your reader see why this
place is special.

In summary, when testers desire to give students
assistance in finding end selecting personally meaning-
ful content, they should consider methods of cuing
which avoid sounding too much like directions to the
writer and more like genuine options. Cues should be
arranged if possible to suggest a natural way of plan-
ning the response to the topic. Elaborate cuing is
appropriate only if students are competent readers and
have adequate time to consider the suggestions before
beginning to write. Elaborate cuing removes some of
the work of composing for poor writers but may hinder
good writers. In fact, the best writers will often
regard the listed options as things not to write about,
thinking that "everyone else will write about those,"
and seeking instead to find a subject more novel than
those suggested by the tester. For tests of general
writing ability which use personal experience topics, a
well-phrased topic and simple cuing are usually ade-
quate to stimulate content in the resultant writing.
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Toils! That Elicit Made-Up Stories

Literary writing is the writing of fiction, auto-
biography, and poetry. Some children will begin to use
literary techniques quite early in responding to the
topics listed under personal writing, above. On the
other hand, if it is story-telling abilities Ler se
that are being tested for, prompts that draw on writ-
ers direct experience would have to be replaced by
prompts that challenge their imaginationS, calling for
fantasy or fiction stories.

Frequently stories are elicited by prompts which
give starter lines or conclusions. A middle school
included the following task as one part of its writing
assessment:

PROMPT 17

write a story that begins: 'One day I found
a magic machine.,

Other successful starters have been:

PROMPT 18

This morning on my way to school, I saw 3 big
black hole.

PROMPT 19

The last thing I remember was the ship in
flames, people screaming and running for
lifeboats. Then I blacked out. When I came
to, I was...

The instruction part of these prompts should
specify that the winer is calling for the creation
of a narrative so that the student's sense of story
will give structure to the piece. In these pieces,
flashes of personal insight or memories or real feel-
ings that arouse the reader's sympathy will be less
important than story structureimaginative incidents,
vivid details, conflict, pacing, coherence, good clo-
sure. Story.;writing is a special ability and ilence
requires a specialized test. There is no reason not to
score such a test holistically, but one cannot use such
test topics 33 if they ware parallel in task demands to
the autobiographical topics. The topics offered to
insi,Jire writing about personal experience, while they
often elicit literary strategies, may also encourage

149



Pretend I am the Wish Fairy who can make your

wishes come true.. I want you to write me a
letter to tell e what you wish for. Think
of several things you wish for. (pause) Now
then, choose the one thing you wish for the

very most.

Tell me what it is by finishing the sentence,
"I wish I had..." Wnat do you wish you had?
After you write down its name, then go on
writing and tell me all about it. Wnat is it

like? Write down everything you think and
feel about your wish.*

The instructions above can easily be modified for
parallel versions of the "wish" prompt:

PROMPT 20b

I wish I were...
I wish I could...
I wish I knew...

In the early years of holistic assessment at a Bay

Area high school, the teacher test-makers were pri-
marily concerned about creating prompts that students
would enju writing about in the annual assessment. At

that time they were not using the annual assessment for
placement purposes or even program evaluation. The

following parallel prompts, used in their first three
annual testings, were felt to be highly sucaessful in
eliciting writing that was both competent and interest-

ing:

PROMPT 21

Write about an event you wish you had wit-
nessed or could witness. The event can be
real or imagined; the time of the event can
be past, present, or future. Make it clear
why the event is significant to you. (1973)

(*Tne advantage of oral instructions in elementary or

even junior high is that guidance and prewriting stimu-
lation is provided without transforming the writing

test into a readling comprehension teat. In holistic
assessments administered in more than one class, howev-
er, teachers should read a standardized set of oral in-
structions to avoid variations in the task descrip-

tion.)
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use of language patterns that are similar to those of
oral language. Hence the student may attend more to
the problems of transcribing these ideas "aloud" in
writing, than to coping with the additional constraints
of trying to create a made-up story.

Making up a story 13 possibly an easier task for

children at some stages of development than is writing
about their feelings, wishes, or experiences. For
younger writers, writing means writing stories. They

may not make up very good stories, or recognize when
they nave a beginning, middle, or end, but they some-
times write a great deal more in the attempt than if
the tester had asked them, for instance, to describe a
favorite object. It may be that they understand the
rhetorical intent behind the command, "write a story,"
whereas they do not recognize the rhetorical intent
behind the command, "tell me about someone you admire."

On the other hand, one elementary school teacher points
out that students need far more time and space to-
develop a story. They often write many pages which
they are reluctant to re-read or revise. (Gentry,

1980.)

Starter lines or conclusions are not effective for

use with older students. The more experienced writers
often rebel at intervention in their creative
processes. Requests to write out of personal experi-

ence or to write about imaginary situations are more
likely to be honored as legitimate prompts. A good
example of such a topic is the job application which is
discussed below, in the last section under "The Special

Conventions Trap".

Hypothetical Situations 23 Subjects for Writing

Many teachers find that topics which ask students

to imagine, pretend, or wish often inspire lively and
interesting writing. An effective elementary school
test consists of the following words on a piece of

blank paper:

PROMPT 20a

Dear Wish Fairy,
I wish I had . . .

Me teacher gives the following instructions orally:
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PROMPT 22

If you had to choose to be something other
than a human being, what plant or animal or
other form would you choose? In your writ-
ing, give your reader some idea of what you
think it would be like to be that form, and
of why you chose it. (1974)

PROMPT 23

If you could change places with someone else,
wno would it be? The person you write about
can be living, dead, drawn from past or
present, from books, films, etc., or from
your own imagination. In your writing give
your reader some idea of wnat it would be
likt to be that person, and of why that life
appeals to you. (1975)

However, these three topics require writers to
project themselves into hypothetical situations. A

major problem with these hypothetical topics is that
this led many students to begin their responses using
conditional verb forms, such as "I would...," "I
could...." Only the very best high school writers who
began in this way were able to maintain a consistent
point of view throughout their essays. Robinson (1931)
anJ Kirrie (1930) have both warned against the use of
hypothetical situations for testing writing skills
because of the need for students to use conditional or
subjunctive verb phrases. As Robinson says, "When stu-
dents are put into situations whre they have to use
the conditional, they invariably demonstrate that they

cannot."

However, each of three prompts listed above (21
22, 23) ended with these instructions:

You may Jo this writing as a journal entry,
character sketch, dialogue, letter, story,
autobiographical essay, argument, poem, or
other form.

Even though many testers advise against offering stu-
dents such a wide range of choices (see the discussion
of the "Pick-A-Form Trap" that follows), these alterna-
tive modes often provide students with a way of avoid-
ing wIat Robinson calls the "Great Conditional Problem"
wnen they are confronted with hypothetical situations.

"iu
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Many students in the assessments where the hypothetical

topics were used avoided the conditional altogether by

plunging directly into narratives or by using purely

descriptive writing. For the prompt that asked them to

imagine being non-human, some students adopted the

voice and persona of the non-human being and wrote a

kind of interior monologue, e.g., a beetle reflecting

on "my life as a beetle.*

The test's purpose must determine whether to use

imaginary situations as writing prompts. The experts

cited advise against using imaginary situations 83
prompts; however, if one wishes to test the student's
ability to sustain the conditional point of view,

prompts such as the following are useful:

PROMPT 24

What would you do if you had a million dollars?

The following prompts describe imaginary situa-
tions which proved interesting to student writers, in a

project designed to pilot test a number of topics.'

They elicited mostly narrative and descriptive writing

free of the conditional problem because these prompts

placed students inside the situation rather than asking

them to comment on what would, should, or might happen

might happen if such a situation occurred:

PROMPT 25

Wnile visiting in your grandmother's house
you find a large trunk. Propped on a chair
beside the trunk is a card; on it in your
grandmother's handwriting are the words: "To

my only grandchild: Inside this trunk you
will find what you have always wanted."
Describe the gift and how you will use it.

PROMPT 26

Imagine that you are trapped in one of the
following situations and you cannot escape

for several hours. Tell what you do to
escape or to pass the time until you are res-

cued:

1Santa Clara County Writing Assessment Field Test of

Prompts in Chapter 3.
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A.
B.

C.

D.

an elevator
an abandoned mine
a locked room
a life-boat

PROMPT 27

Imagine that you have just landed on the
moon. Write about what happens after you
climb out of your space ship and set foot on
the surface of the moon.

The conditional problem does not seem to hamper
younger writers who usually have strong feelings about
fairness and a good sense of what they might do in an
imaginary situation. Thus they often respond
enthusiastiaally to questions that begin, "What should
you do when...." The following exercise has been used
with fifth and sixth graders as an informal classroom
activity.

PROMPT 28

Pretend you write the advice column in our
school newspaper. You must answer the fol-
lowing letter:

Dear Happy Helper:

I have a little sister who always hits
me when I have a toy or a cookie she wants.
My grandmother says I can't hit her back.
She says I should share, but I get tired of
sharing. What do you think I should do?

Signed,

In Trouble

The research finds that responses to this prompt
will generally consist of conditional forms such as,
"You should...," "You might..." or imperatives, such
as, "Do this." Thus, students benefit from prewriting
discussions during which they can practice giving rea-
sons for their advice. Wnile other prompts are better
tests of narrative abilities, this one tests the abil-
ity to make suggestions or Live advice.

1 7 2
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Imaginary situations that present moral dilemmas
("What would you do if...") can become loaded questions
if the teacher readers actually believe that there is
really only one right answer. For instance, in the
above prompt, if readers accepted only non-violent
solutions to the problem, students who made other
suggestions would be scored dqwn. If students were not
told in advance that there was only one correct kind of
response, this would become a "loaded question."

In scoring writing from prompts such as the above
which involve moral dilemmas or value choices, teacher
readers naturally tend to judge Some answers as more
"right" or more admirable than others. However, in
holistic assessments.of general writing abilities,
evaluators probably desire to judge whether the stu-
dents can communicate clearly what they think a person
should do in a given situation, not whether their
choice seems "good" or "bad." Thus trainers generally
try to help readers resist letting moral judgments
strongly influence scores--unless such judgments are
included in the goals of the assessment.

Problems of Prior Knowledge Requirements in
Exposition and Ar ument Topics

For exposition and argument the question of par-
ticular prior knowledge becomes more involved in the
writing task. The better informed writer, the writer
who has thought about an issue, is likely to produce
more cogent arguments, more convincing examples to sup-
port his or her position or to explain his or her

thesis. Some writing tasks have failed to elicit good
writing even from good students when none of the stu-
dents tested had adequate information about the topic
presented for discussion, or when too many of the stu-
dents had not previously considered a problem in suffi-
cient depth to write any but the most simplistic and
unreflective comments. The following topic was elim-
inated from one assessment after teachers tested it by
attempting to write on it themselves:

PROMPT 29

Explain your agreement or disagreement with
the following statement: The history of women
in our country is the history of oppression.

Two teachers admitted that they did not know enough
about the history of women to write a sound essay on
the subje.:t. The topic would be appropriate, of
course, if all students being tested had just completed
a course on the history of women in their country. In
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that case the topic would test course content mastery
in addition to writing ability; teacher readers still
would need special training to reach agreement on what
constituted an adequate response to the topic.

In one large assessment that was scheduled to be
held over two years beginning during the drought in
California, testers pilot-tested a topic that asked
students to describe the effects that drought hal on
the campaign urging people to conserve water, and to
make specific recommendations about bow to do so. Stu-
dent responses were well-informed and imaginative,
often passionate, but the topic had to be dOopped
because testers could not be sure that the second year
of the assessment would provide a drought or a parallel
crisis as certain to have touched the lives of all stu-
dents in the sample.*

To some extent the expository or argument topic
which requires students to marshal evidence from the
real.or literary world is a teat of general knowledge.
It becomes a test of special knowledge only if content
is narrowly specified, as it must often be to shape a
persuasive topic. A test of general writing ability
need not discriminate in favor of students whose spe-
cial interests or background give them access to infor-
mation not widely shared, if the topic allows students
to argue directly from their individual experiences
and/or reading. Better informed students will have an
advantage in any case, of course, but the choice of
topic can minimize or maximize that advantage, depend-
ing on the purpose of the assessment: whether the writ-
ing task is intended primarily as a skills teat or as a
special content test.

To avoid problems of special knowledge require-
ents, testers can provide a body of relevant facts or
a literary passage to be commented on or argued from.
Writing from given information may test reading,
analysis, and reasoning, as well as writing abilities,
but no student is put at a disadvantage for not having
encountered specific facts or read specific litera-
ture.* (See Prompt 31a) Another option is to provide a

(*Note: Carnegie fundei evaluation of Bay Area Writing
Project, Michael Scriven, Director, 1979.)
*This kind of prompt is used in the military and busi-
ness worlds on writing tests for job advancement, and

resembles performaace measures called "In-basket
tests", where candidates are asked to respond to the
kind of problems likely to appear in their "In-
baskets." This is also a common format for college
placement tests like the Subject A exam at University
of California, Berkeley which provides an essay or
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stimulusquote, word, picture, idea, etc.--and ask
students to draw on their own knowledge or experience
to shape their essays. Testers MUSt give clear
instructions to students to draw on their reading and
experience for examples to explain their theses. This
is the common format on many college placement exams.
(See pp. Prompts 34 and 35 below.) Again, test-makers
may provide a rhetorical situation sufficiently common
that every student can imagine facing such a task and
allow students a range of alternatives, including ima-
ginary ones, in thir solution to the problem. A good
example of such a -topic is the job application situa-
tion presented in Prompt 43.

Controversial ISSUeS 113 TOpiCS
Tor Persuasive Writing

Controversial issues, such as abortion or capital
punishment, seem to provide especially appropriate
topics for tests of persuasive writing. Students can
be expected to have much to say about either side of a
current controversy; however, their papers may reflect
unconsidered parroting of opinions heard in the media

or from parents. Controversial topics can create spe-
cial problems for holistic assessors if the subject
arouses strong biases in both student-writers and
teacher-readers and distracts readers from making a
careful evaluation of the student's writing abilities.

Topics based on issues Of SexiSM, for instance,
often inspire heated and honest writing, but they also

may lead to expressions of hostile, sexist Views on the
part of both males and females. Such views can anta-
gonize teacher-readers who feel equally strongly about

the issues. Special training can overcome these
responses tO SOMO extent, but for most test purposes,
it may be wise to avoid direct statements of extreme
positions, such as the following:

PROMPT 30a

Men are superior to women.

PROMPT 30b

Women are superior to men.

literary passage for critical analysis, thus testing
reading and analytic skills to be taught in Freshian

English courses.
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INSTRUCTIONS:

Agree or disagree with the statement, giving
reasons for your opinion.

A different, slightly more sophisticated, phrasing
appeals less to prejudice and more to observations and

experiences, thereby inspiring more interesting and

scorable writing (Caplan and Keech, 1980):

PROMPT 30c

Women are better off than men in today's
society.

INSTRUCTIONS:

Agree or disagree with the statement, giving
reasons for your opinion.

An entirely different approach to this topic was
taken by an evaluator who wished to test the students'
understanding of logic and their ability to recognize
good and poor arguments (Keech, 1978):

PROMPT 30d

INSTRUCTIONS:

Explain what is wrong with the following
argument; "It's pretty clear that on the
whole, women are superior to men. In the
physical dimension, the best evidence for

this is simply that women live longer, and by
a substantial number of years. Other evi
dence is that women are virtually immune to
several diseases that-ire fatal for many men;
and on the mental side, there is the simple
fact that girls, on the average, do better at
school than boys."

BecauS the instructions preceding the argument called
for criticism of the position taken, students under
stood that they were to find som!tthing wrong with the

argument. Many students simply attacked the basic
assertion that "Women are superior,to men," as if the
question had been worded that way. A large number,
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Here the holistio nature of the judgment breaks
down, when the readers are to reconcile the quality of

the writing with the presumed wrongheadedness of the
ideas expressed, and they feel compelled to judge one
to the exclusion of the other. Such papers often
receive discrepant scores in their two readings.

Controversial iSSUeS can be presented interest-
ingly as legitimate conflicts of interest, as in the
following prompt which was designed to test powers of
observation, reasoning, and argument through a per-
suasive writing task administered to a group of enter-
ing freshmen in a large state university (Cooper, et

159



al., 1979).

PROMPT 31a

At the place where you work, a woman has just
qJit her job, leaving vacant the company's
only executive position ever held by a

female. The Board of Directors has stated
their preference that a woman replace her in

order to fulfill an Affirmative Action quota.
As a member of the Hiring Committee, it is

your job to help choose 4 successor to the

post.

The only woman who has applied for the job
seems competent and meets the written qualif-
ications for the job but she is clearly less
qualified than both of the men she is compet-

ing with. Members of the Committee disagree
about what should be done: some say hiring a
woman is absolutely necessary for breaking

down employment discrimination; others say
hiring a less qualified person would be fool-

ish as well as unfair to those working under

the new executive.

To have a full hearing of all views on this
critical issue, the Hiring Committee has
asked each member to prepare a carefully
written statement to be distributed in
advance of a meeting to discuss the issue.

Write a statement which represents your posi-

tion in the matter, making it s logical and
persuasive 83 possible. Your writing task is

to persuade the Committee to adopt your own
view and to vote on the job candidates in
accordande with your view.

Note that in this prompt, the underlying topic could be

described as the issue of affirmative action employment

policies. The prompt might have been offered in this

form:

PROMPT 31b

Argue pro or con affirmative action policies

in admissions or employment.

Instead, the task was set in the form of a simulated

life-situation in which the writer's attitudes toward
affirmative action were to be expressed in the context

of recommending action. Actually, this prompt can be
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criticized for being somewhat loaded: The phrase, "is
clearly less qualified than both of the men she is com-
peting with," led some students to assume that the tes-
ter thought the female applicant should not be hired.
A less judgmental wording would have been: wis less
experienced than...."

Sometimes even pilbt-testing in advance fails to
reveal weaknesses in perstiasive writing tasks and these
weaknesses show up later in the testing of large popu-
lation,. Of three prompts used in the 1970's on a
statewide proficiency test,* only one met the important
criteria for persuasive prompts: that they a) be
relevant (i.e. students should care about the issue);
b) draw on an adequate information base (i.e. students
should know aomething about the issue); and c) be non-
biasing (i.e. different positions on the issue may be
defended reasonably).

On thia statewide proficiency test, over three
different years, students were asked to take a position
on these issues: a) whether physical education should
be a required courae tin high school, b) whether firemen
should be allowed ti:Jgo on strike, and c) whether stu-
dents should be required to produce a writing sample as
part of the proficiency test. According to a number of
teacher-readers, the first issue generated wide appeal
and students generally were able to advance valid argu-
ents on both sides of the question. On the second
issue teacher-readers reported that fewer students had
strong opinions or even understood the underlying
issues in the debate. The third ilsue proved to be
relevant but somewhat loaded; that is, teacher-readers
reported that no arguments against the writing sample
requirement appeared reasonable to them. One teacher-
reader believed that the prompt was culturally biased,
claiming that students who argued against the writing
sample requirement came from particular ethnic groups
that did not share mainstream emphasis on the impor-
tance of writing. Being unfamiliar with the arguments
for using a writing sample to measure proficiency,
these students were unable to provide convincing
counter-arguments for the teacher-readers, all of whom
were, to some extent, biased in favor of the writing
sample requirement.

In short, aa with imaginary situations i.hat can
become "loaded questions," problems result when stu-
dents are asl:ed to take a pro or con position on a

(11CHSPE. the California High School Proficiency Exami-
nation, administered by the Educational Testing Ser-
vice)
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controversial issue on which only one position is con-
sidered defensible by most or all of the teacher-
readers. Problems also resolt if a carefully qualified
position that is neither pro nor con represents a more
inteolligent response. In these cases, students may
feel that tne prompt does not allows...them to straddle
the issue, and so they will adopt an artificially
simplistic pro or con view, thus failing to write
either convincingly or interestingly.

Topics With Midden Biases

In attempting to guide students towards more
fruitful ideas, a test-maker will sometimes losd a
topic with words that unintentionally suggest the
test-maker's biases. Students sensing the blas may
then write from their conception of what the test-maker
believes rather than from their own perceptions and
opinions.

Tne following topic was pilot-tested at a state
university as part of an equivalency examination:

PROMPT 32

Consider the words trees and 2121111. Write
a paragraph in which you discuss some
aspect(s) of what the words suggest to you.

Students tended to fall into one of two kinds of traps
in their responses.. Some students simply catalogued
cliches about man's abuse of the environment, using
"trees" and "plastic" to represent a kind of polariza-
tion of the natural versus the man-made. Others,
attempting to go beyond cliches and generate an origi-
nal thesis, simply got bogged down, and the resultant
writing W33 strained and even incoherent.

The prompt was revised to real simply trees. In

response to the new prompt, students produced interest-
ing essays displaying an enormous range of reactions to
the word "trees", a range that included discussions of
family trees, branching tree diagrams, wilderness
treks, the uses of wood, and man's encroachment on
nature. The single word clearly elicited what the ori-
ginal topic was meant to inSpire. (Plastic was later
used alone with excellent results as well.)

Finally, a kind of unintentional bias occurs when
the test-maker assumes that students share certain
attitudes or that they perceive themselves as the
test-maker perceives them. Wnen the following prompt
W33 piloted far a college proficiency test in 1980, the
test committee W33 certain that the prompt would have

4
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universal appeal for students. Their certainty was
based on the experiences of their own late adolescence
during the turbulent, demonstration-filled 1960s and
703. They assumed that even though marches and pro-
tests now seem to be less widespread, all young people
perceive themselves as rebels at some time:

PROMPT 33

Even those of us who may conform outwardly
have our private, personal forms of rebel-
lion. Some rebel against society's conven-
tions, some against family values, and others
against the attitudes of peers. We might
dress in unconventional ways, reject our
family's traditions, or disagree with
friends' political beliefs. Some of us may
simply rebel against popular fads. Many of
us are not interested in jogging five miles a
day, eating natural foods, or wearing
designer jeans.

INSTRUCTIONS:

Describe one way you choose not to conform.
Explain why you act as you do and analyze the
effect your choiCe has on your life.

On the whole students had little to say in
response to this prompt. Few had actually experienced
"personal forms of rebellion" which they took seriously
and thus could write about convincingly. In reviewing
the pilot essays, the test committee felt that this
group of students was less concerned with rebelling
than with conforming, that they could not identify
social values, mores, or fashions which they wanted to

leo rebel against in order to establish their own identi-
ties; rather, these students saw themselves as fitting
into the present life-styles of friends and families.
On the basis of the pilot-testing, the test committee
chose an alternate prompt, one which asked students to
write about making a difficult decision. The response
to this prompt Was excellent; it had tapped a core of
experience imp,rtant to this particular group of
student-Writers.

To avoid biasing effects in either writers or
readers, test-makers need not abandon thought-provoking
questions that allow students to explore values or
investigate ideas, When evaluators wish to test the
reasoning skills needed for exposition or argument,
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tney need not avoid using challenging statements 33
prompts for writing. The following prompts present
generalizations which oan be supported or challenged in
a conerent essay, enabling the student to demonstrate
many of the skills needed for academic writing, while
allowing them to draw on personal experiences and
express personal values:

PROMPT 34

Man is a creature of habit.

Do our habits make US sore stable, more effi-
cient, or just duller? Discuss. Support
your arguments with one or two specific
Illustrations from your reading or experi-

e.

PROMpr

)pposition iS indispensable. A person will
often learn more from the people wno disagree
witn him or her than from those wno agree.

Do you agree witn this observation? Have you
profited more from people whose views were
similar to yours or from people whose views
oppo7e1 your own? Discuss, using one OP two
spelfio examples to support your position.

These two prompts invite an exploration of ideas
need not be argumentative or persuasive in tone

or purpose. Further, tilese prompts require a thought-
ful development that makes them appeal more to
college-bound or older students. The following two
promptsneither dealing with current controversies--
el.icited strongly persuasive writing froa ninth through
twelfth graders at all ability levels in a Bay Area
nIgn scnoul

PROMPT 36

4ct al/ inventions have been good for human-
ity. Name one invention we would be better
off without, and make it clear why. You may
do treis writing as an essay, journal, letter,
story, or other form.



PROMPT 37

Imagine that 3 small group of people will be
sent to colonize a new planet. Food, clotn-
ing, shelter and transportation have been
provided for. You are among those asked to
select a few additional things to be sent
along in the limited space available in the
ship. gnat one item would you recommend, and
why? You may write your recommendation in
the form of a story, a dialogue, a letter, a
speech, an essay or other form.

The responses to the invention prompt ranged from
serious political or social arguments to humorous pro-
posals suggesting abolition of such dreaded inventions
as the waffle-iron or hair curlers. The objects recom-
mended for the colonizing of the new planet included
everytning from important books intended to help the
new community avoid further war to a jar of peanut
butter, proposed seriously in order to inspire curios-
ity and comment among the new colonists and thereby
ensure a certain degree of levity in all future
decision-making.
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THE WRITING INSTRUCTIONS: PURPOSES AND PROBLEMS

Section Overview

As described above, the writing prompt has two
elements--the topic which states the required content
o f the writing (the what) and the instructions which
give the suggestion about or limitations on the content
o f the writing (the how). This second element can also
be called simply "the writing instructions." The writ-
ing instructions may be very simple, consisting merely
of the phrase, "Write about..." or they may be quite
elaborate as the test-maker tries to guide the writers
in their responses. As with cuing for content, cuing
for form can help assure that students understand what
is expected of them. The prompt-writer's dilemma is to
provide enough guidance without providing too much.
This final section considers the following questions
relating to such instructions: a) Do they clarify the
test-makerls intention, leading students to respond in
ways the scorers will reward? b) Do they effectively
limit what the writers attempt, making writing samples
comparable? c) Are the task restrictions helpful, or
are they likely to distract students from the central
task of communicating their ideas in writing?

Hidden Agendas in Instruction

The hidden agenda on a writing test ix the set of
implicit expectations that every test-maker has about
how the student-writer snould respond to the prompt.
Students often understand these expectations.but some-
times an unintended trap created. Pilot testing of
prompts will usually reveal cfses in which the test-
maker's assumptions about what the students will under-
stand prove erroneous, requiring more explicit direc-
tions. Sometimes what is needed is not a cew prompt
but simply a willingness on the part of the teacher-
readers to accept a broader range of possible responses
than were originally anticipated.

There are three common traps, however, that might
be avoided by a careful search for hidden agendas:

The "Describe" Trap

An interesting photograph, previously used suc-
cessfully as a writing stimulus, was presented as a
teat promp't to two classes accompanied by the instruc-
tions "Describe what you see in the picture above." One
o f the two classes had been accustomed to writing
stories and essays based on pictorial stimuli. They
had been practicing making accurate observations and
writing descriptions by writing simulations of police

166



and insurance reports. The second class had not
engagid in similar work. The students in the class
with the specialized practice in description wrote the
barest, most literal descriptions of what they saw in
the test prompt photograph, refusing to make many
inferences or interpretations. These students received
low scores from' the tester because their writing was
the least interesting and imaginative. The tester's
hidden agenda involved a definition of "description"
for this task which required writers to be imaginative,
not literal, and make inferences about what might be
happening and about the mood inspired by the picture.

The "describe" instruction has been problematic in
other assessments. One school system found that the
task, "Describe a person who is important to you," eli-
cited from many writers the most limited physical
descriptions, while a revised instruction, "Tell about
a person who is important to you," seemed to suggest to

students that they could select whatever facts about
their subject interested them and might interest a
reader. Some teachers argued that the "describe" ver-
sion of the task was a good test of whether students
knew what it meant to describe and that description of
a person can be much more than a list of bare physical
characteristics. But in this case, the instruction to
"describe" again maJe the test more a measure of the
students' ability to recognize the test-maker's meaning
rather than a measure of their own ability to write
interestingly about a person important to them.

In general, it can br said that any writing
instruction consisting only of the simple direction,
"describe," is a case of underprompting and creates an
unfair hidden agenda unless cues are added to suggest
what the tester desires to see. Prompts such as,
"Describe your favorite person," "Describe your favor-
ite object," "Describe your favorite food," are popular
topics with students, and can be made more iniicative
of the tester's expectations by adding a qualification
such as the one illustrated by the underlining:

PROMPT 38

"Describe your favorite (person,
food, object) so that your reader will under-
stand why it is your favorite."

This simple addition clarifies the rhetorical purpose
for the writers and cues them to recognize that the
test-maker is interested in more than merely the abil-
ity to write accurate physical descriptions.
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Other casualties of underprompting from using only

the unmodified instruction, "describe", occurred in two
tests asking students to describe places: "Describe
your home" and "Describe your school." The problem
with these prompts is that they are devoid of rhetori-

cal purpose. Thus, the descriptive task becomes
overwhelming without the limiting instruction to choose

a favorite something and explain one's preference to
someone. The students, in effect, must set their own

limits and construct their own rhetorical purposes as
follows: Wny am I describing my house or my school?

Who wants to know what? How can I possibly describe
all of it--and, if not all, then what aspects should I

attempt?

Some students, familiar with such vague tasks, do
quickly impose their own rhetorical purposes and

describe homes or schools, evoking feelings about these

places. Most students, however, painfully and con-
scientiously begin a "guided tour ot their home* or try
to portray graphically the outside of the building,
giving facts about its location, its height, its color,

etc. In this case, P roviding the additional instruc-
tion: "Describe...so that your reader can understand
what it looks like" isn't very helpful. The writers

are still restricted to providing a physical descrip-
tion of a large, complex structure that they are not

looking at. They would still not be sure whether their
examiners expected them to convey feelings and atti-
tudes or "just the facts."

It is interesting that one major research study
foundered when an entire group of subjects in eleventh
grade simply refused to write on the following prompt
because they felt it was too "childish" (Stahl, 1977).

PROMPT 39

My Home: Write a description of your home,
its rooms and their contents in such a way
that someone who has not visited it can form
an idea of the way it looks.

What the researcher did not realize is that it was also

too difficult, that only tho ost mature and confident
writers can take such an an undeveloped subject end
provide their own point of view, their own definition

of the task, their own rhetorical purpose and thereby
create a coherent and meaningful piece of writing.

A sophisticated version of the "describe an
object" prompt with detailed instructions has elicited
good expository writing in state college writing
assessments conducted for the purpose of gathering
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information for making admissions decisions (White,
1973):

PROMPT 40

Many observers of our society claim that
modern man, immersed in materialism, is
"owned by his objects." Yet many of us have
objects that we treasure not just for their
material value but for a variety of other
reasons. Assignment: Describe one or more
objects which are important to you: Explain
what values they represent and comment on
those values.

Walker Gibson (1959), in Seeing and Writing, pro-
vides a class assignment to describe a church:

PROMPT 41

Find a church in your neighborhood that seems
to you an interesting building. Describe
what you see on its facade in detail and in
such a style that your reader sees it as
interesting too.

He goes on to explain what a complex task this
apparently simple description is, and why a church is a

good subject for this kind of practice. He suggests
that churches are often laaded with personal meanings,
and that the task entails working out "who you are, who
you should be, as you speak to a reader about the
appaarance of a church." Description must be done with
both a purpose in mind and a point of view in order to

re-create the actual experience of looking. Descrip-
tion is a sophisticated exercise even for advanced
writers; it is not, as might be expected, the simplest
mode of writing and therefore it must be used judi-
ciously in testing for general fluency. (Gibson's
church description assignment appears as Theme 8 in his
course sequence of 15 exercises.)

Even when the goal of assessment is primarily to
test students' ability to develop an objective descrip-
tion rather than to express personal meanings through
descrivion, the instruction, "describe", can still be
a case of unierprompting:

PROMPT 42a

Describe what you see. (Accompanying a photo
and diagram of an automooile accident.)
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Some students will write about the horror of the
accident, others will try to infer who is to blame or
will write about what must have happened, while a few
will try to give a precise description of the position
of cars and bodies. If test-makers wish to elicit Ahis
last kind of writing, their instructions must be more
explicit, specifying a rhetorical purpose:

PROMPT 42b

Study the accident in the photo, using the
diagram to help you gain a clear understand-
ing of the situation. Describe the accident,
reporting details accurately so that a jury
or insurance company can make a fair decision
about who is to blame.

This task is a powerful test of many skills that con-
tribute to writing ability, including the ability to
marshal facts and observe details in a reasonable way
so that a reader can grasp the important aspects of a
situation--a valuable skill worth testing.

Such tests can be scored holistically as well as
analytically, of course. But student writers must
share a common understanding of the rhetorical problem
they are trying to solve if teacher-readers are to make
fair comparisons of their solutions.

The Special Conventions Trap

It is, of course, not a trap to test students for
their knowledge of special conventions, such as the
forms of business letters or friendly letters, as long
SS the test-maker does so deliberately, deciding in
advance which forms are acceptable and how deviations
are to be scored. Teachers and students must be
informed of the conventions which will be tested in the
writing assessment. The trap is present only when cer-
tain conventions are sprung upon unwary teachers and
students.

In an effort to create a meaningful rhetorical
context, test-makers may call for students to write
business letters, but fail to decide in advance how to
weight formal considerations such ss salutations, clos-
ings, return addresses, etc. Such a problem arose with
this otherwise excellent writing prompt.

PROMPT 43

The following advertisement appeared in the
local paper:
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7

SU14ER EMPLOYMENT

Earn 11 Learn

On-the-job training for future positions in:

Medical Services Aide at Highland Hospital
Ticket taker at local theatre
Grocery clerk at local supermarket
Plumbing Assistant for plumbing company
Assistant to the manager of a circus

Earn $3.50 or more per hour while you learn a

valuable skill.

Send letter of application to:
Ms. Laura Jones, Opportunity Training Center
2212 Fruitvale Ave., Oakland, California
94231

Pretend that you are applying for one of the
jobs listed. Write a letter explaining why
you should be hired. You should give infor-
mation about yourself. The information may
be actual facts, made-up information, or a
combination of fact and fiction. The letter
should help you get the job.

Students wrote lively and intereating prose, using

real or imaginary facts. But they also used a variety
of different conventions in setting up their letters.
Teacher readers differed in their preferred conven-
tions; some believed that "correct form" called for no

paragraph indentation. Still others stressed the
importance of adequate spacing between the date and the

body of the letter.

If all students have taken a course in business
English or typing and have been taught the same set of
conventions for business letters, it would be possible
to devise some system for scoring the finer points of
layout and presentation. However, it is clear that
holistic scoring would not be the most efficient or
accurate way of measuring mastery of these conventions.
A rating of letter fora might be an appropriate addi-
ticn after the holistic assessment has been made.

In the assessment for which this prompt lif33

designed, testers were not concerned with conventions

or consistent advance instruction to students in the
fine points of the business letter. Rather, their pur-

pose was to determine whether students could express
themselves adequately ln a life-like situation.
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Assuming that students might refer to one of several
business letter guides should they actually wish to
write a letter applying for a job, the teachers'
greater concern was whether students could include
appropriate information about themselves and write in a
convincing, personable style that would appeal to pros-
pective employers. Obviously students needed some con-
trol of punctuation and spelling, of vocabulary and
sentence structure, if they were to sound mature and
reasonably well-educated. But in the holistic, rapid-
impression scoring, these factors could easily and
fairly be weighted for what they contributed to the
over-all effectiveness of the letter. Since no one was
really applying for a job as a business secretary, the
use of particular conventions would, even in real life,
be less important than the overall impression conveyed

by the writer. In these circumstances, teacher-readers
agreed to suspend debate on formal conventions and rule
out of order any penalties imposed for incorrect letter
etiquette.

Wnen offering such topics, testers should note
that in the absence of specific directions to attend to
conventions, students may differ in their assumptions
about what the tester wants. Students understand that
this is an imaginary letter, not a real one. Some of
the best students may, under the circumstances, drop
all but the barest suggestion of a letter: "Dear Sir,"
and "Sincerely," being the extent of their formalities.
Other students may pay close attention to letter forms
assuming that this is what is being tested, and may
offer only a minimum amount of content, as in this
example of impeccable form:
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WRITING SAMPLE:

1204 Kenyan Road
Oakland, California 94724
March 2, 1978

Ms. Laura Jones, Director
Opportunity Training Center
2212 Fruitvale Avenue
Oakland, California 94321

Dear Ms. Jones:

I am very interested in applying for the
position of Medical Services Aide at Highland
Hospital, which ii3s advertised in the OAKLAND
TRIBUNE last Saturday.

I am sixteen years old, and have had
expe'rience baby sitting, attending old people,
and volunteering as a Candy Striper.
I have excellent references, which I have
enclosed on a separate sheet. I am available
for an interview any day after 2:00. My phone
number is 634-0972.

Sincerely yours,

Pat Smith

No one could find fault with the formal aspects of
this letter of application; however some teacher-
readers felt it suffered by comparison with the letters
of students determined to win the job in this one com-
munication act without recourse to references or inter-

views. Some or the fuller, more personal of these
letters were strong, impressive pieces of writing,
although strictly speaking they revealed less awareness
of appropriate business formalities than the lttter

above.

Teachers may justify teaching conventional organi-
zational formulas, such as the five-paragraph essay,
believing that they are providing students with struc-
tures to order their ideas for greater readability.
But the evaluators are not justified in penalizing stu-
dents for not using those forms in an assessment of

composing abilities. Instead, the major concern is
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whether students can achieve their rhetorical purposes
by whatever means they choose. Holistic assessment
puts reader and writer into a naturalistic relation-
ship, one in which the reader is allowed to respond not

as an error-counter or a conserver of threatened forms,

but as a receiver of intended communication.

The Pick-a-Form 'fru

Sometimes a prompt will attempt to encourage stu-

dents to experiment with fictional forms or to allow
them maximum freedom to match form to intention:

INSTRUCTIONS:

Write in whatever form you want--journal,
letter, essay, story.

This kind of instruction with a range of options gives

opportunity for the consideration of techniques which

may be in the process of being taught in the writing

program. Thus, imaginative students are allowed a full

range of choices for creative experimentation which
often results in outstanding writing. Further, the use

of such a test instruction encourages teachers to pro-

vide opportunities in class for students to practice a
variety of forms.

But the apparent freedom of this instruction may
become a trap if the readers who score these papers
have a "hidden agenda" that rewards conventional
school-essay language. Staients who choose to write
letters or journals may imitate the speech of their
characters and write less formally or correctly than
they would have if they had chosen more conventional

essay or story forms. The tester must be prepared tto
train teacher-readers to score experimental papers 30

that the student is not penalized for attempting the

very fictional techniques that have been suggested in

the writing instructions.

A wide choice of genres can have another unfor-

tunate effect. Even when teacher-resders are conscien-

tious about giving full credit to forms other than
traditional essays, they may find it difficult to com-

pare papers of different genres. It is easier to judge
the relative merits of two short stories than it is to

judge the relative merits of a short story compared
with an argument. Many experts in writing assessment

warn against providing a wide range of forms because it

is likely to decrease inter-rater agreement. When the

purpose of the assessment is to encourage the teaching
of writing for different purposes, or writing with

;9'
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different forms, administrators of assessments should
consider offering several writing tasks, each clearly
calling for a different mode of writing.

In practice, however, the given topic somewhat
limits the genre and rhetorical strategy choices, so
that papers in a particular year can be scored quite
reliably, even,though responses range across a variety

of forms. In the case described above (in "Hypotheti-
cal Situations As Topics"), the option to select forms
actually helped students in certain years to solve spe-
cial problems inherent in that year's topic.

One further warning relates to poetry as a form of

response. Many schools do not have large numbers of

teachers who could confidently evaluate and score poe-
try; even poetry teachers find it hard to rank order
poems in comparison with prose works. Therefore,
schools find it best for purposes of general assessment
to exclude poetry as a possible mode of response.

Helpful and Unhelpful Instructions:

Suigestions ThZt Become Constraints. Sometimes in

an attempt to avoid the hidden agenda problem, test-
makers strive to make explicit every criterion the
writer should know about, to provide every conceivable
cue that might elicit a good response. If teacher-
readers are expected to reward abundant use of details

and personal feelings, the test-maker might write:

INSTRUCTIONS:

Be sure to include lots of details and to
make your feelings clear.

For the writer, however, what is intended as a sugges-
tion is transformed inescapably into a constraint
which may or may not be helpful. An instruction that
is intended to provoke more richly textured writing,
"Use lots of details," may imply that the students who
do not will be penalized. The instrOctions "Support
your opinlon with specific examples," or "Write a
well-organized essay," assume a certain knowledge of
structure on the students' part.and serve as reminders
to them to use that knowledge as they compose. Such
instructions are expected to direct their attention to
what it means to write a well-organized essay, to con-
sider the ust of illustrative anecdotes rather than
unsupported arsuments or ill-formed generalizations.
For many students these cues, coming in the context of
a school setting in which they have practiced respond-
ing to similar instructions, can be helpful. Since
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they trigger memories of other school tasks which have
been evaluated, such instructions may provide students
with some idea of how this particular task will be

judged.

But two things can turn a helpful cue into a
damaging constraint. Students' concern with doing as

the tester asks may keep them from attending to their

own construction of meaning in response to the topic,

and this can cause them to produce strained, awkward
essays rather than the fluent pieces of which they may

be capable. Or students who attend to the spirit

rather than the letter of the topic may produce out-
standing responses, but be scored down because the
scoring guide specifies that top scores should be

awarded only to students who solve the problem in the

way specified. The following constraints are likely to

divert the student writers' attention from communica-
tion to secondary matters and so prevent them from
accomplishing the primary writing task.

Effects of Overprompting. Attempting to make up
for the deficiency of a test prompt such as "Describe

your school" or "Tell what you see in the picture,"

many tes4-makers add a stream of instructions and
suggestions which sometimes have counter-productive
effects on the writer. Three examples demonstrate
thete elaboration techniques which tend not only to
turn the writing test into a reading test, but to bur-

den the writer with choices which may prevent simple
and natural responses.

One tester sought to ;void the underprompting
problem of "Describe your school," by listing aspects
of the school which might be described.

PROMPT 44

Describe your school. Tell how it looks from
the outside. Tell how your classroom looks.
You may describe what happens in the hallways
at different times of day, or you may
describe the lunchroom or playground. If you

like, you may describe the people in your

school.

This type of overprompting appears when testers seek to

insure that writers supply adequate details. However,

this elaborated cuing encourages an unfortunate ten-
dency in many young writers to describe superficially
many different things rather than to concentrate on one
aspect of a subject long enough to write effectively.
The additional cues might not be so destructive of
coherence and purpose if they were reworded to

176 I 9 4



encourage students to focus on one part of the school
(See the discussion under "Focusing," below). As

Prompt 44 is worded, students who begin conscientiously
to "tell how it looks from the outside" may rarely get
any further than that. They might write much more
interestingly if they had chosen to begin to describe
the playground or the lunchroom. The student might also
be more helpfully guided if the instructions were
rewritten to invite them to describe one part of the
school in a way that would be helpful to a new student
who is about to enroll there.

A second kind of overprompting can result when
testers.wish to,insure that they will get a particular
kinA of writing, knowing that students may be misled by
such a prompt as "Describe what you see in the pic-

ture." The National Assessment of Educational Progress
moved away from holistic assessment toward primary
trait scoring precisely because the test-makers could
not predict that all students would, for example, nar-
rative or to write imaginatively in response to a pic-
torial stimulus. Invariably, such stimuli would inspire
some students to write discursively or factually.

In their 1973-74 assessment, the NAEP offered
writers a photograph of children playing on a boat.

The instructions read:

PROMPT 45

Look carefully at the picture.

These kids are having fun jumping on the
overturned boat. Imagine you are one of the
children in the picture. Or if you wish,
imagine that you are someone standing nearby
watching the children. Tell what is going on
as he or she would tell it. Write as if you
were telling this to a good friend, in a way
that expresses strong feelings. Help your
friend feel the experience too. Space is
provided on the next three pages.

When the researcher tested this prompt on a group
of teachers, one of them complained that it sounded
like the old jibe, "Keep your ear to the ground, your
nose to the wheel, and your shoulder to the grindstone:
now try to work in that position." Perhaps the prompt
can be justified for ?MEP's purposes, since they are
testing students from enormously varied backgrounds for

a particular ability (i.e. the ability to enter into
the imaginary world of the picture). But this prompt
makes many demands on the writer which may be at odds
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with the writer's spontaneous response to the picture.
Simple, relatively open instructions, like those accom-
panying a picture stimulus in the Jefferson County,
Colorado, writing assessments (1976 & 1977) should be

considered:

PROMPT 46a

Look at the picture above. You can react to
it in any way you wish by writing about it in

one of the following ways: as a story (Wnat
have the characters been doing? What Could
happen next?) , as a description, or as an
opinion.

If testers wished to rule out the possibility of mere
factual description, which is likely to produce writing
that is less interesting than stories or essays, the
instructions could read instead:

a

PROMPT 46b

Look at the picture above. Let it give you
ideas or create a mood. Then use the ideas
or the mood to write a story, a memory of
something that happened to you, or an essay
or argument based on some strong feeling
inspired by the picture.

Since this kind of instruction opens up a large number
of choices for writers, they must be provided with ade-
quate time to choose their point of view and mode of

response.'

A third type of overprompting can occur when tes-
ters wish simply to remind students about aspects of
their training which should be applied to the current

task. The following prompt used in a diStrict assess-

ment illustrates this kind of overprompting:

*Pie NAEP prompt attempts to provide a single mode and

point of view partly to help the.writer begin to write

more quickly, but primarily to limit the range of like-

ly responses. These goals in themselves may be suspect

if the writing test is an attempt to measure how stu-

dents actually compose when faced with an opportunity
to write about an interesting stimulus.
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PROMPT 47

"No man is an island, entire of himself.
Every man is a piece of the Continent, a part
of the main..."

John Donne

This topic should lead you to think about the
possible meaning of the quotation. You may
build upon the idea by supporting it, or you
may contradict the topic with an opposing
point of view. Attempt to build a logical,
reasonable opinion paper. Include an intro-
ductory and concluding paragraph and two or
three paragraphs in the body of the paper.
The supporting paragraphs may be developed by
comparison/contrast, definition, illustra-
tion, or any other form which will produce a
unified essay on this topic.

This prompt was pilot tested and used successfully by
conventional measurement standards: it elicited papers
that holistic scorers were able to distribute along a
full range of points from best to worst. But the
extent to which students benefited from these elaborate
instructions is unclear. Current research on topic
effects promises to provide insight into what informa-
tion students use when they approach assessment
prompts..

Specifyini Number of Words, Sentences, Paragraphs.

In most writing assessments, test-makers need to
impose a time constraint which indirectly controls the
length of student work. Some assessors, in addition,
impose a length constraint in the form of a minimum
number of words, sentences, or paragraphs. It is not
uncommon to see:

INSTRU:TIONS:

Write at lease three sentences... (elementary)
Write one paragraph describing... (elementary)
Write two paragraphs in which you...(junior high)
Write an essay of about 300 dords...(high school,

college)

See Chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5.
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In general such constraints are unhelpful, both to stu-
dents and testers. The testers' purposes can be served
in other ways that do not interfere with the primary
aim of the testing, which is to observe how much and
how well a student can write in response to a prompt.

T:.e instruction in the elementary school to write
three sentences is intended to insure that the tester
can determine the extent to which children understand
what a sentence is and how sentences are marked. This
aim is more appropriate to objective testing in which
testers can measure sentence recognition, punctuation
skills, etc., as skills separable from the act of com-
posing. But, in an actual trial, because the prompt
asked for three sentences, several third grade students
whose sentence combining skills outstripped their peers
were penalized for writing one, long, layered sentence
which included mor information than appeared in the
three-sentence papers. Other students could not think
of three sentences on the given topic ("Describe a ham-
burger"), and so they added a sentence about some other
kind of food (such as "chocolate cake" or 'hot dogs")
and were penalized for being off topic. One student
even construed the instruction to mean that she should
copy her one sentence over three times. Most of the
third graders in the study simply ignored the three-
sentence constraint and wrote one to six sentences of
varying quality about hamburgers. The majority of stu-
dents wrote two sentences.

A more likely way to insure that students will
generate more than one sentence is to give them an
interesting rhetorical problem--one which provides some
context to the request for a description of a ham-
burger. In any case, one of the most important things
a tester needs to measure in elementary school writing
is the degree of fluency--the number of sentences or
ideas the child can generate when given a stimulating
topic to write on. For children who can only think of
one sentence to write, the command to write three sen-
tences is simply an assurance of failure before they
begin--if they even notice the instruction. These low
fluency students will be identified whether or not the
constraint on length is included In the test instruc-
tions. In a test the instruction to write a set number
of sentences on a topic not only may encourage redun-
dancy, it can increase writing anxiety and turn stu-
dents' attention to arbitrary formulas for composing
rather than help them generate ideas.

The problem in specifying "Write one paragraph" is
somedhat different. If the focus of-teaching has been
the construction of paragraphs, and if students have
been practicing this unit of discourse, a tester may
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well justify a test which gives them a familiar
instruction and tests for paragraph recognition and
construction. But the virtues of this approach both to
teaching and to testing are debatable. Some students
will already be sufficiently fluent to produce material
for two or more paragraphs even before a teacher intro-
duces the class to the concept of paragraph construc-

tion. Others will still be struggling to generate
enough material to elaborate a single idea. Teaching
the paragraph as a complete unit of discourse rather
than as a method of shaping the flow of ongoing
discourse is misleading, even at early stages of writ-
ing instruction. More fluent students can be taught to
indent, breaking up longer pieces, as an aid to reada-
bility. Less fluent students can be taught to ela-
borate, and can be helped to understand some of the
questions that readers wanting to know more about their

subject might ask.

On any test of general fluency, the crucial vari-
ables will be whether students are able to write
fluent, coherent discourse that communicates their
intentions. Performance will depend on response to the
topic, and paragraphing will depend on the extent to

which they have learned to use the paragraph to struc-
ture their thinking or aid their readers. The instruc-
tion "Write one paragraph..." or "Write a paragraph..."
introduces a concern for the paragraph as a unit of
testing rather than as a unit of communication. It

leads a student to think: "Wnat kind of paragraph does

my teacher want? Suppose what I want to say doesn't
fit into one paragraph? Snould I change my idea, go
ahead and write two paragraphs, or just skip the inden-
tation?*

Again,*as with specifying a certain number of sen-
tences, if testers' intentions include measuring the
ability to recognize where to indent or the student's
sense of the internal coherence of a good paragraph,
they can develop reasonably good multiple choice items.
Using a writing sample to check primarily on "paragraph
skills" is a case of using the wrong testing format.
The writing test should allow students to demonstrate
control of paragraphs as naturally-- occurring units in

their composing process.

Finally, the constraint for older students--to
write 100-503 dords--whether included in a test
instruction or on classroom assignments, encourages
pointless word counting that typically results in pad-
ding rather than in real idea development. Where the
word count is intended to keep students from writing
too much, or to encourage conciseness, the effort to
condense, is--among experienced writers--tipically a
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revision activity, and a complex one at that. Most

test-makers who include the word-count restriction do
not intend a close counting but merely mean to suggest
the general scope of the topic--how much students
should attempt to do in the time available. The word

limit presupposes that students have some idea of what

a 300-4ord paper is--like newspaper columnists who
write regularly to a given format. A more natural
limit on what students attempt to write is imposed by
the amount or time provided. Adding any other con-
straint on length may lead the writer to perceive word
limit as being in conflict or incompatible with the

time constraint.

Although this informal observation about the
effects of specifying number of words remains to be
tested in careful research, students should be given
enough time to deal with the prompt. The number of
words would then be determined by such relevant con-
siderations as how mu,th they find to say and how much

they are able to revise, in thOtime available. If

they are not writing for publication, the number oi

words attempted is probably the least important aspect

of the composing task. In a testing context students
should be using their energies and time on concerns
other than counting words.

The Value of Focusing Cues.

One of the most helpful constraints that can be

provided in writing instructions is a suggestion to
focus on one aspect of a larger topic, or on one prob-

lem, or on one or two examples in support of a posi-

tion. Wnen an evaluator tested the following prompt,

the instructions elicited long lists of general com-
plaints with little analysis of problems, few sugges-

tions for solutions:

PROMPT 43a

Write a letter to your principal. Explain to

him or her what you would like to see changed
in your school.

The tester had expected students to write as if

they were really trying to bring about change. The

students, on the other hand, interpreted the task as a

general sort of complaint letter--a "gripe list"--for
anyone who wtli listen. A revision of the prompt with

focusing constraint provided in the instructions
resulted in more fully-developed arguments:

I
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PROMPT 48b

The're are probably several things you would

like to see changed in your school. CHOOSE
ONE OF THESE and write a letter to your prin-
cipal, describing or explaining the problem
and suggesting what he or she light do to
change the situation.

Another example of the value of providing helpful
focuaing cues appeared during the development of a Col-

lege Board English Composition Test prompt. One year

students were given a provocative quotation and
instructed to write about it, drawing on examples from
their experience or their reading. The prompt gen-
erated writing that represented the full range of abil-
ity in the population tested when it was administered

and scored. The following year, however, when the
instructions read "Choose one or two examples from your-- _
experience or reading," one reader compared results and

noted clear improvement. The earlier version had eli-
cited writing tnat consisted of loosely listed anec-

dotes. Tne latter version tended to elicit decidedly

more coherent writing, with students focusing their
efforts on single, telling examples, or drawing on one

or two pieces of literature in some depth.

One word of caution in using this apparently help-
ful strategy: having cued students to concentrate on

one or two ideas, testers should leave room in scoring

for the exceptional student who, working at a different
level of abstraction, may refer to many examples, but

does so convincingly, without sacrificing coherence or

depth.

The Effects of Specifyiu Audience.

Specifying audiencethat is, providing writers

with an imaginary audience other than the test realer-
-may be useful in some testing mltuations, but it may
cause problems in others. When audience is specified

in a writing task that provides a full rhetorical con-
text and a clear purpose for writing, the effect is to
create a more realistic writing problem, as in the fol-
lowing prompt for elementary and middle school or high

school.

PROMPT 49

The following article appeared in the local

newspapee:

KDOL Begins Survey:

Why do we remember certain people from our

183



past and forget others? Television station
KDOL is preparing a special TV show on per-
sonalities people remember from their elemen-
tary school years--a classmate, a member of
the school staff, a family member, or a
neighborhood friend. Send your description
to:

Program Producer
KDOL
Oakland, CA 94606

Respond to the article by choosing someone
who made an unusually strong impression on
you. Write about that person, explaining why
you remember him or her. Do your best work.

Testers seem to feel that merely mentioning an
imaginary audience in a prompt will help students write
with more enthusiasm and purpose in a writing exercise
that is still a school test, one whose real audience iS

ultimately the'teacher-scorer. A real danger lies in
the injudicious selection of an audience cue--for exam-
ple, "Write for a friend." Following the lead of this
instruction, some students will conscientiously adopt a
tone more appropriate to writing for peers than for

teachers. Because this kanguage is less formal, often

less articulate, and sometimes less comprehensible to
readers than the student's,"school language," the stu-
dent who is mature enough to vary language for dif-
ferent audiencea; may actually be penalized during the
holistic scoring.*

In the one of the studies conducted under this
BAWP/NIE Writing Assessment Project, the prompt had
invited students to think of a first-time experience
and to write about this experience for someone who is
about to have a similar experience.** Student-raters of
the papers said that certain ones sounded like English
compositions rather than like the friendly letters they
pretended to be. These "English composition" types
were marked down by students, but they received top
scores from teacher-raters, while other papers that
received low scores from teacher-raters received high
ratings by students because of their verisimilitude.

* Marion Crowhurst (1978) has researched the differences
in student language when writing for peers and writing
for teachers on a school task. In some modes, students
write less formally, using syntactically less mature
language when assigned to write "for a friend."
*See Chapter 2, Part II.
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Trial responses should be examined closely for signs
that students are using less mature, less explicit,
less effective language than they might if they were
addressing their actual audience of unknown adults.

Other effects of specifying audience may surprise
the unwary tester. One teacher reports that he has
stopped asking students to write to pen pals because
the students seemed to have more to say to other types
of audiences: actors, television or radio characters,
authors of books and articles read in class, members of
their family, friends they have missed since their last
move, makers of products that they liked or didn't
like, other students in the school. Consequently, when
this same teacher was asked to administer the following
prompt as part of a district assessment, his,students
complained that it was "dumb," "boring," or "phony,"
and wrote very little, giving a misleading impression
of their writing abilities:

PROMPT 50

Write a friendly letter to a pen pal in
another country, telling him or her about
your home or school.

But students in other classes who had had little
experience with ariting for an audience did not protest

the prompt. In this case, the teacher's own class

required a more sophisticated choice of audience
because of the versatility.developed during prior writ-

ing assignments.

Other attempts to specify a real audience Also

have been problematic. For instance, some assessments
may be successfully using one or another version of the
"letter to the principal" prompt discussed earlier.

PROMPT 48c

There is probably at least one thing about
your school that you would like to see
changed. Write a letter to your principal
and tell him about the problem. Be sure to
describe the situation as it is now and tell
why it bothers you, as well as how you would
like to change it.

This version of the prompt, however, had to be aban-
doned after pilot-testing in one district because what
the students wrote indicated they could not treat the
subject seriously. For example, teachers in one school
reported derisive laughter and direct complaints, even
refusals to write. Students at that school saw their
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principal as an adversary, uncaring and unwilling to
listen to recommenlations. At a second school in the
district, whose principal was especially effective, a
homogeneous and complacent student body complained that
they couldn't think of a problem worth writing about.
Tneir awareness of the triviality of the problems they
chose W35 refleeted in their writing.

One potentially realistic audienee specification
aqich has elicited strong essays in some settings is
the proposal that students write for readers of the
school newspaper, student magazine, or yearbook. Yet
in schools wnere there is no student press or where it
is of poor quality, good writers may refuse to write or
may write badly when asked to imagine they are writing
for this audience.

Initial research in the composing processes of
college writers (Flower, 1979) appears to suggest that
specifying audiences is appropriate when the writing
task is to communicate for business and social or pol
itical purposes. In the real world, such tasks have
audiences whose special questions or needs influence
the writer's choice of what to say and how to say it.
In Flower's study, good writers felt more confident if

they were given a particular audience when asked to
write on an informative or persuasive topic. Poor
writers paid little attention to audience specification
or found that it made the task harder. In this
research on the composing process of good and poor
adult writers, Linda Flower asked subjects to write for

or against on the issue of abortion for readers of the
Catholic Weekly or the Children's Digest. In another
study she had teaehers and engineers describe their

jobs for readers oft/Seventeen magazine. For self
expressive or literary tasks, specifying audience seems
to make little difference, as if students recognize
that a good story is a good story--no matter who the
listener or reader. (Woodworth and Keech, 1930.)

In the Los Gatos Study* (Keech), the writing task
provided a particular audience and a elear rhetorical
purpose for relating personal experiences. This task
divided students into those who simply ignored the
audienee constraint, thus writing the kind of persona/
anecdote the test maker expected, and those who
attempted to make a real transaction of the piece, giv
ing themselves a much more difficult task. The ver
sions of the prompt tested were:

* See Chal'ter 2.



PROMPT 51a

VERSION I (implied audience)

Think of an occasion when you experienced
something fmr the FIRST.TIME. It may nave
been something you later.came to do more
easily or something you now take for &ranted;
but, for some reason, your first time was
memorable. trite about this "Tirst time"
experience so that your reader can understand
your feelings and why this memory has stayed
with you.

PROMPT 51b

VERSION II (specified audience, bracketed
here but not in student version)

Tnink of an occasion when you experienced
something for the FLRST TIME. It may have
been something you later came to do more
easily or something you now take for granted;
but, for some reason, your first time was
memorable. {Imagine that you are wr T ting to
someone who has just had a similar experi-
ence, OR to someone who is about to have such
an experience. Your writing might help
prepare your reader for the experience, or it
mighe'help your reader understand that other
people have gone through the same kind of
thing.),

One student, composing aloud for the researcher,
revealed that the audience conatraints in the second
topic,meant, for her, that she had to give definite
advice to a friemd who Was about to babysit for the
first trme. Sne tackled the task with sophistication,
bUt in a tnirty-Minute test, her r4sults were no match
for the easy anecdotal essays of students who had ver-
sion I, or who treated version II exactly like version
I.. The oral protocol of this student reveals compli-
cated and mature strategies for writing to inform in a

useful way, !jut the time provided was simply not ade-
. quate'for.her to finish the task she had set for her-

Self. Other writing from the same student rve,aled she
was'perfectIy"capable of dashing off clVer anecdotal
writfng, but the instructions in this case had seemed
to%her t.,;) call for something more.

There are no simple answers.to the qaestion,
"Should the writing prompt specify audience?" Strong
reasons may be advanced fOr creating writing tasks that
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specify audience and rhetorical purpose, especially

when the tester wishes to call for persuasive or infor-

mative 4riting, but pilot-testing of such topics is

essential to insure that students are helped rather

than hindered when they take the presumed audience into

account. The test-maker should consider two questions:

Does specifying audience add information that is impor-

tant to the writer in deciding how to respond to the

task? Does the writing task really support the kind of

writing a student might have to do or want to do, for

an audience other than the teacher-tester who will

actually be scoring the papers? . If the answer to

either of these questions ii no, then the audience
specification should be omitted.
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CONCLUSION

There is undoubtedly a great deal more useful
information about what makes a good prompt residing in
the heads of eliperienced essay test developers. Also,

there are growing numbers of "homemade" writing tests
being generated by the new widespread use of holistic
writing assessments. But local test-makers complain of

the lack of accessible information on how to make good
prompts for writers, or how to prepare exacting
instructions that direct in predictable ways the act of

composing. To some extent, the lack of available "how
to" guides is a result of the fact that the profession
has yet to agree on what constitutes a "good" essay

test. Writing good test topics remains an art, not a

science, and criteria for judging a good topic may vary
according to an evaluator's purpose.

It is becoming clear, both to full time and some-
time evaluators, that more needs to be known about the
effect of prompts on the writer being tested. Much

existing folk wisdom about what makes a good prompt
needs to be tested. Some popular practices need to be
carefully qualified before being further promulgated.
And, as with objective tests, makers of these direct
measures need to understand the seriousness and com-
plexity of their task; that is, the extent to which the
prompts they give will influence the outcome of of

their assessments. They need to be alerted to
unresolved problems in test design that concern all
makers of direct measures of writing ability. Educa-

tors newly charged with destgning writing tests that
directly measure performance can be helped to gain this
heightened awareness of the difficulty of their task.

They can also perhaps become engaged in contributing
new insights to test design, if they can become
acquainted with some of the experience and insight of

their predecessors. It is in the hope of calling for a
fuller literature on the problems and best practicea in
test design for direct measures of writing ability that
this tentative techntcal rport is offered.

201?
189



References

Braddock, R., R. Lloyd-Jones, and L. Schcer, Rtlearch in wriAttE
mmaccition, National Council of Teachers of English, Urba-

na, Illinois (1963).

Camp, Gerald, 5atIta Claca LounIx wLiting assessment, Bay Area
Writing Project, University of California, Berkeley (1979).

Caplan, Rebekah and Catharine Keech, shm.lag-tating a tEalpipg

Lcoduim IQ 11E12 students he saecitis, Bay Area Writing Pro-
ject, University of California, Berkeley (1980).

Coffman. W.E., "On the reliability of ratings of essay examina-
tions in English," RendEch in the leaching of English, vol.
5(1), pp. 24-37 (1971).

Cooper, Charles R. and Lee Odell, EvallIBIIng Writing, National
Teachers of English, Urbana, Illinois (1977).

Cooper, Charles and et al., katiE9 atililics Qf EtS1111DLIY-

mftintil fmtmtn B/ /07/EUffilQ, Unpublished manuscript,

San Diego (1979).

Diederich, Paul, idtPlUring SEQwIn in EnOjiln, National Council of

Teachers of English, Urbana, Illinois (1974).

Flower, Linda and John Hayes, "Probiem-sclvinc strategies and the

writing process," Ls/lies& English. vol. 39(5), pp. 449-461

(December 1977).

Flower, Linda, "Writer-based prose: a cognitive basis for prob-

lems in writing," Lollest Enslish. vol. 41(1), pp. 19-37

(September 1979).

Gibson, Walker, 5ttins And Waling. Longmans, Green and Company,

Inc., New York (1959).

Gray, Stephanie and Catharine Keech. 111Citin9 from chttli infQEER:

tiQD, Eay Area Writing Project, University of California,

Berkeley (1980).

Kirrie, Marjorie, "Prompt writing is not Impromptu," Eatknal

briLIrig ELIZje.CI Newaleltec, vol. I(3) (May 1979).

Mullis, I,, Iht DUMBLY trait sylitm fQr. scgrIns taints Sask.!'
National Assessment of Educational Progress, Denver, Colora-

do (1974).

Myers, Miles, A RUtediat tat. Writing assessment and holistic
Litg, ERIC Clearinghouse on Reading and Communication
Ekills and the National Council of Teachers of Enclish, Ur-

bana, Illinois 61801 (1980).

190

2 0 5



Powell, David, What. Ckri I wEite atQUt. National Council of Teact--

ers cf English, Urbana, /11inois (1981). 7,000 Topics fcr

High School Students

Spandel, Vicki and Richard J. Stiogins, pacct mealuces of wat:
IL1111 issutl and anplicationl, Northwest Regional Edu-

cational Laboratory, Portland, Oregcn 97204 (1980).

Stahl, Abraham, "The structure of children's compositions:
developmental and ethnic differences,* ReSCAocb in the
Itanbing Qt. Englilh. vol. 2, pp. 156-164 (1977).

White, Edward, CcmaaLi120. gad cintEalt, California State Univer-
sities and Colleges, Office of the Chancellor (1973).

Woodworth, Patrick and Catharine keech, nac Qgcbsigr. Bay
Area Writing Project, University of California, Berkeley
(1980).

3/CffeClan Ccunty writing =mac renort" (1976).

Int al5allmant Qf tht writing ncrformaagg df califnrnia bigb
10441 ltnicLI, California State Department of Education
(1977).

Mt Tina:. and TZ.6.111EtMCEIt Qf EQMInttOCY In En91iSt. National
Council of Teachers of English, Urbana, Illinois 61801
(1981).

191



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

de are grateful to the number of professionals in

testing agencies, the university professors and
researchers in writing, and the Bay Area Writing Pro-

ject teacherconsultants who provided written comments

on an earlier version of this report. The Bay Area

Writing Project teacherconsultant critic readers

included Ruby Bernstein, Kate Blickhahn, Mary Frances

Claggett, Jean Jensen, IrvingPeckham and Bernard

Tanner. The other professional critic readers included

Evans Alloway, Gordon Brossell, Rex Brown, Charles

Cooper, Kim Davis, Paul Diederich, Edmund Farrell,

Sarah Freedman, Ann Humes, Ina Mullis, Bill Robinson,

Joe Steele, and Edward White.

We are also grateful,to Marta Guzmkn and Georgie

Kelm who typed the several versions of the manuscript

and who patiently tracked down elusive reference infor-

mation. And finally, our thanks to Leo Ruth and

Deborah Ruth for editorial work and suggestions.



APPENDIX A

SUGGESTIONS FOR WRITING ESSAY QUESTIONS

Gertrude Conlan
Educational Testing Service

Princeton, Mew Jersey

1. The question should be clear.

Students should not have to puzzle over
the instructions. The topic is intended
to test the ability to write the answer
and not the ability to guess what the

test maker intends. Besides, students
have only a limited amount of time, time
that should be spent writing and not

analyzing unnecessarily.

2. The question should be as brief as clarity allows.

Restatement may sometimes be necessary
to avoid misunderstanding. But, then,
perhaps one should consider whether the
restatement should be used without the
original because the restatement does
not heed additional clarification.

3. Tne instructions should be definite.

Students should know what is required.
For xample, Discuss, citing specific
examples from one novel. Or, Psi atten-
tion to the correctN.7m of the business
letter. Or, Be sure to use complete
sentences.

4. Avoid questions requiring only a yes or no answer.

Example: Do zou agree? Where does the
student go from there?

5. Average stulents should be able to write average
answers to the questions, and yet bright stuients
should be able to show their brightness.



A good topic permits the ranking of all
students according to ability.

6. The vocabulary used and the concepts expressed in
the topic should not be too difficult for the
ordinary student to understand immediately.

A difficult topic distinguishes only
between the very bright and the rest of

the population. Besides, difficult
reading changes the test to a reading
test.

7. The question should not call for cliches as

answers.

A topic worn out by overuse produces
worn-out responses. On the other hand,
some good questions merely twist
cliches. For example, What's right with

television? In wh'at ways are teena ers
more conservative than the over-
thirties?

8. The question itself should provide an organizing
principle for the essay.

Example: Compare and contrast...
Briefly describe...and then

analyze...
Discuss your answer to this ques-

tions,
giving the reasons for your answer
and citing specific examples to

support those reasons.

9. The question should not elicit responses which
interfere with either the writer's or the reader's

judgment.

Politics, racial issues, and other
inflammatory topics are to be avoided.
Also to be avoided are topics that are
dishearteningly dull. For example, even

a seemingly innocuous topic such as.
Who has had the greatest influence on

your life% cannot be scored easily. If

the caniidate writes on the wrong polit-
ical figure (from the reader's point of

view) , the score is either too high --
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because the reader is making up for his
or her own bias -- or too low because
the reader has succumbed to that bias.
On the other hand, the fifth essay on
the greatness of the basketball coach is
not scored on the same standard as the
first. Readers are human; they do
become bored.

10. The question writer should write out the answer
expected and determine whether the question really
calls for that answer. The question writer should
also try to answer the question in the allotted
time, just to see whether it is humanly possible
to do so. The question should be revised in the
light of any discoveries made.

1979
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SOME CONSIDERATIONS IN JUDGING
THE WORTH OF AN ESSAY TOPIC

Gertrude Conlan

1. Do the candidates seem interested in the topic?

Do they all have something to say in response to

it?
Can they find specific examples to use?

2. Are the responses unduly emotional or patriotic or

religious or in some other way difficult for

readers to judge fairly?
Can readers make judgments easily between essays

at different levels of competence?
Are all the essays alike -- mediocre?
Does the topic encourage clicheridden or "canned"

responses?
Does the topic invite candidates to.try to guess

at what attitude the readers want them to take

toward the topic?
Does it leave writers trying to take all possible

positions because they fear their own view* may

meet with disapproval?

3 . Is the topic confusing in some way?

Are the requirements of the topic ambiguous?

Is the topic subject to several accurate interpre

tations?
Will these create problems for scorers, by making

comparison of quality aifficult?
Are the candidates misreading or misconstruing

some word or phrase in the topic?

Are candidates following the requirements of the

topic?
Is the mode of writing the candidates use in keep

ing with the mode the topic is meant to produce?

4. How dill readers react to the topic?

Are the responses just plain boring?
Can judgments be made quickly on reasonable

grounds?
Are high scores being awarded for writing ability

and not for extraneous matters like sophisticated

literary allusions or unique examples?

5. How long are the essays?
Has too much time been allowed or too little?

6. Do the essays lack a starting point?

Do the essays lack organization?
Is the topic at fault for failing to suggest a

214
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method of organization?
Is the topic at fault for oversuggesting a method
of organization -- no variety?

7. Would you be willing to read essays on this topic
for several days in succession?

Dated 1979
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APPENDIX B

PROMPT INDEX WITH SOURCES'

PROMPT la

Think about the word trees. Write aboot what the

word suggests to you. (Derived from topic 32

below, unpiloted example.)

PROMPT lb

Think about the word trees. Write a story in

which trees play an important part. This may be a

real experience or an imaginary story. You may

even write as if you were a tree. Be sure that

trees play some part in your story. (Adapted by

C. Keech, unpiloted example.)

PROMPT lc

Think about the word trees. Write an essay in

which you explain one of several possible ideas

this word may suggest to you. You may write about

a special kind of tree, a special use of trees,

people's attitudes toward trees, or something else

that interests you about trees. Focus on one

idea--do not attempt to list all the things trees

can mean. (Adapted by C. Keech, unpiloted exam

ple.)

PiOMPT 2a

0 Write about December 25, 1973.

PROMPT 2b

Write about an experience you had during a family

holiday which was particularly memorable. It may

be happy or sad, but should be a time when you had

strong feelings. (By C. Keech.)
PROMPT 3

*Note: The prompts in the following list have all been

used in this report to illustrate certain principles

for developing prompts. Thus, they should not be used

without consideration of the assessment context

described in the report. In addition, some of them are

considered to be faulty in the form presented, and

these are marked by the null.sign 0.
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Write about a place that is special to you. Help

your reader understand its peculiar interest or
significance. The place you choose may be of any

kind--for example, a personal haunt, a historical
spot, or an institution or a place you remember
vividly from early childhood. (Variation of
prompt used in the Sir Francis Drake High School,

San Anselmo, California schoolwide assessment,

1958.)

PROMPT 4

write about an object you are especially attached
to, something that has deep personal meaning for
you, something that has become a part of your
life. You might want to consider the way you
discovered it, the way it came into your life, the

way it has taken on meaning through time. (Varia
tion of prompt used in the Sir Francis Drake High
School, San Anselmo, California, schoolwide
aasessment, 1972.)

PROMPT 5

Tell about something you enjoyed doing as a child.
(Caplan and Keech, p. 48, used in research study.)

PROMPT 6

Tell about an experience from which you learned a

lesson. (Caplan and Keech, p. 47, used in

research study.)

PROMPT 7

Think of someone you admire or resent. (Not your

parents.) Write about this person and include
incidents that led you to admire or resent this
person, so the reader can understand why you feel

the way you do. (Las Lomas High School, Walnut
Creek, California, 1977 schoolwide assessment.
Edited version.)

PROMPT 8

Describe a change that has happened in you
recently or an event that happened a long time ago

but still affects you. Tell of the events that
surrounded it and caused the change in you so your

reader can understand what is now different about
you and why. (Las Lomas High School, Walnut

' Creek, California, 1978 schoolwide assessment.
Edited version.)

')1
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PROMPT 9

Each af us assumes a personality to satisfy each

group into which ws enter; i.e., we do not act at
home precisely as we act with the gang, in the
classroom, or before an employer. (College Board
Examination relea:,ed topic--adopted versionn)

PROMPT 10

0 write about your favorite place. (A reduetion of
Topic 3.)

PRCMPT 11

0 write about your favorite object. (A reduction of
Topic 4.)

PROMPT 12a

Tnink of an occasion when you experienced some-
thing for the first time. It may be something you
later came to take for granted, but for some rea-
son, the first time was memorable. Write about
your experience 30 that your reader understands
your feelings at the time and why it stays in your
memory. (C. Keech, one of two versions used in

Los Gatos High School, California experimental

study, 1930.)

PROMPT 12b

Think of an occasion when you experienced some-
tning for tne first time.

CUE3:

Tnere is a book called The First Time, in which
famous people describe their first kiss or first

love affair. Bat there are many other important
First Times in our lives, from the first time we
tied our own shoes, or went to school or camp, to

our first time in deep water, or first big game or
first speech in front of a group. Some of these
occasions are first and only times. Others are
the first of many times, but for some reason the
first time was memorable.

INSTRUCTIONS:

Choose one of these occasions that stands out in

memory and write about it so that your reader can

200
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understand your experitnce and why i't was memor-

able. (C. Keech, ungloted example.)

PROMPT' 12c

Think of an occasion wheh,you experienced some-
thing for the FIRST TIME. /C"may have been some-
thing you later came to do mo;-e easily or some-
thing you now take for% granted; but, for same rea-

son, your first time was memorable. Imagine that

you are writing to someone who'has just had'a
similar experience, OR to someone who is about to

have such an experience.. Your writing might help
prepare your reader for the experience, or it
might help your reader understand that other peo-

ple have gone through the same kind of tning. (C.

Keech, one of tSio versions used in Los Gatos High
School, California experimental Study, 1980.)

PROMPT 13

Compare two stores you know whibh sell similar

items. Consider such things as prices, merchan-

dise, service, atmosphere, location, or other spe-'

cial features. Which of the two storlt.s tio yisu

prefer? Explain why. (Gray and Keech, p. 26, used

in research study.)

PROMPT 14.

Compare two actual holidays'or special events lou
celebrate in your family (such as Thanksgiving;
Passover, Christmas, the Four.th of,July,'your.
birthday, etc.) Consider Such things 'as rood,

decorations, activities, behaviors, atmo'spherew 'or

other special features. Which of the tlia dojou
prefer? Explain why. (Gray and Keeoh p. 26,

used in research study.)

PROMPT 15a
DI:

0 You have met a man from outer space who" hialanei
on earth near your school plsyground. He can
understand English, but he does not know ehYthing
about school.here on earth. Describe youf 12i222.i

for him. Tell him about your school 1)211511u.

Tell how the school buildihi looks on the outside
and the inside. Tell him about your teacher and

your classmates. (italics added) (Califordia
State Board of Education Handbook on Asselsment,,.

1979.)
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PROMPT 15b

Imagine a friend of yours is about to move to

town. Your friend's name is Pat. Pat will be

going to your school. Below, write a letter to

Pat, describing one or two things you think a new

student snould know. You might tell about what

you do at lunch time, or describe the games you

play. You might describe your favorite part of

the classroom or what your teacher allows you to

do in class activities. (C. Keech variation of

Topic 15a, unpilcted.)

PROMPT 16a

0 Write about your favorite place. Name the pLace

and tell where it is. Tell how often you go

there. Wny is this place special to you? How do

you feel when you are there? Wnat are some

sights, sounds, colors and smells In your favorite

place? (San Mateo City Elementary School Dis

trict, California, Courtesy of Joanne Graham.)

PROMPT 16b

Everyone has a special place where they like to

go. Write about your favorite place to go.

Describe the place so ya.ur reader can imagine what

it is really like. Tell about what you do there,

and how you feel when you are there. Help your

reader see why this place is special. (Revision of

16a.)

PROMPT 17

write a story that begins: 'One day I found a

magic machine.' (Middle school teacher. American

School of the Hague, 1975, unpiloted in assess

ment.)

PROMPT 18

This morning on my way to school, I saw a big

black hole. (C. Keech, classroom assignment,

unpiloted in assessment.)

PROMPT 19

The last thing I remember was the ship in flames

people screaming and running 'for lifeboats. Then

I blacked out. Wnen I came to, I was... (C.

Keech, classroom assignment.)
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PROMPT 20a

Dear Wish Fairy,
,

I wish I had .

INSTRUCTIONS:

The teacher gives the following instructions
orally:

"Pretend I 32 the Wish Fairy who can make your
wishes come true. I want you to write me a letter
to tell me what you wish for. Think of several
things you wish for. (pause) Now then, choose the
one thing you wish for the very most.

Tell me what it is by finishing the sentence, "I
wish I had..." What do you wish you had? After
you write down its name, then go on writing and
tell me all about it. What is it like? Write
down verything you think and feel about your
wish. (Thanks to an unknown elementary school
teacher who presented it at a California Associa-
tion of Teachers of English Conference. Unpiloted
in sasessment.)

PROMPT 20b

"I wish I were..."
"I wish I could..."
*I wiah I knw..."
(Variations in common use.)

PROMPT 21

Write about an event you wish you had witnessed or
could witness. Tne event can be real or imagined;
the time of the event cad'be past, present, or
future. Make it clear why the event is signifi-*
cant to you. (Variation of prompt used in Sir
Francis Drake High School, San Anselmo, California
annual assessment, 1973.)

PROMPT 22

If you had to choose to be something other than a
human being, what plant or animal or other form
would you choose? In your writing, give your
realer some idea of what you think it would be
like to be that form, and of why you chose it.
(Variation of prompt used in Sir Francis Drake
High School, San Anselmo, California annual
assessment, 1974.)



PROMPT 23

If kou could change places with someone else, who

would it be? The person you write about can be

living, dead, Jrawn from past or present, from
books, films, ete., or from your own imagination.
In your writing give your reader some idea of what

it would be like to be that person, and of why
that life appeals to you. (Variation of prompt

usod in Sir FranciS Drake High School, San
A.nselmo, California annual assessment, 1975.)

PROMPT 24

What would you do if you had a million dollars?
(Topic in common use.)

PROMPT 25

Wnile visiting in your grandmother's house you

find a large trunk. Propped on a chair beside the

trunk is a card; on it in your grandmother's
handwriting are the words: "To my only grandchild:
Inside this trunk you will find what you have

always wanted." Describe the gift and how you will

use it. (Santa Clara County Field Test of

Prompts, 1991, p.-W7)

PROMPT 26

Imagine that you are trapped in one of the follow-

ing situations and you cannot escape for several

hours. Tell what you do to escape or to pass the

time until you are rescued:

A. an elevator
B. an abandoned mine
C. a locked room
D. a life-boat

(Santa Clara County Field Test of Prompts, 1981,

p. 5)

PROMPT 27

Imagine that you have just landed on the moon.
Write about what happens after you climb'out of

your space ship and set foot on the surface of the

moon. (Suggested by Michael Scriven, piloted.)

PROMPT 28
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Pretend you write the advice column in our school
newspaper. You must answer the following letter:

Dear Happy Helper:

I have a little sister who always hits me
when I have a toy or a cookie she wants. My
grandmother says I can't hit her back. Sne says I

should share, but I get tired of sharing. Wnat do
you think I should do? (C. Keech, unpiloted in
assessment.)

Signed,

In Trouble

PROMPT 29

0 Explain your agreement or disagreement with the
following statement: The history of women in our
country is the history of oppression. (Source
lost.)

PROMPT 30a

0 "Men are superior to women." Agree or disagree
with this statement, giving reasons for your opin
ion.

PROMPT 30b

0 "Women are superior to men." Agree or disagree
with the statement, giving reasons for your opin
ion.

PROMPT 30c

2 "Women are better off than men in today's
society." Agree or disagree with the statement,
giving reasons for your opinion.

PROMPT 30d

Explain what is wrong with the following argument:
"It's pretty clear that on the whole, women are
superior to men. In the physical dimension, the
best evidence for this is simply that women live
longer, and by a substantial number of years.
Other evidence is that women are virtually immune
to several diseases that are fatal for many men;
and on the mental side, there is the simple fact
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that girls, on the average, do better at school
than boys." (Michael Scriven for Carnegie Evalua
tion of Bay Area Writing Project.)

PROSPT 31a

At the place where you work, a woman has just quit
her job, leaving vacant the company's only execu
tive position ever held by a female. The Board of
directors has stated their preference that a woman
replace her in order to fulfill an Affirmative
Action quota. As a member of the Hiring Commit
tee, it is your job to help choose a suCcessor to
the post.

The only woman who has applied for the job seems
competent and meets the written qualifications for
the job but she is clearly less qualified than
both of the men she is competing with. Members of
the Committee disagree about what should be done:
some say hiring a woman is absolutely necessary
for breaking down employment discrimination; oth
ers say hiring a less qualified person would be
foolish as well as unfair to those working under
the new executive.

To have a full hearing of all views on this criti
cal issue, the Hiring Committee has asked each
tree-Cfr to prepare a carefully written statement to
be distributed in advance of a meeting to discuss
the issue. Write a statement which represents
your position in the matter, making it as logical
and persuasive as possible. Your writing task is
to persuade the Committee to adopt your own view
and to vote on the job candidates in accordance
with your view. (Cnarles Cooper, Writing Abili
ties of Regularly, Admitted Freshment at
SUNY/Buffalo, 1979.)

PROMPT 31b

0 Argue pro or con affirmative action policies in
admissions or employmnnt. (C. Keech variation of
31a.)

PROMPT 32

0 Consider the words trees and plastic. Write a
paragraph in which you discuss some aspect(s) of
what the words suggest to you. (Marjorie Kirrie,
Portland University, Oregon.)
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PROMPT 33

Even those of us who may conform outwardly have
our private, personal forms of rebellion. Some
rebel against society's conventions, some against
family values, and others against the attitudes of
peers. 'We might dress in unconventional ways,
reject our family's traditions, or disagree with
friends' political beliefs. Some of us may simply
rebel against popular fads. Many of us are not
interested in jogging five miles a day, eating
natural foods, or wearing designer jeans. (Jo
Keroes, San Francisco State University.)

PROMPT 34

"Man is a creature of habit."

Do our habits make us ore stable, more efficient,
or just duller? Discuss. Support your arguments
with one or two sOecific illustrations from your
reaiing or experience. (Adapted from released
College Entrance Examination Board Topics, 1963-
1966.)

PROAPT 35

"Opposition is indi3pensable. A person will often
learn more from the people who disagree with him
or her than from those who agree."

%IN

Do you agree with this observation? Have you pro-
fited more from people whose views were similar to
yours or from people whose views opposed your own?
Discuss, using one or two specific xamples to
support your position. (Adapted from released
College Entrance Examination Board Topics, 1963-
1966.)

PROMPT 36

Not all inventions have been good for humanity.
Name one invention we would be bettr off without,
and make'it clear why. You may do this writing as
an essay, journal, letter, story, or other form.
(Variation of prompt used in Sir Francis Drake
High School, San Anselmo, California annual
assessment, 1976.)
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PROMPT 37

Imagine that a small group of people will be sent

to colonize a new planet. Food, clothing, shelter

and transportation have been provided for. You

are among those asked to select a few additional

things to be sent along in the limited space
available in the ship. Wnat one item would you
recommend, and why? You may write your recommen-
dation in the form of a story, a dialogue, a
letter, a speech, an essay or other form. (Sir

Francis Drake High School, San Anselmo, California

annual assessment.)

PROMPT 38

Describe your favorite (person, food,

object) so that your reader will understand why it

:is your favorite. (Commonly used topic.)

PROMPT 39

My Home: Write a description of your home, its

rooms and their contents in euch a way that some-

one who has not visited it can form an idea of the

way it looks. (Abraham Stahl, Research in the

Teaching of English, 1977, suggested by Leo Ruth.)

PROMPT 40

"Many observers of our society claim that modern

man, immersed in materialism, is !owned by his

objects.' Yet many of us have objects that we

treasure not just for thetr material value-but for

a variety of other reasons. Assignment: Describe

one or mor objects which are important to you.

Explain what values they represent and comment on

those values." (Edward M. White, Tne California
State University and Colleges Freshman English
Equivalency Examination, 1975sample essay ques-

tion.)

PROMPT 41

"Find a church in your neighborhood that seems to

you 3n interesting building. Describe what you

see on its facade in detail and in such a style

that your reader sees it as interesting too."

(Walker Gibson, Seeing and Writing, 1959, class-

room assignment, unpiloted in assessment.)

PROMPT 42a

0 "Describe what you see." (Accompanying a photo

and diagram of an automobile accident.) (Based on

a 1976 California State Assessment topic.)
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Imagine that a small group of people will be sent
to colonize a new planet. Food, clothing, shelter
and transportation have been provided for. You
are among those asked to select 3 few additional
things to be sent along in the limited space
available in the ship. What one item would you
recommend, and why? You may write your recommen-
dation in the form of a story, a dialogue, a
letter, a speech, an essay or other form. (Sir
Francis Drake High School, San Anselmo, California
annual assessment.)

PROMPT 38

Describe your favorite (person, food,
object) so that your reader will understand whz it
is your favorite. Commonly used topic.)

PROMPT 39,

My Home: Write a description of your home, its
rooms and their contents in such a way that some-
one who has not visited it can form an Idea of the
way it looks. (Abraham Stahl, Research in the
Teaching of English, 1977, suggested by Leo Ruth.)

PROMPT 40

',Many observers of our society claim that modern
man, immersed in materialism, is 'owned by his
objects.' Yet many of us have objects that we
treasure not just for their material value but for
a variety of other reasons. Assignment: Describe
one or more objects which are important to you.
Explain what values they represent and comment on
those values." (Edward M. White, Tne California
State University and Colleges Freshman English
Equivalency Examination, 1975--sample essay ques-
tion.)

PROMPT 41

"Find a church in your neighborhood that seems to
you an interesting building. Describe what you
see on its facade in detail and in suoh a style
that your reader sees it as interesting too."
(Walker Gibson, Seeing and Writin1, 1959, class-
room assignment, unpiloted in assessment.)

PROMPT 42a

"Describe what you see." (Accompanying a photo
and diagram of an automobile accident.) (Based on
a 1976 California State Assessment topic.)
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PROMPT 42b

Study the accident in the photo, using the diagram
to help you gain a clear understanding of the

situation. Describe the accident, reporting
details accurately so that a jury or insurance
company can make a fair decision about who is to

blame. (Variation of Topic 42a. Idea from Beth

Brenneman.)

PROMPT 43

The following aivertlsrment appeared in the local

paper:

SUMMER EMPLOYMENT

Earn & Learn

On-the-job training for future positions in:

Medical Services Aide at Highland Hospital
Ticket taker at local theatre
Grocery clerk at local supermarket
Plumbing Assistant for plumbing company
Assistant to the manager of a circus

Earn $3.50 or more per hour while you learn a
valuable skill.

Send letter of application to:

Ms. Laura Jones, Opportunity Training Center
2212 Fruitvale Ave., Oakland, California 94231

Pretend that you are applying for one of the jobs

listed. Write a letter explaining why you should

be hired. You should give information about your-

self. The it formation may be actual facts, made-
up information, or a combination of fact and fic-
tion. The letter should help you get the job.
(Oakland School District Assessment, Oakland, Cal-

ifornia.)

PROMPT 44

Describe your school. Tell how it looks from the

outside. Tell how your classroom looks. You may
describe what happens in the hallways at different
times of day, or you may describe the lunchroom or
playground. If you like, you may describe the
paople in your school. (Source unknown.)



0 Look carefully at the picture.

These kids are having fun jumping on the over-
turned boat. Imagine you are one of the children
in the picture. Or if you wish, imagine that ycu
are someone standing nearby watching the children.
Tell what is going on as he or she would tell it.
Write as if you were telling this to a good
friend, in a way that expresses strong feelings.
Help your friend feel the experience too. Space
is provided on the next three pages. (National
Assessment of Educational Progress, Report No.
05-W-02, Expressive Writing, 1976.)

PROMPT 46a

Look at the picture above. You can react to it in
any way you wish by writing about it in one of the
following ways: as a story (What have the charac-
ters been doing? What could happen next?), as a
description, or as an opinion. (Jefferson County,
Colorado, Writini Sample Rekon, 1976.)

PROMPT 46b

Look at the picture above. Let it give you ideas
or create a mood. Then use the ideas or the mood
to write a story, a memory of something that hap-
pened to you, or an essay or argument based on
some strong feeling inspired by the picture. (C.

Keech revision of Topic 46a.)

PROMPT 47

0 "No man is an island, entire of himself. Every
man is a piece of the Continent, a part of the
main..."

John Donne

This topic should lead you to think about the pos-
sible meaning of the quotation. You may build
upon the idea by supporting it, or you may con-
tradict the topic with an opposing point of view.
Attempt to build a logical, reasonable opinion
paper. Include an introductory and concluding
paragraph and two or three paragraphs in the body
of the paper. The supporting paragraphs may be
developed by comparison/contrast, definition,
illustration, or any other form which will produce
a unified essay on Chia topic. (Jefferson County,
Colorado, Writing Sample Rezort, 1976.)
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PROMPT 48a

0 "Write a letter to your principal. Explain to him
or her what you would like to see changed in your
school." (C. Keech, example of problem)

PROMPT 48b

"There are probably several things you would like
to see changed in your school. CHODSE ONE OF
THESE and write a letter to your principal,
describing or explaining the problem and suggest-
ing what he or sne might do to change the situa-
tion." (Variation of NAEP "letter to the princi-
pal" Writing Report, 05-W-03, 1977 by C. Keech.)

PROMPT 48c

There is probably at least one thing about your
school that you would like to see changed. write

a letter to your principal and tell him about the
problem. Be sure to describe the situation as it
is now and tell why it bothers you, as well as how
you would like to change it. Variation of NAEP
"letter to the principal", Writing Report_, 05-W-

03, 1977 by C. Keech.)

PROMPT 49

The following article appeared in the local news-

paper:

KDOL Begins Survey:

dny do we remember certain people from our past
and forget others? Television station KDOL is
preparing a special TV show on personalities peo-
ple remember from their elementary school years--a
classmate, a member of the school staff, a family
member, or a neighborhood friend. Send your
description to:

Program Producer
KDDL
Oakland, CA 94606

Respond to the article by choosing someone ,who

made an unusually strong impression on you. Write
about that person, explaining why you remember him

or her. Do your best work. (Miles Myers, Oakland
Schools Assessment.)

212

)
k.)



PROMPT 50

"write a friendly letter to a pen pal in another
country, telling him or her about your home or
school." (Commonly used topic.)

PROMPT 51a

Think of an occasion when you experienced some-
thing for the FIRST TIME. It may have been some-
thing you later came to do more easily or some-
thing you now take for granted; but, for soe rea-
son, your first time was memorable. Write about
this "first time" experience so that your reader
can understand your feelings and why this memory
has stayed with you. (C. Keech.)

PROMPT 51b

Think of an occasion when you experienced some-
thing for the FIRST TIME. It may have been some-
thing you later came to do more easily or some-
thing you now take for granted; but, for some rea-
son, your first time was memorable. Imagine that
you are writing to someone who has just had a
similar experience, OR to someone who is about to
have such an experience. Your writing might help
prepare your reader for the experience, or it
might help your reader understand that other peo-
ple have gone through the same kind of tning.

(C. Keech).
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Chapter 2: Part I

EFFECTS OF TWO VERSIONS OF A WRITING PROMPT UPON
HOLISTIC SCORE AND WRITING PROCESSES*

Don Leu, Catharine Keech, Sandra Murphy,
and Charles Kinzer

OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY

To investigate effects of variation in the specif-
ication of audience on a timed writing test, 114 high
school students, grades 10-12, from four classes of one
teacher, were randomly assigned one of two versions of
a thirty-minute test asking them to write about a par-
ticular personal experience: an occasion when the
writer experienced something for the first time. The
subject and the time limit are typical of writing tests
used in assessments of writing ability by many local
school districts. Tne essays were ranked ordered by
quality following holistic rating procedures.

Data about the subjects were collected to provide
insight into additional factors other than the task
variations which might also affect the quality of per-
formance as measured by the holistic score. Estimates
of verbal skill and attitude were obtained by having
the teacher rate subjects individually on the basis of
classroom behavior and performance. Data on sex and
academic proficiency level were also recorded. A pro-
ficiency level was assigned on the basis of the sub-
jects' grade level and academic track placement.,

Finally, the day after writing in response to one
of the two versions of the "first time" prompt, sub-
jects in the study completed a questionnaire designed
to elicit information about their attitudes toward the
prompt, their recollections of the writing process dur-
ing the timed writing test, and their descriptions of
their other writing behaviors and attitudes, both in
and out of school.

Associations between holistic score, yersion of
prompt, teacher rating of verbal skill, teacher rating
of attitude, sex of the writer, proficiency, and
responses to questionnaire items were examined. Two
questions were of particular interest:

orhis report is based upon research supported by the

National Institute of Education under Grant No. NIE 0-
80-0034 to the Bay Area Writing Project, University of

California, Berkeley, Leo Ruth, Project Director.
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1) Wnich variables are associated with hign
holistic scores?

2) Which variables are associated with differ
ences in the prompt?

Ths data yielded interesting information in response to
both questions, suggesting differences in prompt
affected specific aspects of the writing process
although the mean quality of performance as measured by
holistic scores was similar for both versions. Unex
pected patterns of response on the questionnaire, for
example, indicated differences in the planning process
with an increase in planning time associated with the
minimal audience Specification.

Although one task constraint, degree of audience
specification, M33 manipulated experimentally, the
study as a whole should be viewed as descriptive and
eeplanatory rather than 23 an exactingly controlled
experiment. Viewed in this light the study offers a
number of pi)vocative leads for needed investigations.



PROCEDURES OF THE STUDY

Still 11211

The subjects of the study were 114 students at Los
Gatos High School, located in Los Gatos, an upper
middle class, suburban cOmmunity in Northern Cal,for
nia. The subjects were students in four classes taught
by one teacher whose program differs somewhat from the
traditional English program generally followed at the
school. The traditional program emphasizes the teach
ing of grammar and instruction in basid skills with a
concentration on the forms of exposition in upper grade
level courses. The teacher in thi3 study, a teacher
consultant with the Bay Area Writing Project, Mary
Ellen McNelly, emphasizes writing from personal experi
ence, providing more opportunities for expressive writ
ing than might be found in other classes at the school.

The students in the school.are tracked, according
to ability level, into accelerated and nonaccelerated
English programs. Tracking decisions are based largely
on two factors: teacher recommendations and performance
on a test constructed by the English department. The
departmental test consists of both an objective exami
nation and a writing sample. The objective examination
covers usage, mechanics, vocabulary, and spelling. The
writing sample is evaluated on the basis of both form

and content.

The 114 students who make up the population of
this study came from one section of advanced composi
tion juniors and seniors (N s 22), two sections of
collegetrack English literature juniors (N le 65), and
one section of general English, averageability sopho
mores (N x 27). The 87 juniors and seniors in advanced
composition and English literature were in the
accelerated program at, the school. The 27 sophomores
in general English were in the nonaccelerated program.
There were 66 female subjects and 48 males. The number
and percentage of students in each category can be seen
in Table 1.*

Determination of Verbal Skill and Attitude Ratings

The teacher provided subjective impression ratings
of students' verbal skills and attitudes toward achiev
ing in school, two factors which might be expected to
b4 associated with performance on a writing test. At

the end of the-school year, when the testing took place

*All tables and figures appear at the end of this re
port.
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(May 1981), the teacher could be expected to have
formed a clear impression of her students' capabili-
ties, especially since her particular teaching style

was informal, personal and interactive. A teacher with

20 years of experience, she could also be expected to

have established intuitive "norms" or expectations for

performance at a given age level. The teacher was

asked to draw on her total impression of a student
gained from what she had observed of his or her ability

to comprehend literature and to express himself or her-

self orally and in written English or a variety of

occasions, both formal and informal. She WaS then

asked to assign each student a rating from 1-4 on a

factor called general verbal ability; 1 a well below

grade level; 2 e grade level or below; 3 grade level

or above; and 4 = well tbove grade level. She was also

asked to assign each student to one of four categories

based on her evaluation of the student's attitude
toward achieving in school: 1 a extremely negative, 2 =

mildly negative, 3 a mildly positive, 4 2 extremely

positive. A "positive attitude" would indicate that

the student appeared motivated to perform well in

school and seemed to be working to his or her best

ability.

Timed Writing. Test Versions

This writing test occasion required students to

compose a response to one of the following two ver-
sions' of a personal narrative prompt within thirty

minutes:

PROMPT VERSION A;

Think of an occasion when you experienced
something for the FIRST TIME. It may have

been something you later came to do more
easily or something you now take for granted;
but, for SOMS reason, your first time Was

memorable. Write about this "first time"

experience 30 that your reader can understand
your feelings and why this memory has stayed

with you.

You may write an essay, a short story, a

ilTne variable sets of instruction in the two prompts

are presented here nclosed in boxes for purposes of

comparisOn in this report. The students,-however, re-

ceived the test instrument in the format appearing in

Appendix A, with only one version of the prompt appear-

ing in the writing test.
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letter, or a journal entry as a way or re-
telling your experience.

PROMPT VERSION 8:

Think of an occasion when you experienced
something for the FIRST TIME. It may have

been something you later came to do more

easily or something you now take for granted;

bat, for some reason, your first time was

memorable. Imagine that you are writing to

someone who has just had a similar experi-

ence, OR to someone who is about to have such

an experience. Your writing might help

prepare your reader for the experience, or it

might help your reader understand that other

people have gone through the same kind of

thing.

You may write an essay, a short story, a

letter, or a journal entry as a way of re-

telling your experience.

The persOnal narrative topic, "Tell about a first time

experiende", was chosen as being typical of prompts

used in high school writing assessments scored holisti-

cally. Such topics are often used because they assure

that almost every student will find material for writ-

ing in personal experience and be able to begin compos-

ing quickly. These prompts aim to elicit samples of

general fluency in written.En&lish, drawing on material

students may have already told orally. Because this

prompt, especially Version A, does not require special

writing skills such as argument or exposition, it can

be used across several grade or ability levels and in

different courses.

The major difference between the .two vrsions of

the prompt is the more explicit specification of the

audience and rhetorical purpose in Version B. Both

versions however, ultimately are directed to an impli-

cit audience of test readers because the writing occurs

in the context of a testing situation. In Virsion B

the instructions specify an imaginary audience, "some'-

one" who has shared or will share the first time

experience the student chooses to write about. In Ver-

sion A specification of the audience is less restricted

and refers simply to "your reader."

This study of effects of variation in prompt
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wording builds on a study reported in The Write Occa-
sion (Woodworth and Keech, 1990) which set out to test

a common assumption by test-makers that specifying the

,audience and rhetorical purpose enhances the quality of

student performance. That study failed to find a
difference in mean holistic scores between the two ver-
sions, but hypothesized several explanations for this

result. Tne present study probes further for differ-
ences that may not be reflected in holistic scores,
through the administration of a post-test question-

naire. One important reason for continuing to examine
variations in the wording of prompts even when they do

not appear to significantly affect holistic scores is
to determine how student writers construe the writing

task. The research goal is to identify possible con-
straints affecting the process of interpretation of
task demands by student-writers and evaluators of the

papers elicited. This knowledge will contribute to the
development of a model of the whole writing assessment
episode.

Administration of the Test and the Holistic Rating

The two versions of the prompt were distributed
randomly by the regular teacher in the four classes (in
May 1981) so that equal numbers of students in each
group wrote on ach version. The teacher distributed
the tests and read through the instructions (See Appen-

dix A for complete instructions to students) with stu-
dents, pausing for students to.write their individual

code numOers. Test conditions were consistent for all

four classes. Ten students were taken out of the

.classes to do the writing test under special conditions
requiring oral composing, under the supervision of the

investigator, Catharine'Keech.*

, Each paper received three sets of holistic
scores.' First, the papers were randomly mixed across
all classes and grade levels, then distributed to peer
raters, who had received special training and who were
the first holistic raters of the essays. A second set

of scores was provided later when the researcher Catha-
rine Keech led a group of student-teachers at the
University of California, Berkeley in rescoring the

The ten oral composing protocols thus elicited have

not been analyzed, but the ten papers produced are in-
cluded in the reporting of all results below, having

been scored as part of the larger sample of papers.

liTne thre rating sessions are described in Part II of
the report wnere results of the training sessions are

discussed and comparisons of the three sets of scores
are reported.
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papers, using training techniques similar to those she

hal used with the original student raters. A third set

of scores was provided shortly afterwards by four

"expert" holistic raters who were teacher/consultants
for the Bay Area Writing Project. This third set of

scores, assigned by the expert raters in a blind rank-

ing, provides the scores for the analysis reported

below.

In general, the training of the expert holistic

raters followed vnventional procedures. Tne four

experts ranked anchor papers selected by the researcher

Catharine Keech, acting as trainer. Scores were

assigned by each rater on a scale of 1-4, with 1

assigned to the poorest papers and 4 to the best papers

The anchor papers showing the quality of writing at

each scoring level are included in Appendix B. Since

each paper was scored by two raters, the total score

for any paper could range from a minimum of 2 to, a max-

imum of 8.

The expert raters quickly reached consensus on the

criteria to be applied in rating the entire sample.

They achieved a significant level of reliability: the

Pearson product moment correlation between the first

and the second scorer was r = .71 (p ( .01).

Discrepancies (two scores given to the same paper that

are more than one point apart) were resolved in the

usual way in a third reading by the researcher acting

as the table leader.

Administration of the Questionnaire

Dittoed copies of a typed questionnaire consisting

of 25 items were distributed to the students during

their regularly scheduled class periods on the day

after the writing test. Complete questionnaire data

were collected on 99 of the 114 students.

The questionnaire was divided into thre sections.

In the first section, students were asked to read three

versions of the prompt. Two of the versions had been

assigned for the writing test (Prompt Versions A and B

above). The third version was new to the entire group:

PROMPT VERSION C

There is a popular book called First Time,

edited by Bennett Cerf, which is a collection

of pieces by famous people who are describing
experiences they remember when they were

doing something for the first time. They

tell about first kisses, first time on the

stage, first crime, first time they stii
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someone famous they, would later work with,

first political campaign, first time they

were afraid, etc. Some of their experiences
are unusual, some are common but well told.'

I would like to collect a book of First Time
experiences of high school students. I have

asked a number of teachers to.alLow their
students to write about their First Timee
during a 30 minute writing test, from which I
will select promising pieces. Later I will
contact the authore of the selected pieces

, and give them an opportunity to revise and
polish before publication. Chosen pieces
will be copyrighted and the authors will
receive $50 for their contribution. No piece
will be used without the author's permission.

You may write an essay, a short story, a
letter, or a journal entry as a way of re-
telling your experience.

Studen'ts were asked to identify which version they
actually-had been given, and also which version they

might have preferred to write on if they had been given

these three choices. Space was provided for comments
regarding preference.

In the second and third sections of the question-
naire, students responded to.statements (e.g. "I con-
sider myself a good writer.") on a four-point Likert
scale: strongly agree, agree, disagree, strongly

disagree. A copy of the complete questionnaire may be

found in Appendix B.

Choice of Statistical Tests

In reporting agreement between readers during
holistic scoring, Pearson's produce moment correlation
(r) is used as a measure of association comparing
scores given by the first and second readers on every
essay, following common practice in holistic assess-
ment.

With the exception of that special use of

Pearson's r, the statistical measures used in this

report ar ! non-parametric, specifically tau and chi

square (X ). Non-parametric, measures are appropriate
in research where the number of cases cnanges across
comparisons and where those comparisons were not
planned as a part of the design of the study, but are

more in the nature of tentative seekings of possible
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relationships. Because the comparisons are unplanned,

in this sense, rather than part of a tightly controlled

hypothesis testing, it is important to use the most

conservative possible estimates of association of vari-

ables. Non-parametric statistics serve this purpose,

making it more difficult to find statistical signifi-

cance. Tau is a measufe of association, like r,

expressing a relationship between an independent and a

dependent variable in terms of a range of values from

.00 to 1.00, with lower values representing a weak

degree of association and higher values representing a

strong association. It is appropriate when both vari-

ables provide a linear set of values from lower to

higher numbers.

Cni Square (X2) is not a measure of association in
the same sense; rather it is a simple yes-no test for

the non-independence of two discreet, categorical

independent variables, each having only two values, +

and -. The value of X 2 must be greater when the number

of cases is smaller, in order to demonstrate the non-

independence (or association) of two variables as sta-

tistically significant. In reporting a rglationship
betkieen two such variables, we give the X value in

parentneses, together with the N of cases, to demon-

strate statistical significance at the p .05 level.

(These numbers do not represent degrees of association,

as do the 'lumbers reported as values for tau)

Responses to the questionnaire items can be most

understandably reported in relation to other variables

if the Liket four-point scale is reduced to a two-part

categorical variable, with positive responses to an

item set against negative responses. Since many of the

variables being related to the questisnnaire items are

themselves categorical, chi square (X') is the
appropriate test t0 determine whether student attitudes

as revealed in the questionnaire are in any way associ-

ated with other independent variables such as sex, pro--

ficiency (determined by placement in classes), mode of

writing (collapsed into two categories, narrative and

non-narrative), eta. It also appropriately tests rela-

tionships between items on the questionnaire.
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GENERAL RESULTS

The following sections provide descriptive data
about the characteristics of the population tested and
the relationships of these data to holistic scores.
Interaction between variables and their relation to
holistic scores are also reported here. And finally,
the descriptive analysis of the questionnaire data is
provided.

Verbal Skill, lttitude, and Holistic Score

The popalation distribution for verbal skill rat
ing, attitude rating, and performance on the timed
writing test as measured by the holistic scoring are
presented in Tables 2, 3, and 4. The distribution of
ratings is positively skewed on all-three variables,
indicating that most of the students possess well
developed skills and favorable attitudes toward their
class and work. This was expected since three of the
four class sections are accelerated courses for highly
able and ambitious students.

Significant associations were found between all
three variables. Tne correlation between the teacher's
estimate of verbal skill and attitude was significant
and positive (Taub = .583, p < .05). Significant posi
tive correlations were also found between verbal skill
and performance on the timed writing test as measured
by holistic score (Tau 2 .33, p < .05) and between
attitude and holistic Score (Tau u .35, p < .05). An

increase in holistic score, among these students, is
associated with an increase in attitude rating and an
increase in verbal skill rating; students with high
holistic scores tend also to have high attitude and
verbal skill ratings. Moreover, the association of
attitude rating with holistic score is slightly
stronger than the association of verbal skill and
holistic score.

Sex

No significant relationships were found between
sex and holistic score, verbal skill rating, or atti
tude rating. Both males and females performed at the
same level of proficiency on the timed writing test.
Both sexes also had similar verbal skill ratings and
attitude ratings.

Proficiency Level

In this investigation, proficiency level Was
defined by each student's course placement; that is,
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the juniors and seniors in the advanced composition

class and the juniors in tne two sections of English

literature ware in the accelerated track and were,

therefore, considered to be relatively proficient writ-

ers. Tne sophomores in the general English class were

in tne non-accelerated college-prep track, and they

were also a year behind the j.unior sections in their

academic program; they can, therefore, be classified as

leas proficient writers. The validity of this classif-

ication is supported by a comparison of the median

rankings of the two groups' total hodistic scores using

a Mann-4nitney U rest. Juniors and Sendors in tne

accelerated track performed significantly better on the

timed writing test than sophomore students 'who were in

the non-accelerated track (U = 520.00, z = 4.56, p <

.05). Tne mean rank of the psroficient students W33

65.02 comparei to tne mean rank of the less proficient

students which was 33.26. The means and s,tandard devi-

ations of proficient and less profAcient writers' total

holistic scores can be seen in Table 5.

Tnere was no relationship between the sex of the ee

student and proficiency level' (chi2 = 0.00, p

.05), meaning that proportions of males and females

were similar in both proficiency groups. There were,

however, significant relationships between proficiency

and vernal skill rating (chi2 = 8.46, p < .05)

and proficiency and attitude rating (chi, = 19.98, p < .05).

Of proficient writers 70.6% (4=60)

were considered above grade level in verbal skill com-

pared to only 37.0% (N=10) of tne less proficient writ-

ers. Of proficient writers 81.21 (N-69) were con-

sidered by their teacher to have a positive attitude

toward achieving in school compared to only 33.3% (N=9)

of the less proficient writers. Proficiency, then,

seems to be importantly related to verbal skill and

attitude in addition to total holistic score.

Effect of Prompt on Score and Selection of Mode

Tne two versions of the prompt were distributed

equally among the population tpsted. Though tne

prompts were assigned randomly, each of the two groups

thus constituted proved to be comparable in their dis-

tribution of sex, verbal skill and attitude of the stu-

dents. Likewise, scores on the two prompts were com-

parable. There was no association evident between the

'These analyses were conducted after collapsing the

four verbal skill categories into two (above grade lev-

el and below grade level) and after similarly collaps-

ing the four attitude categories into two (negative and

positive).
0 A
1,0'18)
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assigned prompt and the holistic performance score
among the 114 students who completed the writing test:
the mean ranks of total holistic scores were not s4igni-

ficantly different for the two versions (X rank A'
=54.97, X

r k B-60.03, p > .05). Tne mean score foran."prompt A w.e :).09, the mean for prompt B was 6.28.

An examination of the students' papers showed that
different genre were used in responding to the two ver-
sions of the prompt (e.g., narrative, letter, journal,

essay). An analysis Was then performed to find whether
tne prompt itself had any effect on selection of the
mode of writing (see Table 6).

The narrative mode was the dominant choice of

writers on both tasks. Even so, some writers male
other choices. Although 76.3 of students wrote a nar-
rative, 18.4% wrote a letter, 4.4% wrote a journal
entry, and 0.9% wrote an essay in responding to the
prompts. In all, a total of 27 students (23.7%) chose
alternate, or non-narrative modes of writing.

Tne effects of the prompts are clearly associated
with the'student's choice of mode. Although equal
numbers of students wrote on each verston, more Version
B students produced alternate modes of writing. Stu-

dents wno wrote on Version A produced 7 alternative
mode papers (5 letters and 2 journal entries) while
students who wrote oi Version B produced 20 alternative
mode papers (16 letters, 3 journal entries, and 1

essay). Almost three times as many non-narrative mode
papers were produced by students uniting on Version B.
Most of the alternate mode papers (96.3% or 26 of 27)
exhibited personal forms of writing such as letters or

journal entries. Most of these more personal forms
occurred in response to Version B, the version which
more sharply identified an audience for the writer.

There also was a significant relationship between

sex and tne mode of writing selected by students.
( cht = 8.65, p ( .05). A higher frequency of
females (females = 33.3%, males = 10.6%) chose a non-
narrative form. In addition, females varied more in
their choice of non-narrative modes. Females wrote 15
letters, 5 journal entries, and 1 essay. The five
males wno chose a non-narrative mode all wrote letters

(See Table 7).

However, there was no significant relationship
between tne mod; that was selected and eitner verbal
skpl rating (X` = 8.42, p > .05) or attitude rating

(X =-7.83, p > .05). There as also no significant
difference in the mean ranking of holistic scores for

narrative and non-narrative mode papers (X narrative =
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56.40. X non-narrative = 61.06, p .05). The mean

total holistic score for narratives was 6.13, while for
non-narratives it was 6.40. Finally, there was no
apparent interaction between mode selection (narrative
and non-narrative modes) and proficiency when total
holi5tic score was used as the dependent measure.
Table 8 indicates that both proficient and less profi-

cient students performed similarly whether they util-
ized a narrative or a non-narrative mode.
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QUESTIONNAIRE DATA AND COMMENTARY

The following descriptive data are based on the

responses obtained on 99 questionnaires. Each data

report is followed by a brief commentary.

Memory For The AlliulA Prompt. When asked to
indicate which version of the prompt they had been

assigned for the test, 17 students (14.9%) responded
incorrectly; i.e. they thought they had written on a
particular version when they actually had not. Most of

the students who responded incorrectly (14:13) actually
wrote on Version B; eleven who wrote on Version B
remembered it as Version A; two who wrote on Version B
remembered it as Version C. Only four students who
responded incorrectly actually wrote on Version A; all
remembered it as Version B.

Commentary: The fact that about 1 in 6 students failed

to identify the prompt that they wrote on seems likely

to be due to the similar wording in Versions A and B.

This interpretation is supported by the observation

that most students (N:15) mistakenly identified the
prompt they wrote on as either A or B. Only two stu

dents mistakenly identified Version C as the topic they

wrote on.

The fact that more Version B students thought they

wrote on Version A, rather than vice versa, may be due

to the order of the versions. Some of Version 8 stu

dents may have selected Version A after reading only

the first several lines. The first two sentences of

Version A, it should be noted, are identical to tlae

first two sentences of Version B. The final sentence

also is identical in both versions.

Task Preference. A majority of the respondents
(51.1%) indicated they had no preference in regard to

the three versions of the prompt. Of those who had a

preference, 39% preferred A, 7% preferred B, and 54%

preferred C.

Commentary: One observer suggests that the greater

preference for Version C, which provides an elaborate
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reality simulation, may simply be a result of the fact

that this was the version not written on. This

hypothesis could be easily tested by allowing students
to choose which of the three versioni they wanted to
respond to during an actual writing test. It is also

possible that students preferred Version C because it
sounded least like a writing test prompt. In other

words, they thought they would prefer writing for the
situation represented by Version C than for the test
versions, A and B.

Recollections About The Planning Process.* A

majority of the students T65.7%) indicated they had
enough time to complete the task but more than a third
of the students (34.3%) reported they did not have

enough time to write. Most students (70.7%) indicated
they had spent a lot of time (at least 5 or 10 minutes)

thinking about what they wanted to write before they

started. This is an unusual finding for impromptu
timed tests (cf. Pianko, 1979; Emig, 1971) but confirms
the observations of the teacher during test administra-
tion.* About a third (34.3%) of the students reported
that they felt rushed when they started writing because
they spent "so much" time planning. Most students did

not re-read their papers. About half (50.5%) indicated
they did not have time to re-read, while an additional
third 30.3% indicated that although they finished
before the time was up, they did not re-read.** Most
students (72.7%) indicated they would have written very
differently about the prompt if they could have taken
the assignment home to complete it, or if they had had

several days in class to work on it. A similar number

of students (71.1%) reported they could have done a
better job on the assignment if they had been given a

full hour for writing. Only 20.2% of the students,
however, reported that they were anxious while taking
the test because it was timed and because they thought
it would affect their grade.

*Responses to the statements in the remainder Of the

questionnaire are reported with thefl four response

categories collapsed into two: agree and disagree.

Percentages of responses in each of the four original
categories may be found in Appendix C.
The teacher was sufficiently concerned about this long

delay that she mentioned it to the investigator before
the third testing session, asking, "Shall I tell them

to begin writing immediately?"
*This leaves only about 20% of the students who re-

ported both that they finished in time for re-reading
and that they actually re-read their papers.
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Commentary It appears that this group of writers is
less concerned about leaving time for correcting and
more concerned about taking time for planning. In

using the short time allowance (30-minutes) to best
advantage, 70% of the students spent the first 5-10
minutes thinking about what to write. Consequently,

some of these planners felt somewhat rushed when they
actually started writing. Half of the students did not
have the time to re-read, and 30% of the students did
have the time but did not re-read.

Responses to the Test Subject. Only 11.1% of

the students indicated they wrote better than usual on

the timed writing test. A large number (60.6%)
reported they had difficulty choosing which one of
several possible experiences to write about, indicating
the prompt opened access to a wealth of(possibilities.
However, (34.3%) noted that they had difftculty think-
sing of any experience to write about, indicating the
prompt did not stimulate recall of "first time"

emdries. A slightly larger proportion (36.7%) indi-
cated they enjoyed the assignment more than they usu-

ally enjoyed writing. However, the meaning of this
response is ambiguous: It is not clear whether these
students liked the prompt better than their usual writ-
ing assignments, whether they liked the limited amount
of time that they had to spend writing, or whether they
responded positively to some other aspect of the test

situation. However, 62.2% of the students indicated
they would like to write about the prompt when not

being tested. This percentage is close to the number

of students who felt they would have treated the prompt
differently if they could have done the writing at

home.

Most.of the students (78.8%) indicated that they
had never written about a first time experience before.
More than half (54.5%), however, indicated that they
had talked with others about the particular experience
they had chosen to write about.

Commentary. This latter finding supports others
described elsewhere. It suggests that this invitation
to recall a first time experience encourages students
to draw on anecdotes that are readily available in
memory and may already have been rehearsed orally. It

would be useful to investigate how the properties of
different prompts either function to constrain or to
enable different assessment populations in selecting
possible experiences to write about.

Writers' Self-Profiles: Other Writihg Experi-

ences. A majority of the students considered them-
selves good writers (65.7%). Ofily 16.2% indicated that

230



tney preferred writing academic essays or non-fiction
reports rather thah short stories or personal essaye
about their own experiences. While most of the stu-
dents (69.7%) did not keep a diary or journal of
experiences or thoughts, nearly half (48.5%) indicated
that they sometimes wrote stories, poems, or other
pieces outside of school when the writing was not
assigned. About a third of the students (28.('%) indi-
cated they did not have much prior experience with
timed writing tests. A majority of students (57.7%)
did not think the test was a good measure of their
abilities as writers. Only 39.4% thought the test dif-
fered from other timed writing tests they had taken.
In addition, 68.6% of the students thought the test
required the kind of writing they had to do for other
high school English assignments,

Commentary; These observations suggest twb possible
interpretations of the way students perceived the task
in relation to their school writing assignments.
First, the students may have felt that both this timed
writing test and their typical school assignments are
poor measures for assessing their writing ability.
Specifically, students may have thought that this test
prompt did not provide a good measure of their writing
ability and, because the test prompt was similar to
other assignments they receive in high school, school
writing assignments are also poor measures of their
writing ability. Alternatively, the students may have
been responding to the timed .sspect of the test situa-
tion when they reported that it was a poor measure of
their writing ability. And they may have be411 respond-
ing to the subject when they reported that the test
required the kind of writing required for other high
school English assignments. If they were responding to
the timed aspect of the test, the students did not mean
to give a pejorative evaluation of their high school
assignments when they reported that this test was not a
good measure of ability.

The latter interpretation seems more acceptable
given the fact that a majority of the students (72.7%)
believed they would have written very differently, and
would have done a better job, if they had been allowed
more time to write. Me fact that a majority of the
students (62.2%) indicated they would like to write
about the prompt when not being tested lends additional
support to the latter interpretation. Finally, the
teacher reported that the prompt for this timed writing
test, calling for expressive writing from personal
experience, was slmilar to several other classroom
assignments given to this particular population of stu-
dents. The available data suggests, then, that the
students dere responding to the nature of the writing

4 4 .-,'10
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occasion (a timed test) rather than to the "kind" of
writing required by the test when they called the test
a Woor measure of their ability.



RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN SELECTED VARIABLES
AND SPECIFIC QUESTIONNAIRE ITEMS

when responses to specific questionnaire items

were examined in relation to variables such as verbal
skill, attitude, sex, proficiency, and holistic score,
additional interesting information was found.

Verbal Skill Rfting and Questionnaire Items

With one exception, no significant relationsnips
were found between students' verbal skill rating and
individual questionnaire items. The only significant
relationship found was between verbal skill rating and

Item 18 (Taue = .23, p < .05). As the teacher's rating
of the student's verbal skill increased, students
tended to agree with the statement, "I consider myself
a good writet." Thus, student self-perception tended to
agree with teacher perception.'

Attitude Rating and Questionnaire Items

Significant positive relationships were found
between the teacher's rating of student'attitude toward
abademic achievement and several questionnalre items.
As atti,..ude rating increased there was greater agree-
ment with the following statements:

3. I did not have enough time to write.
(Tau

c
= .26, p < ;05)

8. I did not have time to re-read or proofread
my paper.
(Tau

c
.20, p < .05)

10. I believe I would'have written very dif-
ferently about this topic if I could have
taken the assignment home to complete, or if

I had several days to work on it in glass.
(Tau

c
= .17, p < .051

11. I believe I could have done a better job with
this assignment if I had been given an hour
to Kritc.
(Tau

c
.27, p ( .05)

Significant negative relationships also were found

between attitude and several questionnaire items. As

.attitude rating decreased, there was greater agreement
with the following items:
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9. Although I finisned before the time was up, I

did not re-read my eaper.
(Tau

c
7.. -.18, p < .05)

24. I think the timed writing test we took is a

good measure of my abilities as a writer.

(Tau
c

-.23, p < .05)

In general, then, those students who are perceived
by the teacher as being conscientious about their
academic achievement and positive about their work Ire

the ones who felt the 30-minute test did not allow them
enough time to demonstrate.their usual or best level of

performance. These are students who would re-read,

given time, and who are liKely to have set more complex
goals for themselves had they been working at home with
unlimited time. . Students with poorer attitudes toward
acnieving in school did less re.--reading, even if there

Was time, and were generally satisfied that the timed

test adequately measured their abilities.

Sex and Questionnaire Items*

Males and females appeared to differ in response

to the time demands of the task. Altnough most stu-

dents indicated they had enough time to finish the

task, females tercd-ed to indicate the opposite more fre-
quently than males; 43.9% of%the females report,ed that

they did not have enough time to write, compared with
only 21.4% of the males. This association between sex
and response to item 3 was1significant ($chi Sup 2$ =

p < .05).

Significant associations were also found between

sex and responses to questionnaire item 20 ("I keep a

diary or journal of my experiences or thougnts.") and

item 21 ("I sometimes write stories or poems or other
pieces outside of school, even though the writing was

not assigned."). A journal or a diary was kept by

43.9% of females, but only 14.3% of males reported that
they Kept a diary or journal (chi2 8.51, p <

.05). Similarly, 57.91 of females but only 35.71 of '

males reported that they wrote unassigned pieces out-

side of school (chi 2
3.92 p < .05).

*Inis analysis was ,00nduated after collapsin4 the four

categories of responses on the questionn,iire into two

categories (disagree and agree).
L.:,
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Proficiency. and 4uestionnaire Items'

When the questionnaire data ware examined in terms

of the proficiency level of the students, several very
striking and consistent patterns appeared. First,

there were significant associations between proficiency
level and responses to questionnaire items 3,4,6,7,8,

and 9. Tnese associations seem to suggest that profi-
cient writers 1) used a substantial amount of planning

time, 2) felt rushed when tney actually started writ-
ing, 3) felt they didn't have enough time to write, and
4) did not have time to reread their papers.

Tnere was a significant relationship (chi, = 4.51,

p < .05 between proficiency an.d respAse to
the statement: "I spent a lot of time (at least five or
ten minutes) thinking about what I wanted to write
before I started." A majority of the proficient writers
(77.01) agreed With this statement compared to 52.01 of

tne less proficient writers. At least part of the
additional planning time that proficient writers seem

to spend was taken up in deciding which of several pos-
sible experiences they should.write about. Fo- exam-

ple, 67.6% of the proficient writers, compared to 40.0%

of the less proficient writers, agreed with the state-

ment: "I had a hard time choosing which one of several
possible experiences I should write about." ( ch12

r. 4.85. P < .05" Writing proficiency seems to be

associated ,with taking 5-10 minutes of planning time to
consider a range of alternatives accessible in memory

in selecting a specific experience to write about.

Because proficient writers take so much time to
plan their composition, they often feel rushed when
they finally commence writing. Proficiency was signi- .

ficantly associated with agreememt with, item 7,

"Because I spent so much time planning, I felt rushed

when I actually started writing." (chi2 = 8.79,

p < .05). This association is suggested by the tact

tnat 43.21 of proficient.writers agreed with this
statement compared to only 81 of the less proficient
writers.

The extended planning time typical among these
proficient writers may also contribute to their feeling
about the amount of time necessary to adequately com-
plete the assignment. Proficiency was significantly
associated with agreement with item 3: "I did not have
enough time to write." (chi

2
= 8.79, p < .05).

'This analysis wai conducted after collapsing the four

categories of responses on the questionnaire into two
categories (disagree and agree).
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Proficient writers more frequently agreed witrh item 3

compared to less proficient writers (Proficient =
43.2%, Less Proficient s 8.0%).

Finally, the extended planning time typical of
proficient writers may have prevented many of them from

re-reading or proof-reading their papers. There was a

significant association between proficiency and agree-
ment with item 8: "I did not have time to re-read or
proof-read my paper." ( nni2 s 8.03, p < .05"
Some 59.5% of proficient wr-iters agreed with this
statement compared to 24.0% of less proficient writers.

There is also some indication that less proficient

writers may be less likely to re7read their papers.
For example, 52.0% of the less proficient writers
agreed with item 9, "Although I finished before the
time was up, I did not re-read my paper.", compared o
only 23.0% of the proficient writers ( chi2

6.14, p < .05). This association may, however, be due

to the greater number of less proficient writers who

had sufficient time to re-read their 'papers (less pro-

ficient p 76.0%, proficient z 40.5%).

In addition to the associations that exist between
proficiency, planning time, and the consequences of
takirg 5-10 minutes to plan one's composition during a
30-minute test period, there was an association between
proficiency and student's attitudes about how addi-

tional time to,write would have influenced their writ-

ing performance. Proficiency was positively associated

(:nni z 5.91, p < .05) with the belief that the
final product would have been very different if stu-

dents had several days td`complete the task. Of the

proficient writers 79.7% agreed with this statement

(item 10) compared to only 18.1% of the less proficient

writers. Proficiency was similarly associated ( cht,

18.75, p <..05) with the belief that the, frral

product would have been better if students had had an

hour to write. Of the proficient writers 83.8% agreed

with this statement (IteM 11) compared to 36.0% of the

less proficient writers. Proficient writers believed

that additional time would have changed a.nd benefited
their writing performance.

Commentary; The pattern of results from investigating

the relationship between proficiency and questionnaire
items suggests that a 30-minute timed writing test may

not adequately measure the ability of proficient writ-

ers. Placing a very short time limit on the writing

task may create a ceiling effect on students' perfor-

mance. Even though their writing was generally supe-

rior, proficient writers report that they could have

done even better if they nad had more time. The fact
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competent writers. Further empirical support for this

first finding in additional studies would suggest that

short timed writing tests are likely to severely trun-

cate the range of performance elicited during the

assessment, although good writers will still receive

top scores on a short test. The second finding raises

some question about whether the students in this study

received high holistic scores because they were gen-

erally better writers or because they had previously

written about the topic. It may, at a later date, be

profitable to explore the effects of prior experience

with a topic on writing performance. The third finding

indicates simply that good writers are aware of their

abilities. It does, however, raise some question about

the effects of self-evaluation on writing ability, i.e.

does a positive concept of oneself as a writer facili-

tate writing performance?

Prompt Version and Mode and Plannimi

Time Questionnaire Items

Table 9 summarizes the results of the question-

naire data by prompt version. Many items were not

associated with differences between versions. Differ-

ences did appear, however, in several response items,

and this suggests an interesting effect of prompts on

attitudes toward the test experience as well as an

interesting effect of prompts on the writing process

itself.

For example, more students who wrote on Prompt

Version B seemed to think the test was a good measure

of their abilities as a writer (Item 24). Of the stu-

dents who wrote on Prompt Version B, 40.8% agreed with

this statement compared to only 24.5% of students who

wrote on Prompt Version A.

All of the other important differences between

versions were related to the way students described

their writing process (Items 4,6,and 7). A higher fre-

quency of students who wrote on Version A indicated

that they spent a significant amount of time planning

their response. More-students who wrote on Version A,

for example, reported that they spent at least 5-10

minutes thinking about what they wanted to write (Ver-

sion A = 79.6%, Version B = 62.0%). More students who

wrote on Version A also reported that they had diffi-

culty choosing which of several possible experiences to

write about (Version A 75.5%, Version B z 46.0%).

The apparent discrepancy in amount of planning time

between prompt versions is also supported by studentS,

-response to Item 7. More students who wrote on Version

A felt rushed when they actually started writing (Ver-

sion A = 40.8%, Version B = 28.0%)
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In general, students who wrote for a less speci-

fied audience (Version A) more frequently spent a sub-

stantial amount of time planning what they were going

to write. Students who wrote for a more specified

audience (Version 3) less frequently spent a substan-

tial amount of time planning. This difference is
illustrated in Figure 1.

It is important to note, however, that despite

these process differences there was no significant
difference between versions in the final quality of the

product as measured by total holistic score (Mann-

Wnitney U = 1480.5, z -.85, p > .05). Of the.99 stu-

dents that completed both the uwiting test and the

questionnaire, the mean holistic score for Version A

students was 6.09 (N=49); for Version B students the

mean hol'.stic score was 6.28 (N=50). .0n the surface,

at least, these versions appear to be similar with

respect to the holistic scores that they produce.

In addition to an analysis of the main effects, an

analysis of the interaction between prompt version and

planning time on writing performance M33 conducted.

Table 10 indicates that students who wrote on Version A

and students who wrote on Version B also performed

somewhat similarly.

In addition to this two-way analysis between

prompt version and planning time, a three-way analysis

was conducted between prompt version, planning time,

and re-reading. Table 11 shows the 8 possible combina-

tions of these three variables, the means and variances

of the holistic scores for each combination, and the

number of students that fell into each group.

In the writing performance of Version A students,

re-reading seemed to interact with planning time. Ver-

sion A students in Group 4 who re-read their papers and

spent 5-10 minutes planning had a higher mean holistic

score (X = 6.42) than students in Group 2 who re-read

their papers but did not plan (X z 5.67). Apparently,

re-reading only had an effect for Version A students

if, in addition, they spent 5-10 minutes planning.

Not taking time for re-reading, among Version A

students, also interacted with planning but in the

opposite direction. That is, Version A students in

Group 1 who did not re-read their papers and who did

not spend 5-10 minutes planning had higher mean holis-

tic scores (X = 6.43) than students in Group 3 who did

not re-read and did plan (X = 5.93). Not re-reading,

for Version A students, was associated with higher

holistic scores only for those students who also did

not plan.

0 r-
<-
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Among Version B students, re-reading also
interacted with planning time. Students in Group 6 who
re-read and did not plan had higher mean holistic

scores (X = 6.29) than students in Group 8 who both
re-read and planned (X = 6.00). Apparently, re-reading
only had a positive effect for Version B studente if,
in addition, they did not plan.

Not re-reading, among Version B students, also
interacted with planning time. Version B students in
Group 7 who planned but did not re-read had higher mean
holistic scores (X = 6.55) than etudents in Group 5 wno
neither planned not re-read (X = 6.25).

Additional findings of interest between prompt
version and questionnaire items involve the relation-
ahips that were found with the mode of writing that
etudents selected. More etudente who wrote narratives
(73.7%) and journals (75.0%) indicated that they epent
5-10 minutes planning than etudents who wrote letters

(55.6%). More students writing in non-narrative forma

finished and re-read their papers (letter = 83.3%,
journal and eseay = 100%) than did those students writ-
ing a narrative (64.5%). Overall, those students who
wrote lettere generally felt they could have done a
better job with more time (88.9%) compared to those who
wrote narratives (68.4%) or journal entries (50.0%).

Regarding opinions about the writing task, all of

the students choosing non-narrative forms (H=23) did
not think they wrote better on this assignment than
they usually do. This compares With only 14.4% of the
students who choee a narrative mode.

These response frequencies auggest that selecting

a non-narrative mode, particularly the letter form, had
the effect of making these students wonder whether the
task enabled them to show their true ability.

As reported elsewhere, although students generally
thought that the task was not a good meaeure of their
writing ability, letter writers reported this more
often than did students who wrote narratives or jour-
nals (letter = 77.8%, narrative = 67.1%, journal =

50.0%).

0,n)

239



DISCUSSION

One of the more interesting results from this
study is the observation that differences in prompt
version did not produce a difference in performance as
measured by total holistic score means. The mean per-
formance of students who wrote on Version A Was nearly
identical to the mean performance of students who wrote

on Version B. Thi3 would seem to suggest that increas-

ing the degree to which the writer's audience and rhe-
torical purpose are specified has no effect on the

quality of a timed writing performance. There are

several possible explanations for this result, however,
that must be considered. Each raises an additional
research issue that should be explored before conclud-

ing that audience specification has no effect on the
quality of a student's performance.

It should be noted, first, that the two versions

are not extreme examples; that is, they are not at
opposite ends of an audience specification continuum.
In Version A, the audience, though general, is
nevertheless mentioned (i.e., "the reader"). Moreover,

including a clearly specified communicative purpose
(i.e., "Write about this 'first time' so that your
reader understands how you felt and why this experi:.rce
stayed in your memory") is likely, by itself, to con-
strain the set of possible audiences and the sense of
rhetorical purpose. Implicit in this task is the idea
that one should write to an audience that can under-
stand and appreciate a writer's particular "first time"

experience. In Version B, the audieno,e is only vaguely
specified (i.e., "Imagine that you are writing to some-

one who has just had a similar experience, or to some-
one who is about to have such an experience") The
writer does know something about the reader; he or she
has or will have a similar experience, but no more than

that. A much more detailed specification of the audi-
ence is clearly possible. The writer could have been
asked, for example, to explain the experience to a
retired man, in his sixties, who was recently widowed
and who will shortly share a similar experience.
Clearly what is needed is additional research on pairs

of prompts in which the difference in audience specifi-
cation is made more evident. The failure to find
differences in the quality of writing between these two
versions may have been due to the fact that they both
rep esent Middle range examples on the continuum of
audience specification.

ThoLigh there was no association evident bebween
tne assigned prompt and holistic score, the effects of
the prompts are clearly associated with the students'

choice of mode. Equal numbers of students wrote on
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each version, but Version B students produced more

alternate modes of writing. These students produced 20

alternate mode papers (16 letters, 3 jour'nal entries, 1

essay), while students who wrote on Version A produced

only 7 alternate mode papers (5 letters, 2 journal

entries). Most o. the more personal forms occurred in

response to Version B.

Although mean holistic scores did not signifi-

cantly differ, there were clear differences in the

planning process. Decreasing the audience specifica-

tion seemed to produce an increase in planning time.

It may be that a topic lacking both implicit and expli-

cit audience specification may produce even greater

differences in planning time, at least among writers

who are willing and able to use time to plan during a

test requiring impromptu writing.

There is a second possible explanation for the

failure to find differences in the quality of the writ-

ing that students produced in response to the two

prompt versions. As mentioned earlier, the sample

population differed in certain charactristics from

what would be expected in a fully representative sample

of high school students. The distribution of scores

for verbal skill, attitude, and holistic score are all

skewed towards the nigh end of the scale. For example,

31.5% of the papers, received one of the two highest

holistic scores (7-8). Only 5.4% of the papers

received one of the two lowest scores (2-3). Because

scores on the performance measure were skewed high, a

topping out effect may have minimized the range of

differences ana therefore limited the likelihood of

finding a significant difference between the mean

holistic scores for the two versions. A stldent popu-

lation in which holistic scores are distributed more

normally or a reading using Diedrich's (1974) method of

forced quartile distribution may be more likely to pro-

duce significant differences in prompt effect.

A third explanation for equivalent mean scores for

the two prompt versions is compatible with the findings

of complex interactions between various composing stra-

tegies, inc/uding planning and re-reading. The differ-

ence in number as well as in the product performance of

planners and non-planners in the two version groups may

have generated similar mean scores for the two ver-

sions, although in fact, the prompt versions differen.

tially affected the product quality of individuals.

Witn further research it should be possible to deter-

mire whether the processes chosen were natural to the

students wno chose them, or whether they were influ-

enced by the prompt version, and whether these were

optimal process decisions for successful performance.

24/



Observing the same students over several writing tasks

woUld reveal whether some kinds of tasks consistently
elicit or require more planning time than others, at
least among students who plan, and whether planning
consistently produced better products.

We may finally speculate on the effect of the
observation that Version A, because of fewer con-
straints, seems less likely to quickly provide students
with a good subject to write about. Students who are

serious about their writing and who therefore seek sub-
jects they care about, may be required to spend more
time searching when faced with Version A. (Less seri-

ous, more perfunctory writers faced with Version A may
begin writing quickly, having fewer resources for scan-

ning and selecting appropriate subjects.-- hence the
association of loaer scores with Version A non-
planners.) Version B, on the other hand, while allowing

sucn a search, seemed to trigger Isere instant responses
in a wider range of students. Students appeared to
quickly choose a subject which usually engendered suc-
cessful writing within the given time limit. The

effect of this difference may be paradoxical: the extra

searc4 for meaningful, appropriate subject matter
engaged in by Version A students may have contributed
sometning to the composing process that took these
papers to tne highest level of quality -- a level less

available to Version B students whose subject came more
quickly to mind.

Tne implications of such a finding, if t were to

be confirmed by more precise observations of the com-
posing process and analysis of the written products,
would be minimal for general psychometric purposes, but
would be important for the evaluation of instructional
programs and for research measures which seek to assess
differences in the performance of able as well as less

able student writers. The large difference in the fre-

quency frith wnich different rhetorical modes were pro-
duced by the t-,:b prompt versions is also of interest.
The version with the greatest audience constraint (B)
produced far more papers of a personalized type (jour-

nal entry or letter). It would be useful to know if
this is due solely to increased audience specification
or if it is also a function of the particular communi-
cative purpose implied in Version B. Explaining a
first time experience to someone who is about to or has

just had a similar experience the writer shares an
important adventure with his or her reader. It may,

thus, call for a shift in the register or the form
selected by the writer. It would be interesting to
know if more personalized forms are also produced when

the audience specified excludes peers: "Explain this
first-time experience to a prospective employee who has

242



just had or is about to have a similar experience."

Another finding of this study seems also to

require additional investigation. The fact that a sub

stantial proportion of these students (72.7%) reported

that they would have written very differently about the

prompt if they had had more time to work on it raises

questions about the ecological validity of holistic

scores on a single sample as an assessment measure. It

suggests that students' performance on a short, timed

writing test may differ substantially from the condi

tions more typically associated with regular classroom

writing assignments, at least in this teacher's class.
It would be useful to understand how performance
differs as the amount of available writing time

increases: are different forms of writing produced when

students have more time? Does the quality of writing

differ substantially? What type of student seems to

revise the most when greater time is available? How is

the writing process different when greater time is

available? Which individual differences (grade, sex,

verbal ability, attitude, etc.) seem to interact with

differences in the amount of available writing time and

seem to produce changes in the quality of writing?

In general, students who are likely to receive top

scores on longer tests also receive top scores on short

tests. Snort, timed tests, then, may be adequlte in a

gross way to identify proficient students or predict

success at longer tasks. However, they may be inade

quate to distinguish among various levels of profi
ciency and hence may be poor measures for evaluating
writing programs which aim to move writers along a
scale toward greater and greater proficiency.

If the purpose of an assessment is merely to meas

ure minimum proficiency, short tests may provide a suf

ficient range of performance among most, populations.

But since short tests may reveal only the grossest
differences in ability among homogeneous populations,
improvements in writing ability over a semester or year

course as a result of certain instructional practices

may be totally obscured, with students appearing to

make little or no improvement. Hence, short tests may

be poor research or evaluation measures for improving

instruction.

It may be argued that writing programs are not

making important enough differences unless the differ

ences can be recorded by fairly rough measures which

distinguish between proficient and nonproficient writ
ing -- and hence, that short timed tests are sufficient

measures of program effect. But this is tantamount to

saying that the only growth in writing that matters is



the movement frOm an inabi-lity to the ability to pro-

duce minimally competent Writing during.a 30-minute

writing task. Tnis put1 a ceiling not only on our

measure but on our goals'for writing instruction.

We must keey in mind, ofcburst, that-all of the

above observations are based On repOrts by students of

their own writing process.e.s. Although the teacher
observation that the class 'was taking longer than usual

suyports the self-reports, the above results should be

viewed only as suggestive of questions whiCh might be

best answered not by questionnaire, but by,direct
observation of individual students during the act.of

composing. Many such observations will be.needed to
determine whether the kind or trend not.ed here is a
significant one, and what its implications are for test

design and for our under,standing of the composing
processes Of writers on impromptu timed writing tests.

Because statistical tests of &ignificance were

employed in analyzing the data collected for,this
study, it should not be concluded that the researchers

are committed only to hypothesis testing. Rather, we

are convinced that the current state of understanding

about the performance of students on timed writing

tests is sufficiently primitive that a wide range of

general observations needs to;be made in tne hope of

generating testable hypothesis, which in turn will lead

to a.refinement of our measures. Many c6nclusions

about student writing ability and the effect of dtf-
ferent instructional programs are currently based on

measures whose accuracy and power are subject to Seri-

ous question. We believe the data Of this preliminary

study, while suggesting few clear answers to our ini-

tial questions, strongly confirm that those questions
are worth asking and are potentially answerable.
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Table 1

Tne Student Population Used In Tnis Study
by Grade Level, Sex. Subject and Section

Advanced Comp.
Section 1

Jrs. & Sr*.

Males
12

(10.71

Fee/ales
10

(3.a)

Column
Total

22
(19.3)

English Lit.
Sect. 1 Sect. 2
Jrs, Jrs.

General English
3ect. 1

Soph. Total

12 13 11 45
(10.5) (11.4) (9.6) (42.1)

21 19 16 66
(15.4) (16.7) (14.0) (57.9)

33 32 27 114
(28.9) (28.1) (23.7) (100.0)

Table 2

Distribution of Verbal SAill Ratings

wall Selo./ Grade Level Grade Level dell Above Missing--Grade Level or Below or Above Grade Level Cases rotal

4 3 39 53 17 2 114

(2.6) (34.2) (46.5) (14.9) (1.5) (100.0)
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Table 3

Distrioution of Attitude Ratingn

Extreaely Mildly Mildly Extreetly Missing

11111111 111.111111 Positivo Positive Cases Total

N 9 25 44 3R 2 114

% (7.9) (21.9) (38.6) . (29.8) CIA) (100.0)

Table 4

Distribution of Total Holistic Scores

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 rotal

N 0 2 13 10 47 21 21 114

S (0.0) (1.8) (11.4) (8.8) (41.2) (18.4) (16.4) (100.0)
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lable 5

AtIlin! and Standard Deviations or proriot.ot students.
and Less Proficient Students' Total Holistic Scores

by Class,. Section and Grads Level

Advanced Comp.
Section 1

Jrs. Sr's.

LESS
PROFICIENT STUDENTS PROFICIENT STUDENTS

English Lit.
Section 1 Section 2

Jrs. Jrs. Total

General English
Section 1

Soph.

I 6.64 6.49 6.41 6.50 5.19

S.D. 1.049 1.25 1.13 1.21 1.11

14 22 33 32 87 27

Table 6

Frequencies for tne Different 4odes of
4riting Produced by Prompt A and

(Given in Pecentages)

Narrative Letter Journal

Prompt A
87.7 8.8 3.5

(50) (5) (2)

Prompt 5

Prompt

Essay

0.0
(0)

8

Raw
Total

50.0
(57)

I 64.9 28.1 5.3 1.3 50.0
N (37) (16) (3) (1) (57)

J

Total
% 76.3 ,18.4 4.4 0.9 100.0
N (87) (21) (5) (1) (114)
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Table 7

Sas by Mode Frequencies

Narrative Mode NonNarrative lode
letter Journal Essay Total

reliales
1 667 24.2 7.6 1.5 57.9
N (44) (16) (5) (1) (66)

lales 0

t 89.6 10.6 0.0 0.01 .4201

A ,(43) (5) (0) (0) 48)

Table, a

Mean Total Holistic Scores by
Proficiency end Hods Selection

Proficient Ss Less Proficient Ss

Narrative Mod.

6.48 5.09

S.D. 1.11 1.19

0 65 22

NonNarrative
Mode

I 6.55 5.60

.3.0. 1.30 0.55

14 22 5

rI
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Table 9

Frequency of Student Responses to luestionnaire Items
3-25 by Prompt Version

/TEN No.

VERSION
(8249)

Disagree

A

Agree

;1E115104

(4e5U)

Disagree

8

Agree

3. 65.3 34.7 66.0 34.0
4. 24.5 75.5 54.0 46.0

5. 63.3 36.7 68.0 32.0
6. 20.4 79.6 33.0 52.0
7. 59.2 40.8 72.0 28.0
s. 53.1 46.9 46.0 54.0
9. 63.3 35.7 24.0

10. 28.6 71.4 26.0 74.0
11. 32.7 67.3 24.0
12. 77.6 22.4 82.0 18.0
13. 39.81 10.2 85.0 12.0
14. 64.6 35.4 62.0 38.0
15. 39.6 50.4 36.0 54.0
16. 75.5 24.5 82.0 18.0

17. 42.9 57.1 48.0 52.0
18. 36.7 63.1, 32.0 58.0
19. 81.6 18.4 56.0 14.0

20. 65.3 34.7 72.0 25.0
21. 49.0 51.0 54.0 45.0

22. 63.8 31.3 74.0 26.0

23. 57.1 22.9 64.0 36.0
24. 75.5 24.5 60.0 40.0

25. 26.5 73.5 34.0 56.0

Table 10

Total Holistio Score Aeons, Standard Deviations
and Numbers of Students by frompt and Planning Time'

Prompt A Prompt

Spent 5-10 linutes
Planning

Y 6.03 6.39

S.D. 1.31 1.28

11 39 31

Did Nor; Spend
5-10 linutes Planning

6.20 6.26

S.D. 1.23 1.20

10 19

as,
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Table 11

Total Holistic Score leans and Standard Deviation
by Proapt, Planning Tim. and Rk-Reading

YERSION A Group 1 Group 2 Group 1 Group 4

3reater Audience Const,aint No No No No

Spent 5-10 Ainutes Planning No No Yes Yes

Finished and As-read No Yes No Yes

i 6.43 5.67 5.93 6.42

S.D. 1.13 1.53 1.24 1.44

N 7 3 27 12

t

VER3I3N a CI"up 5 3l.2.112 6 iLlIE 7 iale a

lreater Audience Constraint Xis Yes Yes Yes

Spent 5-10 Ainutes PlanniOS No No Yes Yes

Finished and Re-Read No Yes No Yes

I 6.25 6.29 6.55 6.30

S.D. 1.10 1.50 1.18 1.50

N 12 74 22 9
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--, Figure 1

A Schesatic Diegras of the Differences in
Planning and 4riting Time for Versions A and 8

VERSION

VERSION S

Planning Writing

Planning Writing

TIME
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APPENDIX A: WRITING TEST

STUDENT NAME

(as you normally write it on English papers)

Student Code:
-T- -f- -5- -4- -3- -7- -T-

Instr.,.-..tions to Students:

1. Please write your name in the appropriate blank.

2. Look briefly at the test sheet attached. You have either Topic I

or Topic 2 .
Write the number of your topic in the space above beside

the word-71bpic."

3. To fill in your student code, please put the following 17format'nn in

the appropriate blanks above:

blank 1: The period you have English with Ms. Mc%elly (3,4,E, or E'.

blanks 2 - 5: Please use the last four digits of your phone number,

of four digits of your house number, whiche.er

prefer, to be your own individual code number,

blank 6: Please write the number 1 if you are fema'e;

please write the number-Y- if you are male.

blank 7 and 8: Please leave these spaces empty. If you cop,

your code onto additional sheets of paper, please

leave room for these two digits to be added by

your teacher.

4. Once you have :rested your code, minus the last two digits, please cop,'

it into the appropriate blanks on the attached test sheet. DO NC7 WRI-Z

YOUR NAME on the test sheet. Your code will assure that your paper is

returned to you, but your reader will not know who you are while or

she is scoring your paper.

5. You may write as much as you wish in the time available. (30 rinutes.)

If you need more paper, please be sure to wri7e your code number in

the top righthand corner of each page you write on.

6. Please us. pen or dark pencil so your paper can be duplicated if

necessary.

7. If you finish writing before
the time is up. please read q..letly or

look out the window or stare into space, so that others who are not

done can continue writing without distraction.

8. THANK YOU FOR YOUR PARTICIPATION IN OUR WRITING SAMPLE,
c---

this writing experience! You will do best if you concentrate oh

what you have to say rather
than on trying not to make errors in

your writing. Your readers will know that you had only 30 minutes tc

write and little time for editing.
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APPENDIX A: WRITING PROMPTS

Students were given one of the following two versiors of the prompt.

VERSION A

Think or An occasion when you exrerienced something for the FIRST "TI"E. It

may have been something you late tame to do more easily or something yoJ nnw
take for granted; but, for some reason, your first time was memorable. Write

about this "first time" experience so that your reader can understand
your feelings and why this memory has stayed with you.

You may write an essay, a short story, a letter, or a journal entry as a
way of re-telling your experience.

VERSION 3

Think of an occasion when you experienced something for the FIRST TIME.

It may have been something you later came to do more easily or something

you now take for granted; but, for some reason, your first time was

memorable. Imagine that you ar-1 writing to someone who has just had

a similar experience, OR to sor-eone who is aboJt tc have sucr an experie-:e.

Your writing might help prepare your readerTETITe experience, or it rig':

help your reader understand that other people have gone through the Same

kind ot thing.

may write an essay, a short story, a letter, or a journal e-try as

a way of re-telling your experience.
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APPENDIY B: QUESTIONNAIRE

Writing Test Questionnaire.

Please read and compare the following three versions of the writing
idea you used recently for a writing test.
Then answer the questions which follow.

A. Think of an occasion when you experienced sorething for the FIR$ 71"E.
It may be something you later came to do easily or something you now take
for granted; but, for some reason the first tire was merorable. Write
about this "first time" so that your reader u:Iderstands how you felt art
why this experience stayed in your memory.

You may write an essay, a short story, a letter, or a journal as a way
of re-telling your experience.

B. Think of an occasion when you experienced something for the FIRST
It may be something you later came to do easily or sorething you no;1 ta4e
for granted; but, for some reason, the first tire was meroratle. 1e
you are writing to someone who has just had a sirilar experience, or to
someone who is about to have such an experience. Your writing right help
prepare your reader for the experience, or help your reader understand :rat
other people have gone through the sere kind o' -ling.

You may write an essay, a short story, a letter, or a journal as a se.. 7y:

re-telling your exrerience.

C. There is a popwlar book called MY FIRST TIME, edited by Berrett Cer',
which is a collection of pieces by famous people who are describing excerierces
they remember when they were doing something for the first tire. They tell
b:Nit first kisses, first time on stage, first crime, first tire they saw
someone famous they would later work with, first political carpaign, first
time they were afraid, etc. Some of their experiences are unusual, some
are common but are well-told.

I would like to collect a book of FIRST TIME experiences of high school
students. 1 have asked a number of teachers to allow their students to write
about their FIRST TIMES during a 30 minute writing test, from which I will
select promising pieces. Lter I will contact the authors of the selected
pieces and give them an opportunity to revise and polish before publiceic".
Chosen pieces will be copyrighted and the auth:Irs will receive S50 for their
contribution. No piece will be used without the author's per-issior.

You may write an essay, a short story, a letter, or a journal entry as a
way Of re-telling your experience.
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Page 2
Writing Questionnaire

1. (cont.) Please answer the following questions ab: t the three versions
of your writing topic given abode:

1. I wrote on topic A B C don't remember

2. I would prefer to write o : A r_ preference

frease explain or comment if you have a preference:

(continae on t'-e reverse side

II Circle appropriate number in the following responses:)

1 n Stronoly disagree 2 = Disagree 3 = Agree 4 = Strongly agree

2. I did not htve ero,!gh time to write 1

4. I had a hard tire choosing which
one of several possible experiences
1 shoull write about. 1

S. I had a hard time tMnking of ANv
experience worth writing about.

6. I spent a lot of time (at least
five or ten minutes) tiirg
about what I wanted to write
before I started. 1

7. Because I spent so much time
planning, I felt rushed when I
actually :tarted writing. 1

8. I did not have time to re-read
or proof-read my paper. 1

9. Although 1 finished befzne the
time was up, I did not Fe-read my
paper. 1

2C I believe I would have written
very differently about this topic
if I could have taken the ass'igr,-
rent home to complete, or if
had several days to work on it ir
Class.

1: I believe I could have done a
better job with this assignment
if I had been given an hour to write
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Page 3
wr,tIng Questionnaire

12. I was anxious while I was writing
because this was a timed writing
test which would affect my grade.

13. I think : wrote better for
this assignment than I

usually write.

14. I enjoyed this assignment
more than I usually enjoy writing.

15. I would like to write about this
topic when I am not being tested.

15. I have written about this topic
(a first time experience) before,

as a school assignmert.

17. The particular experience I chose
to write about is one I have talked
about or told someone about before.

:11. Please continue circling the resoonse t'-at
,!escribing your feelings about yourselr:

I consider 7yself a good writer.

19. I p.efer writing academic essays or nor_
iction reports rather than short srles
or personal essays about my own experiences.

20. I keep a diary or journal of my
experiences or thoughts.

21. I sometimes write stories or
poems or other pieces outside of

school even though the writing is
not ssigned.

22. I have not had much experience
with timed writing tests.

23. The timed writing test we took
for this experirent was different
from other timed writing tests I

have had. 6

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2

1

1 4

coes to'

1 2 3 4

1 2 3 4

1 2 3

1 2 3

1 2 3 4

CPlease explain your answer to 23 if your agreed or stronoly agreed:
Continue on the reverse si.,je or this paper.)



Page 4
Writing Questionnaire

24. I think the timed writing test we
took is a good measure of my abilities
as a writer.

1 2 3 4

25. I think the test we took requires 1 2 3 4

the kind of writing I must be ab'e
to do for other high school English
assignments.
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,Jter Part II

CoMDARIoN AND ANALYSIS OF RATER RESPONSES
TO THE ANCHOR PAPERS IN THE WRITING

PROMPT VARIATION STUDY*

tharine Keech and Mary Ellen McNelly

OVERVIEW OF TdE STUDY

Part II of the the writing prompt variation study
examines task interpretations of student writers as
revealed through their discussion of the qualities of
the anchor papers during a training session to prepare
them for holistic scoring of their own papers. Com
parisons are made of the ways the student interpreta
tions and evaluative criteria differed from those of
the expert raters who also scored the papers.

In an attemptAidentify factors in writing test
design which may contribute to the insability of stu
dent performance on direct measures of writing, the
following report compares student and teacher evalua
tive criteria in scoring student essays. One of the
many variables 14hich must affect test reliability is
the unpredioted student interpretation of the writing

taek. It is sometimes assumed by testers and teachers
that students are 1C4tempting what they ought to be
attempting in response to a given writing prompt.
Their writing problems are thought to come from failing
to achieve what they set out to do. In this study the
assumption is made that sometimes students set out to
write something which is different, more difficult, or
less appropriate than what the test maker expected them

to do. Thus, the finished essay, though successful by

the student's criteria, is judged harshly because it
does not fit the rater's conception of the task. This

lacg of congruence in task interpretation between stu
dent writers and raters may be a more likely explana
tion than the assumption that students set out deli
berately to write "off topic." Recent research on the
writing processes of young children (Scardamalia and
Bereiter, 1979) and of adults (Flower and Hayes, 1981)
underscores the importance of taking into account the
writer's interpretation of the given task, a construc
tion that necessarily includes selfdetermined criteria
for successful completion.

T75r1 rep6-FF-1s bTi7 research supported by the

National Institute of Education under Grant No. NIE G-
83-0034 to the Bay Area Writing Project, University of
California, Berkeley, Leo Rath, Project Director.
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This study then seeks information about student
interpretations of writing prompts and evaluative cri-
teria through a potentially rich and generally untapped
data source: the peer-rating and the training session
for holistic scoring, especially when that training
session allows student raters opportunity for full dis-
cussion of their criteria evolved in racking the sample
essays in the anchor set. By looking at the evalua-
tions and rankings of student writers when they under-
take the role of raters, we learn about their sense of
task demands and the values or criteria they hold most
important in deciding when the task has been well-
completed. By comparing these student rater evalua-
tions to those of expert teacher raters who have
evaluated the same student essays, the study uncovers
several sources of variation in task construction,
evaluative criteria, and the scoring process itself
which may affect student scores in uncontrolled or
unpredictable ways.

This study addresses two primary questions, each
of which includes a subsidiary question:

1. Do writers and raters have the same perception of

what the task is?

la Are some task interpretations likely to generate
weaker writing that is generally less competitive
in a holistic scoring than writing from other

interpretations?

2. Do writers and raters have the same perception of
what constitutes a successful completion of the

task?

2a. Will agreement between writers and raters, on (a)
what is the task, and (b) what is a good solution,
be better for some kinds of tasks than for others?

(Specifically: will Version 8, which speci-
fies audience and purpose in a manner likely
to elicit writing for peers, be more likely
to create conflicts in interpretations and
evaluative criteria than Version A, which
elicits writing for the teacher with an
unspecifiedbut implicit rhetorical pur-
pose?)

Following the report, Appendix A provides a
detailed discussion of each sample paper used as an
anchor during the training of the three groups of

raters. The same set of anchors selected by the
researcher/trainer, a total of 14 papers, was used for
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training all groups. Tne appendix presents the
researcher/trainer's response to each paper, the

responses or student raters, the responses of novice
teacher raters, and the responses of expert raters.
The student responses were recorded and reported by
Mary Ellen MoNelly, the Bay Area Writing Project
teacherconsultant and coresearcher whose students
participated in the study avwriters and scorers.
Responses of the 15 teacher novices and the 4 expert
scorers are reported by the researcher/ trainer, Catha
rine Keech. Responses of the teacher novices (student

teachers in the 1931 Writing Credential Program at the
University of California, Berkeley) are included for
interest as representative of the assessment values and
expectatiors of beginning teachers. The expert scorers

are Bay Area Writing Project teacher consultants with
long experience in holistic assessment.
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PROCEDURES OF THE STUDY

Because the basic objectives of this whole prompt
variation study have been set forth In the Overview
under Part I, here the purpose will be restated only
briefly: To investigate effects of variation in the
specitication of audience on a timed-writing test, 114
high school students, grades 10-12, from four classes
taught by the same teacher,* were given a thirty-minute
test asking them to write about a particular personal
experience, an occasion when the writer experienced
something for the first time. Two versions of the
prompt were randomly distributed to students in all
classes to provide for comparison of different task
constraints and their effects on performance. The two
versions of the prompt, the student participants, and
the conditions of test administration are discussed in
Part I of the study.**

Data Collection and Analysis

After collecting the student essays and a follow-
up questionnaire that probed attitudes toward the
test-writing experience, the researcher trainer*
returned to the classrooms and trained the same groups
of student writers to participate in a holistic scoring
of their essays, using the Educational Testing Service
model for holistic scoring, as adapted by the Bay Area
Writing Project. The essays were coded and scrambled
in such a way that students were unlikely to be able to
identify the writer of any essay.

The holistic scoring process was repeated with two
groups of teacher raters, referred to in the report as
"novice teacher raters" or "novices" (teacher trainees)
and "expert teacher raters" or "experts" (experienced
teacher raters). Five comparisons were made based on
observations of the training and scoring process and on
the actual scores assigned by the three groups of
raters.

Four statistical comparisons are reported first:

1. Inter-rater reliability estimates. Groups are
compared for within-group agreement, or interrater
reliability during scoring.

*Mary Ellen McNelly is the teacher/researcher, or "The
teacher:" Catharine Keech is the researcher/trainer.
*Tne test instrument and instructions to students ap-
pear in Appendix A of Part I.
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2. Aireement among. iroups. Scores given to indivi-
dual papers by all three groups of raters are
correlated as a meaSure of between-group agreement
in rating the essays.

3 .
Differences in scoring, parameters amolg rater

iroups. Means, standard deviations, and frequency
distributions of the scores given by each group of

raters are compared as indices of each group's
general impression of the whole sample of essays
as well as each group's use of different points in
the scoring range.

4. Differences in score distribution? for three rater

laws. Differences in the groups' responses to
the two different prOmpt versions are reported, as
measured by mean scores and standard deviations of

scores assigned.

Finally, a qualitative comparison of the rater
differences in responses to the anchor papers during
the training sessions is made. This comparative
description which allows further interpretation of the
statistical findings suggests differences in writer and
rater attitudes which may not be clearly reflected in
the statistical data.

Raters As sal:LAIL!

It should be noted that in this second part of the
study, the research subjects are not the students-as-
writers, (as they were in the first part); rather, the
subjects now are the students-as-raters and two other
groups of raters who all evaluate the student writing
on the two "first time" prompt variations. Tnere are

then three distinct groups of raters as subjects in the
study, in addition to the researcher who also becomes a
subject of analysis in her role as trainer of all
groups of raters for the holistic scorings.

1. Student Raters. The students involved in
the holistic scoring of essays were drawn from the four
classes who were administered the writing test. (The

make-up of this population is ful),y described in Part I
of this study.) It should be noted that only three of
the four classes tested were used for scoring the
papers, and not every student within each class made a
commitment to a particular score during the initial
tallying of responses. The sophomore non-accelerated
class was excluded from scoring because it was con-
sidered to be potentially less accurate and consistent.
In addition, the number of student responses as
recorded below varies from 27 to 84. The low counts
are derived from the second scoring session when only
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one class was retrained using the remaining anchors.

The high counts were taken in the first scoring ses-
sions, held in all three classes. Not all students
voted on every paper during training.

2. Novice Teacher-Raters

In a second scoring of the essays, teacher
trainees in the Writing Teacher Credential Program at
the University of California at Berkeley were taught
holistic scoring using the student essays produced for

this study. As with the student raters, the numbers of

responses for each anchor paper vary. Twenty-three
teacher trainees participated in the first tallying of
responses to Samples A, B, C, H, I, J, and N, with only
15 teacher trainees participating in the second tally-
ing using the remaining samples. These 15 novice
teacher raters also did the actual scoring of the stu-

dent essays.

3. Expert Teacher Raters

Four Bay Area Writing Project teacher consultants

were hdred. All had long experience in holistic scor-

ing for their own school districts as well as for the
Educational Testing Service. All had scored the Cali-
fornia High School Proficiency examination, and several

had read the Advanced Placement examination in English
and/or the English Composition Test given as part of

the College Board examination. Designated as expert

raters, all four had taught high school English for 20
years or more each, to students similar to the those in

the sample.

Anchor Papers

The "anchor papers" are selected in order to allow

the establishment of scoring categories that can be
easily distinguishable by raters. They represent

papers which combine both strengths and weaknesses in
ways typical of Other papers in the sample. Thus, exa-
mining and discussing these anchor papers provides
readers with models for making accurate and reliable

rapid impression decisions while assigning scores to

the remaining papers.

The trainer works within the limits of the scoring

points allowed: for this study, a range of 1-4 was

used, with 1 representing the poorest papers and 4 the

bast papers in the set.

Typicallyt a trainer of holistic raters (wno may be

assisted by table leaders) reads from 10 to 20 percent

of all the essays in order to select from 10 to 30

A's
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sample papers which can be used to "anchor" raters dur-

ing training. Common experience suggests that the
larger the number of papers read before choosing
anchors, the greater the.likelihood of representing in
accurate proportions, the entire range of writing qual-
ity in the total sample, and the less the likelihood of
selecting a paper which is atypically high or low.

Such a paper would make a poor anchor because it would
establisn too narrow a range of criteria for a particu-
lar scoring point.

In the current study, the researcher/trainer read
the entire sample of 114 essays before selecting
anchors in order to gain a sense of the range of qual-
ity as well as a sense of what would constitute upper-
half versus lower-half papers. Besides including best
and worst essays and a representative selection of mid-
dle range papers, the trainer selected one paper which
seemed to constitute an evasion, or refusal to write
about the assigned prompt (Sample M, discussed below),
and one unfinished paper which broke off in mid-word
(sample F. below). These latter two provided examples
of typical scoring problems. Papers representative of
responses to both prompt versions A and B were also

chosen. In addition, papers in several forms, such 83
diary and letter, as well as informal essays (the most

common form used), were chosen to allow raters to dis-
cuss any scoring problems that might ariee from
attempting to compare quality of writing across genres

Trainini the haters

In training the student raters and the novice
teacher raters to rank order a set of sample papers, or
anchors, the researcher/trainer observed which papers
the raters found superior and elicited from them the
reasons for their choices. Thus, their implicit stan-
dards for writing this particular kind of paper, their
interpretation of the writing task, as well as other
constraints surfaced as they evaluated and ranked the

anchor set.

Trainlal the Student Raters

After a brief introduction to the nature and pur-

pose of holistic scoring, sets of anchor papers were
distributed to all students in one class period. Stu-

dents were asked to read quickly through anchors A, 8,

C, H, I, .1, and N, forming an impression of the range
of quality in this set. They were told to choose the
paper they thought most outstanding aod give it a score
of 4, after which they should choose the poorest paper
and give it a score of 1. They were told that there
might be more than one paper they thought W33 best, in
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which case they could give two scores of4. In the
same way, they ware allowed to give two scores of 1.

After establishing the outer boundaries of the scoring
range, they were directed to rank order the remaining
papers until all papers had scores and all scores had
been used at least once.

Tne student raters were trained during their regu-
lar English class periods. The training sessions were
consistent in all three of the upper-level classes used

for the scoring. The votes generated for a particular
paper fell into similar patterns in all classes. It

proved possible for tht researcher/trainer to Maintain
a consistent scoring categories across all of the class
periods,

As students read the anchors, the
researcher/trainer placed a grid on the board as shown
in Figure 1.1 Tnen when they were ready, the researcher
called for a show of hands to indicate which scores
students had assigned each paper. The tally revealed
that the majority of students ranked Example A exactly
as the researcher-trainer had, although some students
had ranked it higher or lower, as is usually the case
in the early stages of training inexperienced raters.
Discussion of example A followed in which low raters
cited its weak points, while high raters defended their
higher ranking. This discussion is the heart of the
training process, allowing raters to become sensitive
to qualities and flaws that they had not previously
attended to, as well as helping them to adjust the
relative importance they attach to different strengths
and weaknesses in the light of how successful the piece
of writing is on the whole, compared to other writing

in the total sample. They begin to develop a sense of
what a 2 versus a 3 versus a 4 might mean for this sam-
ple of papers. It is also during this process that the
students revealed what they valued in a piece of writ-
ing: what their criteria for good writing were and how
they had construed the task to begin with. (Their
evaluative responses to each anchor paper are summar-
ized in Appendix A, along with the responses of the
teacher raters.)

As training progressed within each class period,
student raters in each class began to agree more
closely on their rankings of papers whicn were clearly
repiesentative of a particular scoring point. One or
two papers, however, were awarded a broad spread of
scores; these would typically cause discrepant scoring

*All figures and tables are placed at the end of the

report.
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if encountered during the reading. As useful as sus-
tained analysis of such papers is, there is also a

danger in analyzing anchors too closely. Over-extended
discussion of specific features of a paper may mislead
raters, costing them their ability to form a whole
impression of a work and making it difficult to compare
it to other papers for the overall effectiveness of its
unique combination of flaws and strengths.

In the training of the students raters, as in the
training of any group of inexperienced readers, the
rather open discussions of each paper were concluded
with a strong summary of its general worth to confirm
the majority vote and to clearly designate the essay as
belonging to one scoring category or another. Whenever
an essay appeared to fall between categories, a split
vote was sometimes allowed to stand, since prolonged
discussion or arbitrary rulings often serve to make the
raters insecure about their category boundaries. In

such cases, students were reminded that each paper
always receives two scores, and that the combined rat-
ings on such a paper would be likely to reflect the two
views, yielding a final score (of, for instance, 2 3

= 5) which would be descriptive and fair.

Training the Novice Teaher Raters

Tne training of an initial group of 23 novice
teacher raters was part of a general workshop on holis-
tic scoring and followed an introduction to assessment
theory not given to the student raters. However, in
all other respects, the same training procedures
described above were used, with the researcher/trainer
eliciting the novice teachers' untutored responses to
each anchor paper before attempting to summarize and
achieve a consensus. This first group of 23 student
teachers tended to use the training session more as a-

forum for exploring and shapimr their own criteria for
evaluating writing. In general, classroom experience
had not yet provided them the opportunity for testing
their ideas the classroom. Consequently this novice
teacher group's operative criteria, as expressed during
the training, never stabilized during the first train-
ing session to the same extent as the student raters'
responses had done. A second training session was held
a week later with 15 teacher novices from the original
group who proceeded to score the entire sample.

Training the Expert Teacher Raters

The same set of anchors used to train student
raters and novice teacher raters was given to the four
expert teachers for ranking. They quickly reached a
high rate of agreement. However the speed and
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confidence with which they reached agreement on the
proper scores to assign each anchor paper proved to be
misleading and led to a problem in defining certain

categories during the reading. Even though the
researcher/trainer observed that the expert raters
seemed to be defining the category of 3 too broadly and
feared that too few papers in the full sample would
fall into the 2 category, she honored the distinctions
that the experts wished to draw, believing that letting
them determine the scoring boundaries, which seemed so

clear to them, would increase the reliability of their

scoring.

The researcher/trainer chose not to intervene to

narrow the 3 categories also because she W3S aware that
the larger proportion of students in the sample were
quite good writers, with only one class in four made up
of younger, less experienced writers. She thought the
experts' classification of the papers might more accu-

rately reflect the actual distribution of ability in

this skewed group. And the researcher/trainer recog-
nized that it is an innate problem of holistic scoring
and other rank-ordering that the original scale which

is applied to a set of papers does not necessarily
reflect equal distances between integers. There may be

inherent in setting the scale a conflict between the

practice of trying to distribute students in a fairly

normal distribution across scoring points and the prac-

tice of trying to arrive at scoring points that are
equal intervals apart in terms of the quality of
essays, rather than in terms of the number or percen-
tage of essays that fall in each interval. Having ear-
lier defined the intervals by trying to distribute stu-
dents across all scoring categories in something
approaching a normal curve (albeit skewed by nature of

the population), the researcher-trainer withdrew from
the discussion of the experts, who seemed to be drawing
on a common experience and making reference to outside
criteria to determine the scale point intervals in
terms of quality of writing.

As the reading progressed, however, it became
clear that the expert. themselves believed that they
had defined the category of 3 too broadly in scoring

anchors. They described seeing the 3 category as "high

threes" and "low threes"--a common practice in large
readings, where a few scoring points are used to
reflect a broad range of writing quality. But they

noticed that other categories such as 2 or 4 did not

get broken up in their minds. Tney agreed with one of

the raters who said that a five point scale was needed
for theae papers to deal with their feeling that too

large a range of papers received a score of 3. The

papers with this score were more different from one
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another than were the papers withih any other scoring
interval.

Ratini the Papers

Student raters spent most of the first day receiv-
ing training in holistic assessment, using the anchor
papers. In the final 10 minutes of each 50 minute
class period, papers were distributed randomly to the
class, two to each student. Essays were coded, and
essays from a1 1 clasees were included in the eample
distributed to any one class. (Students ware
instructed to exchange papers witn another student if
they had their own or thought they recognized the
writer of the paper they were scoring.) Students were
informed that the teacher and the reaearcher/trainer
would be spot checking the holistic scores assigned in
the interest of fairness to the writers, but that in

moat cases, the total score aesigned by the student
raters would constitute the writer's score on the
essay. Students were again reminded that their rating
was only one of two the paper would receive.

The scores given on the first reading were con-
cealed before the student raters passed the papers
along for the second reading.

On the second rating day, students in the two
largest classee (classes which had shown the greatest
stability during training) completed scoring the easay
set after being retrained with the remaining anchors,
samples D, E, F, G, K, L, and M. Results of their dis-
cassion of the latter anchor set are also included in
the appendix. Tne teacher and the researcher/trainer
re-scored one third of the essays and each found only
one paper which was inaccurately scored by both
readers. Interrater reliability estimates arc reported
in Table 1.14

Novice teacher raters began and completed acoring
in one two-hour seseion, after being retrained with the
same set of anchors used in the student retraining.
Tne researcher/trainer acted /13 table leader, moving
around the room to check the ratings of each rater
least twice during the two hours. Four tables of
readers drew from randomized piles of essays in the
center of the tables and concealed the first ratings
from the aecond raters. Papere scored at one table
were distributed to another for the second ratings.
After the scoring had ended, all discrepantly scored
papers were given a third reading and a new total

tahres appear at the end of thie report.
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score. Inter-rater reliability estimates for this
group are reported in Table 1.

The four expert teacher raters readers sat with
the researcher/trainer around a single table for the
training and scoring of the sample. Papers were ran-
domized and divided into eight stacks. Raters
exchanged papers in a rather complex arrangement
intended to insure that every rater was matched to
every other rater for roughly equivalent proportions of

the reading. All discrepancies were resolved through
provision of a third reading during the same rating
period. Inter-rater reliability estimates for this
group are reported in Table 1.

,
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STATISTTCAL COMPARISON OF RESULTS
FROM THREE GROUPS OF RATERS

There are a number of ways to describe the amount
of agreement among raters, both within the three rating
groups, a.nd among the groups in a comparison of the
tnree ratings of the same set of stuient essays. Tne
first two statistics of importance measure within-group
rater agreement, or what is usually known as inter-
rater reliability.

Inter-rater Reliability Estimates

There are two accepted ways of describing the
amount of agreement between raters of writing samples
in holistic assessment. The first involves simply
reporting the number or percentage of essays which
received scores from two raters with more than a one
point difference. With each rater using a scale of 1

to 4, so-called discrepant ratings would include, fur
example, a rating of 2 from the first rater and a rat-
ing of 4 from the second rater, or paired ratings of 1

and 3, or 1 and 4.

Reported in the final column of Table 1 are tne
discrepancy percentages, or percentages of total essays
which received discrepant ratings from two readers,
entered as d = .078, for example, or 7.8%. As training
procedures have improved and the pool of experienced
readers has increased, local holistic assessments in
California typically report discrepancy percentages of
less than 10%, many regularly achieving less than 5%,
and some places, such 3S San Francisco State Univer-
sity, which maintains similar criteria from year to
year, report consistently achieving fewer than 1%
discrepancies.

When the students who wrote the essays assumed the
role of raters and were trained in holistic scoring,
they'achieved a respectable 7,8% discrepancy rate,
while novice teacher raters, who proved less responsive
to training, produced a 15% discrepancy rate. As

expected, the experienced teacher raters maintained a
low, (4.4%), discrepancy rate.

A second estimate of inter-rater reliability is
usually reported as the degree of association or the
correlation between the scores of the first and second
raters on all papers. Tne measure used here is
Pearson's r, with perfect correlation represented by
1.00 (all first and second readers agreeing exactly on
the scores assigned to each paper), and no correlation
represented as .000 (no first and second readers agree-
ing exactly on the score of any paper, with both

o
272



maximum amount and random direction of disagreement;
however, this is a theoretical, not a practical, possi-
bility). Values for Pearson's r of .01 to .35 are con-
sidered quite low, for most purposes; correlations
better than r = .35 up to but less than .65 are gen-
erally considered moderate rates of agreement, while
correlations of more than .65 are considered fairly
strong rates of agreement. In the early days of holis-
tic assessment, the best rates of agreement between two
readers were rarely over .60 (Diederich, 1974). More
recently, testing programs, including not only the pro-
fessionals at Educational Testing Servic*e but many
local schools, have been reporting raw, unadjusted
correlations between readers of .7, .8, and in some
instances of better than 9,*

Table I reports the correlations or inter-rater
reliability estimates for the three groups of raters,
shoeing the student raters achieving a statistically
significant correlation of r = .68 (p .01) which
approaches a generally acceptable rate of agreement by
today's standards. The novice teacher raters, on the
other hand, produced only a moderate correlation of r =

.55 (p = .01), which is considered a poor rate of
agreement for raters. The experts achieved a correla-
tion of r = .71 (p = .01), as good a correlation as
that achieved by experienced ratees in many local
assessments, and in some professional assessments, as
well, but lower than anticipated by thQ researcher-
trainer who expected the four experts chosen to be
highly compatible readers. The discussion below con-
siders possible reasons for this less than outstanding
rate of agreement.

Aveement Between Gralal

For comparing scores assigned to the same essay by
the three different groups of raters, only the essays'
final or total corrected holistic scores were used
(ranging from 2 - 8 possible points). For instance, an

IDiederich reports a procedure for "stepping up" relia-
bility estimates by using two or more samples of stu-
dent writing. This cannot be done, of course, where
only one sample of writing is rated for each student.
Also, since discrepant scores are always resolved by

giving the paper a third rating, which is used to pro-
vide a "corrected" or adjusted score for the essay, it

13 possible to calculate the measure of association us-
ing these corrected scores. This is not generally
done, however, since testers usually wish to estimate
the extent of agreement between the original two
raters, to test the accuracy of the reading as a whole.

`-)
4-1
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essay might have received a score of 5 from the
student's rating, (representing the two scores of 2 +
3), while the novice teacher raters rewarded the same
paper with a total score of 6 (3 4- 3), and the expert
teacher raters judged it even more favorably, giving it
a score of 7 (3 + 4). Pearson's r is used again to
report correlations between the total holistic scores
awarded by each group.

Table 2* reveals that the poorest agreement W3S
between student raters and novice teacher raters at r =

.47 (p = .01). The best agreement was between novice
teacher raters and expert teacher raters, at r = .62 (p
= .01). Students agreed with the expert teacher raters
only moderately. r = .50 (p = .01). (Novice teacher
r3ters did not score 8 of the papers because duplica-
tion of original was inadequate for rating. Student
raters and expert teacher raters scored the full sam-
ple, working with original papers.)

These simple correlations merely alert Us to differ-
ences between the groups of raters in valuing the
papers; the following statistical analysis, together
with the narrative descriptions of rater training and
responses to specific essays, provide more insight into
the nature and extent of those differences.

Differences In Scoring Parameters Between Rater Groups

Table 1 reports means, modes, medians, and stan-
dard deviations of the scores given to the full set of
essays by each group of raters, respectively. Thus, we
can see that, if the student's own ratings were used to
estimate the writing abilities of the groups who wrote
this set of essays, the entire group would earn a mean
score of 5.66, with a score of 5 (3 + 2) being the most
common score awarded (the mode).* Novice teacher raters
provide a more positive estimate of group ability, the
average of all scores awarded being 5.95, with the most
common score being 6. Expert teacher raters agree with
novice teacher raters in producing more ratings of 6
than any other score, but reward the set of essays with
an even higher mean score of 6.18.

The difference bet4een these means may not appear
to be great, but comparing expert teacher raters to
student raters (the original comparison of interest),
the difference is .52, about half a scoring paint (sta-
tistically significant, p = .05) or Just over 1/3 of a
standard deviation. Such a difference between holistic
scores, earned by different groups of writers, is

ITTables aiipear a the end of this report.

274 2



usually considered educationally significant,
representing a greater difference than usually occurs
when two groups of similar ability are compared after
writing on the same essay topic (prompt), or when the
same group is compared before and after instruction,
writing either on the same or on different essay topics
(prompts). In other words, student evaluations of the
papers in this set are significantly lower than teacher
evaluations of the same set.

Differences in Score Distribution for Three Rater
21:22.2.!

Reporting only the numerical parameters of the
scores assigned by each group, however, obscures addi-
tional important differences in the scoring patterns of
these groups. Such differences invite interesting
speculation, althougn they generally support the find-
ing that these students seemed willing to judge their
work more harshly than experienced teacher raters did.

Table 2.2 shows the distribution of scores given
by the three rater groups. It is evident at a glance
that the student raters came closest to providing a
normal distribution of scores of the sort expected in
large-scale holistic scorings. They were more willing
to use the lower end of the scoring range, with six
papers receiving a score of 1 from at least one reader
(total scores for these papers would be either 2 or 3,
depending on the second rating). Novice teacher raters
used fewer scores of 1 (on only three papers), and the
expert teacher scorers gave only two papers a 1, and
even then, these papers both received a score of 2 from
their second rater, so that not one paper in the sample
was given the minimum score of 1 + 1 = 2. This
occurred despite the fact that the expert teacher
raters had agreed to give a 1 rating to one of the
anchor papers thereby indicating it as typical of the
category of writing. When encountering the same paper
during the rating, at least one expert teacher rater
changed her mind and gave it a 2.

Student raters also had a broader sense of the 2
category of paper, distributing papers in the middle
range (scores of 2 or 3) equally across both score
categories, with the same number of papers (23) receiv-
ing two ratings of 2 (total score z 4) and two ratings
of 3 (total score 6). Slightly more papers (26) fell
halfway between with scores of 2 + 3 = 5. Novice
teacher raters, on the other hand, awarded a score of 2
to fewer papers, preferring to use a 3 score for a
broader range of essays. The expert teacher raters
carried this tendency even further and placed 47 papers
in the 3 3 6 category, with only 10 papers
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receiving scores of 5 and only 13 receiving scores of

4. Possible reasons for this odd distribution are sug-
gested in part by differences in the training of the
groups, and are more fully explored below.

Discussion of Results

The differences between groups in the inter-rater
reliability achieved are perhaps not surprising. The

students were systematically trained; the criteria for
good and poor essays, after being elicited from stu-
dente, were re-articulated and delineated by the
researcher/trainer, and the students appeared eager to

cooperate, to "learn how to do it right." As a result,
they achieved a quite respectable correlation between
raters of .68. With the novice teacher raters, on the
other hand, there was less willingness to reach con-

sensus. They persevered with their idiosyncratic read-
ings of various essays, exactly as one might expect a
group of inexperienced teachers to perform without
benefit of moderating influences accumulated through
classroom experience. Tne result was a low correlation
between novice teacher raters of only .55. The expert
teacher raters were confident and compatible in their
opinions, having done many scorings together for the
Educational Testing Service. No attempt was made to
moderate their views, with the result that the scores
they gave to the anchor papers may have been less
discriminating guides than they might have been. But

even so the expert raters achieved a consensus which in
turn resulted in a reasonably good correlation between
first and second readers of .71.

Failure to achieve a closer correlation among the

expert readers may be attributed, at least in part, to
certain factors which may affect reliability in any
holistic scoring. The two versions of the prompt eli-
cited, in some cases, very different content and modes
of writing, with the audience-emphasis version evoking
from some students what might be called process essays,
or directions on how to do a particular thing for the
first time (See Sample D, Appendix A). These latter
essays were differnt in many respects from the typical
response to either version of the prompt, which usually
was narrative in structure, and provided an anecdotal
account of the writer's own "first time." Other work in
this assessment project (See Technical Report No. 5)
illuminates the difficulty that raters have in compar-
ing two very different types of writing in a single
rank-ordering based on over-all quality. In general,
as shown in the qualitative description of the training
sessions (See Appendix), the process papers suffered by
comparison with the narrative, autobiographical papers;
hodever, some raters responded more positively to the

2 9
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process papers, believing that giving directions is a

more difficult task than narrating an event. Thus they
over-rewarded the writers of these papers.

Another factor which may have contributed to the
disagreement among raters is the instruction on the
writing test: "You may write an essay, short story,
letter, journal, etc." It is difficult to make fair
comparisons among pieces written in these different
genres. In addition, as can be seen in the discussion
of responses (Appendix A) letters and diaries present
special problems to readers who may choose either to
forgive or not to forgive infelicities of expression,
informal language, casual organization, and lack of
development or lack of vivid concrete details, when
these features represent the student's accurate
interpretation of the tone and style of a real letter
or diary entry.

Some of the disagreement revealed in the low
correlation of scores between groups and in the strik-
ing differences in scoring distributions may be attri-
buted to the training and the initial defining of the
scoring categories. During training, the student
raters were encouraged to consider virtues and faults
of the anchor papers identified by the
researcher/trainer. More amenable to the training,
they were more likely to divide the sample in a way
that distributed papers normally across scoring inter-
vals. On the other hand, the expert teacher raters who
rapidly defined their scoring categories may have drawn
on prior definitions of the scoring points. Possibly
they may have been influenced by the five-point scale
they were each familiar with from scoring the Califor-
nia High School Proficiency Exam (CHSPE) and by the
quality of essays drawn from the general high school
population that they typically encounter while scoring
that test.

More directive procedure for training the expert
teacher raters might have yielded different results. Or
if the expert teacher raters themselves had read the
entire sample before pulling anchors, rather than hav-
ing the researcher/trainer choose the anchors, the dis-
tribution of scores might have more closely resembled
the students' distribution.

There is no question that the process of choosing
anchors to define a scoring range is a critical step in
any holistic assessment. Choosing anchors requires the
juggling of wnat may be contradictory constraints. On
the one hand, there is the need to distribute the sam-
ple quantitatively according to some criteria--either
that the distribution represent the distribution of the

0 ;
0 0
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population on other measures of related ability, or

that the population be equally distributed across scor-

ing points, or that the population be normally distri-

buted across the scoring range. On the other hand, the

further constraint--that the scoring intervals should

represent roughly equivalent differences in quality

among essays--is also imposed. In practice, the latter
constraint may be defined by the former: testers may

come to feel that the operational definition of

"equivalent differences in quality" from one scoring

point to another should be that "equivalent or
appropriate numbers of essays" are grouped into each

scoring interval. This complex interplay of quantita-

tive and qualitative considerations, an interplay which

takes place subjectively for the most part during the
selecting of anchor papers, deserves further study.

Even if student raters and teacher raters arrived

at similar distributions, with similar mean scores, the

agreement of their verdicts on particular papers,
represented by the correlation between student rater

and teacher rater scores, might still remain low, for

the three rating groups worked within three distinctly

different frames of reference for judging the essays.

The student raters' expectations very likely were

derived from familiarity with their teacher's expecta-

tions, with their own and their classmates' work, and

with the standards generally set forth in their partic-

ular high school.

The expert teacher raters, none of whom teach at

the school where the study was undertaken, had expecta-

tions drawn from a much larger assessment population,

including not only their own schools and classes, but

also the large number of students throughout California

who write for the proficiency exam which these teachers

have scored since its inception. In general, the stu-

dent writers in this study produced better papers than

might be found in these larger school and state popula-

tions. Consequently by this standard, the expert

raters found fewer really poor papers.

Finally, the reference points for the novice

teacher raters became somewhat confused, and certainly

mixed. The between-group correlations in Table 2 show

this latter group to be closer in agreement with the

expert teacher raters than they are among themselves.

This condition is easy to understand if we imagine that

two novice teacher raters might produce a discrepant
scoring of 2 + 4 on a paper which two expert teacher

raters might recognize clearly as a 3 + 3. Both novice

raters would be closer to the ex.perts than they were to

each other, which would explain the pattern of correla-

tions reported.
278 0(1
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Additional explanations for the lacK of agreement
among the three groups of raters are best sought in a
closer examination of the values and criteria expressed
during the training sessions, in reaction to particular
anchor papers. The Appendix includes individual and
group responses recorded during training. It also
reveals the criteria which seemed most operative for
the three groups of raters as well as for the
researcher/trainer.

One interesting within-group phenomenon remains to
be explained. Why did the expert teacher raters agree
to assign the score of 1 to at least one anchor, but
fail during the actual reading to give that same paper
a score of 1 on both of its readings? The most likely
explanation 13 that these teachers were working with
pre-established notions about the kind of writing which
should fall into the lowest scoring category. In many
local high school assessments, as in the CHSPE, scores
of 1 are reserved for papers Vith so little writing as
to be nearly unscorable, or with such severe scribal or
transcription difficulties as to be nearly indecipher-
able and severely flawed in spelling and punctuation.
To keep standards constant from one year to the next,
these criteria are carried over, even as students tak-
ing the test produce fewer and fewer papers in this
lowest category. Thus, the expert teacher raters, may
have held to an external criterion for this lowest
score, even though it meant they almost never used the
scoring category. The other groups, without this back-
ground experience, were more willing to follow the
directions and try to use the full point range. As is
evident from anchor paper (B), which W33 scored a 1

during training, evaluative criteria drawn from other
general readings would be inappropriate for this sam-
ple.

There is one more factor which may have affected
scoring results in unaccountable ways: In the reading
and rating of the anchor during the training session
typed versions were used. But during the actual read-
ing, these same papers were in their original handwrit-
ten forms. The expert teacher raters reported that
they had different feelings about the anchor pdpers on
reading them in their original handwritten form. Unex-
pectedly, they tended to want to give the handwritten
versions higher scores, in spite of messy handwriting
or less than attractive presentation. Tne typed ver-
sions apparently made these teachers more conscious of
slips of the pen--words omitted or repeated, faulty
capitalization or spelling that could have been errors
in transcription rather Zhan errors of student
knowledge or performance. The errors appeared more
glaring when found on the printed page, than in the
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context of an impromptu hastily handwritten essay,
where they were generally ignored as being indicative
of little more than lack of time to proofread.

This is an interesting finding, in the light of
previous work (Redmondino, cited'in Diederich, 1974, P.
9) wnich demonstrated tl.lat handwriting is one of the
factors affecting teachers' judgments of an essay, with

poor handwrittngs lowering scores, and good, clear
nandwriting positively influencing the reader. In this
study, however, a clear handwriting might well have the
effect or making errors more visible. It is possible
that the student who blurs letters in order to render
possible misspelling less obvious may be using an
effective strategy-- at least in hastily written and
holistically scored timed essay tests.



CONCLUSION

A major significant finding of Part II, is that
some students do in fact interpret the writing task in
ways which differ from teacher-rater task interpreta-
tions. Yet these variant interpretations are reason-
able, considering the instructions in the writing
assignment. The greatest mismatch between teacher and
student expectations and evaluative criteria appears to
occur when students are assigned the prompt versions
which encourages them to write to a specified audience
other than a general or teacher audience. For example,
when students write letters to friends or parents, or
make entries in personal diaries, many of them value
verisimilitude in such instances, and they attempt to
make such pieces sound more like "real letters," than
like "real English themes." The conflicting frames of
reference provided by the simulated life-like communi-
cative situations and the actual writing context, a
classroom test occasion, can be successfully integrated
only by the most able students. Even then, that suc-
cess may be questioned by student raters whose under-
standing the nature of real letters and diaries does
not allow them to accept the intrusion of any hint of
school writing, which is seen as unnatural or showing-
off. Consequently, there are disparities between the
pupils' conception and execution of assessment tasks
and the expectations of those who author the prompts
and rate the performance in response to them.
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TABLE 1

3ZJRIN3 DISTRIBjTIONs FOR

FULL SAAPLE

EACH OROUP

VERSIDN A

OF RATERS

VERSION B RELIABILITY

STODENT X 5.66 5.65 5.67 d = .079
RATERS 1 5.0D 4.03 5.00 r = .63'

4 5.53 5.55 5.62 N = 109

S.D. 1.49 1.64 1.33
n 114 57 57

NDVICE- X 5.95 5.67 6.26 d = .150
TEACAER m 5.00 5.00 6.00 r = 551
RATERS 1 6.01 5.78 6.19 N = 106

S.D. 1.33 1.40 1.20
n 105 55 51

EXPERT- X 6.18 6.09 5.23 d = 344
RATE13 1 5.00 5.00 5.00 r = .71*

M 5.18 5.10 6.29 N = 114

S.D. 1.27 1.29 1.25
n 114 57 57

= 113crep3ncy rating: proportion or total e33ays
req.liring a tnird reading.

r = Pearson's r.
A = total papers .Ised in calculating d and r.

= statistically significant, p<.01.
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TABLE 2

A1REEiEN: BET4EEN 5R3JP3 OF RATERS

Rating Groop's Scoring
Same Samples:

StaJent raters 4ith
novice teacher raters

Stadent raters with
expert teacher raters

Novice teacher with
expert teacher raters

Zeumber of

Students

50

40--

30-

20

10

0.66

S.D. 1.49
M 114

Pearson's R Significant

. 47 .001 1 0 5

. 50 .001 1 1 4

.001 1 0 5

Table 2.1

Dlerributiono of Score. Awarded by 3 GrotTs of Were

0.90

S.D. 1.33

M 106

Studest tater. Teacherfermi. later.

I - 4.16
S.D. 1.27

M 114

Teacher-Expert Raw.

ORIGINAL SCOITIC SCALL! 1 poorest; A etrenteet writing.

TOTAL HOLISTIC .voir.s (Deflected above: 2 poorest; I .4 siren...est writing.

a
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APPENDIX A

COMPARISON OF SCORES GIVEN DURING TRAINING
BY THREE GROUPS OF RATERS AND THE RESEARCHER-TRAINER

Each of the student papers used as an anchor for

training the three groups of raters iS transcribed
below in full, exactly as it appeared to the raters.
Following each essay is a summary chart showing distri-
bution of rankings given by each group for this partic-
ular essay. These rankings are followed by a qualita-
tive description of rater responses to the essay,
including the researcher/trainer's evaluation of the
paper's strengths and weaknesses which influenced her
choice of the paper to represent a particular score
during training.
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APPENDIX A

SAMPLE A

As I look back on my attempts at new and different things, one
experience that sticks out and under the rest is futile effort at driving
a car with a manual transmission. *The Clutch,* the dreaded part of the car
for beginners, causes more.fits of flustered frustration than any other
mechanical device. It seems to sense a first-timer and tends to be a little
bit tighter at first as compared to when you get familiar with it. I remember

trying to stall the car one time at a stop sign just to prove to me.that it
was the "Clutches" fault for all of those mid-intersection stens it pulled

on me. I know they try to make your engine die when your trying to Impress
the girl you like whose waiting at the crosswalk, and they try to make you
lay a little layer of rubber on the road when a cop is in close vicinity.
Everybody knows all of the tricks a cluth pulls.

Unless you like the harmony of ten different car horns, don't don't try
a main intersection on your first day on the "clutch.* Its been over a year
now that my mom happened to bring me up form a skate-boarder to a "Driver."
We'll set aside the countless of times I've popped the clutch or stalled the
damn thing. None were more memorable than the stunt I pulled at the Blossom
Hill--Los Gatos Blvd. intersection. I was the first in line at the left turn
Signal with the simple thought of making a U-turn when the light turned green.
I was easier that done back then, and as the light turned green, my sweaty
hands shoved the car in gear and the jittery feet didn't quite put the "ole
gas and clutch" combo together right and the car the preceded to advance

nowhere. There was a non-melodious choir of horns to follow and I then
attempt to go again, only to do an encore, then finally, as the light turned
yellow sacrificed the clutch and burned out of the lane and left 20, angry
motorist.

STUDENTS TEACHER NOVICES EXPERTS RESEARCHER

n n % n % (one reader)

1
0 (0) 1 (04) 0 0 0

2
8 (10) 5 (22) 0 0 0

3 51 (63) 13 (57) 3 (75) x

4
22 (27) 4 (17) 1 (25) 0

CONSENSUS
SCORE:

3 3 3

Discussion of Sample A

Researcher/Trainer Response. This paper seemed
typical of many essays in the sample which might be appro-
priately rated 3 because of its particular combination of
flaws and strengths. This is the voice of a confident
writer who is clearly enjoying the assignment, attempting
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humor with some success, capturing the frustrations of a
familiar experience. There is superficial carelessness,
but there is also ample evidence of good linguistic con-
trol so that dropped letters or misspellings might fairly
be regarded as "slips of the pen" -- certainly they do
not interfere with communication. Even so, the number of
purely mechanical faults would, in most assessments, bar
this paper from a top score. In addition to cosmetic
flaws, organization is loose, a result of a very nice
attempt to balance first-time troubles against all the
ongoing troubles a car with a clutch can give. The "first
time" is really, in this writer's mind, a series of exper-
iences, summed up as "trying to drive a car with manual
transmission." As if he senses this, he finally focuses
in the second paragraph on a single incident: "None were
more memorable that the stunt I pulled at the Blossom Hill
...intersection..." Actually, he may have had this episode
in mind all along, but he has set it among several gener-
alities about the war with the clutch that all inexperi-
enced drivers must face -- a perfectly good rhetorical
device for solving the given problem.

Student Rater Response. The students were spread
over three scores in their evaluation of this paper -- no
one thought it was the poorest paper. Those who gave it
2's were reacting almost exclusively to their feeling that
the writer did not address the topic properly by writing
a clear account of a first time experience. One commented,
"I couldn't tell what he was really writing about." bore
favorably impressed students argued that of course one
could tell what he was writing about: driving a car with
a clutch. And the majority agreed that he wrote about it
well -- they liked the writer-s humor and details. It is
clear in retrospect that for all groups of raters, inclu-
ding the researcher/trainer, this paper might have received
the highest score were it not for the number of mechanical
flaws and were it read in comparison to any other papers
except Sample J.

Expert teacher Rater Response. One expert argued
well for the strengths of this paperfi the other three con-
curred that the mechanical flaws should prevent it form
receiving the highest score.

Novice Teacher Rater Response. Teacher novices
were spread over all four scores, as miglit be expected
given the variety of their backgrounds and training in
English together with their lack of experience in the class-
room. The very low scorers were responding almost entirely
to the mechanical errors in this paper, which provided an
opportunity to explain the role of error in holistic assess-
ment, to remind them that errors accompanying hasty writing

287



on a timed test but that do not interfere with communica-
tion may be evaluated'differently from errors on a care-
fully edited paper, or errors which make comprehension

difficult. Ihe teacher novices who liked this paper
argued for it well, with several pointing out that humor-
ous writing is difficult and that they had very much
enjoyed the voice and personality of the writer.
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SAMPLE

The first time I ever got drunk was back in eighth grade. The reason
that it is memorable for me is because it was such a weird feeling. Me

and a couple of friends went up to a party that this girl that we knew was
having. She had a couple kegs of beer. I had one, and thought that it wasn't
all that bad, but nothing was different. I had a couple more, and I started
to feel a little bit strange, but really thought nothing about it. I really
did not think that I got drunk, until the next day when a couple people I
talked to were telling me some of the things that I was doing, I didn't even
remember. This has not become a habit, I get drunk maybe every two weeks or
so. Now I know how I'm going to feel, so that is why I can remember the
first time that I got drunk.

STUDENTS TEACHER NOVICES EXPERTS RESEARCHER

(one reader,

61 (73) 17 (73) X

2 23 (27) 5 (20) 4 (100) 0

3 0 0 1 (07) 0 0

4 0 0 0 0 0 0

CONSENSUS
SCORE; 1 1 2 1

Discussion of Sample B

Researcher/Trainer Response. This paper was my
anchor choice for the lowest score. Among papers in the
sample, it was one of the least compelling on a quick
reading. Th8 vagueness of the expression, "it is memo
rable because it was such a weird feeling" is never re
lieved with the kind of clear description that would show
us exactly what the writer really experienced. As it
turns out, what is most memorable about the experience
is that the writer couldn't remember the experience.
Often, the writer may set himself a difficult task, as
in this case, in which the choice of episode presented
a difficult technical problem: what was interesting to
the writer--the fact that he couldn't remember anything--
is hard to write about interestingly for the reader. In
spite of these disclaimers, the paper was boring to read
and had few if any redeeming features. The language is
fairly flat and empty, the organization loose and unde
veloped.

Student Rater Response. Student scorers easily
identified this paper as one of the poorest. However,
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its defenders were vocal, and its defense consisted
almost entirely of such comments as, "I really know how

that feels." One student who voted for a score of

waxed eloquent about what happens the first time one
get- drunk, and all the things you learn afterwards
about what you did. This oral presentation of the sub-
ject provided a fine example of what this paper needed
to have been in order to receive a higher score, and it
helped students recognize the difference between a paper
they liked simply because it is about a familiar expe-
rience and a paper that presents that experience vividly.

Expert Teacher Rater Response. Surprisingly, the
experts chose only one paper among the anchors to give
a score of "1" and it was not this one. This paper they
compared to Sample C in quality, rating both papers
Having encountered 100% agreement, and following ETS
training conventions, I did not insist on a great deal

of discussion, allowing Samples B and C to stand as
representative of the second level score. I was then

no longer so convinced that they did represent different
rating levels, as I had been by my initial impression of

the sample. However, after the expert reading, as I
became increasingly aware of how similar in quality

were the papers ranked 1 and 2, how few 1 scores were
being awarded by raters (because of that similarity),
and how large the range of quality was for papers awarded
a score of 3, I realized that a better division of scale
levels might have ranked Samples B, C, and I at level 1,
forcing readers to make a different distribution of 2 and

3 level scores.

Novice Teacher Rater Response. This group was
distributed very much like the student raters, most
agreeing that this was one of the poorest papers in the

sample, but a few saying merely that they "liked" it,
that it described a common experience accurately. The

one high rater recognized the potential cleverness in
taking a subject where the point is that nothing was

remembered.

9., 0
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SAMPLE C

Dear Diary,
Tues., dec. 3

This may sound stupid, but I gave a speech today and it scared me half out
of my witts. I have given speeches before but this time I could only use notes

instead of reading it. I was only allowed five note cards and it had to be
3 minutes long! I went last and had the whole period to get even more
nervous. When I finally got up there my knees were shaking and my speech
ended up being one and a half minutes instead of three. Oh well, I'm just
glad it's over with. My teacher says that we have to do another speech
next semester but I don't want to think about it. this one was bad enough.

1

2

3

4

CONSENSUS
SCORE:

STUDENTS TEACHER NOVICES EXPERTS RESEARCHER

n % n % n % Ione readerl

18 (21) 4 (17) 0 0

55 (56) 16 (70) 4 (100) X

10 (12)
3 (13)

0 0 0

1 (01) 0 0
0 0

0

2 2 2 2

Discussion of Sample C

Researcher/Trainer Response. Initially this
paper seemed to deserve a score of 2, for being slightly
superior to Sample B only because the tone or register
and the sparseness of development seemed justified by
the diary form. I was interested in whether this form
would appeal to student raters and whether it would
justify to experts the rater unelaborated recounting.
The piece achieved verisimilitude--it sounded to me
exactly like what a student might enter in a diary the
night after such an experience, and it cleverly sig-
nalled that the experience was the first of many--a
constraint the prompt suggests. There is not much more
here in the way of vivid writing than in Sample B; the
concrete images are mostly cliches--"scared out of my
wits," "knees shaking." I was prepared to leave up to
the rating groups the decision about whether to reward
this paper with a better than bottom score because the
language was appropriate for the diary form. Whatever
decision was made would become binding for other such
papers.

Student and Novice Teacher Rater Response. It
was precisely the dilemma created by the fact of the
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diary form that caused a wide division among students in

evaluating this paper. Its defenders insisted that "it

sounds just like a diary," and they went on to add that
the description of how her knees shook and how her

speech lasted only 11 minutes really let us know how

the author was feeling, as compared to the writer of

Sample B. This sample was chosen as a representative 2

by all student scoring groups.

Novice teacher rater responses were distributed

in much the same way as the students. They saw this

paper as superior to Sample B for reasons similar to

ones given by student raters.

Expert Teacher Rater Response. The experts did

n-t make a distinction in quality between Samples B and

C. This paper seemed a clear 2 to them, but so did the

preceding one. Both of these seemed to them superior

to Sample I, which they awarded a 1. They did not com-

ment in discussion that the appropriateness of the

language for a diary entry could be viewed as a special

strength of the piece.
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SAMPLE 0

So I hear that your going to play a guitar for the first time. I know
that at first you'll probibly think that you're never going to be able
to play the guitar successfully but don't let this discourage you. I felt
the same way when I started but I kept on practicing and now it's easy for
me. At first you may find that changing from chord to chord is the most
difficult your fingers will tie up in knots running around themselves. The
best way to overcome this problem is to use a very simple two or three finger
chord and Just strum the strings as you move each finger in unison up and
down the six strings on the same fret and then do the same thing on different
frets over the fret oard; put your fingers in an A position on the second
fret, strum a couple times, move your three fingers up to the fifth, forth,
and third strings, strum a couple more times, move back down to the-A
position, strum, and then move your whole hand up to the fifth fret and
repeat. Soon you'll find playing the guitar Just as comfortable as it is fun.

STUDENTS TEACHER NOVICES EXPERTS RESEARCHER

one r7IFItTeTiT

1 4 (07) 2 (13) 0 0 0

2 30 (57) 5 (33) 1 (25) (X)

3 22 (39) 8 (53) 3 (75) X

4 1 (02)
0 0

CONSENSUS
SCORE:

2/3 3 3 3

Discussion of Sample D

Researcher/Trainer Response. Samples D, E, F,

G, K, L, M were set aside for secondround anchoring,
as a check on where the cutoff should come between
scores of 2 and 3. None of these seemed to be either
bottom or top papers. Sample D was particularly inter
esting for training purposes, since it was clearly a
response to Version B of the prompt which specified
audience and rhetorical purpose more precisely. This
student writer responded with a process paper, a set of
directions on how to do something for the first time,
as is quite appropriate given this version of the first
time prompt. The problem, of course, is that compared
with accounts of personal experiences, this kind of
paper seems dull to many readers--unless, of course,
one is interested in learning to play the guitar. I

was curious a, to how students would evaluate this
paper; would they verify my sense that these are good
instructions--clear, accurate, helpful? I tentatively
assigned this paper a 3, recognizing that it does not
make exciting reading, but believing that it does well
what it set out to do.
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Student Rater Response. Students as a whole

were not favorably impressed by this paper compared to
others in the sample. The majority (52%) scored this a
2, although the feeling differed in the two classes that
were given a second day of training. In each class
students responded to my questions about the accuracy
and helpfulness of these instructions qua instructions
with fairly noncommittal comments such as, "They're

all right. They're not wrong." Since few of these
students attempted to write precise instructions for
this test, they may have little understanding of the
difficulty of the task; certainly, they had very few
examples of such writing with which to compare this
piece in order to discover its relative merit. This

situation points up the problem of dealing with dif-
ferent kinds of writing in a holistic assessment and

supports advocates of primary trait scoring who argue
that different kinds cf writing have different primary
traits and cannot be fairly compared in a single rank-

ordering.

Expert Teacher Rater Response. Only one of

these experienced raters considered giving this paper

a 2, and she was uncertain. Given the anchors from the
previous training session, the experts felt this paper
was clearly as adequate as H and N (the mushroom paper
and the airport paper) and better than B and C (first
drunk and first speech in class) , to which they had

given 2's. Agreement was strong on a 3 ranking, so
there was little discussion of the paper; no one com-

plained that it was difficult to judge this informative,
"how-to" paper against the more entertaining personal

narratives.

Novice Teacher Rater Response. This group

responded more positively to this piece, possibly
recognizing the difficulty of writing clear instructions
about a complex process. To some extent, judging from
comments, these raters rewarded the writer for coherence,
pleasant audience approach, personable voice, and com-

plex but controlled syntax during the lengthy single-
sentence instruction mid-paragraph. There was a strong
consensus that this paper deserved a 3, but no one con-
sidered it a 4, while several thought it deserved less

than 3.

2 1_ /2
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SAMPLE E

Mom,

We are leaving here in about four hours. I had the most exciting
vacation. This is the first time I have ever been away from the family
alone. Even though my friend came with me. it's still different. You
add so much security when we're in foreign places. I run into a distant
stranger every second. I miss you and Dad because I never have to worry
about a thing when you're near. I have learned alot this trip because I've
had to worry about money, my car and eating. Don't misunderstand me,
I need to do this. I feel as though I am just beginning to grow up. It's
like a young sparrow leaving his mothers nest to go out into the world and
defend his own life. It's a very scarey feeling hut a good one. I have
enjoyed myself very much and it's been a great experience. Thanks for
keeping me under your wing till I was ready to take flight. I look at this
as one step towards independence. Thanks also for trusting me to be alone
and being so understanding.

---your daughter---

STUDENTS

n X

TEACHER NOVICES EXPERTS RESEARCHER

n one rea er

1 2 (03)

2 14 (23) 4 (27)

3 29 ( ) 8 (53)

4 15 (25) 3 (20)

0 0 0

3 (75) 0

1 (25) X

0 0

CONSENSUS
SCORE: 3 3 2 3

Discussion of Sample E

Researcher/Trainer Response. In spite of the
apparent cliche, "like a young sparrow leaving his
mother's nest," and the general lack of specificity in
the writing, I tentatively scored this paper a 3 rather
than a 2 because I regarded it as doing effectively
what it set out to do. Like Sample C (the diary entry)
this writer creates an absolutely believable letter--
one which might be written at the end of a journey,
after other letters which were more like travelogues.
This one would be intended to sum up the meaning of this
extended "first time" experience. After hearing the
experts discuss this paper, I became more aware of its
weaknesses and see that, had we scored this paper 2 and
lowered papers B and possibly C to scores of 1, we might
have made a broader distribution of papers and been more
precise in our use of 2 and 3 as scoring categories.
Nevertheless, it is clear that this paper presents
evaluation problems in comparison with other papers
because, like Sample A, it deals with a so-called first

294



experience which was actually a series of experiences,

and it deals with that expe-ience on an abstract level.

There is definitely more attempted here than in the
"Dear Diary" of Sample C or in the rather flat, repe-
titious recounting of a first day at school in Sample G.

Student Rater Response. Students were divided

fairly evenly over three scoring categories, with the

bulk (487) concentratinvon a score of 3 for this paper,

bUt with a strong minority (23%) giving it a 2 and an

equally large group (25%) giving it a 4. Lower scoring

students didn't have much to s..ly about this paper: "I

didn't like it. I. dun't believe she did that (traveled

alone). There aren't enough details--she ought to tell

something about a time when she wished her parents were

there, but managed to get herself out anyway." The

latter comment is, of course, a strong and valid criti-

cism of this paper. Higher scoring students defended

this paper as being a believable letter, answering the

primary criticism of lack of details by saying, "That's

not the kind of letter it is. She's writing at the end

,..)f the trip--she wrote that other stuff before." This

view reflected my own view in choosing to give this

paper a score of 3. Students had little difficulty in

seeing that the paper was not strong enoogh for a top

score, reaching consensus at 3. One interesting com-

ment in favor of the paper was a compliment paid by one

student in response to the metaphor of the sparrow

leaving its mother's nest--reminding me again that what

are cliches to adults may be fresh images for students.

Expert Teacher Rater Respo'nse. This group sur-

prised me with 3 out of 4 readers giving this paper a 2

after having used the 3 category so freely. I asked

them to defend their low scoring in this case. Line by

line they pointed out the rather empty generalizations,

some awkwardnesses. They were put off by the sparrow.

They were not intereste.d in considering the letter for-

mat or the ,,necial voice of the writer which might be

assumed to result from the context of writing a letter

to a parent. Given that context, they felt the student

could or should have written more effectively--and that

this paper was parallel in quality to Samples C and G

rather than to Sample A, for example.

Novice Teacher Rater Response. The low raters

in this group expressed the feeling that this entire

paper was a cliche. They felt superior to this student's

struggling effort to express emerging feelings of inde-

pendence. Fortunately, a high rater pointed out what I

had learned from the student responders: what seems trite

to us may be very effective and new to students at this

age. These readers agreed, however, that this writer is
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not giving any reader new or deeper insights into what
it means to gain independence; at best, we have a small
portrait of how one adolescent responded with gj-atitude
to being given responsibility. Certainly not a 4 paper,
but the group was happy to agree on 3 instead of

t.)
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SAMPLE F

I'can still smell the smoke. It lingers in our hair and clothing.

The crackling climbing flames and dark smoke spread it seemed so quickly.

Yet that came later. At first their were only those bright flickering lights

and faint roaring noises, hardly threatening.

Mom woke us as Dad called the fire dep't. Their room was closest

to the garage. She pounded on our doors shouting fire, telling us to

get out of the house. Pepper reacted first. His barking and Mom's urgent

tone at first confused me then her words sank In. Fire. Fire

Anne & I scrambled out of our beds and grabbing Pepper hurried out of

the house. The smoke made everything hazy, fantastic and yet real. We

stayed at a friend's and talked to pass the time, catching up on the

eight months in which we hadn't seen each other.

Dad, Mom Ai A stayed behind to save the furniture and personal belong-

ings that they could. The fire consumed the garage, part of Mom A Dad's

room and some of the kitchen A bathroom. When Ane.

1

2

3

4

STUDENTS TEACHER NOVICES EXPERTS RESEARCHER

20 (34)

29 (49)

4 (07)

(07)

3 (20)

6 (40)

5 (33)

CONSENSUS
SCORE:

0

1 (25)

3 (75)

0 0

3

0

0

0

3

Dicussion of SampIe F

Researcher/Trainer Response. In all training for

holistic assessment, I usually try to include one paper

which is strongly written as far as it goes, but which

appears unfinished. I want to alert the group to this

type and arrive at a policy decision about how to score

such appers. The alternatives are: (a) to imagine what

the finished paper would be like, as if a page had simply

been lost, scoring the paper on the available evidence of

writing ability but not penalizing it for incompleteness;

or, (b) treat it as a complete piece, with the absence of

closure weighted into the holistic impression the piece

makes. By either policy, I found the piece worthy of a

3 at'aeast. The absence of closure prevented a score of

4 under policy (b), but the strength of the writing made

it interesting enough reading to earn a good score. I

could not award it a 4 under policy (a), juding its

potential, because I felt it was unclear whether the

student coula end it well. The last paragraph to be

written may well have petered out because the student
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couldn't figure out where he was going or how to cun-
clude what he had begun so dramatically.

Student Rater Response. This paper earned all
four scores, the very lowest scorers basing their deci-
sion simply on the fact that the piece was unfinished,
and that therefore the student hadn't really "done the
assignment." It was easy to persuade these students to
abandon this all-or-nothing formula for success and ask
them to try to judge the writing that was there. A few
students felt this paper included some of the best
writing of all the anchors (especially the first para-
graph), and so they wanted to award it a 4. They agreed
to a lower score when reminded that after all the writer
had not finished and we don't really know if he could
have finished well. Finally, the debate centered on
whether the paper deserved a 2 or a 3. Because the aim
of the training session is to achieve agreement, not to
establish absolutely the merits of each paper, discus-
sion was not prolonged. I presented my view that there
was sufficient writing of good quality, that the paper
was rewarding to read even without an ending, and,that
it was stronger and more interesting than the Other
papers we had scored as 2's. Students seemed comfort-
able with this resolution and were generally willing to
take the view that unfinished papers can be judged for
what they offer, without trying to speculate about how
well they might have been completed had the writer been
given more time.

Expert Teacher Rater Response. The experts
agreed in general with the novice teacher rater and my
response, discussing the extent to which the absence of
an ending interfered with the reader's ability to enjoy
this piece and understand the significance of that
"first time" experience. One expert felt the lack of
ending to be greatly detrimental, resulting from a 1.ack

of overall planning and a sense of purpose in writing
the essay. All readers felt this student had excellent
narrative skills and a real sense of how to begin a
dramatic account.

Novice Teacher Rater Response. There was a wide
range of responses, in spite of previous training,
because of the missing ending. This group, however,
produced a larger percentage of top scores than the
student raters had because they were more impressed by

the rather effective writing of the opening paragraphs.
This group produced good criticisms of the piece, how-
ever, saying that the sudden loss of focus and the tele-
scoping of events at the end of the third paragraph
suggest the writer had abandoned the moment worth
writing about and was going to have difficulty finding
good closure--even with adequate time to write.

298
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SAMPLE G

I remember what my first day of high school was like perfectly. I

remember how frightened I was that I would so something stupid. I felt

like I was the only person in the school who felt lost and that everyone

else knew exactly whit they were doing. Instead of going to my locker

between each class, I brought all of my books with me. I guess I was

afraid that I wouldn't have enough time to go all the way to my locker and

then try and find my next period class. Before each class I would

practically pray that there would be someone inside that I knew. I

remember thinking that I would never make any new friends. I felt so

nervous the whole. I'm so happy that day is gone forever. I will never

forget how nervous I was and what a relief it was when I heard the 6th

period bell ring to let us go home.

STUDENTS TEACHER NOVICES EXPERTS RESEARCHER

one reader

1
2 (03) 3 (20) 0 0

2 7 + 24 (52) 12 (80) 4 (100) X

3 22 + 4 (43) 0 0

4 1 (02)

CONSENSUS
SCORE:

2/3 2 2 2

Discussion of Sample G

Researcher/Trainer Response. This sample is much

like Samples B and C in level of detail and scope--per-
haps a trifle stronger than these, but certadnly not up

to Sample H (mushrooms) in overall impact. The piece

is unredeemed by the kind of lively pointed ending that

saves Sample N (airport). It seemed a good paper to use

to stabilize scorers' concepts of a 2 paper, having a

little more substance and coherence than the papers
representing the 1 score (Samples I and possibly B).

Student Rater Response. Students were split

between the scores 2 and 3. The appeal of this paper

was strong and apparently based in part on its subject:

defenders spoke of how vividly and convincingly the

writer had captured an experience they recognized.
"It's just like that," was a common comment. These

defenders rightly saw more details than in weaker papers

and were not easily convinced that the paper was not

strong enough for a 3 until they were asked to re-read

Samples A and H. Even then, some maintained that this

paper was just as good, and I allowed the difference in

opinion to stand, pointing out that every assessment
yields some borderline papers, and that the only scorers
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1,:ho were really off-base were the l's and 4's, (This
kind of training is dangerous, of course, since it
encourages scorers to stick to middle scores and not
trust themselves on the extremes.)

Expert Teacher Rater Response. These four raters
were unanimous in their recognition of a lower half
paper with some redeeming strengths and agreed with the
trainer's assessment. There was no discussion of this
paper.

Novice Teacher Rater Response. By the second
training session, this group was better at spotting
lower half papers and remaining clear in the reasons
for their choice.

ei)
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SAMPLE H

Mushrooms

Two years ago my Spanish teacher took us out to lunch. We went to

Thunder Mug. It's a favorite Pizza Parlor my old junior high school used
to go to. Before we left we had to decide what kind of Pizza we wanted
to get, so my teacher could call in and order it to be ready when we
got there. There were five people in my group. We voted on what kind of
pizza we would order. All four of them except for me, wanted a mushroom
pizza. I didn't want to argue about it so, I went along with it. But

I wouldn't eat the mushrooms. I'd take them off. When we got there the
Pizza was ready. I saw all throughs goobs of mushrooms on it, and thought

I would get sick. We found a table and they started eating. I took a

piece. I looked down at it and all thoughs mushrooms. I though of the
last time I had had mushrooms. (those sick gray things that tasted like
rubber (all mushy) I started to pick them off. Every body sat there
staring at me, and I felt like a fool, so I put the mushrooms back on,
closed my eyes and took a bite (try not to taste anything.). I tasted good.

I couldn't believe it. I took another bite, and it tasted even better.
Soon I had downed more then my share of the pizza, so I stopped eating.
From that day on, all my Pizza's have tons of mushrooms on them. I now put
mushrooms (in) on just about everything. I eat them on Pizzas, on steak,
sauteed. (next to just about any meat, in salad, mixed in vegetables. I

don't see how I couldn't have known how good they are. I'm glad I tried
to eat them two year ago, or I still would not know how good they are.

STUDENTS TEACHER NOVICES EXPERTS

1

2

3

4

CONSENSUS
SCORE:

3 (05) a 0 0

RESEARCHER

one rea er

0

13 (22)

32
(54)

6 (40) 1 (25) (I)

7 (47)
(50)

11 (19) 2 (13) 1 (25) 0

3 3 3 3

Discussion of Sample H

Researcher/Trainer Response. In the initial
selection of anchors, I considered this piece inferior
to Sample A, but superior to Samples B, C and I--and
about equivalent to D and L. I anticipated eating B,
C, I, as 1 papers, and rating Sample H (with D and 0
as 2 papers, saving the score of 3 for papers as good
as Sample A. I found the straight narrative style of
this paper rather flat; I was bored at the beginning
and reluctant to keep on reading. Only during the
training of rating groups did I begin to value this
paper for the clear impact of its simple anecdote, and
I found myself persuaded to raise the score of this
paper to 3. Unfortunately, when that shift was accom-
plished, a good many other papers which were weaker than

"")4
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Sample A, our first well-established 3 paper, were also
scored 3. This paper, then, and its popularity, con-
tributed to expanding the 3 category at the expense of
other scoring categories.

Student Rater Response. There was no arguing
with the appeal of this paper--almost as many students
wanted to give it a top score as wanted to give it a 2,

with the bulk of scorers preferring a score of 3. They
couldn't argue about the comparative syntactic resources
of Samples A and H--all they knew was that they had
enjoyed these papers about equally, and that both were
"more fun" than most of the other papers in the sample.
I acknolwedged tehir certainty; their taste, after all,
was an important measure of the success of this piece
of writing. The few students who gave this paper the
poorest score admitted that they hadn't finished reading
it--apparently the opening had affected them as it had
me.

Expert Teacher Rater Response. These four readers
initially were quite divided, eventually choosing a 3 by
consensus, as did the other groups.

Novice Teacher Rater Response. This group, like
the student raters, simply enjoyed this account, reading
into it a nice lesson on how we learn to like something
when we are forced to try it. One pointed out that the
straightforward narrative style was a successful way of
organizing a response to the prompt; the reader always
knew what was going on and didn't have to make any leaps.
The cumulative effect of the piece was strong, whatever
one thought about particular sentences or phrases. The
central part of the essay, with its freely and rather
carelessly used parentheses, struck manyreaders as
delightful; they liked this student's "voice."

Qll
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SAMPLE I

When I was about five years old I put some insect poison in my
mouth not knowing that it was poison. I later found out that It was
poison, and became very scared. I rember hiding by myself wondering it'
I was going to die. After a while I was still feeling allright so I
came inside, went about my normal routine, and soom after forgot the
incident. It embarassed me so much that I never told anyone about it,
and I think this is why I still remenber it so well

STUDENTS TEACHER NOVICES EXPERTS RESEARCHER

n % n % n % (one reader)

1 31 (59) 10 (67) 4 (100) X

2 18 (35) 4 (27) 0 0 .

3 3 (06) 1 (07) 0 0 0

4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

CONSENSUS
SCORE:

1 1 1 1

Discussion of Sample I

Researcher/Trainer Response. This paper had an
appeal--a kind of simple dignity. This writer, like
the one in Sample B, is facing the problem of writing
interestingly about not experiencing symptoms he could
report in vivid detail. He had to report what had hap-
pened in his imagination--how it felt to think he was
going to die. Hemingway very neatly avoids this problem
in "A Day's Wait" by telling the story through a father's
eyes; the child's behavior is deicribed as simply as in
this writer's account.

Nonetheless, this writer clearly does not attempt
much and is satisifed with a bare recounting of the inci-
dent. As far as it goes, it would be a perfectly accept-
able oral response to an oral request, but it does not
recognize the contract implied in a written test, a
contract that might be described as "show off your
writing" (see Sample J), or less perjoratively as,
"write so that we can relive the experience with you--
write as if you are a writer, not a test taker or a
respondent to a simple question in an oral dyad."



Student and Novice Teacher Rater Response.
Student rankings were somewhat more spread on this
paper than on Sample B. Again, the recognition of ar
experience which has been told simply and clearly and
which itself carries an impact appealed to many students.
The preceding discussion of Sample B, which called for
more details, inspired many students to defend their
low scores for this paper (as did the experts) by
pointing out simply the lack of elaboration, the need
for "showing, not telling." Novice teacher raters had
similar reactions.

Expert Teacher Rater Response. The experts were
unanimous in citing this paper as the anchor for the
lowest possible score. As with Samples B and C, the
unanimity invited little discussion. This paper was a
recognizable type to the readers from their experiences
in reading for ETS: the writer simply doesn't attempt
enough.

303



SAMPLE J

Dear Rachel,

I am so excited that you are coming out to visit me this summer.

The first thing we are going to do is go to Marriot's Great America and

ride the Tidal Wave. Remembering that you've never ben on a roller

coaster before, I promise I'll be patient with all your screams and pleas

for deferral. But don't worry because I reacted the same way the first

time I soared through the skies upside down. In fact, my first experience

on that death-defying machine will always swirl through my mind as the

roller coaster whooshed through space. Accompanied 1::_y three other friends,

I had bravely approached the long line extending from the mock'ship:

Somehow, waiting the forty-five minutes it took to reach the front of the

queue was far easier than the last 60 seconds before my turn arrived.

Up close, the noise vibrated the wooden platform more so than the actual

rush of acceleration. My face changed a different hue every breath I

took, which ocurred rather frequently, as I stepped unwillingly into the

metal death chamber. Hastily the amusement park employees recited their

instructions unheard by me as I recited my prayers. Before my "Please God"

had been completed a giant palm swatted the back of the train and hurled

it forward along the ominously constructed tracks. My head yanked back-

wards against the head rest; my eyes clamped shut; and my sweaty palms

acquired a grip impossible under normal circumstances. Within a matter of

seconds I could feel an unaccountable force pumping all my blood into

my head. Opening my eyes for an explanation, I discovered a transformation

in the earth's terrain--I was upside down. Pushed through a muggy summer

day, the sweat dripping down my face flew off at the corners. And the next

thing I knew, the mechanical
caterpillar jerked to a halt, and I was

hustled dizzy and dazed from the train. Smiling, I walked away saying,

"Boy that was fun let's do it again."

You'll love it Rachel. Can't wait to see you.

Love

STUDENTS TEACHER NOVICES EXPERTS RESEARCHER

% (one reader)

6 0

0 0

0 0

(100) 0

n % n % n

1
0 0 0: 0 0

2 2 (02) 0 0 0

3 27 (33) 7 (30) 0

4 54 (65) 16 (70) 4

CONSENSUS 4 4 4 4

SCORE:

Discussion of Sample J

Researcher/Trainer Response. I chose this paper

as a nearly ideal response to the prompt, representing

without question the top score possible. I was only

concerned whether there would be enough papers in the

sample that so successfully responded to the task. If

this paper were too far superior to most others, it

would create too narrow a scoring category for the
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scc,re of 4, eliminating many other papers which sJ]ould
be considered top papers if the reading were to oltain
a good spread of papers across the scoring range.

J has addressed her narrative to "someone vho is
about to have a similar experience," providing a realis-
tic rhetorical context, choosing an appropriate fcrm (a
letter), and working within these constraints to write
a particularly vivid account of her own first experience
on a roller coaster. The flatness of the first few sen-
tences, and the overwriting of sentence 6, I attributed
to problems in creating the setting--problems prompted
by the task. As creator of the task, I was quite will-
ing to read past the writing problems that seemed to
result from the constraints I put on the writer (osten-
sibly to help her write better!), privately congratu-
lating her on making such a good attempt to couch her
anecdote in the form invited by the prorpt. I skimmed
these first sentences to get to the "real" purpose of
the assignment, her recounting of her oun first-time
experience. I was soon impressed by, "Somehow, waiting
the forty-five minutes it took me to reach the front of

the queue was far easier than the last 60 seconds..."
and, "the employees recited their instructions unheard
hv me as I recited my prayers...." I read on, looking
for a good solid physical sensation, and I found it,
as the "giant palm swatted the back of the train...."
This student had fulfilled my expectations, and con-
tinued beautifully to do so for the rest of the essay
cum letter.

Student Rater Response. I was startled to find
that students did not universally recognize this paper
as the apex of achievement, and they had good reasons
for their reservations. The most striking comment,
offered as a defense of the low mark given by a respon-
sible student in a college prep literature class, was
simply: "It sounds too much like an English theme."
Other students spelled out this criticism, citing lint,
and phrase (especially in the beginning of the letter),
complaining that no one would ever write a letter like

that. I believe that they were reacting negatively to
two different problems in the writing of J on this
occasion. The primary problem is the one created by
the prompt, "write for someone who is about to have a
similar experience." The students were more harsh in
their judgment. Essentially, they said that if this
writer wanted them to believe this was a letter to a
friend, she couldn't write it like a composition to an
English teacher. Fortunately, for purposes of training
raters to reach agreement, there was at least one student
in each class who argued that it could be a letter to a

friend. The classroom teacher intervened to inquire,
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"Wouldn't you like to get letters this vivid from your

friends?" and received a generally positive response.

In other words, we can probably train students to recog-

nize that English teachers are going to value and give

high scores to good English-reacher-approved
writing

even in the context of an artificial letter format and

even if the students think the writing is unbelievable

in that context.

A second criticism the students seemed to be

making is one they had no word for: "overwriting" is

how the novice teacher raters put it. "My first expe-

rience on that death-defying machine will always swirl

through my mind as the roller coaster whooshed through

space" is a sentence that gets more points for effort

than for effect.

Expert Teacher Rater Response. The four expert

raters unanimously chose this paper as representing the

top score, wasted little time discussing it, and did in

fact fall into the trap the researcher/trainer was con-

cerned about: finding few other papers in the sample,

that so clearly and adequately responded to the test-

maker's intentions and to these trained raters' criteria

for success, The level of diction and syntax, the flaw-

less mechanics, the images, the telling details, the

play on "recited...recited,"
the cohering devices (moving

from "my prayers..." to "Before my 'Please God' had been

cmpleted..."), the device of setting the anecdote in a

letter format as a solution to the audience constraint--

and then making sure that at least the introduction and

conclusion sounded like a real letter--all of these

qualities in one piece of writing make this an excep-

tional paper.

Novice Teacher Rater Response. All the novice

teachers recognized that this was an upper half paper,

but they split very much like the student raters over

whether it was really a top paper, with 30% complaining

that it wasn't a "believable letter to a friend" or that

it was overwritten. One reader put it, "I just don't

like her very much," and another explained, "She's

showing off her writing ability, rather than really

writing about the experience." An interesting commen-

tary on what a writing test performance evokes.
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SAMPLE K

It's funny how some people think more about the things they dislike
than those that please them; one'd think every body would prefer dwelling
on their virtues and advantages than their short comings. I dislike writing
under given topics. I live for the present. Thusly from out of a digression

conform to the subject and describe the first time I wrote for an experiment.

The day had been mundane, the weather warm, my lunch to large and none
too good; upon entering my English class a stapled set of papers was thrust
on me and I was sent into an adjacent room to do whatever it was the sheets
dictated.

Now, to make on thing clear: My ego is at odds with my common sense.
The latter would dictate my avoiding the wrath of Miss McNelly by buckling
down and doing my best; the former compells me to sneer and retreat...
unjustifiably. This paper was begun only after twenty minutes of battle
had passed between the two factions of my consciousness, for in order to
write up to my standards, I would have to say something important to me...
which I would not reveal simply for the sake of an experiment. A fault
of mine, I suppose...I am too reticent towards baring my innermost soul
to those people who simply have evev business knowing; my peers and my
teachers. So. take a sneaky-pant er cop-out--- and here you have your
data.

STUDENTS TEACHER NOVICES EXPERTS

n % n % n

1 2 (03) 1 (07) 0 0

2 18 (29) 7 (30) 0 0

3 21 (34) 6 (26) 3 (75)

4 21 (34) 9 (39) 1 (25)

CONSENSUS
SCORE:

3/4 3 3

Discussion of Sample K

RESEARCHER

(one reader)

0

0

X

0

3

Researcher/Trainer Response. Perhaps one of the
most intriguing papers in the sample, this one was
included as an anchor because I wanted student raters
to see how a writer might argue with the test situation,
protesting his "first-time" role as a guinea pig while
still technically "conforming to the subject" and writing
an acceptable composition. The writer's agonies, however
do take their toll rhetorically: I would rate the paper a
3.

Student Rater Response. Most students recognized
the strength of this paper--a good number, however, gave
it low scores because they felt it didn't make sense or
wasn't an adequate response to the assignment. Fortu-
nately, in each class the criticisms were heard first,
inspiring an articulate and spirited defense by some
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studens who sympathized with the writer's dilemma and

was enormously impressed with his method of solving it.
These defenders were often unwilling to accept my ver-
dict that the paper had flaws that would make it a 3,

and so I let it stand for this group as a borderline,
3/4 paper.

Expert Teacher Rater Response. All four e.,perts
appreciated fully what this student had achieved, but

three agreed with my first assessment that the rough-
ness, especially of the opening paragraph, and the
connections the reader had to provide throughout, made

this less than a top score.

Novice Teacher Rater Response. The novice
teachers were as enthusiastic as thP positively
impressed student readers, with critical comments
coming primarily from those who seemed not to have
read the paper carefully enough to recognize what had
been attempted and achieved.
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SAMPLE L

In my youth I hardly ever got sick, but when I did, I grew very
sick. Such was the case when I first experienced a hospital. My
temperature had climbed far above normal and wouldn't regress. I remember
most vividly the trip through the halls where people from all walks of
life could be seen Illness, the only thing that they had in common,
brought them together, each of them unconcerned with any other. I had a
hard time not feeling sorry for them until I was the one manipulated by
the nurses. Everyone rushed, while I hardly could move. Hospitals, which
cure one's body, also take a bit of one's sanity.

STUDENTS TEACHER NOVICES EXPERTS RESEARCHER

n

1 0 0 0 0 0 0

(one reader)

0

2 3 (II)

3 18 (67)

4 6 (22)

3CONSENSUS
SCORE:

12 (52) (60)

10 (43) 2 (50) 0

I (04) 0 0

2 3 2

Discussion of Sample L

Researcher/Trainer Response. I chose this paper
as an example of a good 2 score, remaining at too
abstract a level, lacking development, but with nice
syntax and a last line which can be read as cohering
all that goes before.

Student Rater Response. Students were more
impressed than I was by this paper, and judged it a 3

in the one class which had time to read and rate it as
a group. They argued strongly with me, and I allowed
them this one as being a little more imaginative and
effective than such papers as Samples B, C, or G. I

wanted to encourage them not to consider length as a

sine qua non for high quality, and it seemed useful in
training to allow one short paper a score of 3 based
on other merits.

Expert Teacher Rater Response. These four raters
were divided evenly on this paper; two of them reflected
the response of myself and the novice teachers, two
others responded as the students had. Defenders read
the paper aloud pointing out that it was tight, consis-
tent, and said everything that needed to be said to
support that last line, which they found quite effective.
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Detractors, mvself,'included, complained that the long
sentence quoted by the novice teachers was difficult to
understand, rendering unclear the point of view of the
whole piece. Defenders in turn accused low scorers of
careless relding. The low scorers replied with maxims
bout the responsibility of the writer to help the reader
see. Whenever a paper divides a group along these lines,
with some readers seeing it as full of meaning and others
believing the meaning has to be read in, it is usually
best to abandon the sample as .sin anchor, thus, "agreeing
to disagree." In this case, however, the expert group
reached consensus, choosing to regard this as a 3 rather
than as borderline. The consensus did reflect the ten
dency of this group to score a paper 3 when in doub.t.

Novice Teacher Rater Response. This group was
scmewhat inclined, like myself, to score'this paper
down, not only for brevity, but for unreadability.
They responded negatively, as I had, to the sentence:
"I had a hard time not feeling sorry for them until T.

was the one manipulated by the nurses."
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SAMPLE M

Art has different meanings to different people. Art for me isn't what
it is for another; the meaning can change even for each individual work
simply by being interpreted differently in the mind of the experiencer.

M.C. Escher was one of the most brilliant and talented artist of our
time. He died in 1972, but his works live on with the image of his mind
forever recorded on them. To look at one of his works (most being ink
paintings) is to look into a strange dimension somehow hidden from the
rest of the world...they're alive with ideas, every one of them. It
was the dynamic aspect of them which I like and have liked ever since I
first saw one about five years ago. Many find his painting strange and
illogical, not pleasing to the eye. I find them just the opposite.. They
contain increadable beaty and comfort, both of which I saw and felt from
the start. In k world of hazard and discomfort, Escher is a refreshing
escape into another world, one of those escapes we all need from time to time.

STUDENTS TEACHER NOVICES EXPERTS RESEARCHER

1

2

3

4

CONSENSUS
SCORE:

(X)

(one reader)

(X) 0 0

(X) (X) 0

(X) (X) 2 (50) (X)

X

EVASION (4)

(X)

EVASION (3)

2 (50)

3/4 EVASION (3)

X first choice score, no count made
(X).1 strong second choice score, no count made

Discussion of Sample M

Researcher/Trainer Response. A problematic
paper, this essay represents a common dilemma for
holistic scorers. At first glance, I read it as an
evasion of sorts. If I had encountered it on a College
Board English Composition test, I might have thought it
a canned essay, a favorite collection of abstractions
used successfully on another occasion and tailored
slightly to appear to fit the topic. However, I altered
my position and came to recognize that it is equally
likely that this paper is a fairly sophisticated and
ambitious attempt to deal with the topic, a sincere
response to the Version B admonition to write for some-
one about to have a similar eperience. Hence, the
writer's introductory sentences point out that dif-
ferent people have different responses to art. Like
a few others who responded to Version B, this student
interpreted the instructions, quite validly, as requir-
ing writers to address themselves to preparing the
reader for an initial experience, rather than simply
recounting the writer's own initial experience.
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scored but should be turned over to the trainer or the
teacher. This is done to avoid giving such papers mis-
leadingly low scores.

Finally, -ne student pointed out that even if we
thought the paper was on the subject, it should get a
score of 3 not 4 because "it would be a better paper if
the person really had told us something about his first
experience--so we could see the paintings." Ultimately,
this was the Vi2W that I took of the paper.

Expert leacher Rater Response. The experts =;:ere
ada:f:;ant that this paper was not an evasion, and scored
it with little disagreement as a top half paper. The
group split 50/50, with two readers giving it a 4 and
two giving it a 3. Readers were not able to reconcile
this difference; staunch defenders of the maturity
involved in what the student attempted and the quality
of his abstractions felt that this paper was far superior
to papers such as A and H, and as good as J, although dif-
ferent in kind. The other two readers agreed with the
researcher/trainer that the absence of supporting details
weakened the paper, although they recognized the worth of
what the student was attempting and the superior quality
of the abstractIons, including the introduction and con-

Nvice Teacher Rater Response. Novice teachers
re,-ippnded to this paper very much as the student raters
had: they admired it as a good piece of writing, on the
whole, with a few raters giving it low scores for fail-
ing to deal with the topic. Again I introduced the
option of labeling a paper as an "evasion" to avoid
using a low score for a well written paper. As with
student raters, the use of this sample paper as an
example of an evasion did not cause the teacher novices
to score any other paper this way. Strictly speaking,
then, if this paper is not considered an evasion, then
there were no evasions in the entire sample of student
writin.
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With this in mind, a main shortcoming of the
paper is the lack of concrete details to help us vis-
ualize what it is Escher does--in this case an enor-
mously difficult task, possibly beyond the student's
powers. But equally possible is the fact that in thirty
minutes, the student found insufficient time to do more
than work out the fairly strong generalities that ex-
press his feelings about Escher. If we use as our
rubric the standard directions to teacher scorers at
Sir Francis Drake High School in Marin County, Cali-
fornia: "Treat each paper with respect. The student
should be rewarded for what he does well," we might
find ourselves agreeing with the one expert scorer who

awarded this paper a 4. I decided that my initial
impression, that this paper was an evasion, was in
error, and I believe that with a more careful reading
I would have scored this paper 3. The claims, albeit
fascinating ("they're alive with ideas, every one of
them"), need some attempt at substantiation--description
either of the paintings or of one or two of the ideas

they are "alive with." However difficult this might be
to do, the student set himself this task when he tackled
this subject, and from the rhetorical perspective, this

piece remains unfinished. The implication for holisti-
cally scored time writing tests is, of course, that part
of the student's task is to select material that can be
turned into a fairly finished piece in very little time.
Some subjects are too big and too important to be dealt
with on such occasions. And yet, it will be the most
able students who fall into this trap, a fact which
mitigates against short timed tests.

Student Rater Response. I took an informal vote
of initial responses to this prompt but I did not record
them, unfortunately, since I expected to point out to
students that this paper constituted an evasion. In

all classes, however, I observed an inverted curve in

the response; that is, students who saw the paper as
fulfilling the topic gave it one of the top scores
(over half the students in each class gave this essay
a 4), with a few students giving it the lowest score as
a way of saying that it did not satisfy the assignment.
Comments in favor of the top score for this paper showed
that students generally were impressed and attracted by
the subject chosen, by the abstract concepts, and by

the mature voice. When comments were requested from
the students who scred this essay low, the response
was simply, "It doesn't even deal with the topic!" No

students were able to show, as the experts later did,
how the paper could actually be read as very much on
topic; all students appeared to accept the trainer's
initial instruction to regard this paper as a model of
evasion, understanding that such papers should not be
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SAMPLE N

The first time I walked through an airport and watched the planes
lift off while staring through the immense plate glass windows was

really exciting. The hustle and bustle of the people, the noise of the
Jets an the slick floors of the terminal were just driving me zrazy.
There t4ere so many different types of people, with slanted eyes. Some

people couldn't talk correctly, the spoke in a Jibberish sort of way.
I Saw more types of people then I could imagine while I was sliding

back an forth across the slick floors. Mother thought they were dirty,

but but she was wrong they weren't dirty but there sure were a]ot of

little rolled up pieces of paper with lipstick on them. the best was

yet to come. With my nose pressed tightly to the window I could see

the taxiing around the runways. I could even see a few taking off,
first the front and then the back, floating through the air as easily

as I could imagine.
The excitement of the airport is gone now, I've seen the planes take

off a hundred times, and I've had my fill of slick floors and cigarette

butts, and the people who were different I now see every day. The planes

are still a little special though because they are the ticket tO new firsts.

STUDENTS TEACHER NOVICES EXPERTS RESEARCHER

n % n t n % (one reader)

1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

2 3 (11) 12 (52) 2 (50) 0

3 18 (18) 10 (43) 2 (50) X

4 6 (22) 1 (04) 0 0 0

CONSENSUS
SCORE:

3 2/3 3 3

Discussion of Sample N

A Note from the Researcher/Trainer. Sample N
was read by only 27 students, having, been included in
the first training packet as the last paper of seven.
In all but one classroom, discussion of the other six
anchors took so much time that scoring was begun without
tabulating responses to this paper. Considering the
spread of responses from other scoring groups, I regret
not having recorded more student responses. I found
this paper parallel in general quality to Sample H, the
"mushroom" paper, and wavered--as did the expert raters--
on whether to award it a 2 or a 3. This is not because
I don't see it as clearly superior to certain other
papers and clearly inferior to still others, but
because it is not clear to me where the cutoff should
come between 2 and 3 for this sample of papers. Like
the expert raters, I have read the California High
School Proficiency Exam for ETS and have internalized
a set of expectations that leads me to see these sam-
ples (N and H) as relatively good writing--strong 3's
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on a 5-point scale. But the scale in this study was
only four points, and there were virtually no papers
in this sample equivalent to the papers that earn
scores of 1 on the CHSPE. This would tend to lower
the level of appers such as this one to a score of 2.

Apart from the debate about where to draw the
line between 2 and 3, the paper itself creates some
debate. I read the paper as adopting the voice and
perspective of a child during the bulk of the first
paragraph, then returning to an older perspective (and

hence voice) in the final paragraph, with strikingly
effective closure. The argument between readers who
placed this paper in the upper half and those who found
it typical of lower half papers centered on whether the
childish language of the middle passage ("so many dif-
ferent types of people, with slanted eyes....Mother
thought they were dirty but she was wrong they weren't
dirty...") was indicative of an undeveloped,writing
style or was an attempt to assume a tone appropriate
to the child who was sliding around on the slick floors
picking up cigarette butts. In the last analysis, all
scorers agreed that the details in this paper and the
fine ending deserved a higher score than papers they

had agreed to call 2, such as C. It might be useful
to consider this paper typical of a 2/3 split judgment.

a
:3,
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Chapter 3

BEYOND THE FIELD TEST OF WRITING PROMPTS:
A PRELIMINARY INVESTIGATION OF THE
NATURE OF RESPONSE VARIATION TO
SELECTED FIELD-TESTED PROMPTS

Gerald Camp, Charles Kinzer, and Sandra Murphy

Part I: The Effects of Assessment Prompt and
Response Variables on Holistic Score:
A Pilot Study and Validation of an
Analysis Technique

Charles Kinzer and Sandra Murphy

Part II: A Field Test of Eight Prompts: Santa
Clara County Writing Assessment*

Gerald Camp

*A Bay Area Writing Project Study conducted on
behalf of the Santa Clara County AB 65 Consortium,
which provided the data base for the study in
Part I.
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Chapter 3: Part I

THE EFFECTS OF ASSESSMENT PROMPT AND RESPONSE
VARIABLES ON HOLISTIC SCORE: A PILOT STUDY
AND VALIDATION OF AN ANALYSIS TECHNIQUE

Charles Kinzer and Sandra Murphy

1.0 Introduction

Holistic scoring procedures for writing have been
widely accepted and adopted by both researchers and
practitioners in the field. Traditionally, holistic
scoring has been used to rank papers for placement and
competency testing purposes. Following such rankings,
some researchers (Cooper, Cherry, Gerber, Fleischer,
Copley, and Sartisky, 1980) have analyzed characteristic
features of the written product in the holistically
scored sample. However, research exploring features
of the assessment writing prompt which may influence
holistic scores is a relatively new phenomenon.

Freedman (1977), in an examination of the effects
of reader, essay and environmental variables on holistic
scores, found that essay variables contributed most to
the variance in the scores. Unexpectedly, topic effects
were also found. The focus of the study reported here
is upon possible relationships between assessment
prompts, written products, and holistic scores.

As part of a larger NIE project, this study is one
of a series that examines writing task variables in
holistic writing assessments. This is a preliminary
effort to determine ways of identifying effects of
prompt and response variables in relation fo holistic
scores.

This study therefore had two major goals:

1. To investigate prompt effects and response
variables which might result in discrepancies
in holistic scores.

2. To validate an analysis system for looking
within specific prompts.

A fairly rigorous design which would incorporate
prompts, scores and written products while controlling
for extraneous variables is shown in Figure 1. Figure
1 also notes the basic assumptions upon which this
study is based.
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The specific design for the study parallels that
shown in Figure 1 (see Figure 2). The modifications
arise from this study's evolving into a larger, Bay
Area Writing Project assessment.
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In 1979, the Bay Area Writing Project and the Santa
Clara County AB65 Secondary Consortium developed a set
of writing topics, or prompts, which were to become part
of the Consortium's bank of evaluation instruments. The
prompts were developed by a subcommittee made up of
writing teachers from Santa Clara County elementary and
secondary schools. Prompts from several sources were
examined and members of the committee also contributed
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topics they had used in their classrooms or districts.

Twelve prompts were initially drafted and revised.
(See-- Part II of this report for a full description of
the data base.)

The final prompts developed by the committee were
field tested in several districts throughout the country.

Eight prompts were tested.

1. Imagine that you are trapped in one of the
following situations and you cannot escape for

several hours. Tell what you do to escape or
to pass the time until you are rescued.

a. an elevator b. an abandoned mine
c. a locked room d. a life boat

2. If you had to choose to be something other
than a human being, what would you choose?
Give your reader some idea of what it would
be like to be that form, and why you chose it..

3. Think of a personal experience that has in

some way changed your life: a particular event;
a person; a place you have visited; a book you
have read; a film, television show, or play
you have seen. Describe the experience and
explain why it was an important one for you.

4. While visiting in your grandmother's house you
find a large trunk. Propped on a chair beside
the trunk is a card, and on it in-your grand
mother's handwriting are the words, "To my only
grandchild: Inside this trunk you will find
what you have always wanted." Describe the
gift and how you will use it.

5. Think of a friend, real or imaginary, that you
had when you were younger. Describe something
you and this friend did together; try to show
your reader the kind of person this friend was
and why you chose this person as a friend.

6. The school newspaper has asked students to sub
mit suggestions about how to improve the school.
Think of ONE and only one problem which you
would like to see solved to make life at school
better for you and others. In a letter to the
school newspaper describe the problem and tell
how you would like to see it solved.

7. Employment agencies can be very helpful in
finding you a job if they know what job you

want and are qualified for. Write a letter
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to the ABC Employment Agency, 204 East Main
Street, Bay City, CA 94606. Explain what job
you would like and what your qualifications
are. Explain the reasons you think you should
be hired and give examples of your strengths.
Include references.

8. You have been sent a bill charging you for two
record albums you did not purchase. Write a
letter explaining the problem so thpt someone
in the billing department can correct the error.

The bill is from Melodie Record Club,
444 Tune Street, Nashville, Tenn. 78056

The records charged to your account are:
Kiss Presents Opera Highlights and
Led Zepplin Country Hits

Your name and address are:
Chris Brown
456 Main Street
Bay City, CA 92001
Your account number is:
35-800-21

Data were obtained on the performance of each
prompt in typical county schools identif.ied as low,
mid-range, and high. The school categories were based
on student performance on other measures of their writ-
ing ability. Schools were also categorized by percen-
tile ranking on CTBS, and the county-wide proportion of
schools which fell into each category was determined.

The mid-range sample formed the data base for the
study reported here. In this sample eight classes,
divided among three schools, were tested. One school
fell into the 34-44 percentile range, one into the 45-55
percentile range, and one into the 56-66 percentile
range. These schools were further categorized as low,
medium, and high respectively. The eight prompts were
tested in one "low," two "average" and one "high"
ability class.

In the three mid-range schools, between 23 and 30
papers were obtained from each class. The eight prompts
were randomly assigned to the students in each class.
Testing was done during a five-day period. Students
were given 30 minutes to write in response to the given
prompt. The data from the above field test of prompts
were made available to the investigators for the study
reported here. As noted, identification of the effects
of the prompts, and the deiyelopment of systems for
investigating and analyzing such effects are the major
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goals of this study. In keeping with the prospective
desi.gn noted in Figure 1, two prompts were considered
ideal_ for the purposes of this study. Mean scores
between prompts 5 and 6 were significantly different.
Such a difference was unexpected due to the randomiza-
tion in assignment of prompts and controls in the

scoring procedures. Thus, the papers resulting from

responses to these two prompts were selected for analy-

sis in this study. In short, prompts 5 and 6 were
selected because they showed the widest variation in
average holistic score. Means and variances for the
two topics are shown in Table 1.*

The sub-sample selected for analysis was drawn from
the entire pool of responses to prompts 5 and 6. To

ensure that the sub-sample was representative of the
total data base, the data base was divided into number

of papers per score. Within each score, papers were
randomly selected so that overall percentages of papers

per score were equivalent across the total response set

and the sample to be analyzed. For example, if 20% of

the total data set received a score of 8, then the
sample -;as selected so that 20% of the total to be
analyzed received a score of 8. In this way, the
sample was both randomly selected and representative
of the data set, allowing generalization to the popu-
lation from which the original data was gathered. Forty

papers, twenty each from the set of responses to prompts
5 and 6, were selected for analvsi.s (see Table 2).

3.0 The Analysis System

After the sample was selected, a task analysis

system was developed to provide a means for identifying
the salient aspects of the prompts and student-response.
The prompt-related task analysis system was based specif-

ically on the two prompts. The analysis system should
be viewed as an exploratory methodology. It was con-

structed to allow examination of performance and prompt
factors in relation to holistic score both within and

across prompts. Global analysis variables in the

response analysis included legibility, general fluency
in terms of the amount of writing produced, use of
cohesive devices in the development of ideas, and

errors related to grammatical and written language

conventions.

3.1 Response-based Variables

3.1.1Legibilitv. A measure of legibility was

) 4

*All tables are at the end of this r.epoldtli
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obtained through an analysis procedure previously
employed by Keech and Blickhahn (1981). Individual
pape'rs were ranked on a scale of 1 to 4 by two of the
investigators. Factors used for the legibility rankings
are shown in Table 3. Each legibility score was based
ipon two independent rankings.

3.1.2 Cohesion. A measure of idea development was
obtained through the use of an adaptation of Halliday
and Hasan's technique for analyzing cohesion in English
(Halliday and Hasan, 1976). When groups of words within
a text were related to the same idea, they were treated
as textual "chains" of ideas. As in Halliday and Hasan's
system of analysis, these words or tokens could be repe-
titions of the same,idea, synonyms, or reference items
which presuppose the same meaning. The basic assumption
underlying this portion of the analysis was that repeated
reference resulted from the development of ideas which
constituted central themes in the texts.

In each paper, the number of cohesive ties in the
three longest text chains was counted. Lexical ties
and other cohesive ties produced by substitution,
reference and ellipsis were included in calculating the
length of the text chains. Conjunctive ties were counted
separately from other types of ties, since such ties are
often used to specify the relationships between more than
one idea or topic. Conjunctive ties were tabluated as
additive (e.g., and, and also, nor, neither, or, or else,
and...not, alternatively, etc.), adversative (e.g., yet,
but, however, although, nevertheless, still, etc.),
causal (e.g., so, the, thus, therefore, since, because
of, etc.), or temporal (e.g., next, before, then, after,
subsequently, this time, etc.).

3.13 Errors. Transcription errors, grammatical
errors, and errors related to standards of usage for
written language were also counted in each paper of the
sample. The errors were classified into 12 categories:

1. Unattached dependent clauses (e.g., "When he
was fifteen."), and structures which lacked a
complete verb (e.g., "The boy running down the
hill."), were counted as fragments.

2. Comma splices were counted if a comma was used
to join two or more independent clauses when
there should have been two sentences separated
by a period or a semi-colon (e.g., "I chose to
stay because of the fact that some people are
different from others, they have their own
perceptions and...").

3. Comma omissions were counted when commas were

111=1M11111.1.11111MM.la-,
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missing after initial introductory -clauses,

etc. (e.g., "When the boy came running we
saw..."). They were not counted when they
were omitted around phrases in the second
clause of sentences that contained two coor-
dinated clauses.

Subject-verb agreement errors were counted wn
subjects and verbs did not agree in number
(e.g., "The fastest boy and the fastest girl

runs tomorrow.").

5. Non-standard verb usage errors included items
as "I seen...," "He brung...," items related
to dialect differences, or items inappropriate
for written texts.

6. Pronoun agreement errors were counted when
pronouns did not agree in number with their
referents (e.g., "The funny thing about the
boy was that they like to swim.").

Non-standard pronoun usage errors included
items such as "Sally and me went to the
party...," "Us boys went to the beach. .,"
"He went, with John and I," etc.

E. Ambiguous reference errors included instances
where a pronoun could be interpreted as refer-
ring to more than one person or thing mentioned

in the text (e.g., "Bobby smiled at Tim when he
won."), as well as instances where no antecedent
appeared in the text preceding the use of a

pronoun.

Modification errors included misplaced modifiers
(e.g., "There was a person on the bus with a

brown cap."), two-way modifiers (e.g., "The
mayor said in his speech his brother Lold th

truth."), and dangling modifiers (e.g., "While
correcting papers, the message came from the

principal.").

Misuse of adjectives and adverb errors included
adverbs used as adjectives (e.g., "The carpen-
ters built the platform sturdily enough."),

and double comparisons (e.g., "more happier,"
"most farthest," etc.).

Spelling errors.

The final category was used for tabluatirg
errors other than those noted above. Items

which appeared in this category included
11)
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tr qd: b as d u 'L 1 n e t anci w
a;-prpriate context:,

I m2t-based Vari-bles

The prtmpt-based analysis system was devise] to
spity task demands in the prompt. These variables
csuld be examined in relation to the response based
variables found in the student papers. Student papers
were independently read by two investigators who decided
whether or not the response matched the category. Areas
of disai_:reement were resolved by Consensus or by a third
1:artv arbiter.

'ILe three cateo ries ct prompt-based variables uere
i-od as being:

Directly related to the explicitly stated task
demands in the prompts;

Elaborations of explicitly stated task demands
in the prompts;

Divergent, i.e., containing issues or themes
not called for in the prompt or which contra-
dicted explicitly stated task demands.

Prompt-based Variables for Prompt 5. Pr mpt

Think of a friend, real or imaginary, that you had
wl.en you were younger. Describe something you and
this friend did together; try to show your reader
the kind cif person this friend was and why you
-hs e this person as a friend.

de7H-tnds of this prompt, as they were expect-I
retlected in the student responses, were:

Demand

1. Speified a frien1
reiationip. 0-ea_
friend)

Category of Prompt Demand
(A=explicitly stated;
B=elaboration; C=divergent)

Ti

lt in recent pas.t. A

elementarY schod)

Event in distant past.
(pre secondary school)
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Dem- d

Category of Prompt Demand
(A=explicitly stated;
B=elaboration; C=divergent)

Dcscrie one event. A

7). Descries related events.

Lists separate events.

Explicitly discusses
character traits and
personality.

8. Implicitly shows character A

through event.

9. Implicitly shows character
through event. (i.e.,
comments on relationship
betwee character and event)

Explicitly discusses why
person was chosen.

17. Implicitly shows why person A

was ch..7,sen through event.

Explicitly shows why person
through event. (i.e.,
comments on relationship
between event and why
persn was chosen)

Pesy be a friend. (i.e.,
ical :haracteristics)

riend relation-
ship. (imaginary friend)

H. Implicitly shows character
traits and personality.

Prmpt-based Variables Promrt

The school newspaper has asked students to submit
sug,zestions about how to improve the school.
Think of ONE and only one Iproblem which you would

lilce to see solved to make life at school better
f-r y11 and others. In a letter to the school
newspaper describe the problem and tell how you
wuld lire to see it solved.

325



The demands of this prompt, as they were expected
to be reflected in the student responses, were:

Prompt Demand

1 Refers to request for
suggestions.

Category of Prompt Demand
(A=explicitly stated;
B=elaboration; C=divergent)

Explicitly or obviously
relates problem to school
improvement.

3. Addresses one problem/ A
issue.

Addresses related
problem/issues.

Lists separate problems/
issues.

Relates problem tc, other
aspects of school life.

Explicitly states solution
would make things better
for self.

A

Explicitly states solution
would make things better
for others.

A

9. Explicitly states solution
would make things better
for everyone (i.e., staff,
and students).

10. Letter in form. A

U. Letter in fact (i.e., A
first person).

Describes the problem. A

13. hxplains why it's a problem.

iL Explains why the problem is
significant (i.e., in com-
parison to other problems).

15. Presents solution.
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Prompt Demand

16. Discusses effects of
solution.

Category of Prompt Demand
(A=explicitly stated;
B=elaboration; C=divergent)

Explains worth of
slution (i.e., in
relation to other issues)

Implicitly describes the
problem.

4./ 0 Data Tabulation and Analysis

Individual papers were coded on a yes/no basis for
each of the items in each category. The papers were
independently coded by two members of the research staff.
There was 89% agreement between the two coders on the
items for prompt 5, and 91% agreement on codings for
prompt 6. On items where codings disagreed, the papers
were discussed and a consensus was reached. On one
student paper, there was disagreement on three of the

items. This paper was eliminated from the analysis.
Thus, the sub-sample for topic 6 was reduced to an N
of 19.

When looking at the above-noted task demand items
for prompts 5 and 6, it appears that some of the task
demands are comparable across both prompts. For example,
both prompts call for the student-writer to focus on a

single subject. If the writer did in fact focus on one
subject, an expectation which was in the topic demand
category "A" (i.e., "describes one event" was explicitly
stated in the prompt), the s.tudent response was coded
"yes," i.e., as having met the explicit task demand.
If, on the other hand, the student wrote about several
unrelated events and did not focus on a single subject,
then that item would be coded "no." However, this
latter response would be coded "yes" with regard to the

item "lists separate events" (an item in catdgory "C":
divergent response), since writing about several unre-
lated events or problems contradicts the prompt's
instructions.

A student could also write about more than one
event or problem, relating them to a central theme. In

response to prompt 6, for example, one student argued
,that students be permitted to enroll in seven classes,
rather than the allowable six, so that they could fit
electives into their schedule. In constructing his
argument, the student discussed various problems which

0 A
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were related to flexibility in scheduling and time for
elec,tive classes. Another studenc wrote about the
gene-ral problem of vandalism, but elaborated on this
theme by citing several specific problems as examples
and then suggesting solutions for each. In response to
prompt 5, one student writer interwove comments about a
soccer tryout and the publishing of a play (two separate
events), in order to show two sides of her friend's
character. Responses suc'A as the above were coded (in
cateizory B) as elaborating on demands specifically
called for by the prompt.

5.0 Results

Results were analyzed both within and across prompts
The within-prompt analysis provided information about
interactions between the writer and the prompt, by sug-
gesting which parts of the prompt were focused upon by
different writers. Obviously, some aspects of a prompt
are of more importance to a writer than other aspects.
The within-prompt analysis is a preliminary attempt to
identify implicit and explicit prompt demands which are
mcst salient to the writer.

Traditionally, researchers who examine effects of
prompts do so only in relation to score. However, some
factors may hold constant across prompts. Across-prompt
analyses in this study examine the following variables
in an effort to explore such possible constants:

1. total number of words in the response;

2. legibility;

3. proportion of total errors to total number of
words;

proportion of number of words in the three
longest text chains to total number of words;

5. proportion of words in the longest text chain
to total number of words.

lable 4 presents the results of the analyses performed
on each of the above variables across both prompts.

As shown in Table 4, only proportion of total
errors was not statistically significant across prompts.
This indicates that students made the same number of
errors regardless of which prompt they were given. The
other four,variables, however, were found to differ
across prompts. In terms of statistical significance,
students wrote more words in responding to prompt 5, as
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well as writing lunzer text chains and including more
words in their three longest chains, than did the prompt
6 re-spondents. The prompt 6 papers were found to be
significantly more legible than the papers written in
response to prompt 5.

The four statistically significant variables noted
above were examined in relation to score. The results
of this analysis are shown in Table 5.

Table 5 clearly shows a significant relationship
between prompt 6 and the four variables analyzed. In

prompt 5, no statistically significant relationship
between score and any of the four factors was found.
In prompt 6, huwever, all of the variables were found
to have a statistically significant relationship to
score. As score in prompt 6 increased, so did legi
bility rank. However, as score increaetd,'proportions
(with regard to total number of words in the response)
of errors, number of words in the longest three text
chains, and number of words in the longest chain

decreased. These results are elaborated upon in
Section 6.0.

As noted in Section 3.2, the task analysis system
was constructed to include three categories of response,

reflected task demands. The first category ("A")
explicitly asked for information to be included in the
response (e.g.,'"think of ONE and only one problem").
The second category ("B") implicitly asked for informa
tion to be included in the response, thus inviting
elaboration by the writer. For example, "Describe
something you and this friend did together" implies
a past event which was a "oneshot" affair, not an
ongoing activity. The third category ("C") analyzed
response characteristics which included information
that was not called for or was inappropriate to the

prompt. For example, the student may have listed
several events or problems when one was clearly asked

for. These three categories were compared to score
both within and across the two prompts.

Table 6 presents resuJts of the analysis used to
determine psossible relationships between score and

explicit, elaborated and inappropriate information
found in the written responses. As noted in Table 6,
there is no statistically significant relationship
between score and any of the three independent measures

in prompt 5. In prompt 6, however, results indicate
that as score increases, so do instances of elaborated

response. Further, as scores in prompt 6 increase,
inappropriate response interpretations decrease. This

is of special interest when it is remembered that the
mean score for prompt 6 was higher than that :14:4rompt

329



5, and is a possible result of prompt effects rather
than writer-related factors.

The above result is paralleled by findings noted
in Table 7. A t-test on the means across prompts for
the three response categories shows: (1) that signifi-
cantly more students responded to explicitly asked for
information in prompt 6; (2) that there was no difference
between prompts in number of elaborated responses; and,
(3) that significantly more responses in prompt 5 fell
into the inappropriate response category than in prompt
6. These results also appear to support the contention
that there is an effect of a writing prompt which is
manifested by differences in responses and by holistic
score between these two prompts.

6.0 Discussion

The results support the viewpoint that effects of
writing prompts are related in student responses and
influence holistic scores. Since thewriting assessment
distributed the Frompts randomly across schools and
students, no difference in group mean scores should
result. That is, the randomization procedure ensures
equivalent abilities of students involved in the writing
task, regardless of prompt. Yet, there were differences
in mean holistic scores found across responses to prompts
5 and 6.

The differences in scores across prompts could be
attributed to at least two factors. First, one of the
prompts may be more difficult than the other. One way
to examine this possibility is to see if writers can do
what the prompt calls for. Such a technique was employed
in this study. Second, differences in score across
prompts could result because the readers (i.e., the
holistic scorers) respond differently to students'
writing based upon external, non-prompt related factors
such as legibility and number of errors. This aspect
was also explored in this study.

The analyses employed indicated that students did
more of the things called for in prompt 6 than in prompt
5. Prompt 6 was also the one that had the higher group
mean score. Thus, it seems appropriate to say that the
more implicit and explicit demands in a prompt that are
addressed, the higher the score. In short, the analysis
system indicates that prompt 5's task demands were not
well identified and responded to, implying that prompt
5 was more difficult.

It should not, however, come as a surprise that
prompt 5 was more difficult than prompt 6 in terms of
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tdsk demands. Prompt 6 asked the students to think of
a school-related problem, explain why it was a problem,
and "then suggest a solution. Prompt 5 asked students
to think of a friend, then to remember and describe an
event involving both the student-author and the friend.
The event was then to be used to illustrate the friend's
character traits, in addition to showing (through the
event) why the person was chosen as a friend. It seems
clear that the task demands for prompt 5 were more dif-
ficult than those of prompt 6, and that students could

re easily meet the task demands in prompt 6. The fact
that this was illustrate-d through the analysis system
used in this study supports the use of such analyses as
a method for examining prompt difficulty based upon task
demands.

The finding, with regard to errors and text chains,
however, is someWhat surprising. It was expected that
chain length (measured here in number of "chained" words
per total number of words in the written product) 14,7uld
parallel increases in score, rather than decrease as
implied by the results. This finding, however, could
be due to an artifact of the length of the student's
paper. For example, as response length increases, the

proportion of chained words to total words decreases
even though the number of words in a chain may be sub-
stantial. If a response consisted of 100 words, with
a longest chain of 5 words, the proportion is .05. If

the response is 125 words long, with chain length
remaining constant, the proportion is lower (.04).

Yet one cannot measure chaining purely on the basis of
number of words in a chain since this coufd be a func-
tion of length. Thus, even though limitations exist,
the proportion measure is useful when one wishes to
look at a text as an entity, with chains as a part of
the text, rather than the chain as an entity removed
from the text.

It is probable, however, that elaboration of an
idea within a chain takes place as number of words per
chain increases. It is this elaboration, therefore,
which may be telated to an increase in score, but the

necessary increase in length of written response which
results from this elaboration also results in a lower

proportion measure. This explanation could also account
for the negative and significant correlation noted in

Table 5.

The study also examined variables which remain

constant across prompts. Results indicated that students
made the same number of errors responding to each prompt.
This further supports the view that students across the
two prompts were of equal ability. Legibility and length
of texts, however, were significantly different when
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compared across topics. Prompt 6 texts were both more
legible and longer than texts from prompt 5. The within
prom'pt analyses, however, were ambiguous in these areas.
Prompt 6 results showed that legibility increased as
score increased. However, length of response was not
significantly related to score in either topic, nor was
legibility related to score in topic 5. It is indicated
that within prompt variables (i.e., task demands) have
more influence on score tKan do external variables such
as legibility.

In conclusion, this study has met its goals as a
pilot project. It is clear that task demands can be
related to score, and that an analysis system modeled
on the one employed herein can be valuable in determining
how well students respond to a prompt, and in determining
how difficult a prompt is. On the basis of these pre-
liminary results, further research in the area is justi-
fied and recommended.

The refinement of procedures for the identification
and analysis of effects of writing prompts is a necessary
step toward devising ways to help teachers and evaluators
improve the formulation of prompts for writing assessment
and instruction. Given the widespread use of direct
measures for evaluating writing competence, every effort
should be made to control for unintended effects in the
prompts used in these assessments.
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Table 1

Means and Variances for Prompts 5 and 6

R SD

Prompt 5 91 8.67 3.13

Prompt 6 76 9.46 3.26



Table 2

Distribution of Papers, by Prompt and Score,
Randomly Selected for Analysis

Number in Number Selected
Original Pool for Subsample

Score Prompt 5

(N = 91)

Prompt 6

(N 76)

Prompt 5 Prompt 6
(N = 20) (N = 20)

2 0 1 0

3 3 1 1

4 6 4 1

5 4 1 1

6 8 4 2

7 8 8 2

8 19 17 4

9 13 4 3

10 10 1 0 2

11 6 8 1

12 5 3 1

13 1 2 0

14 3 6 1

15 2 5 0

16 0 2 0

17 2 0 1

18 1 0 0

)
) )
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Table 3

Legibility Ranking Scale*

Legibility Rank Criterion

4 Clear and legible, even if not attractive. Margins

do not interfere with reading.

3 Relatively hard to read. Inciaats too far, distracts

reader.

2

1

Very hard to read, same words illegible. Omits left
and right margins, writing extends to edges and dis-
tracts reader.

Illegible, game parts impossible to read. Random
line-skipping and indentation which detracts from
comprehension.

* TAM Skills Test -- Writing Feature Analysis (Keech & Blickhahn, 1981).
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Table 4

A Words, Legibility, Proportion of Total
Chain ord, Proportj.on of Largest Chain Words and
Proportion of Total Errors Across Prompts 5 and 6

Variable SD df

Tctal Words (topic 5) 20 222.35 81.48
37 3.11*

Total Words (topic 6) 19 157.57 40.97

Legibility (topic 5) 20 2.80 0.62
37 2.18*

Legibility (topic 6) 19 3.16 0.38

Proportion of Total Words in
Longest 3 Chains to Total Words
(topic 5) 20 0.16 0.03

37 4.03*

Proportion of Total Words in
Longest 3 Chains to Total Words
(topic 6) 19 0.12 0.03

Proportion of Words in Longest
Chain to Total Words (topic 5) 20 0.08 002

37 4.90*

Proportion of Words in Longest
Chain to Total Words (topic 6) 19 0.05 0.02

Proportion of Total Errors to
Total Words (topic 5) 20 0.07 0.03

37 0.16

Proportion of Total Errors to
Total Words (topic 6) 19 0.06 0.04

* significant at p< 0.05
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Table 5

Across Prompt Analysis
(Yen2al1's Correlation Co-efficients)

Score (Prompt 5)
(N = 20)

Score (Prompt 6)

(N = 19)

Legibility 0.24 0.29*

Proportion of Total Errors to
Total Words -0.14 -0.57*

Proportion of Words in Longest 3

Chains to Total Words -0.18 -0.34 A

Proportion of Words in Longest
Chain to Total Words -0.15 -0.37*

* Signifi ant at p <0.05
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Table 6

Score Related to Prompt Based Explicit, Elatorated
and Inappropriate Responses by Prompt

(Kendall's Tau )
c'

Explicit
(proportion)

Elaborated
(proportion)

Inappropriate
(proportion)

Prompt 5

(N = 20) -0.47 0.50 0.18

Pro,mpt 6

(N = 19) 0.11 0.31* -0.34*

* Significant at p< ,J.05
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Table 7

T-Je6t Fis, Mear, and Standard Deviations for Explicit,
Elabd and Iri,ppronriate Resp:,nses Across Prompcs

Explicit Elaborated Iaaaropriate

SD t K SD X SD

Prompt 5

(N = 20) 0.01 0.13

Prom

(N = 19) 0.04 '0.01

0.01 0.01
0.17

0-01 0.01

0.01 0.01

0.00 0.01

4.23*

* Significant at p < 0.05



Chapter 3: Part II

A FIELD TEST OF EIGHT PROMPTS: SANTA

CLAPA CiiUNTY WRITING ASSESSMENT

Gerald Ca7_p

1. The Scope of the Study

In the fall of 19-9, the Bay Area Writing Project at the

University of California, Berkeley, was contacted by the Santa

Clara County AB 65 Secondary Consortium to develop a set of

writing topics or prompts.
These prompts were to become a part

of the Consortium's bank of evaluation instruments upon which

member districts might draw for the purpose of competency testing.

Specifically, the Bay Area Writing Project was charged with the

following tasks:

1. Develop seven or eight questions (prompts) for writing

sample to be field tested with ninth and tenth grade

students.

Coordinate,field testing, with assistance of county,

using same districts
involved in math and reading

samples (1977-78).

3. Develop a resource booklet for students and teachers

outlining procedures for scoring each prompt, using

holistic grading and providing sample questions to

prepare students for the examination.

4. Conduct holistic grading of all prompts, with standard

point scale applied to each.

S. Tabulate results of the field test. Include these data

in booklet (#3).

In subsequent discussions, the Consortium determined that it

was not financially feasible or necessary to obtain data from each

participating district.
Instead the Consortium

decided it would

be sufficient to obtain data on the performance of each prompt in

typical county schools identified as low, mid-range, and high

based on the performance of students in other measures of writing

ahility.

For the purposes of selecting the sample schools for the

study, BAWP used the percentile scores of seniors on the writing

skill portion of the 1977-78 California Assessment of Basic Skills.

Schools whose students ranked in 1--3 percentile were designated

low-range schools, those ranked 34-66 percentile were designated

mid-range, and those ranked 67-99 percentile were designated high.-

range.

2, D_Le
the EI2ELLI

The prompts were
developed by a sub-committee of the Santa

Clara County Writing Committet, a
committee made up of outstanding

writing teachers from Santa Clara County elementary and secondary

schools and coordinated by MS. Kate Sutherland, Assistant Director

of the General Education Department of the Office of the Santa

341
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Clara County Superintendent of Schools. (Committee members who
worked on the development of the prompts are listed in Appendix
A.) The BAWP consultant furnished the committee with a list of
prompts from many sources, and members of the committee contrib-
uted topics they had used in their classrooms or districts. The

RAWP consultant and the comrittee met several times during the
fall and winter of 1979-80, narrowing the list of prompts,
rewriting each of those finally selected several times until
everyone was satisfied that each prompt was expressed as clearly
and as simply as possible and would present few problems to
students to whom it would be assigned. Sources for "borrowed"
prompts are listed under "References," page379 below.

Same of the work of this comnittee can be seen by comparing
the first drafts of the prompts to the final drafts actually used
in the field testing. Both lists follow:

Santa Clara County
Writing Assessment Prompts

First Draft

I. There are probably several things you would prefer to be
doing right now instead of sitting here writing an essay.
Choose ONE of these things and describe it so that your
reader can imagine it as well as you do and can under-
stand why you would like to be doing it.

The activity can be something you do every day, or some-
thing unusual, or even something imaginary that you may
never actually do.

2. Imagine that you and three other people are trapped in
one of the following situations and you cannot escape
for several hours. Describe your feelings or tell a
story about what you do to escape or to pass the time
until yuu are rescued.

A. an elevator b. a well c. a locked room

d. a life-boat e. a car going 80 mph

3. If you had to Choose to be something other than a human
being, what plant OT animal Or other form would you choose?
In your writing, give your reader same idea of What you
think it would be like to be that form, ind of why you
chose it.

4 If you could change places with someone else, who would
it be? The person you write about could be a friend,
a member of your family, or anyone else, living or dead
or imaginary, drawn from past or present, from books,
films, etc., or from your own imagination. In your
writing give your reader same idea of what it would be
like to be that person, and of why that life appeals
to you.
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5. Think of a personal experience that has in same way
Changed your life, either for better or for worse:
a particular event; a person, a place you have
visited; a book you have read; a film, television
show, or play you have seen. Describe the experience
in detail and explain fully why it was an important
one for you.

6. People Sometimes do things that make others angry,
accidentally or intentionally. Describe a situation
that has caused you to become angry. Explain, using
reasons and examples, why this situation angered you,
and describe how you dealt with the problem.

7. While visiting in your grandmother's house, you go up-
stairs into the attic. In a dustycorner you find a
large trunk. Propped on a chairibeside the trunk is a
card, and on it in your grandmother's handwriting are

the words, "To my only grandchild: Inside this trunk you

will find what you have always wanted. Open the trunk
and remember me."

Describe the gift and howyou will use it.

8. Think of a friend, real or imaginary, that you had when you
were younger. Describe one thing you and this friend did
together or might have done together. Try to show your
reader the kind of person this friend was and why you chose
this person as a friend.

Letter Plvmpter

9. You have been sent a bill by a computer charging you for
two record albums you did not purchase. Write a letter
explaining the problem so that someone in the billing
department can correct the error.

The bill is from: Melodie Record Club, 444 TUne Street,

Nashville, Tenn. 78456

The records charged to your account are: Kiss Presents
Opera Highlights and Led Zepplin Country Hits.

Your name and address are: Chris Brown, 456 Main Street,

Bay City, CA 92401

Your account number is: 235-9863422
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10. You are looking for an interesting way to spend the summer.
You see the following ad and decide to apply.

Men-Women:

TRAIN NOW FOR THE FUTURE!!
APPRENTICES WANTED: SUMMER TRAINING PROGRAM FOR TEENS

--Electrical Engineering/Plumbing/Carpentry
--Recreation Leadership/Wilderness Guide
--Veterinary and Zoo Caretaking
--Accounting and Computer Programming
--Motorcycle and Car Repair
--Secretarial/Receptionist
--Teacher/Public Health Assistant Trainer

JUne 20 through August 20, with school-year and post-
graduation job placement guaranteed. COST: 5500, live-in.

Send resume and choice of program to:

TEEN APPRENTICES
P.O. Box 1111
Bay City, CA 97006

Wtite a letter applying for admission to this summer
training program. Specify which part of the program
you would likesto join, and what interests, experi-
ences, or personal characteristics especially qualify
you. Explain whether or not you will need scholarship
aid.

Pretend your name is Chris Brown and you live at 456
Hain Street, Bay City, CA 92001,

U. The teachers in your school hive asked students to
submit suggestions about how to improve the school.
Think of ONE and only one problem which you would
like to see solved to make life at sthool better for
you and others. tn a letter to the faculty describe
the problem you would like to see thanged, give any
suggestions you might have about how to bring about
the change, and explain how your suggestions will
affect the school. Your suggestions may be serious
or humorous, but they should sound sincere.

12. You have been accused by a neighbor of vandalizing the
neighbor's car with a group of friends. Your parents
are prepared to make you help pay for the damage. You
are innocent. Write a letter to the neighbor in
which you persuade him/her of your innocence and
explain what you think should be done about the matter.
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Final Draft
Santa Clara County

Writing Assessment Prompts
(Revised 3/4/80 by SCC Writing Committee)

1. Lmagine,that you are trapped in one of the following
situatioriS and you cannot escape for several hours.
Tell what you do to escape or to pass the time until
you are rescued.

a. an elevator b. an abandoned mine
C. a locked room d. a life boat

2. If you had to choose to be something other than a human
being, what would you choose? Give your reader some
idea of what it would be like to be that form, and
why you chose it.

3. Think of a personal experience that has in same way
changed your life: a particular event; a person; a
place you have visited; a book you have read; a film,
television ihow, or play you have seen. Describe the
experience and explain why it was an important one for you.

4. While visiting in your grandmother's house you find a large
trunk. Propped on a chair beside the trunk is a card, and
on it in your grandmother's handwriting are the words, "To
my only grandchild: Inside this trunk you will find what
you have always wanted."

Describe the gift and how you will use it.

5. Think of a friend, real or imaginary, that you had when you
were younger. Describe something you and this friend did
together. Try to show your reader the kind of person this
friend was and why you chose this person as a friend.

6. The school newspaper has asked students to submit suggestions
about how to improve the school. Think of ONE and only one
problem which you would like to see solved to make life at
school better for you and others. In a letter to the school
newspaper describe the problem and tell how you would like
to see it solved.

7. Employment agencies can be very helpful in finding you a job
if they know what job you want and are qualified for. Write
a letter to The ABC Employment Agency, 204 East *fain Street,
Bay City, CA 94606. Explain what job you would like and
what your qualifications are. Explain the reasons you think
you should be hired and give examples of your strengths.
Include references.

8. You have been sent a bill charging you for two record albums
you did not puralase. Write a letter explaining the problem
so that someone in the billing department can correct the

error.

The bill is from Melodic Record Club, 444 Tune Street, Nash-.
ville, Tenn. 78056.

The records charged to your account are Xiss Presents Opera
HighZights and Led Zepplin Country Hits.

Your name and address are: Chris Brown, 456 Mhin Street,

Bay City, CA 92001. Your account number is: 35-800-21.

345



3.0 Designing the Sample

To ensure an adequate number of student papers on each prompt
to provide a valid sample, the BAN? consultant worked with
Catharine Keech, BAWP Researth Assistant and a Ph.D. candidate in
education at U.C. Berkeley specializing in writing assessment.
Her analysis of the necessary numbers for adequate sampling is
included as Appendix B.

Based en Keech's information, BAWP presented the Consortium
with three sampling plans from which to select. These plans are
all based on a field test of the original twelve prompts; subse-
quently, the Consortium those to test eight of the twelve.

Plan A: Comprehensive District Sampling

Will proviL'e data on how each prompt performs in each district.

Pocedure

1. Sample each school in each district to obtain reliable
district data on each prompt.

2. Minimum number of papers: 12,000. Minimum number of
classes necessary for reading: 396 at 30 per class.

3. Lmportant to communicate with a responsible person at
each school (English Department Chairperson, Director
of Guidance, etc.) to insure a stratified sample (equal
number of ninth and tenth graders, proportional number
of high achievers, average students, low adhievers).

Plan 8: County-wide Stratified Sampling by Ability Levels

Will provide data on how each prompt performs county-wide with
students identified as high achievers, average achievers, and
low achievers and with schools rated high, average and low.

Will not provide data on how each prompt performs in each dis-
trict.

Procedure

1. Using socio-economic scale and/or school averages on CTBS,
categorize eadh school as high, average or low in overall
student achievement.

2. Determine the proportion of schools which fall in each
category. Sample must be taken from the same proportion
of schools in each category.

3. For the smallest category, select one or more represen-
tative schools. Administer the writing sample in classes
identified as high achievers, average achievers, and low
achievers. To test all twelve prompts for each ability
group, we will need twenty papers per prompt per ability
group, or 240 papers per group X 3 720 papers.

'Ll
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For the mid range sample, BAP tested eight classes divided

among three schools, again selecting one school in the 34-44 per-

centile range, one in the 45-55 range, and one in the 56-66 range.

For the high range sample, 50 percent of the total, BAP

worked with teachers in fifteen classes divided among four

schools: one in the 67-77 percentile range, one in the 78-88

range, and two in the largest category, the 89-99 percentile

range.

As closely as possible, classes were equally divided between

ninth and tenth grade classes or BANP used classes of mixed ninth

and tenth grades. Classes tested were either those identified as

"average ability" classes or, in schools in which composition

classes were tracked, tests were given in one ."low ability"

class, two "average" classes, and one "high" class.

Either class attendance or class size was surprisingly low

on the days the writing was done; as a result, we failed to get

quite as many samples as hoped for. In the smallest cell, the

low range schools, we obtained from seventeen to twenty-six papers

on each topic; in mid range schools, between twenty-three and

thirty papers on each were obtained; in high range schools,

between thirty-eight and forty-seven. Despite our being a few

papers short of the goal on a few of the topics, the range of

scores is such that the results are adequate for field-test

purposes.

4.0 Conducting the Writing Sample

In each district in which the writing sample was taken, the

Consortium coordinator, DT. Burklund, contacted a district cur-

riculum or assessment director and explained the project. The

BAWP consultant then contacted the district officer, the principal

at each designated school, and the English department chair person,

who selected the classes to be sampled. The teacher of each class

was sent a collated packet containing an equal nuMber of test

papers on each topic. Each teacher also received the following

instructions:

It is importint, to provide valid results, that the
sampling be done AS uniformly as possible. Here is
what I would like you to do:

1. Select a day during the week of April 21-25 when
you can devote the whole period to the writing
sample.

2. On the day before, tell your students what they
will be doing on the following day. Tell them
the following:

a. They will be participating in an experiment
by the University of California to see what
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4. Administer writing sample in the other two school categories

and ability groups in proportion to the county-wide distri-

bution of schools in each category. (Thus if the smallest

group of schools is those identified as low achievers, we

would have 720 papers representing that group, If there

are twice as many "average achiever" schools, we would
need 1440 papers from those schools, and so on.) The

total number of papers in the sample will fall between
2160 (if each group is roughly tho same size) to
probably no more than 5000.

Flan C: County-us:de Stratifimd Sampling

Will provide data on how each prompt performs county-wide in
schools identified as high, average, or low in overall student

performance.

Will not provide data on students identified as high achievers,

average, or low achievers.

ltiocedure

1. Categorize schools and determine proportions as in number
one and number two above.

2. For the smallest category, select one or more representative

schools and eight or nine representative classes. Administer

writing sampli to obtain twenty papers per prompt, or a

total of 240 papers.

3. Administer writing sample in the other two school categories

in proportion to the county-wide distribution of schools in

each category. The total number of papers in the sample will
fall between 720 (if each group is roughly the same size) to
probably no more than 2000.

The Consortium determined that Plan C would provide adequate

data and that eight prompts should be tested.

Following this decision, BAMP determined the configuration

of the sample by ucing the 1977-78 data on the performance of

seniors in county schools on the writing skills portion of the

California Assessment of Basic Skills. Using these figures BAWP

calculated that of the forty-four secondary schools from which

data was available, ten schools or 23 percent fall within the low

range (1-33 percentile), twelve sthools or 27 percent fall within

the mid range (34-66 percentile), and twenty-two schools Or SO

percent fall wdthin the high range (67-99 percentile).

Based on the need, then, for twenty papers per topic from

the smallest cell (low range schools) or a mdnimum of 160 papers,

BAWP determdned to sample seven classes divided among three

schools. To help ensure a stratified, one school in the 1-11

percentile range, one in the 12-22 range, and one in the 23-35

range were chosen.
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kinds of topics students like to write on
and which kinds produce their best writing.

b. Their names will not be on the papers, so
the teachers reading the papers will not
know who they are. (Readers won't even
know what school the papers are from.)

*c. They will put numbers on their papers so the
teadher can return papers to students. (You

will receive the unmarked originals to use in
whatever way you see as valuable.)

d. Different students in the class will be
writing an different topics.

e. They will be given thirty minutes to write
the papers.

f. Eadh student should be sure to bring a pen
or a dark (number 2) pencil to write with.

(Writing must be dark enough to photocopy
or we won't be able to return the original.)

3. On the day you take the sample, follow these steps;

a. Be sure everyone has a pen or a number 2 pencil.

b. Pass out the 'test forms. (They are collated

so that we'll get an equal number of each

topic. Try to pass them out in the order
they're in.)

c. Tell the students to fill in the fellowing
numbers on the top page:

School Code Teacher Class

For Student Number, give each student his/her

nuthber in your roll book.

d. Tell students also to wTite their Student
Number and Class: number on the top of page 2.

e. Tell students to raise hands if they have a
question about their topic. Deal with those

individually. (Involving the whole class in
discussion of a topic only a few have would

be confusin2.)

*It later proved unfeasible to return the originals.
Several factors played a part in the decision to retain them:
1) the time involved in photocopying all papers, 2) the fact that
same could not be photocopied, 3) considerations of topic security.

In lieu of their originals, participating teachers were sent the
list of practice topics and the scoring criteria so they might
practice the holistic scoring procedum with their classes if they
chose.

r)
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f. Have a supply of extra paper available in case
anyone needs it. Tell them to raise hands if
they need an extra sheet. Try to see that
students adding a sheet put their student number
on the sheet.

g. Tell them they have thirty minutes and to begin
writing.

h. At the end of thirty minutes, call time. Allow
students to finish the sentence they are writing,
then collect the papers.

i. If time remains, feel free to permit students
to discuss the experience, compare notes on
topics, etc.

5.0 Selecting Anchor Papers

When all test papers had been returned to the county office,
the BOP consultant met with two members of the County Writing
Comndttee, Rosalie Chako of Saratoga Elementary District, and
BAWP teacher/consultant Irvin Peckham of Mbrgan Hill Unified, to
select anchor papers for the scoring.

Personal essay papers, topics 1-6, were first separated from
business letter papers, topics 7-8. Each of the three readers
quickly read through roughly forty papers each, dividing the
papers into two groups: top-half papers and bottom-half papers.
Scoring was then refined, each paper finally receiving a rank
from one (lawest) to nine (highest). The readers exchanged
papers and, without seeing the previous ranking, reranked the
new group. They then exchanged a third time, so that all papers
had been read and ranked by all three readers.

Papers which all three readers had ranked the same were
considered anchor papers. Those all three had ranked 2, 4, 6,
and 8 were analyzed and their identifying qualities were listed.
These lists of qualities became the scoring guidelines (rubrics)
for readers.

A sampling of busdness letter papers was then read by the
three readers, anchor papers were selected, and scoring guide-
lines written.

Before the day of the reading, BAWP made photocopies of the
selected anchor papers to use to train the readers.

Below are the scoring guidelines for the reading in general
and for the two types of topics. Anchor papers for each prompt
will be found following the data on the prompt.

if/
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Santa Clara County Writing Assessme=

Scoring Guidelines

1. Use scale of 1-9, but use even points primarily. Ftrst

decision: is paper in upper half or lower half? Is

paper a 2, 4, 6, or 8? Then refine &..:oring, using odd

numbers to reward things which really stand out--language

use, freshness, crispness, or to lower the score of a

paper which was a struggle to read.

2. Reward the writer for what he/she does well. Score all

papers which can be seen in any way as responses to the

topic. A writer nay argue with the topic and still re-

ceive a top score. Read quickly; do not mark the papers

in any way. Do not attempt to tally errors; give each

paper a rapid-impression score, then go an to the next

paper.

3. Generally ignore spelling and punctuation. Add a point

for exceptionally sophisticated style and grace; subtract

a point for severe mechanical, grammatical, and stylistic

deficiencies that block communication of meaning.

4. Do not be prejudiced by handwritin_ unless the paper is

completely illegible.

Essay Scoring

What follows are general descriptions of the kinds cif papers you

are likely to find in each scoring range. Do not feel con-

strained by these guidelines, however, if you find papers which

illustrate strengths OT weaknesses not nentioned.

F Topic is fully developed with a beginning and a sense of

completion. Paper leaves reader with an emotion if a

narrative paper, or persuades reader if a persuasive paper.

Writer uses precise diction and is imaginative in choice of

words, Paper has a sense of sincerity and will exhibit

vivid descriptions OT careful reasoning.

- Paper sticks to topic and develops it to some degree with

specific details or examples and with some feeling evident.

Paper has a generally adequate opening and closing. Sen-

tences are varied and generally correct, though there may

some awkward sentences. Diction is accurate but shows

Attle flair for words.

4 Somewhat thin in content but uses some specific details.

Little sentence variety. Sentences are generally complete,

thouqh there are likely to be awkward sentences and comra

splices. Papers will often have a weak or unimaginative

opening or closing and may exhibit diction problems or

grammatical errors.
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2 - Very thin content, not many concrete details. Papers will

be on the topic And will develop it in at least one para-

graph of five or more sentences. Sentence structure will

often be immature. Papers may havt very minimal openings

and closings. Often writers will omit words or word end-

ings. This score should be used for papers that reveal

serious second-language problems.

- Blank papers or papers which completely ignore the topic.

(1Note: Take any 0 papers to the head reader.)

Business Letter Scoring

In general, mechanical correctness will weight more heavily in

scoring essays. Also to be rewarded are correct business letter
form, concise, to-the-point clarity, and meeting all of the

requirements of the topic.

8 - IllOstrates correct and complete business letter form
including return address, inside address, appropriate
opening and closing. Complaint letter will contain
all information required in the topic, and will organize
the information clearly, concisely, and correctly.
Application letter may show some imagination, but
must include all required items, and rust not ramble

on aimlessly.

6 - Shows some knowledge of correct business letter form,

though parts of form not essential to delivery and

accomplishment of goal may be omitted. Da not score

any paper in the upper half which would not accomplish

the assigned task. Papers receiving this score will,

in general, not be as polished and clear as 8 papers.

4 - Business letter form not followed, or followed very

imperfectly. Nbst information required by the topic
is included, but may be poorly organized or not clearly

expressed.

2 - Very inadequate as a business communication; important

items of information omitted; generally very poorly

organized, with little or no sense of letter form.

0 - Blank or non-responsive papers. CTake to head

reader.)

6.0 Scoring the Papers

Kate Sutherland invited teachers from several county schoel

districts to participate as readers in the holistic scoring of

the papers. Most but not all of the readers were members of the

Santa Clara County Writing Committee. (Names, schools, and

districts of readers are listed in Appendix C.)
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Readers met at the Office of the Santa Clara County Superill

tendent of Schools at 9:00 A.M. on Saturday, May 10. Readers

were given copies of the scoring guide for essay scoring and
anchor papers representing scores of 2, 4, 6, and 8. Each reader

ranked the anchor papers according to the criteria on the scoring

guide. The head reader (Gerald Carp) and the two table leaders

{Rosalie Chako and Irvin Peckham) led the discussion of the

anchors. Readers were then given another sample paper to score.
When every reader had assigned the paper a score, all scores were

tallied on the chalkboard. Readers were called upon to justify

their scores, and the ensuing discussion served to bring the

group closergro consensus.

Six to eight additional samples were scored and discussed in

the sane way. When the head reader was confident that all readers

understood and werconsistently applying the scoring criteria, he

distributed the papers for scoring.

During the scoring, the two table leaders frequently rescore2

randomly selected papers from readers at their tables. If a

reader seemed to be consistently scoring too high or too lov,7,

the table leader or head reader would review the scoring criteria

with'him or her.

After reading for an hour, readers took a brief eoffee breaY.

Following the break, the entire group again scored and discussed

several sample papers to help keep everyone on-target.

All papers received at least two readings. A bundle of

twenty-five papers which had been read at one table would be

transferred to the other table for a second reading. Each table

had a code to use in scoring so the second reader would not be

influenced by the score assigned by the'first reader.

Papers that received scores more than one point apart were

returned to the table leader for a third reading. If, after the

readings, two scores were identical, the paper was assigned that

score. If the paper had three scores, the middle score was

assigned.

Readers finished all personal essay papers (topics 1-6),

giving each two or three readings as necessary, shortly before

noon. Following a lunch break, the readers reconvened, were

retrained to score business letter papers using the business

letter scoring guide and anchor papers, and finished the entire

reading at about 3:00 P.M.

At the completion of the scoring, readers were given a

questionnaire. Questions and a summary of responses were aF,

follows:

I. Did you feel that any of the topics produced noticeal)1y

weaker writing than others? If so, which ones? Why dn

you think this was so?
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fee: that any of the
strznger writing than etheri,
do you think this was so?

There was very little agreement among readers as th
Gf the prompts were less, which more successful'. Of the prompt

mentioned, only number two, "If you had to choose to be something
other than a human being," received a significantly negative reae
tion. Seven readers felt it was a poor topic whereas only one
reader listed it as among the best. Reasons given for the nega-
tive reactions generally suggested the topic was not suitable for
high school students, "a worn out topic from elementary days" or
that many student writers failed to give reasons for their choice
of particular form.s.

OD the positive side, six readers felt that topic number six,
letter to the school newspaper suggesting a change, producej,

cong wrring, but two other readers identified it as a weaker-

?: L.

,,,Gn,,Trhing the other topics there was even less consensus.
c one, "Imagine you are trapped...," was identified as a vice,l-

topic by two readers, a strong topic by five. Topic three, a
personal expertence that changed your life, received no negative

netices and three positive. Topic four, grandmother's trunk, was
identified as a strong topic by three readers and as a weak topic

by one. Topic five, a childhood friend, was seen as weak by four

and strong by five responders, topic seven, the letter of applic-
ticn, received one negative response, and topic eight, the com

plant letter, received one positive response. A general cunulent

on teasiness letter prompts deserves to be quoted, as it reflects

an opinion mentioned orally by several readers including the

table leaders, an opinion strongly held by many teachers of

I found the business form letters to be counterproductive.

Rather than encouraging written expression, they seemed

to stifle some students and, by the nature of the prompt,

penalize any attempt to editorialize, criticize, or expand

the writing in any way. I found the skill to be too

ructured to be a measured 1.kriting skill.

Tram the irdxed reactions of the readers we can conclude thv
topics with the possible exception df topic two were success-

ful, in producing the whole range of writing quality desired in

such a sampling. It is interesting to note that the statistical

data (see below, pp. 35F,- 37Lowould indicate that the reaction of

the readers is not borne out by the scores they assigned. Scores

on topic two follow a distribution pattern much like those cf the

other topics. One might speculate that many ninth graders are in
faet more immature,than the readers would like them to he and can

in fact respond Well to a topic some readers judge to he hetter

su ted to younger`CATildren.
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Are there any topics you feel should be re-worded for

clarity or to make them easier for students to under-

stand? Can you suggest re-wording?

Few responded, and the suggestions generally were vague.

The most useful suggestions are that topic seven, the employment

agency letter prompt should include an imaginary name and return

address similar to that in topic eight. I would also suggest

adding the words, "Use correct business letter form" to both

seven and eight.

4. Mat is your general feeling about the quality of

writing by the students?

Four readers felt the student writing was "average," "ade-

quate," "reasonable," and "about what I expected." Eight people

were very positive about the papers they read, indicating that,

given only thirty minutes, most students had responded surpris-

ingly well. There were only two negative responses: "Studerts

show poor ability to organize thoughts. They also don't develop

ideas well." "On the whole the comps revealed a poverty of mind."

As head reader, having participated in many readings, I was per-

sonally very impressed with the excellent quality of the majority

of student papers.

How did you feel about the method of conducting the

reading? If it were to be done again, what suggestions

would you make for improving the procedures?

Four people suggested improvements: (1) eliminate Codes for

socres and use a more accurate way of identifying who read par-

ticular papers (from a table leader); (2) have all third readings

of papers done by table leaders; (3) eliminate anchor papers; and,

(4) better roam, better coffee. The other ten responses were

entirely positive, several readers noting that they had learned

techniques which would be useful to them in working with students

or with other teachers.

Results of the Study

Results of the scoring of each of the prompts is given here.

Results are given in both the number of papers receiving .each

score and the percentage of the total. Papers which received two

scores one number apart are rounded downward for lower-half papers

and upward for upper-half papers. Papers scoredthree timesiWhich

received three different scores were assigned the middle scoie.

Scores of 0 indicate blank papers or papers that were completely

non-responsive to the prompt.

Following the statistical report on each prompt are several

papers representing scores of 2, 4, 6, and 8 for that prompt.
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Tcpio 1. Lmagine that you are trapped in one of the following
situations and you.cannot escape fci several hours.
Tell -what you do to escape or to pass the time until
you are rescued.

a. an elevator b. an abandoned mine
c. a locked room 1. a life-boat

Low-Range Schls. Mid-Range Schls. High-Range Schls.
(:1-33 percentile) (S4-36 percent.) (67-99 percent.)

Score No. Percent No. Percent No, Percent

0
°.

0. 0

1 0 0 1 2.

2 2 11. 2 7 4 10

3 5 26 7 24 6 15

4 5 26 7 24 11 27

5 2 11 2 7 9 22

6 3 16 5 17 6 15 -

7 2 11 3 10 2 5

8 0 2 7 1 2

9 0 1 3 1 2

TOTAL 19 29 41

5a7p Ze Papers

Low - Score 2

-I am an elevator;trapped and I can't get out, It has
been along time since I been in here and nobody has
came to my rescue. But I can't wait no more I am
going to try and get out, but / can not find no way
out; and I am scard / don't no what do. Mily be I

should wait intill someone comes to my recue. But

r been here a long time and nobody has came, so then
I find a way out, it is on the of the elevator there
is like a little door there, I am going to try and
get up there, but it is hard to do. Because it is
to high and I cannot reach It, but I try and get
up by those hand holders, then Ireach the top and
try to open the door but Its to hard but I'm going
to keep on trying till I do it Then finally It
open, and Im trying to get up there, Then when I
get up there the door open ancithe men where stand-
ing there who fixed it and told me to get down from
there and the would help me. Then when I got there
were people there looking at we and asking me
questen, like if I was scxrd ind how do I fill, and
I told them how I felt and I felt scard and sick,
that I need to lay down so they took me to a room
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so I could lay down for a couple of minutes so I
could get better.

Lower Half - Score 4

We were trapped in a locked roam for four hours.
At first we thought that we would die but then Phillip
suggested that we try to find something to do. We all

started to look for anything we could do, then Nancy
found a deck of cards. After playing for about one
and a half hours everyone was bord.

Later we were getting pretty scared, we thought
we would never get out. Then Phillip said we cann't
just stand around staring at each other because it
would only make it worse. We started telling each
other about what we were going to do as soon as we
get out. All of us had some plans and we all started
to cheer up. Us girls would have really had paniced
if OUT boyfriends hadn't had been there, but they made
us feel safe with them. They suggested that us girls

try to sleep for awhile while they figure out Oat to
do. That was the last I remember when us girls woke
up we were in the other room and the guys were eating

pizza. Up until this day they have never told us how
they got us out but I am sure glad they did,

Upper Half - Score 6

If I was trapped on a life boat, I would try to
paddle my way to an Island or the mainland. How-

ever if I did not have a paddle things would look

bleak for awhile. r would let the waves carry me

someWhere. But I am not sure I would do that. In

order to soothe myself down I would listen to the
radio and see if any planes would be flying over by
where I am. I would say to myself While I alm
listening to the radio I ndght as well prepare my-
self for the worst. Put on a life jacket, keep a
cool head, keep the boat as well balanced as possible
to keep most of the water out, After aWhile I might

doze off. But I shouldnt let that happen. Some-

thing could happen. I might float out to sea, OT

worse. In order to keep myself awake I would do,

what else, but splashwater on my face. If a plane

did not came for awhile I would float around until
I find something, like a piece of wood for example,

to paddle. I-everything else fails, I would probably
have to use ny arms as a paddle I could do SO possibly

and rest and do another SO until I reach San Francisco
Bay and get help. They probably would think it is

fantastic that I had survived.
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High - Score 8

It was a chilly night & the sky was clear. The
water below seemed like a cold, depthless pool of
death. It came so quick & so unexpected, a giant
boom from nowhere. I remember hitting the freezing
water wondering what MIS going on. After a few
seconds of shock I saw a yellow bobing object. I

was so cold I found it hard to move about. When the
yellow object approached me, I discovered it was a
lifeboat. I climbed in and looked around for
other people but all I saw was burning wreckage
all around me. After a while all the flames died
out. It was only me & my lifeboat. It soon became
day & I was cold. I was almost blue. Everything
around me was_white except for the gray murky
fathoms of never ending water below me. Soon bordom
overtook me. I began counting the pieces of boards
and,othermiscelanious objects that would pass by
every once and a while. I tried singing but that
only made me feel lonelier. I drifted on for days.
I found it almost impossible to sleep when I thought
of the cold. Alter awhile though I forgot. I went
to sleep and felt my body try to shiver off the
cold. I couldn't control these strange movements I
was making. Finally I stopped trying & didn't care
anymore. I went to sleep and I still am.

Topic 2. If you had to choose to be something other than a
human being, what would you thoose? Give your
reader some idea of what it would be like to be
that form, and why you chose it.

Score
Low-Range Schls.
No. Percent

uid-Range Schls.
No. Percent

High-Range Schls.
No. Percent

0 0 0 1 3

1 0 0 1 3

2 2 12 0 1 3

3 2 12 4 15 8 21

4 6 35 7 26 3 8

5 1 6 7 26 8 21

6 3 18 5 19 11 29
,
, 1 6 3 11 5 13

8 2 12 1 4 n

9 0 0 0

TOTAL 17 27 38
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Samp:e Papers

Low - Score 2

If I had a choose to be something other than a
human being I would what to be a little rabbit. On

Easter the people like to play with the rabbit. There

so pretty and fluffy looking. They grow up to be very

big and very pretty. They like to play around with

people and with kids. That is why I would like to be

a little rabbit.
I choose it because it is a beautiful animal.

They like to play around. There not to missy and
hardly have to clean up after the rabbit. They eat

all their food jou give them. Thats they I choose

to be a rabbit.

Lower Half - Score 4

If I wasn't a human I'd be a quarter hourse

because I would like to go to the Kentucky derby

same day. I would run as fast as a could to win a

race. I would never buck or kick any body off. Then

maybe I would make it to the Kentucky derby.

Once I make it to the Kentucky derby it would

be hard. I would be trained a couple more mouths

antil I beat my on record time.
It's the day of the race the grand stands are

full just to see the race. Then I would walk onto

the track to let the people in the grand stands see

Me. Then I would go to the starting gates and the

race would begir.. I would try as hard as I could

to win.

Upper Half Score 6

If I was something other than a human being, I

think I would like to be a bird. If I were a bird I

could fly high above the crowded cities, never stap-

ping until I was far past them into the wilderness.

It would make me feel so free and no one could make

me land until I wanted to. I really appreciate the

freedom birds have and could sit and watch them all

day.
As a bird, I could fly high above the world-and

look at everything from a veiw that not many people

have the chance to see it from. If I flew high

enough I could see great mountains as tiny hills.

and see giant lakes as only droplets of water.

The feeling of freedom and indepenance would

be overwhelming. I could souer high above the clouds

for almost an eturnity of time, landing only to drink

and eat. I wild be my own master, flying onlY with

my thoughts as company.
Birds are one of the most beautiful and grace-

ful animals on earth, swooping and diving at will, in

the sky. To watch a bird makes me feel as free in

thought as they are in flight.
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So a bird I would experience many beautiful
things and have the freedam to choose between them.

High - Score 8

Mother Nature. Yest that's what I'd choose
to be. I'd fill the P rairries wi.th stalks of
warm grass and beautiful wild weeds and flowers.
There will be orchid gardens in my world with
various fruit trees in which animals can delight
on. If I were to be Mother Nature the world will
be rich with gifts from the soil and sky. The
season will came at their intervals. There will
be showers in winter, burgeoning flowers, fruits
and other plants in spring. The summer warmth
will deliver the harvest. The beaches dance with
delight as the people splash and celebrate. The
effulgence of the sun will shine the warm blue sky
through my paradise and at dark the brilliant stars
shall twinkle. The halo of smiling Mbon shall
reach the farmlands, forest, prairries and waters
in my beautiful paradise. I won't tolerate with
evil. It shall not dwell in this paradise of mine.
People and animals will be each others friends.

They will help one another. If there is any conflict
between the living creatures I'll handle the situation
with love and understanding, which all of the creatures
share in this friendly world. The beings in my world
will be immortal and can change into whatever
creatures they wish to be. There will be no a.uses
because my people and animals shall remain innocent;
aware but innocent, friendly and kind. Every living
creature shall work for their food. People will plow
the fields. Busy cities arid industries shall not
exist. There will be a fixed population. NO more.

'As Mbther Nature, my duties will be to regulate
and control the seasons, beings and plants in my
paradise and keep the living creatures happy and well.

Topic 3. Think of a personal experience that has in some
way changed your life: a particular event; a
person; a place you have visited; a book you
have read; a film, television show, or play
you have seen. Describe the experience and
explain why it was an important one for you.
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Score

Low-Range Schls.
No. Percent

Mid-Range Schls.
No. Percent

High-Range Schls.
No. Percent

0 1 5 0 1 2

1 2 11 0 1 2

2 3 16 3 10 1 2

3 5 26 8 27 5 :2

4 5 26 5 17 8 19

5 1 5 7 23 11 26

6 1 5 3 10 13 30

1 5 3 10 1 2

8 0 1 3 2 5

9 0 0 0

TOTAL: 19 30 43

Sar7p:e Papers

Law - Score 2

Dear school

Nothing has realy changed my life except for

same funny looking plants I found one day well I took

it to my friends house we looked it over for a few

minutes and finaly decided it had to be weed so we

dried it out and then went down to

1-,wer Half - Score 4

MN Brother has definatly changed my life. If it

wasn't for him I would probably not be so mean and be

able to trust people more.
All my life he has teased me and harased me and

I had to watch what I said or did to keep him of my

case.
He has always done better than me in Mhth and

English but has such a poor image of himself that he

is jealous of me.
I can never trust my brother because he always

plays tricks on me and I don't know when he will pull

the next trick on me.
He has also changed my life in a way that has

helped me get along better. He has always helped

me with my math and English. If it wasn't for him I

wouldn't be where I am today in school.

When I was a little kid my brother would go on

talking forever. When I wanted to talk he would go

on and not let me. After awile I would have to scream,

"It is my turn to talk now." Then my mother would say,

"It is Kevins turn to talk now," and then my brother

would get mad at me. I think that is why T havP
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trouble saying things that don't sound stupid all the
time.

Upper Half - Score 6

The Turning Point

Aside from the everyday normal routine of life,
there are things that interest me. One of these
"hobbies" are reading books, especially science
fiction and fantasy types. I must of read over
fifty books of this type a year, but there's one
book that stands out among all that I've read.
The books title is "The Thomas Covenant Trilogy."
This book has a great emotional impact. Remarkably,
it inscribed a big mark on how I feel and react in
life toward my environment. This book made me more

aware of my surrounding and made me understand loneli-

ness.
The plot of the story is a leper who goes

through a world of wonder where every item is
essentially important; almost alive. The words that

was arranged in such a fashion formed a description.

This description got absorbed into me. I actually

felt what the main character felt.. I started to

choose sides on who I want most to survive. The

everchanging story got me involved. It gave new
ideas and wonders about the normal things around me.
It made me more aware of my surroundings and to appre-

ciate things of luxury instead of taking it for granted.

This was only one thing I got from the hook. The

book also made me understand the feeling of loneliness.

While reading and getting involved, I actually got the

feeling of the main Character. I knew what it was like

by-using the character as an example. This made me

react differently toward people who are usually left

out of activities.
The main thing is that books can change your whole

perspective, feelings, and understarding of things in

your life.

High - Score 8

The Experience of My Life

When my ninth birthday came around, one of the
gifts I received from my parents was to take ballet

lessons at our apartment complex's recreation building.

Although I was to only take one class every two weas,

I was very excited. MN dance teacher called my mother

after my first lesson saying I had potential and to

please keep up my lessons. Of course, I just re-

cently discovered this phone call. My teacher's
husband was the artistic director of the local ballet
company and he was holding auditions for a new dance

s'd
362



. .

school that would be affiliated with this company.

After the audition and my first class with him, he

told my parents that I WaS awarded a scholarship.

Ever since that scholarship I've seriously

been dancing, taking one to two lessons each diy.

I had never known that I had enough talent to be a

ballet dancer until my scholarship; and if it hadn't

occurred, I might never have continued doing what I

love most--dancing.

Topic 4. While visiting in your grandmother's house you

find a large trunk. Propped on a chair beside

the trunk is a card, and on it in your grand

mother's handwriting are the words, "To my only

grandchild: Inside this trunk you will find

what you have always wanted."

Describe the gift and how you will use it,

Score

Low-Range Schls.
No. Percent

Mid-Range Schls.

No. Percent

High-Range Schls.

No. Percert

0 1 4 1 4 1 2

1 1 4 0 2 4

2 6 25 3 11 2 4

3 3 13 2 7 9 19

4 8 33 8 28 11 23

5 2 8 5 18 6 13

6 2 8 5 18 11 23

7 1 4 1 4 3 6

8 0 3 11 3 6

9 0 0 0

*IMMO.
*IMF

TOTAL 24 28 48

Sor7p:e PaTera

Low - Score 2

Inside thP trunk their was three pounds of tie

weed. So we had a party the next night afid smoke

five OZ and drank three kegs their was two hundred

people at my party. The party got busted at three

0 clock in the morning. The pigs serched the house

and found the weed i told them it was my grandmother's

and they took her away.

Lower Half - Score 4

In the trunk was a bunch of twenty's, ten's
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and fives. When I WaS down counting all the money
it came out to 4,000,000 dollars. I woundered why

she left it to me in her will. I was very sad be-

cause it made me rember of all the good times.
I got up and told my mom and dad about it. They

told me to put it in the bank. I thought it was the

best idea but I kept 1,000,000 dollars of it.
With the 1,000,000 dollars I paid of the bills

like telephone, Electric, etc. I then bought a

motar home for 15,960 and a Jaguar for 16,000 for

my selk. I also gave 11,000 to my favorite friend.
I thought we shoud by a new house but my parents
said "not yet."

We went to Lake Tahoe that summer so my parents

could gamble some. Will they gambled I went to the

arcade and spent a bundle of money. After that we

took a trip around the world.

Upper Half - Score 6

Slowly I opened the trunk and was amazed at what

I saw. All I could see was a bright, gleaming green
light that was radiating from a small stone. Around

the object was the red, silk interior of the trunk.
I did not understand whymy grandmother would want
to give me this stone. I reached down and picked

the emerald colored stone up. I felt the sudnen
surge of electrical power vibrating through my body.

my brain began to think of incredible solutions to
problems that had never been solved before. I then
realized that I could solve the world's problems with
the gift that my grandmother left me.

High - Score 8

"What could be inside the trunk that Grand-
mother would have given to me?" I asked myself.

Slowly I opened the old creaky top to the

trunk. My heart was pounding with excitement as I
peered into the trunk.

"Magazines," I said aloud disapointedly. There

must have been at least thirty magazines covering the

top half of the trunk. I started taking the magazines

out hoping there would be something more valuable .

underneath.
After all the magazines had been removed my

eyes set upon two boxes. Both were rather small and

black.
I carefully reached for the box on the left and

opened it. Looking back up at me were two shiny
stones set in earrings. They were absolutely beauti-

ful: In the box on the right was a huge shiny stone
in a necklace. There was a little card attatched to
the box containing the necklace. On it read '7hese

are real diamonds Honey. The only part missing is the
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ring which Rith is giving you. Congratulations my

dear!"
I heard a noise behind me and quickly turned

around. There was Rich with another black box. In-

side that was the matching diamond ring! my engage-

ment ring!! I was so excited that I could barely stand

up! Two things I've always
wanted--diamonds and Rich,

and now I had them both. I would treasure these

precious things always.
"Thanks Grandmother," I wispered.

Topic 5. Think of a friend, real or imaginary, that you had

when you were younger. Describe something you and

this friend did together. Try to show your reader

the kind of person this friend was and why you

chose this person as a friend.

Low-Range Schls.
Score No. Percent

Mid-Range Schls,
No. Percent

High-Range Schls.

No. Percent

0 0 0 0

1 1 4 1 3 1 2

2 5 19 4 14 3 7

3 4 15 7 24 5 11

4 9 35 5 17 16 36

5 3 12 6 21 4 9

6 3 12 3 10 9 20

7 1 4 2 7 1 2

S 0 0 3 7

9 0 I 3 2 5

TITIAL 26 29

_
44

Sample Papers

Low - Score 2

Ny Friend

Ne and my friend use to have lots of fun. We

played games like Scrabble. Boggle and etc. When

the bell rang for recess. We always played, tether-

ball, on the monkey bars, and on the swings. At

lunch we would do much the same things. He would

always play jokes on people. For instance, this

girl got so mad at him because at lunth he would

filled up a squirt gun with milk and squirt milk

at her. He hardly ever got mad at me.

In Nay and line there where water balloons

everywhere, but there was one problem we didn't

have any. So we usually went home wet. When we

wtnt to Alum Rock Park we almost
couldn't findour

way back, but we did and that how I'm able to write

this paper.
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Lower Half Score 4

.My Friend

When I use to live in Mountain View I had a true
friend named Tam. We were best friends since I can
renember. When I was six my friend and I used to play
like we were in a war. All the kids in the block
would play, but me and Tom were the best shot. We
would hide in the most awkward places, thats why we
were the best shot. When I was seven we got a pool
put in OUT backyard. When the first trucks came
Tam and I were watching T.V. Tom said he heard the
.trucks, I was so excited I ran to the door and instead
of the door r went flying through the window on the
side of the door. After the pool was half completed
we used to run down in the pool and back up the other
side.

When we were around nine we used to get big
football games going in the street. Even the big kids
would play. We used to also go and play golf at
sunnyvale municiple golf coarse. We got into some
pretty radicle games.

Tom and I used to go and catch lizards at saint
Francis High school. We cought blue bellies and
Aligator lizards mainly.

Upper Half - Score 6

I sat back to in my recliner, to relax. my mind
skipped back through the years, which seemed centuries,
to the gentle world of my youth. When living was sweet,
no worries and no cares.

I remember the old oak tree, where dad had help
Mike and I build the fortress of our dreams. Mike
was quiet around people, even his own family, but when
we were alone, with the robins sweet song and the
squirels nimble scampers, Mike MIS a bold arthe
most voictourous men.

He told how he would in the future, rich, power-
ful, and proud. Even now I can visualize him, with his
sparkling blue-green eyes and hair the color of wheat
just about to be reaped.

Though he lived two miles from me, we were
always together. Once one summer, when the sun was
but rising, we "borrowed" old Ws. Wilsons gentle bay.
She used the horse only for going into town and to
church. We rode to our hidden and secret lake, at
least we thought it was secret. As we arrived, to
see if the fishing was good, it began to sprinkle.
It was odd to feel rain in the summer, but it was a
short shower, and created the most beautiful rainbow,
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over the lake it sparkled and glimmered.
As the sun rose to zenith, we heard the crackle

of twigs behind us. We jumped to our feet, and raced
to the feeding bay. Jusz when we were going to ride-
off, my father shouted to us "Hold up, boys its only
me," with a laugh.

He was nice about it, but made us tell old
Ws. Wilson that we were deeply sorry, though we
weren't.

Ohh, what a long time ago! When things were
simplistic and I was so inoccent and young.

High - Score 8

Rae and I were the same age. I never knew her
birthday, but she always seemed to keep up with
me. She was my equal when it came to heiFht and
we never fought.Rae had black hair and brown eyes;
my opposite but imaginary friends always get along.

One of our favorite activities was to make
ourselves a part of the latest movie we had seen.
At our age they were almost all put out by Walt
Disney, but our favorites were the Wizard of Oz
and Willie Wohka and the Chocolate Factory.

The night after we had just seen Willie Wonka
and the Chocolate Factory for the first time, we
immediately began on our journey through that
magnificent factory. We lived through each scene,
keeping the basic format but naturally altering
certain parts so that we fit in more easily. Then,

of course, we made up entirely new plots to add
spice to the story and make it even more enjoyable.

We eventually became the heroines, along with
Charlie the original hero, after fighting the
vicious knids to save the oompa loompas. Well,
Mr. Wonka did help a little, hitting them with his
cane and generally putting them out of commission.

In the end we became part owners of the
chocolate factory to visit whenever we please.
Mr. Wonka had another glass elevator built for
us so that we could go anywhere we pleased in a
matter of seconds. Did we ever maxe use of that!

, J 6
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Topic 6. The school newspaper has asked students to
submit suggestions about how to improve the

school. Think of ONE and only one problem
which you would like to see solved to make
life at school better for you and others.
In a letter to the school newspaper describe
the problem and tell how you would like to
see it solved.

Score
Low-Range Schls.
No. Percent

Nad-Range Schls.
No: Percent

High-Range Schls.
No. Percent

0 1 5 0 1 3

1 1 5 0 1 3

2 3 16 1 4 2 5

3 3 16 3 11 6 15

4 6 32 5 19 10 26

5 2 11 6 22 7 18

6 3 16 3 11 5 13

7 0 5 19 3 8

8 0 4 15 4 10

9 0 0 0

TOTAL 19 27 39

Sampte Papers

Low - Score 2

The way the school could approve is by having everybody
being friends beacouse there are to many people in this
school that are prejudice and I think that it should
not be that way,everybody, should be friends it doesn't
matter what race you are, and also the teachers you
can tell that same are prejudice beacouse the way they

treat you and the way you see them treat the other

pupils. And maybe that will at least stop some fights
against different races and it will stop riots, and
it might bring people closer to each other, like
walking 15, and say I hate that person because shes

black, It shouldn't be that way. Everybody should

like each other its not good to be prejudice, you
would get mire freinds if you werent prejudice and
T think that you would have a better life knowing that
you can depend on any of your friends. And I think

thats the way it should be. Its up to the people the
way they want to be because its there life and if they

.5
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want to be prejudice let then its them that are not
going to have very many friends when they need some-
thing. So it is good for you not to be prejudice.
So be friends with everyone, you'll get more out of
life to have friends.

Lower Half - Score 4

The one problem I think OUT school has, is not
enough people getting in the 'spirit' of things;
mainly days like, 'Toga Day' and the work parties for
Spirit Week.

On days like toga day, hat day, etc. a lot of
people did get into the spirit of things--but not
enough.

At the work parties for !Spirit Week,' I was sur-

prised at the number of people that didn't show up.
At leastI know that is true for the sophomore class.
The work parties are arranged at meetings to have it
at someone's house when everyone is available. But

a lot of times not enough people show up.
I think this problem can be solved by putting

more stress in the idea's for spirit days and spirit
work parties. It could also help by having more
meetings to prepare for this. More people should
help spread the word (some people nay not know
about it), and get involved.

UOper Half - Score 6

Have you ever had the problem of wanting to transfer
schools 6 found out you couldn't for same dumb reason?
Chances are that you probably havn't since only about
95% of the kids ever want to transfer, but it is some-
thing you should be concerned about.

Mbst people don't know that it is a law of Cali-
fornia that your parents can choose to send you to any
public school they choose. So instead you find your
self calling the District Office and asking why you
can't transfer or going in to see the deens or the
principal.

Same people just lie about there address, but
most people don't. Instead, they try and do it law-

fully.
But when you'do talk to someone of that sort

they will tell you "I'm sorry, but, unless you have
a health OT mental problem, you must go to the school

in the boundry of which you live." They say that

they need to have these rules in order to control
the population in the sdhools 'out it is just not

true. They have no problem with the amount of
students; they have a problem with the teachers.
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So I guess what you realy need to be concerned
about is to know your rights ,S don't let people rip

you off for no reason.

High - Score 8

April 22, 1980

To the editor,

I am responding to the article concerning school
problems which appeared in the April 17th edition of
the "P ." I feel that the athletic program at

---WoUld be improved. Sports at
iii-ianiring from a lack of participatioR-ET3Fidents
and teachers.

The main reason why students don't participate
is apathy: they just don't care. They don't care
about schoolwork, athletics, or even their own bodies.
Teachers don't take an active role in athletics by
coaching or helping out because they feel the students
don't appreciate them or it just takes too much time.
These problems are unfortunate, but true. Consequently,

the morale here at is suffering.
I feel that irilgitics were publicized and

incentives were given to try out for a team, this
problem could be solved. If athletics soared to a
new level of participation and enthusiasm, many other
school problers would be solved. Students would work
hard on their schoolwork so that they could have the
opportunity to participate. Drug use would be lowered
because drugs and athletics don't mix. Also, school
spirit uould rise and teachers would be more enthusiastic
about coming to school.

Sincerely yours,

John Doe

Topic 7. Employment agencies can be very helpful in finding
you a job if they know what job you want and are

qualified for. Write a letter to The ABC Employ-

ment Agency, 204 East Main Street, Bay City, CA

94606. Explain what job you would like and what
your qualifications are. Explain the reasons

you think you should be hired and give examples

of your strengths. Include references.
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Score
Low-Range Schls.
No. Percent

Mid-Range Schis

No. Percent

High-Range Schis.
No. Percent

0 0 1 4 0

1 0 2 8 2 4

2 7 37 2 8 8 17

3 5 26 3 12 5 11

4 3 16 6 24 13 28

5 2 11 4 16 3 6

6 2 11 4 16 12 26

7 0 3 12 1 2

8 0 o 1
',

9 0 0 2 4

TOTAL 19 25 47

Sample Papers

Low - Score 2

April 22

ABC Employment Agency
204 East Main Street
Bay City, CA 94606

I'm really interesting about finding a job. I'm

in high School and after I Graduate I like

to go to College. Which is four years of college.

I hope if you can help out to finding my job. my

major's would be Necanical noise. If I Graduate college

and get the job how much do I get paid?

Do I get more money if I Graduate College?

Ny suport is Graduating College and have A job and

settle my life.
Is it difficut to have a job?

And give me some informatiens of how to get in and how

much do we have to work and so on.

I can speak English but not much of.

Because it's my second language.
I came to this country about a four years ago. And I

really enjoying living here. One thing trouble is my

English is not complete and easy.
But I can study hard and go to college.

Send me some informations of job and

Thank you for reading.
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Thank you again.

Your truely,

Lower Half - Score 4

ABC Employment Aency.
204 Eeast Main Street
Bay City, Cal. 94601

To whom this may concern:
I think and have dreamed about being a stewerdess. I

think that I would make an excelant one. I Love to be
with people, young and old. In high school I have
taken 4 years of language. I Love to fly. And I like
to be on the go all the time. I have never liked just
sitting aroun.

I would like to fly with a world wide airline so
that I may find out as many cultures on all the people of
the world as I can. I have had some conections with
people. I started out when I was twelve years old
habysitting. I babysat until I was fifteen the got
little jobs like being a waitress and working in
department stores. They might no be luxeryes but I
did it all so that r could learn more about people.

Another job I would like to do to help make
it a little easyer for being a flight atendant is to be
a bar tender. I know alot of peooleliketo drind when
they are on a flight halfway around the world.

Well I hope you can find me something to fill my
lifes dream.

lioper Half - Score 6

ABC Employment Agency
204 East Main St.
Bay City CA 94606

Sincerly

Jeff L
1405 Sequoia dr.
Gilroy CA 4/23/80

Dear Sir,
I am writing this letter to inquire about employment

from your agency. I am a licensed and qualified custom
car painter and body mah. I would like to be employed
in an established and prosporous business. The reason
I ask this is because I have had nothing but bad luck
with new body shops that have just started out. I

think that any custom shop would be glad to hire me.
I have had many hours of classroom and on the job
training at Gavilon College in Gilroy. I also have a
complete history of my.work that I'm sure an employer
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would be very interested in. I have worked for rwo

body shops in tomnthatI will put down for references,

Bob Hogue's body shop 716 Leanesly Rd-842-5671 and

Rudy's body shop 441 Columbet ave,-842-66991 If

you need any more information please contact me.

Sincerly,

Jeff L

High - Score 8

10712 F Dr.

Cupertino, CA 95014
April 22, 1980

The ABC Employment Agency
204 East Mhin St.
Bay City, CA 94606

Dear Sir,

Ny name is M P and I am a student at

High School. I wnT6 years old and I have lived in
Cupertino for 14 years.

I am looking for a part-time job. I am interested

in being a bus-boy because I have ha some experience.

I feel by having this experience it makes me qualified

to have a position as a bus-boy. Some of my other quali-

fications are that I enjoy being with and around people,

I am a hard worker, and I always try to do the best that

I possibly can.
I am listing three people that I feel know me and

how I work. These people are my past employers.

Resturant

10757-- RE
CupertiriETTit 95014

Mrs.

10777
CuperfE557177 94014

Mr.
19733------ ----PriEe
Cupertino, Ca. 95014

I hope that you will consider my application and

try to find a job for me. Thank you for spending the

time to read my letter and I hope to hear a response

from you in the near furture. Sincerely yours,
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Topic 8. You have been sent a bill Charging you for two
record albuns you did not purchase. Write a

letter explaining the problem so that someone
in the billing department can correct the error.

The bill is from Mflodie Record Club, 444 Tune
Street, Nashville, Tenn. 98056.

The records charged to your account are Kiss
Prteente Opera Bighlights and Led ZeppZin
Country Hits.

Pretend your name and address are Chris Brown,
456 Main Street, Bay City, CA 92001. Your
account number is 35-800-21.

Low-Range Schls. Nad-Range Schls. 9igh-Range Schls.
Score No. Percent No. Percent No. Percent

0 0 2 9 0

1 0 1 4 1 2

2 2 12 0 3 8

3 1 6 1 4 9 22

4 7 41 5 22 12 30

S 5 29 4 17 6 15

6 1 6 3 13 0

1 6 5 22 5 13

8 0 2 9 4 10

9 0 0 0

TOTAL 17 23 40

Sa7ple Paper8

LOW - Score 2

Dear Sir

I am writting to you about two albulms I was
Charged for. The albums are Kiss Presents Opera
Highlights and Led Zepplin Country Hits but I

diin't purchase these albums. NV accont number
is 35-800-21. I hope you will take care of this
problem.

Chris Brown
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Lower Half - Score 4

Dear Sir,
I recieved a bill charging me for rwo albums I did not

buy. The two albums were Kiss Presents Opera Highlights

and Led Zepplin Country Hits. I checked my albums and

did not see these two albums in my collection. The

bill I recieved came from 444 TUne Street Nashville

Tenn. 98056 I checked my records I have found that

there has been NO checked mailed to Nashville Tenne-

sse. The only thing I can think of that went wrong

has that your computer thought that I was someone

else. I would be happy to buy these two albums, but

I will not pay the bill until I recieve the two

albums, as it may result in another mishappen. I

would appreciate some information regarding this sub-

ject. I would also like to know what went on & how

this occured.

Upper Half - Score 6

456 Main Street
Bay City, CA 92001

Nelodie Record Club
444 Tune Street
Nashville, Tenn. 98056

Dear Sirs:

my name is Chris Brown and I am writing to you in

complaint to a recent bill which was sent to me by your

store. The bill claims I charged two record albums

which is not true. The records were Kiss Presents

Opera Highlights and Led Zepplin Countrv1Hits. I

assume there must have been &mistake somewhere Ln your

billing department which triggered the bill to be sent

to me. I would be very appreciated if you could

somehow re-track the error so the bill can be voided.

NV account number is 35-800-21.

Thank you very much for your cooperation and I

am happy to be one of your customers.

Sincerely,

Chris Brawn
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High. - Score 8

Nielodie Record Club
444 TUne Street
Nashville, Tenn.

98056

Chris Brown
456 Main Street
Bay City, Calif.

920C1

4-29-80

Dear Sirs,

I have been billed for two record albums, Kiss
Presents Onera Highlights and Led Zeoplin Couni77
Hits, whiCh I did-not order or receive.

W name is Chris Brown and my account number
is 35-800-21. If you check your records I'm sure
that you will find the mistake and clear the problem.

Thank you for your cooperation.

Sincerely,

Chris Brown

8.0 Classroom Practice for Writing Competency Testing

Writing short timed essays on subjects students have had no

opportunity to prepare for requires somewhat different skills

from those needed for the usual school writing assignments. It

seems only reasonable, therefore, that students should be given

some training in these skills before being required to demonstrate

their competency with them.

The best training for tests of this sort is frequent in-class

practice with the kinds of topics which will be used for actual

testing. Students can learn how their test papers are judged if

they also learn to score each other's papers themselves using the

holistic method.

It is suggested, however, that teachers be discouraged from

using the field-tested prompts included in this study for class-

room writing, as over-exposure will make their use in actual

testj.ng invalid for some students.

In place of the tested topics, teachers are encouraged

use the practice topics below and to create their own similar

topics. These topics can all be scored according to the scor

guides on pp. 351-352above.
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Santa Clara County Writing Assessment

Practice Topics

1. Think of someone you would like to be with right now.
Describe this person and your relationship with him or
her in such a way that your reader can understand your
choice.

2. You are a very small girl or boy being dragged along by
your mother or father in a large crowd. Describe your
feelings, and tell what you see, hear, smell and feel
in as much detail as you can. Help your reader imagine
what it is like to be there.

3. If you could change places with someone else, who would
it be? The person you write about can be living, dead,
drawn from past or present, from books, movies, tele-
vision, or your own imagination. Try to give your
reader some idea of what it would be like to be that
person, and of why that life appeals to you.

4. Most of us have objects that we treasufe, not just
because of their value in money, but for other reasons.
Describe one or more objects which are important to you.
Explain why you value them.

5. Not all inventions have been good for all humanity.
Name One invention we would be better off without,
and make it clear why.

6. What would you:iike to be able to invent or create?
Indicate what need your invention or'creation would
fill, and describe or explain it in as much detail
as possible.

7. YOU7 school newspaper announces that 110,000 has been
given to your school to improve extra-curricular programs
such as art, music, drama, sports, field trips, and'any-
thing else the school wishes to apply it to. Write a
letter to the school newspaper suggesting ONE thing you
think the school should do with some or all of the money.
Tell clearly how the money would be spent and give reasons
why you think money should bespent on the suggestion.

8.' Write a friendly letter to a "pen pal" in another country,
telling him'or)ler about your preparations for some
holiday. 'Your letter should be as "newsy" as possible
because your friend probably does not know how you do
things Where rou live.

9. You ordered an engraved pen from Quality Products; Inc.,
456-Treat St., Bay City, CA 94012.. The pen was to be a
giftt And was to have the name Lee 4gcobs engraved on it.
When%it arriyed,"it was engraved Les Jacobs. Write a
,letter to the company explaining the error and asking
them to correct it. Pretend your name is Chris Brown
and your address is IDS Main St.i Richford, CA 94018.
Use corrict business letter form.

S.

3
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10. You have heard that Biggles Department Store, 885 Main
Street, Bay City, CA 94012 is hiring teenagers for
summer work. Write a letter to Ms. Janet Jones,
Personnel NWnager, applying for the job. Explain what
job in the store you would like and What your qualifi-
cations are. Explain the reasons you think you should
be hired and give examples of your strengths. Pretend
your name is Chris Brown and your address is 208 Country
Lane, Pleasant City, CA 90843. Include references and
follow correct business letter form.
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Appendix A

Members of the Santa Clara County Writing Committee
Who Assisted in Developing the Prompts

Rosalie Chako, Redwood Junior High School
Saratoga Elementary District

Dawn Chase, Westmont High School
Campbell Union High School District

Eleanor Hester, Blossom Hill Elementary School
Los Gatos Elementary District

Karen Lilly, Cupertino High School
Fremont Union High School District

James Marshall, Los Altos High School
Nbuntain View-Los Altos Union

High School District

Irvin Peckham, Live Oak High School
Morgan Hill Unified School District

Betsy Reeves, Sunnyvale Elementary School District

Elizabeth Ruttencutter, Department of Instruction
Milpitas Unified School District

Mary Williams, Fair Intermediate School
Franklin-Mainley School District

Ellen Wilson, Los Gatos High School
Mbuntain View-Los Altos Union

High School District
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Apppdix

Sample Sizes for Testing Topic Perforrance

Several rules of thumb apply to deciding what makes an adequate
sample size. There are same statistical minimums based on the
need to produce a normal distribution of scores: these would

require a minimum (for liberal rather than totally rigorous
procedures) of twenty cases to a cell. In the study you are
undertaking, this would mean twenty samples of writing on each
topic from each school you wish to generalize about. For an

accurate and comprehensive district sampling, you would need to

sample each scho..4 in the district. The twenty would be a

minimum set to insure statistical significance of differences,
no matter how small a particular school or district population.

The minimum, however, may not provide a representative sample,

especially of a large school. However, careful stratified
random sampling procedures can help insure that the twenty
papers on each topic are a representative performance from a

given school or district. The minimum of twenty papers per
topic within each school would then insure reasonable chance of

showing statistically significant differences if real differen-

ces existed between topics and their effects on students.

You have two schools in your sample which have populations of

only 680 students and twelve schools with fewer than 1500

students. At the risk of gathering a slightly less represen-
tative sample, for these schools you could reduce the total num-
ber of samples to ten per topic for the smallest schools, and

fifteen per topic for the schools which have 1000-1400 students.

Statistically, if you are concerned with how a topic performs

within a district (rather than within a school) you could

actually get by with only twenty papers per topic from each

district. The problem here, of course, is that it would be a
difficult task to choose the twenty students in each district
who would, in their abilities, represent proportionally the

spread of abilities in the district. Given all the factors that

affect student writing performance, including individual school

programs, I would recommend stratified sampling within schools,

using the school as a unit of measure rather than the whole dis-

trict. and thus gathering twenty samplts per topic from each

school.

4
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Whatever your decision, these figures must give way of course
to the ultimate costs. But rather than cutting down the number
of samples per topic to reduce costs, I would strongly advocate
cutting the number of topics tested. You could spend a great
deal of money to gather only two or three or five samples from
each school or district for each topic, only to find that the
spread of ability represented was totally misleading. Such a
study might cause you to discard good topics which would have
discriminated well among good writers in a particular school,
for instance, simply because only poor writers were among the
few who happened to write on that topic in the "good" school of
the district.

Catharine Keech
Research Assistant
Bay Area Writing Project

.10
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Appendix C

Teachers Who Participated in Scoring
Writing Sample Essays

Head Reader

Gerald Camp
Bay Area Writing Project
Fremont Union High School District

Table Leaders

Rosalie Chako
Redwood Junior High School
Saratoga Elementary School

Irvin Peckham
Live Oak High School
Mbrgan Hill Unified School District

Readers

Elizabeth Ruth
Independence High School
East Side High School District

James Marshall
Los Altos High School
Mountain View-Los Altos Union High School District

George Dailey
Live Oak High School
Mbrgan Hill Unified School District

E. Maxine Thompson
Britton Middle School
Mbrgan Hill Unified School District

Valerie Bolaris
Marphy Middle School
Morgan Hill Unified School District
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Diane Wieden
Landels Elenentary School
Mbuntain View School District

Mary Young Williams
Fair Intermediate School
Franklin-Mainley School District

Terry Bernard
Live Oak High School
Mbrgan Hill Unified School District

Greg Guerin
Gilroy High School
Gilroy Unified School District

A. Spain
Live Oak High School
Mbrgan Hill Unified School District

Eleanor Hester
Blossom Hill Elementary School
Los Gatos Elementary School District

Bert Hbward
Gilroy High School
Gilroy Unified School District
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Cnapt ter

A STUDY OF THE CONSTRUCTION OF THE MEANINGS
OF A WRITING PROMPT BY ITS AUTHORS, THE

STUDENT WRITERS, AND THE RATERS

Sandra Murphy, Karen Carroll, Charles Kinzer,
and Ann Robyns

Part I: Overview of Goals and Procedures of the
Study

Part II:

Karen Carroll and Sandra Murphy

The Writing Prompt: Differences in
Expectations Among Participants in
a Writing Test Episode

Charles Kinzer, Karen Carroll, and
Sandra Murphy

Part III: The Writing Prompt: The Process of

Interpretation and Performance That
It Elicits in Studeht Writers

Sandra Murphy, Karen Carroll, and
Ann Robyns
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Chapter 4: Part I

OVERVIEW OF GOALS AND PROCEDURES
OF THE STUDY

Karen Carroll and Sandra Murphy

Introduction

In any communication situation, one participant

may misconstrue the meaning another participant intends

to convey. Such misunderstanding is a problem of spe-

cial concern within the context of assessment.

Assessment frequently occurs in educational situa-

tions. One such situation is found in the classroom

setting. The type of assessment common to the class-

room occurs in the following sequence: an oral or writ-

ten question prompt is posed by the teacher; an oral or

written answer is constructed by the student; and an

oral or written comment on the student's answer is

given by the teacher. This question-answer-comment
format, (cf. Mehan, 1979) is comparable in sore

respects to large-scale writing assessment episodes.

Multiple opportunities for miscommunication exist in

both of tnese assessment situations. However, an

important distinction exists between the two cases.

while the teacher may readily correct a mismatch

between his/her intended meaning and the student's

response in the classroom setting, in an annual large-

scale assessment episode, the opportunity for correc-

tion does not exist once the student has received the

prompt and begins to write. The consequences of
miscommunication in the latter setting, therefore, are

more grave and lasting.

Tne situation reported here is a writing assess-

m.nt "episode." The method of assessment used in the

particular "episode" under study involved an holistic

appraisal of student writing.' Tne issues raised by the

TTffrireporr -r3 base3-1J7577 research supported by, the

National Institute of Education under Grant No. NIE G-

30-0034 to the Bay Area Writing Projest, University of

California. Berkeley, Leo Ruth, Writing Assessment Pro7

ject Director.
'The method of holistic assessment has been described

by Mullis (1931) as a procedure in whicn multiple

reader-evaluators concentrate upon forming an overall

impression of each paper relative to the other papers

they have read. The primary objective of holistic

scoring is the evaluation of a student's writing rela-

tive to the performance of th3t student.'s peers. Ayers
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stuJy are pertinent to metelois of writing assessment in
general.

A writing assessment "episbde" consists of tne
following stages: 1) the initial development of a
prompt by test-makers (incluiing tha formulation of the
wording of a written version); 2) the reaJing of the
prompt (including initial reaiing and subsequent re-
reading at any stage); 3) the writing of compositions
in response to the prompt; 4) the development of a
scoring rubric and; 5) the use of that rubric in a
scoring session.

Tnere are a variety of participant groups and
texts involved within a writing assessment episbde: 1)
prompt authors, who design a written paragraph to serve
as a prompt; 2) students, who write compositions in
response to that prompt; and 3) evaluators, who read
and score the student compositions (See Figure 1).

Tett Maker
(teacher)

IPraaae

Ctndent Eyiutn,
.77

scorers)

J_Trompr

;TA"!

Come.-

altInn

Vivre I. participant. n4 'newt Inenlve4 In a Writlna aaapeaftent 'Planar

(1930) describes the method of holistic assessnent 3S 3

procedure "using an overall impression to rate a paper
on a numerical scale," (p. 1).

A
t I 1

388



The two texts identified in Figure 1 are the writ-

ing prompt, and the written composition produced by

eacn student.*

In order to determine wnether participants in a

typical writing assessment episode construct different
interpretations of the prompt and form different
interpretations of the assessment task in general, we

made arrangements to follow the progress of one writing

assessment episode and to record the fmpressions of the
participants in detail at several key points along the

way. These points, wnere the participants interact
with texts in the assessment, are indicated by the

arrows in Figure 1. Tney include the two most obvi-

ously consequential points at 14;lich miscommunication

may occur: 1) the reading and interpretation of the

prompt, and 2) the reading and scoring of writing sam

ples.

The first poiht of participant involvement with
texts in an assessment episode occurs when the ideas

and structure of tne prompt are formulated. Accord-

ingly, data ware collected during the process of the
developnent of a prompt for the writing assessment
under study. The second point of participant interac-

tion with text occurred wnen students read the prompt

prior to writing tneir essays. In the episode under
study, interview data ware collected from a subsample

of 12 students before they wrote for the assessment.
During the writing "test" students read the prompt and
wrote 3n essay in response. Data collected during
testing included the written compositions of all the
tenth-grade students assessed at the high school, as

well as the compositions written by the subsample of
students wno had been interviewed. The third point of
participant interaction with texts occurred when
evaluators read the prompt, read student responses, and
scored student responses. The data collected at this
point included the scores and interviews with the
evaluators conducted prior to the scoring of the stu-

dent essays.

Evaluation data were collected from three teachers

who had developed the prompt and an additional three
teaehers at the high school. These teachers partici-
pated in the holistic scoring session. Another group

of six teachers provided additional data by ranking the
papers collected from the subsample of students. In

addition to the data collected at each point of

*A third text, the rubric or scoring guide, 433 not in-

cluded in the diagram since it W3S not used in the
analysis reported here.
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prompt-participant interaction in tne episode under
study, questionnaire data-were collected from all par-
ticipants regarding assessment t33K and the prompt.

The Process of Prolpt Construction

mne study monitored a tnree-memOer team of tea2n-
ers daring the development of a prompt used to assess
tne writing of approximately 300 tenth grade students.
As tney constraeted the prompt, tne teachers ware asked
to verbalize any expectations they might have about the
students written responses to the various parts of the
prompt. Tne prompt wnich was eventually developed
appears oelow:

Many different suggestions for improvement of
Central High Schools have recently been made.
Describe one problem or situation at Central
wnien you feel needs correction or improve-
ment, giving reasons for your choiee and sug-
gesting one or more solutions.

Tne tnree people involved in creating the prompt
were experienced in topic development and holistic
assessment. The session lasted approximately 2-1/2
hours, with several prompts being developed, con-
sidered, and ultimately rejectei, in favor of the one
under study. As the prompt evolved, the authors dis-
cussed tneir expectations of what snould and might be
found in responses to various parts of the prompt.

Tne session was tape-recorded and one member of
tne research team attended the session. Tne researcher
took written notes on the issues and the potential
peompts wnich were considered, but did not participate
in the diseussion except to answer procedural ques-
tions,

Target Students

Twelve sopnomores were interviewed dur;A; the nor-
mal writing assessment seheduled by the English depart-
ment. Tna students were recommended by their teachers
aS avera3e writers who would not he uncomfortable in an
oral interview situation. One student Was later elim-
inated from the sample because of problems in the
tape-recording of her pre-writing interview. The final
sample consisted of eleven students.

liP;au]7nym

,
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The AssesSment Day F,rocedures

Interview. The interviews were he1id,ort the day

scheiulid ?or-the writirCg assessment of the sophomore
class. During the period preceding tne student's regu-
lar Englisn,class, each of. the eleven target- students

met one of three researchers for an individual pre-
writing interview lasting approxiMately twenty minutes.

These sessIons were tape-recorded. Researchers advise)
students that the interviews w.ere being conductedto
investigate how people react to topics and plan their

compositions.

During the interview, students ware shown twO

prompts: a practice prompt' and the prompt designed for
the end-of-year sophomore class writing'assetsment.
The practice prompt wat,,uSed to familiari,te the,student
with a "think-aloud" procedure and was 'given 10 two,

formats. In ohe format the prompt was segments4 into

phrases. In another format the prompt was t,iped-in a

normal block paragraph. The practice prompt asked the
students to think of'a friend and to describe a situa-
tion which revealed his or her character.

During each interview, the researcher presented

the practice prompt in phrase-by-phrase format, asking
the student,to react aloui to each phrase with whatever
ideas came to mind Tnis allowed each student to prac-
tice point by point verbalization of his or her

interpretation. The student W33 asked to continue to
"think aloud" until it W33 possible to settle on a

specific content and focus for a composi'tion. Tne stu-

dent was then shown the pra6tice prompt typed in block
paragraph form, asked to re-read it, and instructed to
stop anywhere in the course of this second reading to
verbalize additional reactions to the task presented by

the prompt.

After the practice procedure, the student was
instructed to react to the second prompt, which" M33

identified as the one to Os, used in ehe writing assess-
ment. The assessment prompt was typed in a normal.
paragraph format as shown abovs. Irlitia1 responses
were solicited by general directives such 33, "What
does this bring to mind?" Tne student was again asked
to think aloud until the content and focus for the Com-
'position ware chosen.

Immediately after che interview, tne eleven stu-

dents wrote compositions as part of the regular assess-
ment procedure with their classmates. After writing,
they returned for inlivrdual post-writing interviews,
in which they were asked about variations anong their
initial interpretat:,ons of the prompt, plans for
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composing, and the compositions that they wrote.

Questionnaire. On the day following tha assess-
ment, all of the students (N = 302) received a ques-

,

tionnaire des'ignei to rini out 1) how the students felt
about writing in general, and 2) what they thought
about the prompt. The text or the prompt W35 in'cluded
on the questionnaire, as W33 a brief explanation of the
scale of responses. The first 18 items probed general
attitudes toward writing, and elicited a comparative
evaluation of the prompt to others encountered in
school. The final nine items asked the student to rate
the importance,of satisfying s set of task demands
wnich could cdnceivably be derived from the stateMent
of the topic'. A. copy of tne student questionhaire is
provided in Appendix A.

Prompt Interpretation by the Holistic Scorers

All of the student compositions produced for the
assessment were scored on a Saturday morning one and,a
half weeks after tne day of the assessment.-

Six teachers served as holistic scorers. Three of
the six scOrert had been involved in the prompt
development session, while three'were "naive" in the
sense that they had not participated in the formulation
of the prompt.

Pre-Scoring 'Interviews. Interviews on the subject
of topic-based expectations were conducted with the
three naive scorers prior to the actual holistic scor-
ing session. ThE procedure for these interviews Was as
follows: First, the teacher real the assessment prompt.
Second, the interviewer,asked the teacher to explain
what the prompt required the student to do. Tne
teacher Was also requested to identify particular stra-
tegies a student might,need to use in order to write a
good composition in response to the prompt.

Choosing Anchor Papers. A set of 25 student com-________
positions Was chosen at random to be read and scored by
all six of the scorers. Eacn teacher kept a list of
the scores assigned to each, paper. After reading the
set of papers, the group tallied the scores received by
each composition.

The next step in the assessment process Was to
select anchor papers, i.e., papers,to exemplify each of
the fiv'e scoring levels fran 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest).
The goal was to find anchors which represented a strong
consensus in the seoring decisions. For example,
papers chosen to exemplify a score of 1'5" had been
placed in that category by all six scorers. In other
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cases, more discussion W3S necessary before the teach-
ers reached a consensus on anchor papers to represent a
particular score. In addition, the tally revealed that
none of this first set of.papers had earned a score of
"1", so it Was not initially possible to identify
anchor papers for the lowest category.

Developmen
as guides, the
described a pro
levels. At eac
described in te
mechanics, and
original versio
2.

t of a Rub_ _
teachers c
totypical
h level, a
rms of con
voice/styl
n or the r

ric. Using the anchtr papers
onstructed a rutric Which
paper for each of the scoring
characteristic paper Was
tent, focus/organization,
e. Tne descriptions from the
utric are summarized in Figure
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Because none of the papers in the initial scoring
hal earned a "1", the teachers.revrsei the rubric and
the ancnoring scores to differentiate the two lowest
categories on tha rubric. Tne revised rubric is
presented in Figure 3.

Figure 3
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The Scorin/. Following established procedure
(Myers, 1930), each composition was read and scored by
two people. A fivepoint scale based on the rubric was
used to classify each of the compositions. Two readers
independently scored each composition. The scores were
then combined to yield an overall score for each paper.
inen the two stores showed a difference of more than
one point, a reconciliation by a third reader was used
to resolve the discrepancy. The scoring session W3S
taperecorded.

The Ranking of the Target Student Papers. To pro
vide addifior-iar data, a stcond direct evaluation of the
target students' compositions W3S collected. Six
experienced composition teachers ware invited to per
form and justify a ranking or tnese eleven papers. Tna
teachers, who were all high school English inStructors,
were also experienced participants in holistic

.11 ,
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assessments in their school districts. Eaen teaeher
was scheduled for an indiv.iduel session with one of two
reseerchers on tne projeat staff. Tne s.ession included
a ranking of the papers followed by an intervieW in
which the teacners were asked to diseuSs the criteria
by wnicn they assigned a rank for eacn peper. Tne
interviews were conducted after tne compositions'had
been ranked in order to avoid influencing the teachers'
choice of criteria.

Tne teachers were asked to make written notes on
their criteria and reactions as they went through the
papers. Tney ware aOle to refer to these notes durin3
tneir interviews.

The first teacher in this group worked with a set
of papers wnich included the composition written by the
student who was later dropped from the sample; there-
fore, the data provided by this teacher was not
included in our analysis.

Tne interview was designed to elicit the teachers'
conception of what constituted a wellwritten composi
tion in response to the prompt. It was also aimed at
obtaining the teechers' perceptions oft) their own cri
teria for evaluation of those compositions, 2) their
procedures for applying those criteria, and 3) the
rationale benind their criteria.

Ranking Interview Procedure. Tne ranking assigned
to eacn paper was recorded. Tne interviewer then asked
the evaluators to discuss their criteria for rankin3
student papers. Tne following list of questions W3S
not presented directly to the teacher, but was used by
the interviewer as a guideline:

1. What Jo you think a student would have to do in
order to write a good essay in response to this
topic?

2. Haw much weight did you give to the student's
adherence to the topic/task demands in defining
your criteria for evaluation?

3. How mueh weight did you give to other factors e.g.,
spelling, basic organization, etc.?

4. In evaluating, do you tend to think of these
things separately from the demands of the topic?

5. Wnich choices gave you the most difficulty?
(i.e., choices between which pepers?) and why?
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Tne teachers were asked to describe their criteria,
procedures, and rationalejor ranking the compositions.
WIere possible, the interviewer attempted to follow the
teacher's lead in the discussion, but an effort 1,4/3S
made to ensure that the teacher also dealt with tne
content of all aspects of the evaluation.

Several of the rankers volunteered insights or
opinions on writing instru2tion, evaluation of writing
or related topics, wnich were developed through the use
of non-leaJing interview prompts whenever possible.
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Chapter 4: Part II

THE WRITING PROMPT: DIFFERENCES IN EXPECTATIONS

AMONG PARTICIPANTS IN A WRITING TEST EPISODE

Charles Kinzer, Karen Carroll, and Sandra Murphy

Introduction

In order for a prompt to be meaningful it must be,
first of all, comprehensible and second, capable of
triggering en appropriate written output. For this to
happen, certain aspects of knowledze and intention must
be communicated from topic author to writer. A writer

can produce successful writing in response to a given
pronpt when he or sne can match the prompt author's
expectations of what a "good" response will contain.
Furthermore, if we measure success in terms of grade or
score, the expectations of the evaluator must be satis-
fied by the writer's product. In addition, it is
important to note that evaluators' expectations are
triggered upon reading tne prompt.

As noted above, the study monitored a three-member
team during the development of a topic used to assess
the writing of approximately 300 tenth grade students.
As they constructed the actual prompt, the teachers
ware asked to verbalize any expectations they might
have about the students' written responses to the vari-
ous parts of that prompt. The prompt wnich W33 eventu-
ally developed appears, again, below:

Many different suggestions for improvement of
Central High School have recently been made.
Describe one problem or situation which you
feel needs Correction or improvement, giving
reasons for your choice, and suggesting one
or more solutions.

The questionnaire described above W33 given to all
participants in the study. In addition, interviews
were conducted with the eleven target students, with
teachers who holistically snored the written products,
and with five rankers who read the topic and ranked the
eleven students' papers from best to worst.

The data gives us insights into the task interpre-
tations which aere "triggered" by the prompt across the
three sets of participents in the assessment episode:
prompt authors, student writers and holistic scorers
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and/or raters. Tne underlying premise of this aspect
of the study is that the more closely the various par-
ticipants in the writing episode perceive tne prompt as
being similar, the more successful, in terns of score,
the'response.

The Prompt Development Session

Throughout the session, the prompt authors were
obviously very concerned with the implications of each
word in the prompt.

Originally, the prompt asked for three improve-
ments to the school, Put this task W33 regarded as
being "too structured". The prompt authors eventually
asked for a description_of one problem. In their
words, they wanted to "force a choice" between possible
school improvements. While students were definitely
expected to select one problem or topic to write on, it
was equally clear that certain kinds of topics ware
more "acceptable" than others. The prompt authors were
somewhat worried, for example, that some responses
might expound upon the merits of removing the existing
principal from the school.

Although not explicitly stated in the prompt, the
authors expected that the solution to the problem would
be something that "money can buy". At one point, the
pnrase "money is no object" W33 written into the
prompt, but this was later deleted. Although the
phrase was deleted, it appeared that the topic authors
expected that the "problem" selected could be "solved"
through an expenditure of funds. Tney maintained this
expectation throughout the session. References to
monetary aspects of school problems and their solutions
are found throughout the discussion. For example, the
prompt authors felt that it might be difficult to write
a rubric for scoring purposes that could apply to the
subject of physical improvements to the school as well
to discussions of non-material changes, such as improv-
ing school spirit. The teachers debated whether it
might be difficult to equate material and non-material
subjects. In effect, it was evident that students who
related their problem choices and solutions to monetary
factors would conform more closely to the topic
authors' expectations than students who did nat.
Nevertheless, the authors concluded that the prompt was
"wide open", 33 long as students could support the
choice they male.

The prompt authors felt that it was not enough for
tne writers simply to describe the problem. Responses
were expected to move beyond tne description of a prop-
lem to include reasons why the problem was thought to
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be a significant iss112. They also indicated that the
response should show that the problem M33 related to
the writer, that the solution would benefit the writer,
and that the writer felt the problem needed eorrection.

Key words elicited specific expectations on the
part of the topic authors. For example, "situetion"
was added to "problem" because they felt that a problem
could be "corrected," but not improved. The word
"describe" M3S expected to invite writers to begin with
strong detail and to create a strong setting. "Many"
was expected to give the reader/writer an indication
that there was no single, right answer to the prompt.
The phrase "at Central" replaced the original "abkthe
school" because the authors felt the latter excluded
problems external to the scnool curriculum sueh az
landscaping.

Tnus it appears tne topic authors assumed that
each word in the prompt should have meaning for the
writer. Although certain parts of the prompt, such as
the expected strong focus on one problem, appear to
have more weight than others, each segment in the
proMpt was intended to provide a cue to the writer for
what he or she was to put in the response. More
research is needed in this area of possible within-
topic salience. It is probable, however, that most
prompt aui.nors would feel that any response must meet
the demands wnich are explicit in a prompt, and that a
"good" paper would demonstrate compliance with implicit
demands.

The Molistin Scorers

As noted in PART I, six scorers holistically rated
the students' papers. Tnree of the six scorers ware
inv.olved in the topic development session and three
were "naive" in the sen-se that they were not. Inter-
views regarding topic-based expectations ware condu2ted
with the three naive scorers prior to the group discus-
sion which produced the rubric upon which scoring was
based. Naive scOrers agreed with their counterparts
who had been involved in the topic's development on
almost all points. Tney felt strongly that it M33
important for the students to focus on one problem.
Several scorers commented that the "structure of the
paper is there in the topic." Tney felt the main prob-
lem student-writers would encounter M3S "narrowing down
the focus." The following statements are representa-
tive of the naive scorers' responses upon reading the
prompt:
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"He (the writer) will have to declare a
focus. Then he has to describe the problem
and give reasons for the choice."

"They're to go from many suggestions to one
problem and give reasons for the choice."

"If he manages to avoid the list and does
decide on one problem . . . he'll have a good
paper."

"I guess the key is finding that one prob-
1em.71`..

"The two pitfalls may be the list . . . and
the very general description of the problem."

"It has to be negative . . . they have to
persuade you . . . they have to argue (that
it's a problem). This calls for an argument
. . . to convince someone . . . that it needs
correction."

"The response needs one problem, concrete
examples and specifics beyond general state-
ments."

The above statement's illustrate that the naive
scorers' prompt-based expectations are extremely simi-
lar to those expressed by the prompt authors. The
naive scorers' comments move beyond pure topic con-
siderations, however, and also show a concern with
style, cohesion and tone or voice. The naive scorers
indicated that strong papers would be well-grounded in
students' experiences at the school--that better, more
credible papers would stay within personal experience.

Questionnaire Data on Student and Author/Rater
Judgments of Task Demands

The questionnaire which students completed on the
day following the assessment provided a record of their
attitudes toward writing, an evaluation of the prompt,
and an evaluation of task demands suggested by the
prompt. Twelve of the items on the questionnaire were
also presented to the teachers in the study. These
items focussed on evaluation of the prompt and judg-
ments of the task demands it might suggest. Differ-
ences among teachers' and students' perceptions of
these demands are discussed below.

Responses to the items on the questionnaire were
recorded on a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 signifying
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agreement with a positive statement and 5 signifying
agreement witn 3 corresponding ne3ative statement.
P3rticip3nts' responses are shown in Table 1 below.

Table 1

Percentane of Response by Students and Prompt
Authors/Raters to Selected Duestionnaire Itemso

A. 1. The topic is more
pleasing to write
about than most
others given in
school.

2. The topic is easy
to read and
understand.

Agree Neutral Agree

31 37 31 The topic is less
70 20 10 pleasing to write

about than most
others given in
school.

78 18 3 The topic is difficult
BO 20 0 to read and understand.

3. The topic is easy to 60
write about. 60

5. I think the topic
will give a good
indication of my
ithe student's)
writing ability.

23 17 The topic is difficult
20 20 to write about.

21 37 42 I think the topic will
70 20 10 not give a good

indication of my
(the student's)
writing ability.

B 5. It is important to 35 4? 21 It is not important
describe only one 90 0 10 to describe only one
problem. Problem.

6. It is important to 82 13 3 It is not important to
to explain why the 90 10 0 explain why the subject
subject Is a problem. is a problem.

7. It Is important to
suggest a solution
to tne problem or
situation.

8. It is important to
suggest more than
one solution to the
problem.

94 13 2 It is not important to
90 20 0 suggestion a solution

to the problem or
situation.

69 22 7 It is not important to
10 20 70 suggest more than one

solution to the
Problem.

9. It is important to 53 38 9 It is not important to
point out that many 0 10 90 Point out that many
suggestions for suggestions for
improvinn the school improvino the school
have been made. have been made.

10. It is important to
relate the problem
to everyone in the
school.

71 22 7 It is not important
10 20 80 to relate the problem

to everyone in the
school.

11. It is important to 51 36 12 It is not important toshow how the problem 20 20 60 show how the problemaffects the writer, affects the writer.

12. It is important to 77 19 2 It is not important
explain how the 40 40 20 to explain how thesolution will solution willimprove the school. improve the school.

The top row of numbers in each case refers to students (4=302), t":bottom row to topic authors/raters (N=10). Some rows do not total100A due to rounding error and/or missing responses.
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Tne table shows staient-writer responses compared
to tne responses of the combined group of evaluators
including topic autnors, scorers and rankers. It is
easy to see that the student writers disagreed with the
otner participants across many of tne areas discussed.

The first four sets of figures are based on the fol-
lowing general statements about the prompt:

Tne topic is more pleasing to write about
than most others given in school.

The topic is easy to read and understand.

The topic is easy to write about.

I think the topic will give a good indication
of my (the students') writing ability.

It is interestin3 that students found the topic far
less pleasing, compared to other topics given in
school, than the other participants. Also, there is a

definite disagreement between the students and teachers
as to whetner or not the writing produced by the prompt
would give a good indication of writing ability. Tnis
disagreement should be cause for concern, especially
since students indicated on other portions of the ques-
tionnaire that writing is an important tning to learn
(84%) and that ability to write well would be important
after leaving school (90%).

Tne combined group of evaluators, therefore,
appeared to have a different idea of the relevance or
quality of the prompt than did the student writers.
One ranker did recognize this. She felt that the
prompt would not give a good indication of writing
ability, because, as she argued, topics need to be
relevant to the writer and the situations discussed
must be perceived as being within the writer's control.
Sne pointed out that students may be tired of writing
aoout school problems wnich they cannot directly influ-
ence and which must be solved by adults. In fact, she
felt thct students might resent having to spend their
time providing solutions which no one would implement
and that students might recognize that no one with
decision-making power would real their suggestions.
One of our subsample responses illustrates her point.
The student recognized that she W3S powerless to pro-
vide a solution, saying:
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"The only 43y we can solve this problem
is...nave our parents speak for us. They
(school board) should listen to them because
they are the ones Who pay taxes."

Percentages of responses by the two groups to
statements about the importance of incluiing certain
elements in compositions written in response to the
prompt can be seen in Part B of Table 1.

Students and teacners appeared to agree that it
W3S important to explain wly the subject is a problem
and to suggest 3 solution. Mora than 80% of both
groups agreed to both of the following statements:

It is important to explain why the subject is
a problem.

It is important to suggest a solution to the
problem or situation.

Among the many differences found between teachers and
stuients, one of the most dramatic was their opposing
views on the importance of mentioning tne suggestions
which hai been deoated.in the months preceding the
assessment. Fiftythree percent (53%) of the students,
but none of the teachers, agreed with the following
statement:

It is important to point out that many
suggestions for improving Central High School
have been made.

In other words, a majority of the students thought they
snould reference those suggestions, while none of the
teachers thought a listing of those suggestions W33
iMportant.

Another difference across participant groups can
be noted in responses to the statement:

It is important to describe only one problem.

In the topic development session the prompt authors had
indicated they felt this W33 a vital element in the
prompt. At one point in the topic development session,
the following exchange occurred;
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a: "D3 we like limiting it to one problen?
Tnat's what W3 will look for."

"I do."

c: "I Jo, Too."

In tne questionnaire data this stress on the importance
of one topic in the responses is confirmed ty the com
bined group of evaluators. Ninety percent of the
evaluators felt a focus on one problem would be a vital
part of a response to tnis prompt. Yet these expecta
tions were not matched by tne student writers. Only

35% of the students agreed that it was important to
describe only one problem.

The disagreement on the nunber of problems to
include in the composition was consistent with the
dis4/reement on the number of solutions to suggest.
Sixtynine percent (691) of the students agreed with
the statement: "It is important to suggest more than
one solution," while only 10% of the teachers thought
this was necessary. However, this result may also
reflect some students' responses to the prompt segment
".suggesting one or more solutions."

Tne two groups of participants also appeared to
disagree about stressing other elements in the composi
tions. Many of the students emphasized elements which

were not .considered important by the teachers. For

example, 51% of the students agreed with the s_tatement:
"It is important to relate the problem to ever-yone in

the school," but only 40% of the teachers did.

Differences Between Teacher and Student
Interpretations of Task Demands

The examples from the interviews and the question
naire data indicate that teachers and students often
perceived task demands differently. One major differ
ence seemed to be that the prompt authors lent weight
to all parts of the prompt: Tney felt that every word
was important, both for the explicit meaning and the
implicit requirements it conveyed. Some of the
studentwriters, on the other hand, focussed on only a
few selected aspects of the prompt.

In the prompt development session the prompt
authors appeared to feel that the first sentence pro
vided adequate but nonprescriptive contextualization,
allowing students to proceed to their selection of
specific problem. However, only one student immedi
ately recognized that the first sentence .133 intended
to function merely as an introduction to the prompt,

2.i
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rather than as an integral part of the topic. Tnis

student said:

The way I interpreted that (the first sen-
tence) was just 33 an introduction . . . I

figured they were just s'ying this so they
could tell you to describe one problem . . .

didn't think that was important . . . The
most important part was (the berinning of the
second sentence).

Anotner student demonstrated that she was aware of
two possible days of treating the first sentence. Ini-
tially, she failed to find the task interpretation
favored by the teachers who developed the prompt, i.e.
a focus on a single problem. She initially stated:

First I'd talk about 311 the suggestions that
were made to improve Central, and then narrow
it down to the best few and tnen (to) the'

main thing that needs improving. (Carla)

Subsequently, in her post-writing interview this
same student indicated tnat she rejected her initial
interpretation before writing:

I was thinking of doing that but then I read
the topic again . . . I just thought it'd be
best to start right in (on one problem).

An examination of ,the prompt used in this study
reveals that explicit directives include the focus on
only one problem, which the student feels needs to be
solved, and the inclusion of reasons and one or more
solutions. However, some of the teachers' expectations
are not explicitly stated in the prompt. For example,
(in the prompt development session) "to tell why it's a
problem or situation" W33 the intended 'meaning for

"giving reasons for your choice." Beyond that, many of
the students felt it W33 important to mention that many
"suggestions" had been made, while none of the teachers
felt this was important. It appears, therefore, that
many of the students were interpreting the task sug-
gested by the prompt in a different way than the prompt
developers intended.

Tne prompt or topic statement is the linking ele-
ment across the three segments of a writing episode.
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Tnerefore, it is important that the students, the test
makers and test scorers agree on what the prompt is
asking the stuJent to do. Otherwise the scoring ruoric
mai not reflect the ,criteria the prompt writer origi-
nally had in mind, ald scoring the student papers may
be furtner complicated if the students view the task
presented by the proMpt quite differently than the test
makers intendeL

Questionnaire Responses and Total Holistic Score_

Kendall's coefficient of correlation was computed
for total holistic score and students' responses to the
pairs of items in Table 1 above. Complete texts of the
student anj teacher questionnaires are included in
Appendix A, and B.

The mealure of association was computed for botn
the target student group (n:11) and the larger group of
students (n:302). Results are shown in Table 2.

42r;
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Table 2

Kendall's Correlation Coefficients of Responses to
Selected Questionnaire Items With Total Holistic Score

Ittm
1. The topic is more

pleasing to write
about than most
others given in
school.

2. The topic is easy
to read and
understand.

3. The topic is easy to
write about.

4. I think the topic
will give a good
indication of my
(the student's)
writing ability.

5. It is important to
describe only one
problem.

6. It is important to
tc explain why the
subject ts a problem.

7. It is Important to
suggest a solution
to the problem or
situation.

e. It is important to
suggest more than
one solution to the
problem.

9. It Is imgortant to
point out that many
suggestimns for
Improving the school
have been made.

10. It Is important to
relate the problem
to everyone in the

school.

11. It is important to
show how the problem
affects the writer.

12. It is Important to
explain how the
solution will

'improve the school.

*Alpha = .C5/12

.07 .035 -.06 .411

-.196 .001* -.09 .340

-.02 .297 .-.05 .410

.01 .47P -.12 .303

-.02 .2E19 .43 .032

-.16 .001* -.29 .105

-.13 .00l* -.2e .118

.03 .23e -.05 .417

.02 .321 .05 .417

-.09 .012 -.25 .146

-.02 .243 -.27 .123

-.11 .002* -.59 .006

n=302 n=11
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In the larger group of students surveyed, signifi-
cant associations were found between total holistic
score (i.e. the combined'scores of two evaluators) and
four of the items. The results indicate that students
who rated the prompt as easy to read and understand
tended to receive higher holistic scores. High scores
were also associated with agreement that it was impor-
tant to explain why the subject chosen was a problem,
and that it was important to suggest a solution to the
problem. The results also indicate that students who
agreed with the statement that it was important to
explain how the solution/aorrection of the subject
chosen would improve Central Nigh tended to receive
higher scores. Significant associations were not found
for responses to any of the other items.

In the target group of eleven students, signifi-
cant associations between questionnaire responses and
holistic score were not found.

Discussion

It is important to note in discussing these
results, that although some of the measures of associa-
tion are significant, they are very low. However, if
one considers that many factors influence the evalua-
tive judgments teachers make in reacting to a written
composition, including factors which are not related to
features of the prompt such as legibility, errors,
spelling, etc., the low correlations should not be
surprising. Given this qualification, the results do
support the viewpoint that there 13 an important con-
nection between reiding and writing in a writing test
situation (Ruth, 1982).

In his review of the literature on topic effects,
Hoetker (1981 ) suggests that 'readability and students'
reading skills are factors that should be considered in
prompt design and test evaluation. These results sup-
port the notion that students with "reading" problems
are also likely to have difficulty in making an
appropriate response in a writing assessment. In the
present study, students who found the prompt "easy to
read" received higher scores.

Hoetker has also pointed out that students might
have difficulty reading "between the lines" to inter-
pret the implicit task demands suggested by a prompt.
In this context, it is important to point out that two
task demands which were not stated explicitly in the
prompt were significantly correlated with holistic
score. Agreement with the statements "It Is important
to explain why the subject chosen is a prOblem at Cen-
tral," and "It is important to explain how the
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solution/correction of the subject chosen will improve

Central High," were significantly correlated with

holistic score. Yet explaining why the subject is a

problem is not precisely equivalent to either "Describe
one problem," or to "giving reasons for your choice."

Similarly, explaining how the subject chosen will
improve Central High, is not explicitly stated as a

demand of the task. Students who consider these tasks

unnecessary elaborations, and/or students who interpret
the task differently may be evaluated in part for their
interpretation of the prompt. Students who agreed that

these task demands were important were awarded higher

scores.

One would expect that task demands that are stated
explicitly in the prompt would be correlated with

score. Thus it 13 not surprising that students who

agreed with the statement "It is important to suggest a
solution to the problem or situation" received higher

scores. However, the fact that higher scores were

awarded to students who recognized the importance of
unstated task demands suggests that students whose task
"interpretation" matched the intention of the evalua-

tors in regard to these unstated elaborations were more

likely to satisfy their expectations, and perform well

in the assessment.
e,-----

The question of whether or not 3 udents actually

interpret the prompt in different wa s is addressed

more fully in Part II of this repor . One should note,

however, that various interpretations of the phrase
"giving reasons for your choice," ar possible, includ-

ing giving reasons for why the'proble 4 should be con-
sidered a problem, giving reasons for Why the problem

was chosen above others, and/or giving reasons for why

the problem was personally relevant. Given that higher

scores were awarded to students who agreed that it was
important to xplain why the subject chosen was a prob-

lem, it appears that the first interpretation may have
been favored by the evaluators. A recognition of the
importance of including this explanation requires the
student to go beyond the explicitly stated requirements
of the prompt in order to match the evaluators'expecta-
tions.

The data presented here clearly indicate that the
expectations of evaluators differ from those of stu-
dents with regard to the prompt used in this assess-
ment, and that implicit task demands may have an effect
on the way students are evaluated.
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Chapter 4: Part III

THE WRITING PROMPT: THE PROCESS OF INTERPRETATION
AND PERFORMANCE THAT IT ELICITS IN STUDENT WRITERS

Sandra Murphy, Karen Carroll, and Ann Robyns

Assumptions Underlying the Analysis

Part II of this report has dealt with differences
among the prompt-based expectations of groups of indi-
viduals with regard to performance and interpretation
of task. In the present discussion, we will be focus-
ing our attention on the wording of the writing prompt,
the initial (oral) interprettatichs ef the by the
subsample of students described above, the ways these
students interpreted the prompt, and the ways the 'leas
they generated were translated into written prose. The
data we will be dealing with here include the oral
pre-writing interviews and the written compositions
collected from the sub-sample of eleven students during
the writing assessment episode and their post-writing
interviews.

An underlying assumption in our analysis was that
the student accesses information in the process of
reading the prompt which he or she then uses in compos-
ing a written response. The construction of an
interpretation of the prompt is thus viewed as an
integral and important part of the composing process.
In the process of interpreting the prompt, the student
ay selectively focus on some segments, ignore others,
and interpret the ones assimilated differently than do
the evaluators in the assessment. Thus, the student
may "construct" an interpretation of the prompt which
differs from the interpretation of other participants
in the assessment.

While Part II of this study revealed that students
arrived at conclusions about task demands which dif-
fered from those of the prompt developers and/or
evaluators, the present,analysis deals with variations
in the ways the eleven students constructed interpreta-
tions of the prompt.

Analysis of the Prompt

Our analysis includes an examination of the form
and content of the written prompt, and examinations of
the form and content of students' oral responses and
written compositions. Each of these three sources of
information was considered first in isolation, and then
as an interactive element in a single discourse text.
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Each source of data served to shed light on the
others. At times, student responses focused attention
on problematic features within the prompt. Conversely,
certain features of the prompt, which were analyzed as
being ambiguous, suggested where we might look for
potential areas of confusion within student responses.
By considering the interaction of the three sources of
data 1) the prompt, 2) the initial
interpretation/response, and 3) the written composi-
tion, we were able to identify various interpretive
strategies used by the students in responding to the
structure and content of the prompt within the context
of this assessment situation.

Cohesion and Contextualization

Haviland and Clark (1974, p. 3) have defined given
information as: "information the speaker considers
given--information he believes the listener already
knows and accepts as true." They define new information
as: "information the speaker considers new--information
he believes the listener does not yet know." The terms
given and/or "old" as they are used here refer to
knowledge that is shared between "speaker" and "hearer"
(in this case, prompt developers and .student writers).
When considered as an isolated text, there are two ways
in which the following sentence could be read:

Many suggestions for improvement of Central
High School have recently been made. (S1)

If the reader knows about "suggestions recently
made," S1 may function as an anchor-point reference to
the context of a familiar discussion. In contrast, if
S1 is treated as "new" information, being introduced
for the first time, it will inform the reader of an
existing state of affairs of which he is as yet
unaware.

If the reader treats the existence of "many dif-
ferent suggestions recently made" as "new" information,
it is likely that the reader will expect unresolved
elements of this piece of news to be qualified. Ordi-
narily, new information is qualified, illustrated, or
expanded in the sentences that follow, to ensure that
the reader is sufficiently anchored in the intended
subject context. This expectation 13 related to the
process of finding coherence between one sentence and
the next.

Fillmore expresses the relationship between coher-
ence and contextualization in the following statement:
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A text can be said to be coherent ir 3 single
imagined world is compatible with all perts
of the text. (1975a, p. 137)

Wnen the reader can fins no qualification, illustration
or expansion of S1 by S2, he cannot readily interpret
the two sentences as bein3 coherent, and may be forced
to re-examine his initial interpretation of the first
sentence.

Research in the fields of cognitive processing and
reading comprehension supports the view that readers
expect the information in adjacent sentences to be
related, and that it is easier for readers to form an
integrated representation of related pieces of informa-
tion if the explicit markers of cohesion in adjacent
sentences are provided (Bransford and Johnson, 1973;
Goldstein, 1990; Halliday and Hasan, 1976; Havilani and
Clark, 1974; Hayes-Roth and Thorndyke, 1979; Kintsch,
1975: Moe, 1979; Walker and Meyer, 1930; Yekovich and
Walker, 1978). Tne lack of direct links between the
two sentences in this prompt was viewed as a potential
source of difficulty for the students in the assess-
ment.

Coherence and Unifying Purpose

Another criterion specified by Fillmore for coher-
ence within a text involves "a more or less unified
answer to questions about the speaker's or author's
purpose," (1975a, p. 137). If the reader does not
treat the information in the first sentence as new, if
he treats it instead as given information, or informa-
tion which refers to shared knowledge, he is forces to
question the purpose the sentence would serve. The
reader might ask, for example: "Is this the subject of
the composition I am about to write, or is it intended
to be a background for what follows?" In eitner case,
whether the realer treats the first reference to
"suggestions" as a reference to old or to new informa-
tion, he is forced to search for a context and/or a
unifying purpose with which to relate the two parts of
the text to one another because explicit marks of cohe-
sion between S1 and S2 do not exist.

In order to arrive at a single coherent interpre-
tation, the reader must read selectively, applying
aoductive rea4aning to the tesk. This process requires
a certain degree of subtlety on the part of the
reader--to know how ahl when to manipulate the pieces
of the text to compensate for an inherent lack of
coherence resulting in ambiguity. This means knowing
how and when to manipulate whatever schemes, shared or
personal scripts, assumptions or facts the realer has
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available to him, to second guess the author's intenJeJ
meaning.

ie have, thus far, discussed the lack of explicit
marks of cohesion between S1 and S2 of the prompt. de
have argued that this constitutes an inherent source of
ambiguity, resulting in two possible interpretations of
the full text. In the following we will examine sen-
tence internal presuppositions and cross-reference sen-
tence internal information with sentence external
information to determine how each may influence the
other in the construction of two possible int'erpreta-
tions.

Text/Semantic Analysis

The concept of presupposition as originated in
logical theory appears in variously amended forms as
applied by linguists in semantic analysis (Ruth,
1930, p. 129). For example, it is logically possible
to distinguish between what a speaker asserts and what
he presupposes, i.e.,between what he says and what he
takes for granted as being true. The logical presuppo-
sitions of a declarative sentence are those proposi-
tions that can be inferred in isolation from any con-
text and that must be true if the assertion as a whole
is true. Fillmore (1971) expands the concept of
presupposition to include the speech communication
situation, wnich he analyzes in terms of two lev.els:
the presuppositional, and the illocutionary. "'In
every conversation, we constantly make use of both the
implicit, or presuppositional, and the explicit, or
illocutionary levels of communication,'" (Fillmore,
1971, p. 277). Thus, the construction of the meanings
of given sentences necessarily requires building a

structure comprised of explicit referential information
plus implicit presupposed information. At this point,
we should note that most theoretical discussions of
presuppositional analysis pertain to idealized language
users. In this case, we will apply our analysis to a
real text, the Central High School writing assessment
prompt, but we will describe the several idealized
paths of interpretation readers might take through the
text of the prompt. Our aim is to display several dif-
ferent potential constructions of meaning which all
make sense and may account for variations in comprehen-
sion of the prompt. The text of the prompt'is repeated
verbatim here for reference throughout the discussion
below.

Many different suggestions for improvement of
Central High School have recently been made.
Describe one problem or situation which you
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feel needs correction or improvement, giving
reasons for your choice, and 5u3ge3tin3 one
or more solutions.

In Sentence 1 (S1), the passive verb construction
may shift the reader's focus of attention from the
natural (cognitional') subject (the presupposed source
of "suggestions") to the natural (cognitional) object
(the result of the verb process, "suggestions"), here
appearing in subject position. If S1 had been cast as
an active verb construction, the term "suggestions"
would have appeared in its natural order in object
position. Tnus, there would have been represented an
actor-action-goal "picture of reality" at Central Hizh
School instead of the reversed relation of goal-
action and descriptive qualifiers.

Wnen the plural marker "s" and qualifiers "many"
and "different" are associated with "suggestion," the
connection makes several plausible constructions of
meaning or paths of interpretation possible. The fol-
lowing possibilities arise:

1. many different sources of opinion are engaged in
tne one process,

2. one source of opinion is engaged in many different
processes,

3 . many different sources are engaged in many dif-
ferent processes.

Prior experience with "suggestion-making" situa-
tions may guide the reader toward a prototypical
"scenario". For example, one such scenario might
involve multiple sources of opinion (representatives),
offering many different suggestions in a group context
(committee) on one or a few occasions (meetings).

Further information is available to the reader
about the event-process(es) in the form of an adverbial
modifier "recently" which circumscribes the event-
process(es). In combination with the past tense
marker, the modifier effectively completes or finishes
the event-process(es), and places them in the "recent"
past. "Suggestions have been made" orients the reader
to a past event and "recently" places the event in the

T1 term introduced by Manfred Sandmann (1954) to con-
trast with "grammatical" subject to avoid the confu-
sions of "logical" and "psychological" which have been
applied variously by language scholars (p. 237).
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recent past, making the event a precedent for what tne
student writer is about to. underteke.

In Sentenee 2, the modifier "one," is posed as a
quantitative constraint on the nunber of "problems or
situations" to be deseribed. It can also be inter-
preted, especially when Si is acting as old informa-
tion, as an indefinite pronoun: Based on the presuppo-
sition that many different opinions already exist as to
wnat constitutes a "problem" or problematic "situa-
tion," wnat constitutes a "needed correction" or
"improvement," and finally, what constitutes a valid
"suggestion," the reader may conclude that he is
required to reference "a suggestion," and describe
"one" of tnese, I.e., "one" from a defined set of "many
different suggestions,"

The progress of the reader is further complicated
by the presence of imperfective processes in both Si
and S2. Tnese inherently partial, or incomplete
processes are signaled by the progressive participial
constructions "giving" and "suggesting." Another
inconplete process is presupposed in the definition of
"suggestion," Tne neture of a suggestion is sueh that
it involves only a partial process within a larger pro-
cess of resolution. A "suggestion" must be judged
feasible before it can be instituted, and the "prob-
len," or problematie "situation" it identifies can be
resolved.

The distinetion between tne tasks of describing a
perfective vs. an imperfective process becomes a
clearer when we examine two hypotnetical cases of
readers; 1) those who synthesize Si and S2; and 2)
those wno are unable to assimilate tne lack of coher-
ence between Si and S2, and effectively ignore Si.

In one case, the heightened salience of repeated words or
derivatives with common roots ("improvement," "sugges-
tions," "suggesting") may lead the reader to conclude
tnat he is expected to contribute a description of a
"situation" (a state of affairs or combination of cir-
cumstances) and propose a process which will provide
partial resolution ("improvement") to the "situetion."
In the second case, the reader may see his task as
defining a problem, a definitively negative, or prob-
lenatic single circumstance, and posing a definitive
"solution" for "correction" of that problem.

If S2 Is considered in isolation the reader may
arrive at the following interpretation. The imperative
"describe" presupposes the goal of the prompt task to
be a description.A description is a produet of personal
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observation. The single instance of the imperative
form indicates that tne reader's observations are being
elicited as the central feature of the task he is asked

to perform. Presupposed here in the imperative form is
the salience of these observations, supported later in
S2 by the relative clause "which you feel." S2 presup-
poses that personally relevant observations are to form
the basis for the reader's discussion. Thus, the
reader is instructed to describe his observations. Ha

is also to propose "solutions" to what he personally
considers problematic, and develop or illustrate his
"reasons" for why he found his choice of subject matter
Rersonally problematic, as per the segment "giving rea-
sons for your choice."

However, if the reader interprets S2 in the con-
text of 51, the prompt segment "giving reasons for your
choice," can be interpreted as "giving reasons" why the
reader chose to discuss 3 particular "problem or situa-
tion" above all others established in a set of pre-

cedents. In other words, the reader is reminded that
he is to be held accountable for a background of shared
knowledge, against which he is to justify_ his choice.
The reader may also conclude that he is to justify his
choice against a background of multiple opinions as to

what constitutes 3 valid "suggestion," interpreting
"giving reasons for your choice" as "giving reasons"
for why the "problem" should be c2nsidered a "problem."

Idealized readings such as the foregoing are always
exhaustive in demonstrating what can be formally inter-

preted from a text. Real readers, on the other hand,
may chose to read selectively (to attain a unified
representation of all parts of the text or merely for
the sake of expediency).

Basically, what we are suggesting here, is that
elements in the prompt pull the reader in different
directions. The first sentence in the prompt might
lead a reader to believe that he should choose from
what has been posed as a defined set of suggestions,
particularly if he has treated the reference to sugges-
tions as old information. Thus, as mentioned above,
the phrase "giving reasons for your choice" might be
interpreted as meaning "giving reasons for why the
problem was chosen above others." Other elements, on
the other hand, might lead the reader to believe he has
the freedom to cnoose any problem to discuss that is
relevant to himself (cf.,"which you feel") and give
reasons why the problen was problematic for himself, as
opposed to why the problem should be considered a prob-
lem, per se.

It has become customary for linguists to view t
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text within the situation in which it W33 presented.
In linguistic terms, tne prompt represents 3 piece of 3
continuous interactive "text" with the interpretive
response which is to follow. The larger context of the
discourse is the writing assessment situation whicn
involves the process of eveluation. Because of the
assessment situation, readers may interpret the prompt
as carrying an implicit directive: conform to the.
correct development of a topic in form, content, and
context. Student-readers who interpret a prompt dif-
ferently from the teacher-readers who evaluate their
responses may be unable to conform to the evaluators'
conceptions of what constitutes correct interpretation.
Moreover, within the assessment situation, students are
very likely to be preoccupied with the search for the
right answer.

Analysis of Oral and Written Responses to the prompt

Tne second body of data under investigation in our
analysis 13 the students' oral responses to the prompt.
In order to compare our analysis of the features of the
prompt with the ways students responded to it during
tne "think-aloud" procedure condueted during the pre-
writing interviews, we adopted a unit of analysis that
would allow us to systematically compare tne students
responses with particular prompt segments. Several
systems of text analysis and descriptions of discourse
structure offered potential. Much of the pioneering
work on the composing process has focused on narrative
discourse, including descriptions of narrative struc-
ture (Mandler and Johnson, 1977, Rumelhart, 1976), and
systems of text analysis which describe features asso-
ciated with its production (Labov, 1972. Cnafe, 1930).
Because we were studying processes of interpretation
and composition, systems of analysis which were based
on (and derived from) actual language phenomena held
the most appeal. If the point is to describe the ways
individuals actually do produce meaning in the process
of interpreting or responding to text, then systems of
analysis that incorporate process and on line produc-
tion should yield the most useful information.

4ature and Relevance of Idea Units. For this
reason, the pre-writing interviews ware transcribed and
segmented into oral "idea units" according to criteria
for oral language analysis developed by Dr. Wallace
Chafe of tne Linguistics Department at the University
of California in Berkeley (Chafe, 1979, 1930). An iiea
unit is basically a chunk of words bounded by a measur-
able pause and/or a change in intonation, which serve
as indications that the speaker is treating the word
group 33 a conceptual unit.
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Several assunptions lie behind tne posited
existence of such a unit...For the reader wno is not
familiar with Cnafe's theory, they are briefly oatlinei
here. Cnafe suggests that thinking involves three
najor components: 1) information, 2) the self, and 5)
consciousness. With regard to "information," Chafe
suggests that "at any given time, a person has avail-
able a large fund of knowledge from several sources.
One source is perception of the world around us,
another is memory, a third is affect-the emotions,
feelings ani attitudes associated with what we perceive
end remember" (Chafe, 1930, p. 11). Chafe also posits
the existence of a "self," which he describes as an
"executive" who provides the central control over what
is happening " (Chafe, 1930, p. 11.), Presumably, this
executive provides control over where attention is
directed. Chafe also notes that this executive has a
variety of needs and goals which are associated with
central needs and their attainment. Consciousness,
according to Chafe, possesses a central focus and a
peripnery, and moves in "jerks"analogous to sr.lccadic
eye movement. It is "highly limited in capacity," and
it is "highly limited in the time it can dwell on one
piece of information " (Chafe, 1950, p. 11.). Cnafe also
suggests that there are "linguistic expressions of
focuses of consciousness," and these he terms "idea
units." Chafe uses the idea unit as the basic unit for
his system for analyzing text. Each idea unit
expresses a focus of consciousness and functions to
contribute to the development of knowledge which the
speaker is constructing. EaCh idea unit represents a
conposite of lexical information corresponding to a

simple clause, or syntactically, one verb and its asso-
ciated noun phrases.

Procedure for Analyzing Oral Responses. The
tape-recorded interviews were transcriLed according to
procedures developed by Chafe (1979. 1930). Tne
researcher who supervised this portion of the project
had previous experience in data collection and analysis
using Cnafe's materials and techniques in seminars and
research at. the University of California, Berkeley.
Tne members of the project staff involved in preparing
transCripts of the tapes were introduced to the basic
concepts and procedures in a training session before
transcription began.

The preparation of a transcript required t'sat a

staff member listen to the tape repeatedly, concentrat-
ing on one aspect of the language for transcription
each time. An initial listening captured the basic
lexical content of the interviews. The oral discou,-sa.
was then segmented into "idea units" by using a conbi-
nation of three types of cues: 1) intonation, 2)
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hesitation, and 3) syntax. kccording to Chafe, intona-
tion provides the most consistent signal of the boun-

daries of such a unit or discourse. Hesitations are

also powerful indicators of a possiole boundary oetween
ideas, while syntactic structure is tne least necessary
information source for suen decisions. None of the

types of cues alone guarantees tne existence of an iaea

Unit, but the co-occurrence of two is 3 strong indica-
tion of 3 conceptual unit.

To prepare a transcript of each interview,
research assistants were instructed to follow 3 six-

step procedure. First, they were directed to simply

record the words, i.e., the lexical content, from the

tape. Tnis step in itself involved listening repeat-

edly to tne tape.

Second, they ware directed to locate the seglents

of the tape containing a large number of hesitations
(including both filler sounds, such as um, ah, and che

lengthening of the syllables of actual words). Hasita-

tional sounds were to be transeribed phonetically, witn

repeated listenings recommended 1) to sequence these
correctly and 2) to verify the number of syllablea or

beats of filler sound in each hesitational .s7..gment. In

the transcription system, a lengthened syllable Was

indicated by two dashes appended to the syllable.

Third, a related step involved focusing attention

on the empty spaces of the discourse in order to iden-

tify the pauses and to record them in relation to the

meaningful material in the transcript. Two lengths of

pause time were indiceted: 1) a slight break in tempo

and 2) a longer pause.

Fourth, the research asaistants were asked to

identify three general categories of intonational con-

tours: sentence final, clause final -and question into-

nation. Tne recommended procedure was to first mark

those contours which stood out most clearly and then

use tnose contours as reference points against which to

judge other intonation shifts. The distinctive falling

pitch of sentence final intonation, for example, is

generally more easily identified than clause-final

intonation.

Fifth,atypei draft of the transcript was prepared

in which each idea unit appeared on a separate line.

The idea units, spoken by the interviewee, ware num-

bered consecutively and any section where comments by

tne interviewer and interviewee overlapped W35 indi-

cated ay brackets at the points where the overlap began

and ended.
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marks. such 35 commas, dashes ani priois, but
discourse containingtnese signals can also be given
different reaiings by tdifferent r:eaders on separate
occasions. These signals are ultimately able to serve
as approximate guidelines for a reader's comprehension
of the text, but they cabnot record the rhythm and pat
terns which,characterize the act of proiuction.

Furthermore, stuJents who are learning to compose
in the written mode often have not mastered the conven
tions of writimg. They freque'ntly do not provide the
punctuation -signals which 9naracterize mature prose,
and therefore, vunctUatIon cannot be us?i to guide th.e
analysis of stuJent-writingin the same wiys that it

"might be used with skilled adult prose. Instead, we
used a combination of granmattoal and semantic cri
teria, including recognition of shifts in point of
view. The criteria are given in Figure 5.

Figure 4.

Criteria For Segmenting Written Discourse

In segmenting i4ritten discourse into idea units:

A. Do separate.:

1. a segment eniing with 3 period.
This means that even clauses and phrases are
tr_eated as idea uriits when they end with a
period.

2. a segment ending with a dash.

3. a runon sentence into sparat inlependent
clauses.

-4. a compound sentence into separate independent
clauses, even if the subject is deleted in
one olause.

5. a pre7po5e1 or subordinate introductory
clause,

A e.g.,Hilecause he had to leave early, // John
mi,ssed the main speech.

6. a nonrestrictive clause.

7. di.rectly ctuotid dialogue from the speaker
tag,
e.g., "XXXX',"//said John.,
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Sixth, 3 second researcher also list,ened to the
interview, validating the transcription and decisions
about segmentation of the discourse. Any discrepancies
were resolved by a third judge.

Tne symbols used in the transcription system are
summarized in Figure 1.

Figure S.

5xotoll

. Clause-final intonation . . a oreak in rhythm. too
Contour, rising or falling brief to be measured ,

pitch, impression of (barely noticeaOle pause,
incompleteness a slight break .in tempo)

. Sentence-final intonation
Distinctively falling
pitch, impression of
completeness

? Ouestion intonation

& oause long enough-to
measjre

MM. CO Lengthening of sound or
syllable

Procedure for Segmenting Written Compositions.
Tne written compositions were also segmented into units
for analysis. Tne system of segmentation W3S based on
Cnafe's adaptation of his oral discourse techniques to
written discourse (Cnafe and DanielewicZ, in prepara-
tion). However, the criteria finally used in the
present analysis differed slightly from Chafe's rules
for segmentation. Tnese differences primarily involve
tne treatment of subordinate clauses and the phenomenon
of conjoined verbs and deleted segments in sentences.

TWO major problems were encountered in finalizing
a set of criteria for the segmentation Of the written
compositions. First, existing criteria tor se/menting
oral discourse are heavily dependent on indications of
process: pause time, hesitations, false starts, intona-
tion, etc. (Cnafe, 1980).. Such signals of process are
non-existent in a piece Of written prose, unless a
record of its production, such as that provided by a
videotape, is available.

Second, the signals used in written prose to mdi-
oate where pauses or intonational contours might occur
are often approximate and therefore, ambiguous. Writ-
ers indicate pauses.dr varidus lengtns witn punctuation
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8. a rhetorical question from its answer.

9. direct representations of sounds,
e .g., "Beep!"

10. segments containing conjoined verbs if there
is modification after the first verb.

11. a restrictive clause which introduces new
information.

12. a clause which conveys a shift of spatial or
temporal orientation, or which sets up 3 new
scene.

13. a clause which signals a process of recall,
e .g., "if I remember correctly, // . . ."

14. a clause which signals personal interaction
in the interview, i.e., which makes a text
external reference.

15. an evaluative comment on something in the
text.

B. Do not separate:

16. a restrictive clause which is not used to
introdu2e new information.

17. a non-preposed subordinate clause, unless it
indicates a shift of tenporal or spatial
orientation.

18. an introductory phrase, or any other phrase
structure.

19. the subject and verb in a clause.
This means that idea units may be embedded
either between a subject and a verb, or
between a subject-verb construction and its
cowolement without separating that subject
and verb into separate idea units. The sub-
ject and verb are simply labeled with sub-
scripts-of (a) and (b) in addition to the
number of the idea unit,
e .g., "He,/I think, stole one of the two
bas-kets of pears." la/2/lb "He stole,/I
think,/one of the two baskets of pears."
1a/2/1b

20. Clausal structures wnich are conplements to
higher verbs,,
e .g., "I think he stole one of the two
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baskets of pears." = 1 IU
"Ha wondered what happened to the

pears." = 1 IU

21. an apositive from the noun to anion it stands
in apposition.

22. indirect speech,
e.g., "he told me Jane was the witther." = 1

IU

23. infinitive phrases in series when they appear
in the complement to the verb.

"4. ,.nnjninaA if $k,- 4 lifin?tinn
after the first verb, especially if the
activities are similar,
e.g.,"He pushed and shoved the door Open." =
1 IU

olt purposely have not called our unit of analysis for
tne written compositions an "idea unit", because we did
not collect on-line production data in the written
mode.

A Typology of Idea unit Functions

In order to exanine the patht o.f interpretation
taken by each student, a typology of functions W3S
developed so that the functions of each idea unit in
the interviews could be characterized. The typology
W3S "modeled" on the typology of functions which Cnafe
developed for narrative (Chafe, 1930). To identify
patterns of strategies that extend over several idea
units, the analysis superimposed ideas from Labov's
Studies of Black English Vernacular Natratives, (1972).

Chafe's typology of idea unit functions is based
on the way they function as pieces of whole communica-
tions. In discussing his procedures-for determining
the functions of idea units, Chafe notes that.the fol-
lowing question W3S asked: "In what ways does the
,focus of consciousness which this idea expresses con-
tribute to the development of knowledge wnich, focus by
focus, the speaker is constructing?" The present study
required students to perform a more complicated task,
than the "knowledge constructimg" task Chafe posits.
Our own task involved a two part process: 1) a response
to a stimulus, and 2) a plan for composing. Therefore,
the question whicn guided our analysis W3S: "In what
ways does this idea unit contribute to the development
of an interpretation of the prompt, or to the composing
plan the speaker is constructing?"
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In applying this procedure of questioning the
function of each idea unit in the oral interviews, we
founl that students' comments denonstratei their aware-
ness of their "roles" in three different "worlds." In
talking with the researcher, the student lies the common
denominator linking the "present" interview situation,
the student's "past" experience, and "future" perfor-
mance in the assessment situation. Thus, the task in
our study differed from that of Chafe, who character-
ized his own subjects as being "peripherally
conscious...of at least two quite disparate worlds:
that in which they found themselves sitting across from
an interviewer...and the world inside the film...."

Within the "world" of the interview idea units
served two primary functions: interaction and reference
to the "think-aloud" process (i.e. the process of ver-
balizing a response to the prompt). It could be argued
that in one sense all of the idea units within the oral
interviews served the function of interaction, because
we ware dealing with an interactional situation.
Within the world of the interview, however, certain
idea units were identifiable as "overtly" interac-
tional. In general these idea units fit into a frame-
work wnere an expectation for a response from the
interviewer existed, such as a question/answer format,
or a framework wnere a student acquiesces to a direc-
tive. These included many different types of interac-
tion, and ranged from single word comments to full
clauses in response to questions.

Interactional.

. . tell me what you think you'd have to do
in responding to that particular topic?
Ok. (Pam)
oter4clas**emessiets****

Well what do you think you'll have to do?
If I would . . write bout it? (Chip)

S:

Think-Aloud Process.

. . um . . (sigh) hum--. . . That's
about ll I can think of I think, (Carla)

A second world in whiCh the students Were engaged

TT3T--TiTe--r7;33;;---;T3 is unfamiliar with Cnafe's
analysis, we note that Cnafe collected interview data
based on subjects' recall of subjects, actions anf
events within a filmed narrative.
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was tne world of assessment. Comments related to
assessment had a future crtentation signaled by th2 use

of tne conditional. Many'of these comments involved
planning for tne composition which tha student W3S
about to write; therefcre, several of the idea units

were categorized as serving the function of signaling
organiza:ional strategies or tne sequence of content
teing planned for the essays. A wide variety of func
tions could potentially be identified within this gen

eral grouping.

Planning for Composing.

(.15) S: . . . How would 1 go about writing it? ilaughs)
(15) Probably act like.

um . . write it more like a story. (Kim)

(49a) S: . . . And then my third paragraph . . um, (Kim)

(1D()) S: . . I'd re . . read through it again.
(131a1 see if 1 cou)d make it tighter . . In any way .

by deleting,
(1D2) . . you know,
(101b) . . . words here or there, O(im)

Still anotner "world" which students accessed W3S

tne world of tneir own personal experience/observations
and background knowledge in response to the prompt.
The interview served as an arena in which the student

called upon previous knowledge and experience in
preparing for the upcoming assessment. Tne students

exhibited various styles of recall in the process of

reviewing "past" _:.perience'as "potential" material

which might be relevant to the prompt and/or the compo

sition. Again, as in planning for the composition in

the future, shifts in "worlds" were primarily signaled

by shifts in verb tense, in this case, to past tense

forms.

Past Experience.

(27) . . and had a ca . . I had my schecule. (Don)

(2C) . . well I cfn remember when they tuilt this school.
. . . and . . we came over. (Bob)

In discussing the three "worlds" in wnich tha stu

dent operates, 1) present interview, 2) future assess
ment, and 3) past experience, we have introduced four
of tr:e major functions which any sin3le idea unit

4 :;
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appaared to serve: Interaction, reference to process,
planning for composing and reference to past (personal)
experience. In addition to the functions described
apove, we identified tao other main types of functions
wiich individual units could serve: Reference to snared
knowledge, a%d reference to tne prompt. In the next
section, tnese two functions will be described and dis
cussed, and we will introduce the global function of
evaluation. We should note, at this point, th3t like
Chafe, we found that a 5ingle idea unit could serve
more than one function simultaneously. Many of the
idea units which served a double function were those
which referred to the prompt.

Reference to the Prompt. In examining the data
we discovered that many of the idea units incorporated
words or groups of words from the prompt. Reference to
tne prompt was generally accomplisned in one of three
ways: 1) by the mention of the exact wording of seg
ments of the prompt, 2) by a parapnrase of segments of
the prompt, resulting in the reconstruction of the
wording of the syntax of the prompt, and 3) refer
ence to tne whole prompt. In all cases, reference to
tne'prompt often served as a point of departure which
resulted in idea units serving multiple functions to
suit the purpose of the student at any given instance
in the interview. In referring to the prompt, students
borrowed and parapnrased units of different sizes.
Sometimes single words fron the prompt appeared in stu
dent comments, often entire phrases or sentences were
adopted.

Exact wording:

The student reiterates the exact wording of
the prompt, or a segment of the prompt, and
may incorporate it into his own statements.

(2)

(4)

(7)

Ck (laughing, long pause) . . .'kay, describe
one problem,
(cf. "Describe one problem')

. . Describe one problem or situation at Central
which you feel needs correcticn cr improvement.
(Kim)
(cf. 'Describe one problem or situation at Central
which you feel needs correcticn cr improvement.")

And I don't kncw an . . of any . . suggesticns
of . . . fcr improvement.
(cf. "sugcestions for improverent")

1,1v)
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Paraphrase:

Paraphrase involved tne reonstruotion or the

wording or the syntax of the prompt throu3n
substitution, deletion ani reordering of word

groups of varying size.

(41) Just describing my probicr, (Kir)

(cf. "nescribe one problem')

(23) Ur . . . ok, student apathy is a problem at Central.

(Kir) (cf. "one problem . . . at Central")

(4) 'flescribe cne problem or situation at Central

which you feel needs correction cr improvement."

(5) . . I can think of one (lauchs)

(6) . . . The lunch lines are horrible. (Katie)

(1C) . and 'suggest one or wore solutions.'

(11) . . . well . . . I would think they just

. they should make a bigger cafeteria. (Katie)

(17) And . . about a solution to the problem

(XE) . . . 1 cuess the . . the solution tc my problem

would be . . . peer pressure. (Partin)

(33) . .
there really isn't any solution to . . the

problem. (Jay)
(cf. "Describe one problem . . civing . . . one

or more solutions.")

Reference to the prompt as a whole:

(2) . . . um . I feel this . ur . is asking

me to
(3) . . . you know . tell . . the problems of

Certral. (Carla)

(9) It just . it just . . bring Central to we. (Joe)

Frequently, references to the prompt w3re followed

by references to personal experience, references to

sharei knowledge, or statements of opinion. The typi

cal pattern involved a mention of a phrase from the

prompt followed by related commentary.

Typical Pattern: Reference to Prompt/Comment

idea

awitn: Unit

Katie

Reference 4 'Describe one problen or situation

to prompt: at Central which you feel needs
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Comment: 5

6

Reference 10
Comment: 11

Stutta

correction or improvenert."
. . . I car think of cne (laughs)
. . The lunch lines are horrible.

. . and 'suggest one or rcre solutiors."

. . . well . . . I would think they
just . . they should make a bigger
cafeteria.

Martin

Reference
to prompt:

17

18

Comment:
29

And . . about a scluticr to the
problem
. . . I guess the . . the solution tc my
problem would be . . . peer pressure,
and you'd have to . . . get . . get
kids involved in wanting the school
tc look nice.

Patterns of responses associated with reference to
the promp.t in the interviews allowed us to examine tne
variety of interpretations given to segments of the
prompt. Tne exanples below illustrate the variety of
ways students responded to tha first sentence (31) of
the prompt in aocessing (or attempting to a2ces5)
sharei knowledge.

Reference to Shared Knowledge

(2)

(3)
(4)

(5)
(6)

Um . . that comes to mind how everybody's always
talking about: °All we need is grass!'
You know, °There should be a swimming pool!'
*Cause we were supposed to have a like uh a
football stadium.
We were supposed to have . . . a swimming pool,
bowling alleys (Alice)

I * *

(70) . . Okay . . it says 'Many different suggestions
for improvements . . of Central . . have rectntly
been made.'

(71) . . . so . . like . . you mean just from students.

(Carla)

(4) They are thinking about . . um
(5) . . . giving money for . to make the school look

a litt,le better.
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And then--
. . . they've . . they've got a big grant.

. . state or federal or something.
to Improve the curriculum
of the school. (Martin)

*ail

(7) . and I don't know an . Of any suggesticns
of for improverent.

(8) . . that've been made recently. (oon)

* * *

uh-- . . the improvements of Central.
well one thing has been the landscaping.

. it . like it uSed to be mud all over and
they started to put trees.

um . . they've painted the doors down there.
. and they've kind of just changed the way

they've uh--
. . taught the . uh students from last year.

. last year was a different method they
tau2ht. (Jay)

Some of the students in this zroup indicatei they
were aware of saggestions tnat had bean made (e.g.,
Alice). Among these students, however, the saggestion5
were attributed to various sources, (cf. Carla, Mar-
tin). Among the students who indicated they had som
knowledge of suggestions, two indicated they had
knowledge of specific suggestions wnich fit the tem-
poral constraints specified in Sl. These suggestions
had been detailed in a school newspaper article dis-
cussing the tentative plans which school personnel were
drawing up to use recently acquired grant funds for
school improvement projects (e.g., Martin).

In contrast to students who claimed to have some
knowledge of what the first sentence could refer to,
other students indicated a lack of saah knowledge
(e.g., Don). Another student, who had ignored the
first sentence altogether in his first interview, made
the following comment wnen he was questioned about wnat
he didn't like about the topic:

Just the way it's put together
.'cause I naven't heard very many of

the s . . Central High School's suggestions .

. for improvement/I wouldn't know much
about wnat to write about.

The students clearly had different degrees of
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faniliarity with the recent debate about specific
suggestions for school improvement. Their comments
illustrate that various interpretations ware made of
tne first segment of the prompt. In providing these
particular examples, we are not intending to suggest
that prompt authors should be held responsible for
insuring that everyone being assessed share exactly the
same knowledge or background information to answer a
given prompt. Clearly, that would be an impossible
task. It W3S appropriate for the authors of this prompt
to assume that everyone would have something to say
since it is a pronpt wnich generally draws on knowledge
or conditions at the school. However, the stuJent
responses do indicate that the first segment of the
pronpt W3S rtai in different ways, depending upon the
nature of specific knowledge shared between the prompt
autnors and the eleven students. Moreover, the student
responses revealed that this particular iSSUB did cause
3n unanticipated range of interpretations. Our
analysis suggests that the interpretive problem lies
not in tne fact that some students didn't know about
the suggestions that had been made, but rather in the
wording and the lack of specificity in the prompt
itself.

In adition to the various interpretations given
to sentenoe one, patterns of responses revealed that a
variety of interpretations were given to other segments
of tne pro-ipt.

3e stJlents in tnis t get group justifiei tneir
C"I'Dj.e of a problem in relation to otner problems.

that I would sing!! that oLit. (attitude)
(43) . and . and ah . . . the ah
(44) . . . the grounds,
(45) . . the . . landscaping and stuff.
(46) . that's not so Important. taEtia unt:Exato

Ir rs -itten essay, Aar-tin incorporated th2 same ilea:

(1E)) And what Is landscaping
(17) just a superficial cover that would be destroy by

student with bad additude. unia (Es1Ax)

Otner students justified their choice in terms of personal
relevance:

(24) . . And--the reason I chose it was because in the
beginning it was really bothering se when I was studying.

(isatctitd)
A
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In Jay's written essay, tne same idea is expanded to include
a consegJen, and a reason for that consequence.

(9a) The reason I choose this probles Is because
(1) when I first stated high school
(9b) my grades dropped really fast.

(14) 1 could not concentrate because ther was always a

commotion or noise that distracted my attention frDm

the classroom. III (USU.)

Other students appeared to interpret tne phrase as a directive
to "give reasons wny 3 solution is needed" (i.e. wny the problem
should be considered a problem):

(3) . . . Um . . the reasons for my choice would be . .

because
(9) . . the school.

(2iD) . o it doesn't look good this way. 121 (LateLtitil

In Bob's written essay, this sam,.? ilea is stated more formally:

(61 The wunIandscapedig look the west side of the school

currently has detracts from the school in many ways.

122 (Eslay)

3asic Reading Ability Factors. Reading ability
snouli also be considered. One student for example,
focused on a fragment of the v-ompt, and treated
"improvenents" as the subject of the sentence in recon
structing the actual struoture of the first sentence.
rinen referring to Sl, the student said:

. the improvements of Cen
tral./ . . well one thing has been the
landscaping./. . it . . like it used to
be mud all over and they started to put

trees--,/. . um . . they've painted the
doors down tnere./. . , and they've kind of
just changed the w3y they've uh--/. . .

taught the . . uh students from last

yaar./ . . last year was 3 different .

metnod they taught."

StuiPnts such 33 this one, who have basic reading
problems, are also likely to laak tne ability to "read
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Labov, in contrast, emphasizes the role of evAlua-

tion in his own analysis of narratives of persenal

experience. Labov points out that evaluation is the

means used by the narrator "to indicate the point of
the narrative, its raison l'etre: wny it was told and
wnet the narrator is getting at " (Labov 1972). Thus

evaluation can also be seen to have a significant func-
tion within a narrative.

The student interviews in our own data are similar
in sone ways to those collected by Chafe and Labov in
that they involve the recall of personal experience.
Beeause they involve a recounting of experience, they
contain both narrative and evaluative elements.

However, the interviews we collected from the stu-
dents also differed in important ways from those of

Chafe and Labov. Perhaps the major difference is a

difference in overall function. Briefly, the over-all
task of evaluation in the narrative situation is to
establish that a given story is worth telling, or that
a given fact or event is indeed remarkable. The "bur-
den of proof" that his story is a good one lies with
the person telling the story. The "burden of proof" in
the case of our students, however, involves more than
evaluating an experience to show that it is "interest-
ing." The nature of the student's task in responding to
tne pronpt in tnis assessment ultimately involves the
produetion of another genre: persuasive argument. In

particular, it involves the framing or an argument in
sucn a way as to answer one or more of the following
questions: (cf. pronpt analysis above) 1) why the stu-
dent chose a particular problem above other possible
choices, 2) why the problem was genetrally relevant
(i.e. why the problem was a problem), and/or 3) why the

problem was personally relevant. In the students' pro-
ductions, both oral and written, these "arguments"
appear in the form of discussions of why certain prob-

lems are more worthy of consideration than others. The

nature of the students' task required an evaluative
"frame" for the purpose of argument to which reference
to personal experience could be applied. Thus,

although "narrative" does occur in the form of the

recounting of personal experience in our data (incor-

porating the sort of development inalyzed by Chafe and

Labov), narrative elements generally served secondary

illustrative functions.

In examining our data, We identified idea units

with functions which are similar to the function of

narrative clause (cf. Labov 1972). Tnese appeared in

loosely coherent groups of idea units, with evaluation
embedded within the idea units, or with evaluative com-

mentary framing the identifiable group of idea units.
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Tnesa groups of idea units usually appeared in the form
of discussion of 3 series of events or observations,
more or.lesi in order of Occurren2e. In general, tney
served the function of illustrating through the
recounting of actions, one or several points within a
larger evaluative structure. Although these groups
resemble narratives in structure, they are used to
"make 3 point," within that larger structure. Tnus
while narrative emoeds evaluation in the data analyzed
by Labov, in our own data the reverse occurred. Narra-
tive was embledded in evaluation. Tne category "Refer7
ence to Personal Experience (see above), could thus be
considered a subcategory of Evaluation.

In the following example, the student evaluates
the topic ne is considering, and than proceeds to
relate a series of events as an illustration of his
point:

(25) . . but . . oh I know, OK, I (MOW one that's good heres.

In the process, he is fillingrin necessary ijiformation
for the interviewer, and it is recounted as a series of
temporally ordered events. The effort to use these
events to illustrate a point requires that the student
link nis past experience to hi.s present task. Thus-a
transition between two worlds ocOurs in idea unft 25.'

(25) . . . but . . ch I know, ok, I kriCw ore that's good heres,
(26) . . . that I ca I came here in the beginning cf the

year
(27) . and I had a ca . . I had my schedule,
(28) . . we got tc pick our schedules.
(29) . . And so I had my schedule. .11

(30) . . And . . the georetry class I 1.2s in %as tco big.
(31) . So they took . . they took.me cut,
(32) . . transferred me out of my geometry class,
(33) and put me in with the sixth period,
(34) . . which reans . . which meant I had to change my

Enalish class too. (Don, Interview)

Narrative-like segments were also,embedded within
the evaluations of plans for composing, as can be seen
in the following example:

(15) . . . How woulc I go about writing it. (1aughs)
(16) . . . Probably . . act like,
(17) . . . um . . write it more like a story.,

435
'sr



(16) . . . like we're um . . . just rushing cut of fourth period,
(19) . . and . . you've gotten all your books.
(2C) . . For your next class.
(21) . . . Run down the halls.
(22) . . . And to stand in a big mile long line.
(23) . . . I'm exaggerating a little bit,
(24) ,. . but . . yoL know . . to get $he pcint across .

(Katie)

Labov defines evaluation as "that part of a harra
tive which reveals the attitude of the narrator towards
the narrative 'by emphasizing the relative importance of
some n-arrative units as compared to others " (Labbv,

1978, p. 37). He also distinguishes between degrees of

embeddin2 cif the evaluation in the narrative framework,
with symbolic actLons bein3 the most "internalized"
type, and "direct statements of the narrator to the
listeher about his feelings," being the moSt "exter
nal." Idea unit (2') above," . . . I'm exaggerating a
little bit," corresponds to Labov's notion of "exter
nal" evaluation.

Evaluative Strategies. Besides the overtly
evaluative comments such as the one in idea unit (23)
above, we found that ,students adopted a variety of
evaluative "strategies.m The following types were pre
valent in our data:

1. Attribution

2. Generalized Attribution

3. Generalization

4 Comparison

Tnese strategies appeared in both the oral and the

written data. Several differences between the oral and
the written data were revealed in our examination and
will be discussed below. Briefly, however, they
include a difference in audience, a difference in
situations and a difference between oral and written
languag,eper se. These differences complicated ou'r
task of crossreferencing between the two sets of-data.
However, in terms of content, related groups of idea
units were readily identifiable.

Attribution. Speakers and writers make judg
ments in the development of an argument. As language
users, our general disposition'is to categorize and to
Characterize according to experience. Any event has
the possibility of being represented in different ways
throu3h the assignment of different roles to the people

436



involved. Tnis process operates at several levels.
For example, at one level, vie can assign the 'roles of
antagonist/protagonist. At another level,- we can
assign semanticsyntactic roles, whidn norm contrasting
pairs such as agent/patient. In some caies, assignment
of roles is purposeful and serves an evaluative func
tion.

In the process of examining our data, we found
that many of the students attributed opinions and/or
experience to others. In assigning opinions or experi
ence to oth-ers while recounting events, the student
provides additional support for his point of view, thus
"bolstering" his argument. Generally speaKing, the
students' assignment of roles to individuals and groups
appeared, to have an evaluative function.

In our data, when students assigned opinion or the
role of "experiencer" to someone other than themselves,
the result Was somewhat similar to what Labov has
described as "embedded" evaluation. In discussing
evaluation in narrative, Labov cites two examples of
evaluation that are deeply embeddtd. One example
involves a. narrator addressing a second person within
narrativeinternal time (Labov, 1972, PP. 372).
Corresponding to this case, some students in our data
referenced a second person to indicate that their opin
ions were not exclusively their own. This device
creates a consensus group to support theLr argunents:

(49-51) Cause my friend he ahsays says . . . it's

a pain. Yot. never get what you wart or anything.
(Chip, Interview)

***

(18) A friend and I were discussing another way of
solving the litter problem

(19) and we came up with this sugcestior.
(Carl, Interview)

* * *

(13) A lot easier for me and my friends,

(14) And . . well, I guess my friends are annoyed toc.

(('on, Interview)

* * *

Labov's second example.shows the introduction of a
third person malting an evaluative comment, which has
th,e effect of increasing dramatic far.ce because the
comment lsomes from a "neutral" observer. One student
in our data wrote:

4
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f15) One other ressom / chose this subject
was because my brother also had problems
with the open classroom.

In several instences, students provided additional sup-

port for their arguments by neferencing not only their

o.lan experience, but also that relatid to *them by rela-

tiv'es or friends. Thus, while Labov's examples illus-

trate evaluati3n embedded in the comments of the narra-

tor ,to characters (or the bomments of characters to the

narrator):in narrative-internal time, our own data

revealed embedded evaluation in the form of "shared"

opinions and "shared" experience.

3eneralized Attribution. In examining our data wa

also found mani instances of embedded evaluation where

whole idea units were used.to introduee larger con-

sensus groups. 4e have named this strategy "general-

ized attribution" to distinguien it from the strategy

of attribution where consensus groups are limited to

specific individuals (or groups of individuals). Tnese

strategies were signaled most clearly by mass or plural

nouns (kids, students, people), plural pronouns (they

and we) indefinite pronouns (everybody, everyone), and

the generic pronoun (you), which generalizes the attri-

bution to include anyone confronted witn the situation

being deseribed. Generalized attribution can attribute

either negative or positive characteristics to large

groups sharing "consensus." In the following example,

Carla lolaces herself within a positive consensus
group,closely aligned to or synonymous with that group

to wnich sne attributes an authoritative, decision-

making role:

(43) People have tried a lot of ways
Ind

(52) We've tried a lot cf things -- and . . nothing seems

to pet through theiY heads. (Carla. Interview)

In another example, Martin attributes to "students

here" an "attitude problem" which, he claims, ls at the

root of all the problems he learned about in connection

with planned improvements at the school.

(13) . like the t.ay they're above evrrything else.

(Partin, Interview)
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Students seem to establish negative attribution gnoups
for the purpose of aLigning themselves in opposition t.)

these groups. To establisn support in their opposi-
tion, they may create positive attribution groups.

(21) It would work by student ignoring other student
who don't care and telling them that they do care
what happens to their school. (Martin. essay)

Wnile the assignment of roles contributes to "con-
trasting" evaluation, some cases of generalized attri-
bution achieve tne reverse effect,the impression of
universal agreement. Generic pronouns "you", "one",
"everyone", "everybody" are abstractions, markers of
the speaker/writer assuming that, within the particular
conditions being described in the generic present, all
people would react in tne iame way. The generic pro-
noun is often accompanied by a conditional predicate
frame or some other comparative context, e. g, negative,
future, question, (c.f. discussion on comparative
evaluation), as in the following examples:

(Z4) . and then . . you sort of . . lose friends. (Joe)
Ass

(16-19) . At home you wouldn't have peoPie/. . . you know
throwing things on the ground and, (Carla)

Ass
(6-7) When you are distracted from the classroom,/you will

end up in trouple/(6) and your grades will drop
drastically.

Related to both attribution and the following dis-
cussion of generalization is the use of an inclusive,
generalized attribution to "everyone" and "everybody1f
which functions to expand an established reference to a

consensus group including the narrator: "we", "every-
one" and "everybody" mark the consensus group "we" as
all-inclusive, or without exception. "Everyone" and
"everyoody" in the following example(s) are accompanied
with the generic present tense.

(15) . . whereas everybody . . eyuytgft at Central
(16) . . . I mean everybody *ants . . tc cc it the way we've

been doing it, (Alice, Interview)

'as

(e2) . . . Eecause that seems to give the rcst problem to
everybody. (Jay, Interview)
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Anotner variation of this general type involves

the introduction of a hypothetical "individual"
representing all students within the same set of cir

cumstances.

(21) By changing a_stuleavi class and teacher It first sakes

It hard for itig_ItUItnt to ajust( to new teaching

methods. (Don, essay) a.,

(17) One would think that a_ILudent would be interested in

how his scnool functions, (Kim, essay)

In this last example, this "hypotnetical individual"

became the main strategic vehicle adopted by the stu
dent in developing her argument.

Generalization. Generalization forms 3 third

type of evaluative strategy which is characterized by a
modification of a category to widen its natural boun

daries. This alteration allows the speaKer/writer to

avoid drect statenent or specification, and thus to

accomlodate the audience's capacity for assimilation

and agreement with conditions specified by the

speaKer/writer. Generalization, when applied to sub
jects or objects, appears in the form of: dummy
subjects/objents, mass nouns and pluralized sets in a

generalizing (nonattributive) context-.

Carla uses the,dummy subject in her essay:

13) Li. is really incredible bow Its so difficult to pick
up a piece of paper and put it. intc the garbage can.

(Carla, Essay)

and mass nouns in her preinterview:

(30) . a lct of people think, (Carl:. interview)

Martin uses 3 definite article with 3 favored mass

noun:

(47)
(4P)

I think ibt_2C2it in the . . in the Irited States,
. . the people in the school are the ncst,
(Partin, Intervie*)
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4nen applied to actiona, generalization transforms
actions into conditions or states characterizing the
suoject, appearing in the'form of the generic present
and the progressive participial.- Progressives serve to
describe the action of the modified verb as constant
and ongoing.

(10J Like all these people . . . &Loading in front of me
(11) %L2ce...11E111u something (Joe)

(21) All the people aLe_comin2 here
(22) . . and LL2ddLnia other schools up. (Don)

Finally, "hedges" occur within the student data, serv
ing to generally obscure the boundaries of a category
by expanding ("a lot of") or constricting ("some,"
"many," "sort of,6and "kind of") to fit the purposes of
the speaKer/ writer at the point o's his discussion.

Obviously, more features belong to our category
"generalization" as we have defined it. We have_re
strictei oUr analisii and discussi_on to the iost readily
identifiasole examples found in the data. Before
directing our attention to tne next evaluative category
in our discussion, we should note here that generaliz7
ing modifiers appear in "clusters," and ofte4 serve to
"qualify" evaluated material, such 33 in the following
examples:

Joe evaluates his identification of a problem with one
mass noun, one pluralized noun and a generic present
tense form of "to change":

(16-17) . ard the way . 2L2G1 t 9et into
SarQuZs --9 and cteaze.

Martin evaluates his pe'oblem by using tne "hedge" "kind
of":

(12) I think the . . students here have a . . kInd_gf a
attitude problem. (Martin. interview)

Jay, balancing the pros and cons of his choice of prob
lem, uses two hedges and tne generic present tense:

441



(14) But then utl-- . . you Luxe so much noise around.

(15) . . that it lanl_of uh . . disturbs your uh . . thinking.

(17) X2U...kiali really get that . . cooped up feeling
all over, (Jay)

Tnese instances of generalization serve the function of
qualifying evaluative commentary.

Comparators. Labov's category of evaluative "cot
parators" has been adopted, intact, in our analysis and
discussion. According to 1.350V, comparators include
the followinz forms: nezatives, foturg.5
orclauses, superlatives, and comparatives. Introduc
ing his discussion of comparatives with negative forms,
L3OV describes these as representing the defeat of an
expectation "that something would happen". "Negative
sentences draw upon a cognitive background considerably
ricner than the set of events which were observed.
They provide a way of evaluating events by placing them
against the background of other events which might have
happened, but which did not occur."

Exanples in our data indicate tnat this is indeed
tne case, especially wnen the negative is used in com
bination with tne condit'ional aspect:

(4E)

. you know . . people sit here, . . and there

. you can't sit with them, (Jce, Interview)
11*

Unfortunately, many students ane teachers don't
feel as fcrtunate as I do. (Joe, Essay)

. because um . . litter seems to be a big
Protlem when it really shouldn't he.
(Carla, Interview)

0**

. . At home you wouldn't have people.

. . you know . . throwing thircs on the ground
and, (Carla, Interview)

**ft

and kids just don't show up. (KW', Interview)

**it

(30) . it wasn't landscaped then,
(31) . . and every time I've been at school it's never been

landscaped. (Sob, Interview)
*GO
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(41) . . My grades haverlt been too
(Dor, Interview)

***

(26) They won't let us do it. (Alice, Irterview)

The following is a particularly plaintive case of
embedding of defeated expectation:

fib) I have firmly believed that many teachers don't like
helping the students. (Joe,Essay)

Wnile generalization usually serves to expand a

given category, comparing and contrasting through
modality essentially serves to specify the conditions
under wilich a category is presented. This is espe-
cially true when futures and conditionals are associ-
ated with evaluatively marked commentary. Fillmore's
description of modality 3S it functions in case grammar
provides us with the clearest delineation of modal
function: "modals serve to overtly mark an inference
that the speaker is making . . wnen a speaker shifr,s
mood, he indicates something is likely (will), possible
(may), desirable (should), obligatory .(must) "

(Fillmore, 1930). It follows that conditional modals,
would and could, imply conditional likelihood and pos-
sibility respectively. In investigating our data, we
found that the use of conditional modals in both the
preinterviews and the essays was pervasive. Within the
preinterviews, conditional modals were largely based in
the hypothetical nature of the task in which the stu-
dents ware engaged (describing what they would write).
Typical examples include tne following:

(7) . . . And . . this is probably what I'd write about . .

because'''.
(8) . . well one of the things I would write about, (Carla)

***
(40) . . And . . that would probably be the um . . second

paragraph,
(95) . . And that's probably how I'd . . close off. (Kir)
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In otner cases, conditionals serve to conditionalize
tne solution of a p-oblem to the student's suggestion.
Tnesa are often framed witnin a causal if-then con-
struction:

(11) I think if we had an enclosed cafeteria, (Carla, gssyy)
1**

(8) . . if . . you know . . we could pet more-- .
student participation.

(8t) . we could probably . solve most cf these problems--
(Carla, Essay)

(2?)
(23)

* * *

because if the student had a better acditude
tword their school
it would be a better school.
If the student gave sc respect to the school
it would do more than anything else could.
(Partin, Essay)

* * *

Then if you dc this
you would improve the school more thz,r landscaping

more than C.I.P. (Partin, Essay)

Tnese if-then and comparable (when-then) constructions
appeared in several essays. Perhaps the most interest-
ing cases of modal usage involves if-then framing dev-
ices qualifying tne proposed institution of the
student's suggestion:

The suggestion that I would rake
If I %es askec
Would be the attitudes cf people at Certral. (Joe,Essay)

***

The basic goal that I would have is trying tc work
together ard get everything pulled together.
(Joe, Essay)

Rnetorical questions also fit a discussion or evalua-
tion and are also represented as a rather sopnisticatei
evaluative device produced by Kim in her essay. In

rhetorical questions, the answer is "planted" within
the form of the question and the question is addressed
directly to the audience with the assumption of agree-
ment being a function of the form. Associated with her
use of tne device is the conditional frame signaled by
"if", and tne hypotnetical student established in pre-
ViOUS s'entences:

4:44



(25) If a student doesn't bother to take pride in his school .

know how it functions, and hold interest in activities.
(27) how do we know he will develop an Interest later on?
(23) Will he pick up litter lp his office,
(29) or will his office resemble a pigsty, reflecting on

his work?
(30) Will he register to vote for the president of the

United States
(31) or will he choose to let other people elect the president

for him? (Kim)

Comparison of Oral and Written Units

An underlying assumption in our analysis was that
the student is accessing information in the process of
reading tne prompt wnicn he can then use in composing a
written response. The construction of an interpreta
tion of the prompt is tnus viewed as an integral part
of the composing process. In order to determine how
students used their initial interpretations in their
written compositions we compared segments of tna oral
interviews to segments of the written compositions.
Both similarit es and differences ware found between
the oral language of the interviews, and the written
langaage of the students' compositions. Basically the
similarities ware found content and tne differences
ware found in rnetorical function.

Differences between oral and written language have
received much attention in the past decade by linguists
working in the field of text analysis (Ochs, 1979,
Cnafe, 1979, Tannen, 1978). Maeh of this work has
focussed on the way5 in wnich the same ideas, concepts
or events, are expressed differently in written and
spoken language, with contrasting descriptions of the
characteristics of the language used. Tannen has
noted, for example, that "...planned written discourse
makes use of complex syntactic structures, formal
cohesive devices, and topic sentences. In general it
is more compact " (Tannen, 1978). Chafe has also com
mented on this characteristic of written language, indescribing it 33 "integrated." Spoken language in contrast, is often loosely strung together with coordinat
ing conjunctions (or with no overt marking of the rela
tionships between propositions whatsoever) (Cnafe,
1979). The result is, that ideas, descriptions of
charaeters, and/or events which are typically expressed
in several loosely joined clauses in oral language are
often expressed in fewer words in written language
because of the greater degree of integration one is
able to achieve in writing through proeesss of suoor
dination and subject deletion.
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In our data, differences between oral and written
units reflecting comnon content ware both a function of
tne transformations wniah .occur betwaen oral and writ-
ten styles and a :unction of the necessity to perform
aitnin two different situations. One situation
involved the student interacting with bota the prompt
and an interviewer. The other situation in-olved writ-
ing an essay in response to the prompt wnicn would be
evaluated by tne teacfters at thz school.

An example of the sort of compression that
occurred in our data follows. The student's oral com-
ments are his initial responses upon reading the
prompt. Tne first idea unit makes it clear that the
student is referring to the first sentence of the
pronot. Later, he refers to tne senond sentence (idea
unit 11):

. . Ah, . . the first thins about irprovements,
Y'know like, that I like, ah . . landscaping,
they are thinking about . . un

. . giving mcney for . . to make thc school
lock a little better.
And the--
. . . they've . t they've got a big grant,

. . state or federal or something,

. . tc improve the curriculum

. . of the school.
. I know, the thing about a . . sitlation

or . . problem,
I think the . . students here have a . . kind
of an attitude problem. (martin, Intcrview)

In Aartin's written composition, the "same" topics are
co.Jered in his opening sentence:

The many suggestion for improvement have keen
made landscaping, the C.I.P. Grant, and the
additeud (sic) of the students. (Martin, Written)

4nile a total of 72 words are devoted to providing a
background to the introduction of these ideas in the
oral interview, only 18 are used in forming a list in
tne written composition. Tne compression that occurs
in these examples is partly due to differences in the
characteristics of oral and written language. However,
conpression also occurs because tne audiences of tne
oral interview and the written composition are dif-
ferent. In the oral interview, the comments are
addressed to an outsider, a "naive" interlocuter, who
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lbese't Know, presumeoly, about recurring proolems,
reeent suggestions, or reeent acquisition of grant
monies at tne senool. Tnus muen of tnis section func-
tions to aecommodate tne intereiewer, i.e.,to acquaint
tne inteeviewer witn tne facts.

Tne two segments also carve different purposes.
Tne oral segment, as noted above, serves to identify
for the interviewer what has been left unsaid in tne
first sentence of the prompt. It also signals a pro-
cess of "contextualization" by the student (in his
initial reaction to the prompt). In the written ver-
sion, on the otner hand, tha baekground of information
is condensed into a list identifying suggestions made.
It is interesting to note that Martin's chosen problem
appears within the list of established suggestions, By
listing references to tne first sentence of the prompt,
Martin demonstrates his awareness of the "many sugges-
tions". By framing his own subject within the leist,
Martin may be hoping to immediately validate his ahoice
as one of an established set of issues that others have
raised. The segment from Martin's written essay sug-
gests tnat he regarded a proper response to the prompt
as including an identification of the suggestions men-
tioned in S1 and an introduetion of his own topic in
relation to tnose suggestions. The condensation of the
baekground detail found in the oral idea units into tne
succinct list in the written counterpart suggests that
13rtin read sentence 1 as a presentation of old infor-
mation to be identified as part of the task he W3S to
perform.

Strategies adopted by the students elearly shifted
as a function of how they regarded their task and oral
versions of ideas that occurred to the students in the
process of reading and interpreting the prompt ware not
always longer than tneir written counterparts. Oral
versions of ideas were often expanded in their written
counterparts. In contrast to Martin, Katie never con-
textualized the first sentence with backgrounj informa-
tion. Sne identified lunch lines as a problem at tne
school in her initial response, and then made the fol-
lowing comments in describing how she would "go aOout"
writing ner paper.

(1s)

. Like we're urr Just nushirc cut
Gf fourtt, penicd,

. . and . . you've- getter all ycur treks.

17;;b7t-i-i-j-3-1i-zaEion" refers to tne process wharey a

reaJer (or speaker) creates an imagined context for a
particular ueterance in conprenension.
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(20) . . For your next <lass.
(21) . . . Pun down the halls.
(22) . . . And . . to stand in a big mile long lire.

(23) . . I'm exaggerating a little bit,

(24) . . but . . ycu knc* . . to get the roint across.

(25) . . . That's how I'd write it.
(2E) . . And then . . standing there,

(27) . . for half the . . lurch period,

(28) . . wait for you lunch. ,

(29) . . .
(laughs) And then you finally get your lunch

go outside and eat it.
(30) . . . And then . . the period'd be ever while you're

still eating ycur lunch.
(31) . . . s . . . And then . . . you cculc finish your

lunch and then go to class,
(32) . . like P.E. (lauchs) . . . It's nct rice tc gc

to class when you've just hurried up and eaten your

lunch. (Katie, Interview)

In ner written version, Katie devoted many Aore words
to covering tha same material: Anat is originally
treatei in 14 idea units in tne o-al interview is

expaniei to 25 segments in tne written.

1 Buzzzz
2 The five minute bell ranr:.
3 My fourth period teacher had finished his lecture
4 and we had the rest of the period for ourselves.

5 I scrawled out one last math problem before closing

my books.
6 ',How much time, Kirsten?'
7 I asked
8 'Two minutes.°

Kirsten said after looking at her watch.
10 I put my homework paper into my binder.
11 and stacked my books In my arms.
12 Bzzz.
13 I junped up
14 and raced out of the room verging Into the traffic

of other students hurrying to lunch,
15 I ran to my locker,
16 shoved in my books
17 and sprinted to the cafeteria.
18 There I was met by a gigantic lint.
19 My stomach growling I waited in line for

fifteen minutes.
20 With a sigh of relief I not my lunch
21 and went out side (sic) to eat.
22 Half way (sic) through my lunch the bell rang

signalin? (sic) for the end of lunch.
23 This time my stomach didnt (sic) growl.
24 I did!
25 This situation is a slightly exaggerated

example of one of the main problems at Central High.(Katie, Essay)
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Tne different rhetorical strategies in the oral
and written segments are related to differences in tne
tasks being performed, (i.e..-,responding to an interview
situation vs. composing a written text) and to differ-
ences in the'audiences being addressed. In the oral
version, for example, Katie chooses to give a sketcny
outline of her plan, wnile in tri !! written verston sne,
has to actually implement it. In the Oral.,version, sne
M3Kes use of the generic pronbun you, implying that the
experience is typical, on-e that happens everyday to
anyone. Her use of the generic you generalizes a per-
sonal frame of reference or experience, and the exper'i,-
ence serves as 3A illustration for the interviewer. In
the written version, different rhetorical strategies
are used. The event is dramatized as a "real" event
tnat takes place sometime in the past, tne aubhor takes
tne role of protagonist and the narrative proceeds from
her perspective. An additional character is introduced
as well as dialogue. Most of the expansion occurs in
lines 1 througn 1,2 in the written test, where Katie is
introdueing new elements of detail in creAting a con-
text for the episode sne wisnes to present. Although
different rhetorical strategies are adopted, the under-r
lying sti-ucture of the event is the same in the oral
and written segments. Tne "same" event sequences occur ,
between lines 13 through 18 in her written text, and
between lines 18 tnrough 22 in the interview. Compar-
able sequenees also occur between lines 19 through 22
in her written text and lines 26 through 30 in the
interview.

Katie is the single example in the subsample of
eleven students of a competent writer, who is aWare of
tne positive effects a vividly expressed personal "con-
textualization" can have on the point one is trying to
make. Sne begins her composition by embarking immedi-
ately on an experience rooted in a personal perspec-
tive, complete witn sounds, actions, and feelings
described in sequence. Once this contextualization is
completed, it testifies for her argument.

Our purpose in presenting her oral and written
data is not to discuss the merits of a successfully
contextualized argument, but to demonst4rate how one
student, withbut referencing the first sentence of the
prompt, nor the precedent o'f arguments and suggestions
it presupposes, proceeded to construct 3 successful
composition. Katie creates a single imagined world
witn 3 sequence of images from har own experience. Sne
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plans ner presentation in the interview, and sticks to
her plan in her composition, expanding her initial
ijeas to deepen and enhance.her narrative. Sne effec
tively "ignores" the first sentence of, .the prompt, and
consequently is able to argue fron the strength of her
own perspective. Tne result i$ that her essay gives
the impression of maintainng a consistent v.oice with a

str6ng argument.

Martin, in contrast (See Martin's interview above),
provides an example of a student who feels it is neces
sary to justify his choice of a problem relative to
what he knows to be a defined set of suggestions that
haS been made for school improvenent. Tnis is
reflected in the fact that he lists those suggestions
in the beginning of his essay, and compareS his choice
of subject matter to the other suggestions at several
points in his essay:

(9) If the student gave so (sic) respect tc the schocl
(10) it v.ould do mere than anythine else ccL1d.

* * *

(12) By bettering their out lcok (sic) en tfis scheol
it would imprcve it.

(13) Improve it more than C.I.P.

(16) And what is lardscapinc
(17) just a superfical (sic) cever that wcult Le

destroy (sic) ty student (sic) %ith tad
additude. (sic)

* * *

(22) Then if you do this
(23) you would improve the schocl more that' landscaping

mere then C.I.P.
(24) These other thing (sic) cculd only te fully

aPpeacated (sic) by student (sic) r.ho care abeut
their schcol.(Martin, Essay)

DISCUSSID4

The examples above illustrate the complexities we
encountered in the data. Ideas which occurred to the
students could be traces to segments of the written
compositions, but they varied in length from one set
texts to the other, they variei in sequence, they
varied in terms of the characteristics of the language
used, and they varied in terms of the functions they
served in relation to the task at hand.

A similar variability in the ways subjects divide
the "same" objective information is recounted in
Chafe's discussion of the deployJent of consciousness
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in narrative (1930, PP. 1-50). Althougn most of our
d3t,3 W3S not narrative in formCnafe's diseussion pro-
vides a partial explanation for the- variability we
foand. Cnafe notes tnat "ceaters of interest, as
expressed in extended sentenceS, show significantly
greater variation in the amount of information tney
contai.n tnan do focuses of consciousness, 3S expressed
in idea units " (Cnafe, 191D, p. 38). Cnafe uses the
term "'centers of interest " to refer to linguistic
units wnich aonsist or a series offocuses of cons-
ciousness and allow jS to express information that
would be too extensive for expression in a single idea
unit. Cnafe also notes that "a particular span of
experience does not necessarily dictate a partkcular
division into centers of interest." Tnus the same indi-
vidual may divide the "same" informaZion in diPferent
ways at different times, either by incorporating dif-
ferent kinds of information into 3 single center of
interest, or by dividing larger chunks of i(flormation
into different sequences of such units.

Some of the variability we foand in the ways tne
"same" information W3S expressed differently in the
oral transcripts and tha written compositions miy thus
be explained by tne nation tnat speakers and writers
make judgments in tne proaess of verbali2ation, and
tnat such judgments can vary from speaker to speaker,
or from writer to writer a; different times. Given
that the two instances of verbalization in our data
wre also addressed to different audiences, occurred in/

very different contexts (an oral iinterview 31i a writ-
ing assessment), and ware conveyed in two different
mediums, it is not surprising that a great deal of
variability existed. This variability prevented a
strict one-to-one accounting of the "idea units" occur-
ring across the oral and written sets of data.
Instead, we independently identified lar?,er sequences;
of units, reooncilei discrepancies, and ajopted a
deseriptive analysis. For most of the students, how-
ever, it W3S clear that the ideas that oc-eurred to them
during their initial reading and interpetation of the
prompt were u,sed in one form or another in the essays.

In discussing the results of our analysis, it is
important to point out that the analysis W3S not based
:)n a sing)e reading of the promat. Several tines dur-
ing tne intervie4s, students were prompted to look back
at tne prompt, read it again, and to tnink if there
were any ailitional things tnat came to mind. Even
tnaugh the students had been selected by their teacners
as students wno would be likely to be comfortable in an
interview situation, several of tne students required
repeated prompts before they could focus on a topic for
their essay. It is tntirely likeli that tnis pronpting
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had an effect on tne student& process as they called
upon personal experience and knowledge of conditions at
tne school 'to neet tne perceived demands of the task.
Thus the "ideas" that ware generated in the oral inter
view might not have been precisely the same ideas tne
the students would nave generated had they heen readin3
the prompt in is-lation before writing tneir inter
views.

It is also important to point out that several of
the students commented that tney felt they nad an
advantage over tna other stUdents in the assessment,
because they had ti.me to think about their composition
in advance. It is difficult to calculate the effects
of interviewer prompts and increased planning time on
tneir performance in the assessment.

Clearly, the limitations in any sort of protocol
analysis include the possibility that researchers
interfere with the very process they are attempting to
study. Increased training in the "thinkaloud" pro
cedure, so that prompting would be less necessary,
would be advisable in any future study. In addition,
interviewer prompt's snould be standardized, so that
variation in individual interviewing style is minim
ized.

Altnough the conclusions that can be drawn from
tnis analysis are somewhat limited, tha data provides
some insight into the ways meaning is constructed as
students fit tneir own knowledge and experience to per
ceived task demands, diverging at times from the
intended meaning of the authors of a prompt in the pro
cess, and transforming meaning even further as they
implement their ideas in composing written text. For
tnese students, however, the task of responding to the
text of a prompt and composing a written composition
ware closely related. The data indicate that both
reading and writing are intertwined in the composing
process, that some variation in individual task con
structions can be traced to ways students interpreted
prompt segments, and that some variation iS the result
of rhetorical choices the student makes when composing
a response. Tne data also indicate that the students
in the subsample made various interpretations of prompt
segments, and that these interpretations were related
to the rnetorical strategies they adopted in composini
a response to tne prompt.

COI:IA.31)1

In Part II of tnis report we discussed the process
of prompt construction in a prompt development session
involving tnree teachers. Tne original text of the
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prolpt 4d3 introduced by one of the teachers in tn2
foll Odi ng forn:

Tnere are currently plans being formed for
improvenents to Central High School as 3

result of a State of California grant for
School Improvement. Tnere are many commit
tees working on plans for school improverent.
Identify three improvements you would like to
see made at Central, telling why you feel
each improvenent needs to be made and waat
you would like done.

Tnis version Was immediately changed be?ause it
43S found to be too structured. The teacher commented:

I didn't wanna go into the wnole . grant
. tnat we got . . I think mos: of the

kids know about it . . . now . . I've
structured it too much . so I'm gonna
change it 3S I read . .

Tne original prompt autnor in a subsequent comnunica
tion to researchers offered further explanations for
wy tne original wording of the prompt was changed:

It struck me, as I began to read it 3S being
unnecessarily formal and wordy (Did kios
really need to know all the background in
order to write? If they did, could it be put
in simpler form?)

During tha session, specific reference to avail
able grant funds and other references to the precise
context the authors of the prompt had in mind ware
ultimately dropped in favor of what they regardez! as 3

more general statement, intended to reassure students
tnat there was no right answer to the prompt directives
contained in sentence 2. The authors of tne prompt did
not feel that the "specific" context they originally
had in mind would present a problem to students who
weren't privy to recent discussions within committees
re-iewing proposals for use of recently acquired grant
funds. They appeared satisfied that they had suffi
ciently generalized their initial context to allow for
a wide range of possible responses from the students.

It is important to emphasize at this point tnat
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tie 3itlDr5 of tne p-onpt began with tne description of
a very specific context, and ware attempting to move
asay fron specification of that context tosard a
simpler subject. Tne result of tneir efforts W35 sen-
tence 1, containing 3 residual core of infor.nation
removed from tne specific facts and circunstances sAr-
rounding it.

Many different suggestions for improvement of
Central High School have recently been made.

Teacners commonly construct prompts to include
initial "contextualizing" or backgrounding material.
In 1:%ny cases, as W33 the case mare, teachers vies
these contextualizing statements as secondary to the
tas4 indicated in the remainder of the prompt. It is
not surprising therefore, that the additional group of
holistic scorers, like the developers of the prompt,
did not predict the consequences of S1. It would be
erroneous to assume, however, that all students would
vies tnase contextualizing statements as secondary
given tne conditions of an assessment situation. Sen-
tence 1 is recognizable as 3 condensed version of
snared information. JnuS, it is understandable sly
sone students would construe S1 as their cua to recon-
struct the referenced context and proce2.1 to write from
tna perspectives existing within that context. Stu-
dents W1D were preoccupied sitn the reconstruction of
tne "given" context for SI found it difficult to adopt
a personal perspective and tended to define their
"voice" for the purpose of writing tnis essay in tarms
of opinions snared by others.

Tne analysis described in Part II of this report
indicateS that the target sample of students made dif-
ferent interpretations of segments of the prompt.
These differences have the potential for affecting tne
evaluation of student performance if they lead the stu-
dents to adopt strategies for writing which Jo not
match the expectations of the evaluators. In the case
of the students in this sample, ideas generatel in the
course of reading the prompt appeared in some form in
the written essays. In addition, the strategies for
writing adopted by several of the students in the sub-
sample involved in large measure the sort of "evalua-
tion" strategies described above. In this data,
"evaluation" did not have the positive effect that it
is described as having in narrative. If anything, ta
reverse W35 true, for the students often failed to
present an "objective" case, and relied instead on tne
rnetorical device of attributing opinion to a second
person ("my friend says") or to a generalizeJ group
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("kids say"). One could argue, that these strategies
depended in part on the prompt, sinze "decribing a
problem" is 3 potentially controversial subject, at
least from the student's point of vies. The prompt
reqeires students to "criticize" their sehool, which
may lead some students to select "safe".subjects and in
general fail to adopt a strong personal voice.

Tne extensive evaluative commentary in the student
essays reflects their jaak of confidence in the
relevanee and appropriateness of their own opinions.
rn our anslysis of the prompt, we emphasized that S1
contained the basis for misconceptions on the part of
students of wnat tne tssk requires. We are deseribing
these interpretations 3S misconceived only insofar as
they did not meet the expectations of tne ievelolers
for a response to tne prompt. The students' intr pre
tations sf the prompt should not be considered mi,in
terpretations. Rather, they should be viewed as varia
tions of possible interpretations that are inherent in
the prompt. Msny of the students appeared to feel that
their discussions should reflect previous discussions,
and several of the students felt it was necessary to
justify their choice ani/or give reasons way they felt
their choice was ',generally" relevant. Tne following
examples illustrate how one student, in an effort to
account for all possible interpretations of the phrase
"giving reasons for your choice," tried to aecomplish
two of the evaluative tasks implied in the phrase "giv
ing reasons for your choice."

Tne reason I think* that open classrooms are
a problem in Central is because when the
classrooms are open the way they are there is
a lot of disturbances around you. (Jay,
Essay)

The reason I ehose* tnis problem is because
wheh I first started high school my grades
dropped really fast. (Jsy, Essay)

In tne first example, the pnras.e "the reason I
think" is followed by a conditional or 1o31cal causal
relation sivIsled by "when,° "there,is,* which is gen
eralized f)y the use of the generic pronoun "you,4 In

the second example, the phrase "the reason I chose" is
followed by 3 recounting of personal experienee. The
former accounts for a generalized relevance of the
problem chosen, and the latter expresses the personsl

*Itarics ours.
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relevance of tne chosen problen.

In his discussion of tne narration of personal
experience, Labov views evaluation in favorable terms,
and makes tne point tn3t greater conplexity of evalua-
tive devices is the sign of a developed "raconteur,"
pinile evaluation has its natural function witnin the
narrative context, we would like to suggest tnat
evaluative devices, when used excessiyely and

*indiscriminantly in a non-narrative expository context,
can indicate tnat the. speaker or writer is compensating
for an inability to express his/her argument in a

direct manner.

Oar study suggests that context plays an important
role in both the reading and the writing process.
Clearly, a context for the first sentence (or the lack
of it) influenced the students' interpretetions of the
prompt and ultimately the way they formulated their
responses in the written essay. However, the issue is
not simply one of "knowledge" or the lack of it.
Ratner, the issue is whether or not a context should be
provided, and when. If a prompt is intended to be
open, we should avoid obscured contexts wnich may lead
some readers (such as many of the students in this
study) to attempt a reconstruotion of trl'e authors'
intended frame of reference. If a context of prior
.knowledge is considered to be important, as of coarse
it is in many assessment situations, tnen prompts
snould clearly specify what that context is.

Wnen students have only one chance to write, and
are judged on this single performance, it is especially
important that students have optimal conditions for
their performance, and that there be no mismatenes of
eitner topic or task. Tne findings reported in Part I
of this report indicate that students and teachers
disagreed on many elements of task interpretation. In

addition, unstated expectations were found to be corre-
lated with score. The analysis reported in Part II
indicates that various inte:rpretations were made of
prompt segments, and that these interpretations were
relates to rhetorical strategies adopted by tne stu-
dents in composing a response. Tne findings have seri-
oas implications for current practices in assessment,
since mismatches of this kind can result in distortions
of the ways individual students are judged. The first
step for both the student and the evaluator in a writ
ing assessment is the reading and interpretation of a
prompt. Tnus, the features of a pronpt wnich influence
interpretation are of critical importance for both the
reliability and the validity of our assessnent meas-
ures.
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Name

Teacher

Period

You retently had a short writing assignment on the following topic:

Many different suggestions for improvement of Central High School have

recently been made. Describe one problem or situation at Central which

you feel needs correction or improvement, giving reasons for your choice

and suggesting one or mcre solutions.

This i5 a questionnaire to find out how you feel about writing in general and, specifically,

what you think abcut the topic you had to write on.

Please circle the number of the choice which best reflects your opinion about the state-

ments in the questionnaire. Each question has vro extremes, whi.J1 have been placed on

either 51:D? cf a soale. For Eyomtle:

alke wa:ki

t-

Strongly Strongly

Agree Agree Neutral Agree Agree

1 2 4 5

dislike wang

to sohoc:.

If you strong.ly agree with the statement or the left, then you would circle number 1.

If v-n: strengly agree with the statement on the then you would circle num er 5.

If you dc not agree with one of the statements more than with the other, then yo.J

would cirol the :1,2ber f the neutral category number 3. Be. sre to read the state-

ments 7r th silec cf the scale before you circle your choice.

21eao !he teat:her r f you dc pot u7derstand what you are do.

er t,c1:0 fiohed, to 'e sure that_r,u haye ansyereL.ea qe

Be r"re ysur naole i, ar the t,lp of this page.
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lur

Page 1

Strongly
Strongly

Agree Agree Neutral Agree Agree

I. I know of many (more than 3)
I know of no problems which

problems which Effect the 1 2 3 4 5 affect the entire school

entire school at Central. <----I----"r at Central.

2. / often think about impro

ving the school.

3. When I think of problems

in the school, I think of

things which Effect many

or all of the students.

4. In general, Central seems

to have few problems.

S. I like to suggest ways to

help the school become a

better place to be.

6. I think this topic

allowed me to voice an

opinion about an

important issue.

7. I am glad I had the chance

to tell someone about the

autject I wrote on.

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

2 3 4 5

I never think about improving

the school.

When I think of problems in the

school, I think of things which

affect only myself.

In general, Central seems to

have many problems.

Iodo not like to suggest ways to

help the school become better

place to be.

I do not think this topic allowed

me to voice an opinion about an

important issue.

I am not glad I had the chance

to tell someone about the subject

I wrote on.



8. The topic was a satisfying

one to write on.

9. The topic was more pleasing

to write about than most

others given in school.

10. The topic was easy to

read and understand.

11. The topic was easy to

write about.

12. I had a hard time choosing

something to write about.

13. I think I wrote better

for this assignment than

usually do.

Strongly
Agree Agree Neutral Agree

Strongly

Agree

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

Page 2.

The topic was not a satisfying

one to write on.

The topic was less pleasing to

write about than most others

given in school.

The topic was difficult to read

and understand.

The topic was difficult to write

about.

I did not have a hard time choosing

something to write about.

I think I wrote more poorly for

this assignment than I usually do.



14. I think I am a good writer.

15. I think the topic will give

a good indication of y

writing ability.

16. I enjoy writing.

17. I think learning to

write well is an important

thing to learn in school.

le. I think that being able to

write well will be important

IIP

Strongly
Agree Agree

2

Neutral

3

Agree

4

Strongly
Agree

5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

Page 3.

I think I am a poor writer.

I think the topic will not give a

good indication of ay writing

ability.

I do not enjoy writing.

I think learning to write well

is not an important thing to

learn in school.

I think that being able to write

well will not be important to me

to me after I leave high < >
after I leave high school.

school.



Page 4.

The following items refer specifically to the topic you wrote on yesterday. You may go back to the first page and

look at the topic:

1. I wrote on only one problem

or situarion in responding

to the topic.

When Writing on This Topic:

2. It is important to

describe only one problem.

3. It is important to

explain why the subject

chosen is a problem

at Central.

4. It is important to

suggest a solution to

the problem or situation.

5. It is important to

suvest more than one

solution to the problem

or situation.

Strongly Strongly

Agree Agree Neutral Agree Agree

1

I wrote on more than one problem

2 3 4 5 or situation in responding to

1
> the topic.

Strongly Strongly

Agree Agree Neutral Agree Agree

2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

>

2 3 4 5

It is not important to describe

only one problem.

It is not important to explain why.

the subject chosen is problem

at Central.

It is not important to suggest

a solution to the problem or

situation.

It is not important to suggest more

than one solution to the problem

or situation.



When Writing on This Topic:

6. It is important to

point out that many

uggestions for improving

Central High have

been made.

7. It is important to

relate the problem or

situation to everyone

in the school.

It is important to show

how the problem affects

the person doing

the writing.

9. It is important to explain

how the solution/correction

of the subject chosen will

improve Central High.

Strongly
Agree

1

Strongly
Agree Neutral Agree Agree

2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

Page 5.

It is not important to point

out that many suggestions for

improving Central High have

been made.

It is not important to relate

the problem or situation to

everyone in the school.

It i not important to how how the

problem affects the person doing

the writing.

It is not important to explain

how the solution/correction

of the subject chosen will

improve Central High.
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1. The topic would be more

pleasing for students to

write about than most others

given in school.

2. The topic would be easy for

students to read and

understand.

3. The topic would be easy for

students to write about.

4. I think the topic would

give a good indication of

student's writing ability

APPENDIX B

Strongly
Strongly

Agree

1

Agree

2

Neutral

3

Agree

4

Agree

5

1 2
4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 4 5

Page 1

The topic would be less pleasing

for students to write about than

most others given in school.

The topic would be difficult for

students to read and understand.

The topic would be difficult for

students to write about.

I think the topic would not give a

good indication of student's

writing ability.



Page 2

The,following items refer specifically to the topic. You mav go back to the first page and look at the topic:

When Writing. on This Topic:

Strongly Strongly

Agree Agree Neutral Agree Agree

1. It is important to describe
1 2 4

It is not important to describe
5

only one problem. only one problem.

2. It is important to explain It is not important to explain why

why the subject chosen is 1 2 3 4 5 the subject chosen is a problem
.- >b problem at Central. at Central.

3. It is important to

suggest a solution to

the problem or situation.

4. It Ls important to

suggest more than one

solution to the prblem

or situation,

1 2

1 2

<.

3

4

It is not important to suggest a

5 solution to the problem or

situation.

4 5

It is not important to suggest

more than one solution to the

problem or situation.



When Writing on This Topic:

IIP

Strongly Strongly

Agree Agree Neutral Agree Agree

6. It is important to

point out that many

suggestions for improving 1 2 3

Central High have I

been made.

7. It is important to

relate the ploblem or

situation to everyone

in the school.

8. It is important to show

how the problem affects

the person doing

the writing.

9. It is important to explain

how the solution/correction

of the subject chosen will

imarove Central High.

1 2

2

2

4

4

3 4

Page 3

It is not important to point

out that many suggestions for

5 improving Central High have

7 been made.

It is not important to relate

the problem or situation to
5

everyone in the school.

5

4 5

S

It is not important to show how

the problem affects the person

doing the writing.

It is not important to Nplain

how the situation/correction

of the subject Chosen will

improve Central High.
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Chapter 5: Part 1

UNEXPECTED DIRECTIONS OF CHANGE IN STUDENT WRITING PERFORMANCE*

II/ Catharine Lucas Keech

Introduction

A striking problem which recLrs repeatedly in all direct measures of

writing performance is the instability of student performance from one

occasion to another. Users of essay tests are troubled by the frequency

with which individuals and even whole groups may fail to produce consistent

improvement on these measures over time--in some cases, even after concentrated

writing instruction. This phenomenon has proved baffling and frustrating

to teachers, researchers, and program evaluators. As children learn to

write better, their scores on essay tests should simply go up. If the scores

don't improve, we may be forced to conclude that students have not improved

their writing abilities.

Of course, one must examine the test measures used: were the two test

occasions truly parallel in what they required studentsto do, and were the

tests scored in the sare manner? Testers have reported improving performance

stability substantially by improving inter-rater agreement, phrasing prompts

carefully to make demands more parallel, taking longer samples to improve

discrimination of the measure, and taking more than one sample at each test

sitting. (Diederich, 1974; Godschalk, et al., 1976; Breland and Gaynor, 1979.)

SOM unexpected drops in score can be explained , in addition, by those uncontrolled

conditions traditionally cited: lack of motivation, having a "bad day," failure

to find good material to write about, or external distractions as when a hated

subsitute teacher administers the posttest on a day of campus riots in the

middle of spring fever, in which case scores may drop for a whole class.

All such factors, however, are as likely to affect pretest as posttest

scores: although program evaluators may examine test conditions more assiduously

*This paper presented at AERA, New York, 1982, provides the theoretical background

for the research reported in Part II of this chapter.
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for differences which might account for disappointing gains in posttest scores,

it is equally possible that any impressive signs of improvement from pre to

posttest may be due to factors which artificially depressed pre test performance,

creating an inflated picture of growth. In spite of these uncertainties, program

evaluators in California and other states have not been driven to abandon

holistic scoring of writing samples in favor of the more reliable but less valid

multiple-choice test format. (Spandel and Stiggins,19800) But adhering to the

practice of using actual writing samples in evaluating student growth in composing

skills requires not only that evaluators control test conditions more rigorously

but also that researchers begin to look more closely at what changes when students

write on different occasions. The phenomenon of unexpected drops in scores or

failure to improve in statistically sionificant increments on direct measures

of writing is too widespread among both individuals and groups to be adequately

explained either by random factors or by poor instruction--especially since,

over the long run, improvement does finally seem to occur, whatever the ups and

dawns along the way.

Two aspects of the development of writing ability have so far, I believe,

been inadequately taken into account by researchers and evaluators confronting.

drops in performance scores on the part of students who should perform better:

(I) the general phenomenon of the U-shaped learning curve, or the existence in

all complex learning of plateaus or even apparent regression as learners move

from one level of competency to the next (Piaget, 1977; Goodman, 1979; Miller, 1980;

Bever, 1982);and (2) the special open-ended or ill-Aefined nature of writing

tasks which allow (even require) the writer to set for himself to.some extent

the difficulty level of what he attempts to do. (Bereiter and Scardamalia, 1978.)

,A7
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In this paper I would like briefly to state the case agaillst current

attempts to measure 2LowIL using methods developed to measure absolute

proficiency levels--measures which may be misleadingly affected by developmental

unevennesses in perform.ance. Then I will examine in some detail the problem

of task definition for all longitudinal research in writing, explaining how

a refined discourse typology might help us identify and describe more precisely

what students do cl;fferently from one writing occasion to the,next. Finally ,

I explore briefly new ways of asking why and how students change the,difficulty

level of writing tasks intended by the tester to be parallel in demands.

Developmental Unevenness and Current Measures

It would be odd if learning to write were somehow exempt from the roller-

coaster character of learning documented by cognitive psychologists (cited above).

In fact, many writing teachers have recognized some manifestations of the

non-linear nature of improvement in developing writers: for instance at the

sentence level, the appearance of fragments that so often accoipanies the onset

of subordinate clauses or noun appositives; or the run-together sentences that

appear when students start developing complex ideas using sentences that stand

in close opposition or apposition to one another, which they want to join with

an introductory adverb rather than a subordinate conjunction. Similarly, elabor-
.

ately expanded subjects, or the use of abstract nouns-as subjects, frequently

create predication errors or verb-subject agreement errors the student would

have no difficulty avoiding in his earlier, simpler, syntax. Analytic error

.counts and even holistic responses may determine that these writers-in-transition

are less able performers than before, when actual.4 each of these flaws can

be seen in context as signalling movement toward a,higher level of competency.

Developmental evaluation is further complicated when the complexity of

the cognitive task being attempted causes a writer to shift attention away from
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rhetorical niceties she may have mastered but which may never become fully

autoMatic, and so breakdown when not attended to. Freedman and Pringle (1980)

point out in a study of college writers that conventional rhetorical evaluations

of writing are based on Tactors which do not improve, and may actually suffer,

when a writer is attempting to solve a communication problem that lies at

the outer limits of her cognitive processing capacity. They conclude:

"In evaluating their students writing, teachers seem to (lack) a
sense of the complex nature of...development, in which growth in one
dimension may entail momentary awkwardness in another...When teachers
ignore the congitive aspects of the (writing) process and focus only
on the rhetorical features of the completed product,...they are not
in a position to anticipate the kind of breakdown that occurs when
the intellectual task is made more complex. Further,...they may
actually impede intellectual growth...(The) short-run effects of such
evaluation are probably to encourage students to operate on the safe
levels they have already mastered..."

(p. 323)

lhus, students may write more awkwardly, less-correctly, less fluently,

either because they are acquiring new forms at the word or sentence level

or because they are struggling to express cognitive functions for which their

current language forms are as yet inadequate. A third developmental struggle

has received even less investigation than these two: how the student defines

the rhetorical task at the text or discourse level. In whole-text planning,

intend to
what does the student set out to do, and how does heAdo it? How does he

conceive of the artifact he is about to create? What kind of text does he

think in termS of, as he pursues his ideas and formulates his sentences? To

What extent does he conceive of the whole text at all?

Recent research in discourse grammars and text design (Stein and Glenn, 1979;

Meyer, 1975, and others) and modern discourse theorists (including Bain, 1890;

Kinneavy, 1979 ; Britton, 1975; and others: see D'Angelo, 1975) have reestablished

the importance of distinctions among genre or types of writing which

the learning writer must begin to differentiate, mastering a variety of composing

4 0
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strategies to accomplish different rhetorical purposes, such as reporting,

explaining, persuading. Deciding what he wants to do (tell a story, explore

his feelings, change someone's course of action, etc.) and selecting the

appropriate composing strategies to accomplish these aims are two important

parts of representing or conttructing the writing task--two processes

particularly subject to the writer's stage of development, which may interact

in confusing ways with the writing assignment. It is in the areasof text

design, rhetorical purpose and strategy, that the ill-defined nature of the

writing task comes into play, creating a particular set of problems for

measuring development in writing ability.

The Ill-Defined Writing Task

It is crucial in evaluation research to distinguish between the given

task or actual text of the writing assignment--with its particular set of

constraints and options, expressed or implied, and with its virtually infinite

set of possible realizations--and on the other hand the constructed task ,

the set of constraints actually honored and the options actually chosen by

the student, as seen in the text the student produces. Test makers

may believe they have carefully constrained a particular task to elicit a

particular kind of response, but as Murphy, Carroll and Kinzer (1982) have

demonstrated, students are capable of creating totally unexpected task versions

or notions of what they are "supposed to do." (See also Keech and McNelly, 1982.)

Unlike other performance areas --for instance, music, where a learner

is given a more difficult piece to play, or mathematics, where both teacher

and student are aware when a more difficult problem is offered, or sports

competitions where nore advanced dives earn more points-- composition

has no such well-defined, easily ranked tasks or gradations of performance

levels that can be controlled by the teacher or evaluator. It is possible
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to give students the same assignment on two different occasions and have them

construct such different composing tasks that their two responses are hardly

comparable. The student might appear an expert on the first writing, while

performing like a novice as he attempts on the second writing a far more

complex problem. Sufficiently open-ended assignments, such as "Write about

a favorite object," may be offered again and again over all the years of

a writer's career, from first laborious printings to his adult years of

proficient composing; the actual task difficulty will increase in proportion

to his writing ability. The very ability to define a task more richly

and complexly may be one of the most important writing skills, developing slowly

along with syntax and sense of Paragraphing.

Bereiter and Scardamalia (1979), recognizing that writing tasks are

inherently ill-defined, are unconcPrned when changes in young writers are

not reflected in conventional scores on their writing:

"...(Our) most successful experiments so far in affecting children's
composing processes have not led to discernible overall improvements,
as judged by impressionistic ratings...This would be discouraging if the

purpose were to get children to do a better job of pursuing the same
goals as before. When, however, the purpose is to get children to
tackle problems they have not tackled before, such impressionistic
results are immaterial. It is what they are doing differently that
counts, not how well they are doing it compared to how well they
previously did something of a different sort." (pp. 83-84, ms.)

Evaluators trying to document growth or development in writers confront

a choice: either narrow task constraints sufficiently in the writing assignment to

keep writers doing the same kind of thing on trials I and 2, or begin to find

out how to describe what children do differently from one occasion to the next,

how to interpret that difference, and finally how to measure the development it

implies.

4 .9 (;
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So far, evaluators have quite properly concentrated on trying to make

task demands similar for repeated writing samples used to measure improvement

over time. It seems obvious

that changes in performance abilities may be obscured if a student is

encouraged to write a personal experience reminiscence on one occasion and

an argumentative essay on another: if nothing else, it is difficult to

compare these responses quantitatively, scoring them under the same rubric.

At least the very rough distinction between narration and exposition is typi-

cally made, with many program evaluators eschewing the earlier practice,

associated with the Bay Area Writing Project model of holistic scoring,

of allowing students to respond to a writing stimuli using almost any

form of writing, sometimes including poetry.

Two dangers are inherent in attempts to narrow task constraints to

reduce variation in task construal for purposes of improving comparison of

samples, however. The first is simply that the more text testers add to

the writing assignment, the lesseguarantee they have that students will

read and correctly interpret all of the guidelinesin the extreme cases,

students may either ignore a lengthy set of instructions, or may become

so embroiled in working out exactly what the tester wants that they are

distracted from their central task of trying to generate meaningful, coherent

text. The second danger appears only when test instructions are so clear

and so good that they actually succeed in narrowing the task and making

student responses easy to compare and score because the student is being

asked to do so little. Writing tests can be made to be little more than

direction following,
requiring students to show proficiency in the use of

certain written
conventions, but failing altogether to test the student's
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ability to actually "author" a text, as Moffett (1979) identifies the hiahest

composing skills. Too narrowly specified tasks maximize control over

what is attempted but may invalidate the writing test, since the test

no longer reveals how the student frames the rhetorical problem, sets

goals, chooses strategies, juggles constraints, revises inner speech--

in short, really composes.

Ironically, it may be by looking at samples from assessments in

which students were given maximum freedom to choose their purposes and

strategies in response to a topic idea that we are best able to discover

what kinds of writing, what discourse options are most likely to be elicited

by certain topics, regardless of instructions to the writer. The early

BAWD assessment model, as represented by the six-year hodge-podge of topic

types used at Sir Frances Drake High School (see Table I), while generating

scores that soar and dip in unpredictable ways from year to year, provides

a rich data source for discovering patterns of task construal in response

to different kinds of topics as well as in relation to grade level or

experience. ( See Table 1, p. 503.)

The Drake Longitudinal Sample

The Drake teachers who composed the test questions shown in Table I

deliberately made them as open as possible for several reasons. They were

interested in how students might construe the task: they wanted to know

whether their instructional program had succeeded in teaching students

the large range of strategies that might be used effectively to solve a

particular rhetorical problem. Since they were attempting to teach many

forms of writing, they did not want a restriction on the test to suggest

that only one of these kinds was valid or important.



Further, they were unconcerned, in this pioneering effort, to make tasks

similar from year to year. Initially their goal was simply to create a

stimuli that wnuld allow students to begin writing quickly, with maximum

enthusiasm and ample material for composing; hence, the emphasis on personal

feelings. Later they wanted to see how well students wrote evaluative

or argumentative pieces (1976 and 1977.) In the last year (1978) the topic

provides a complex blend of possibilities, allowing students to focus on

either an experience, a person or thing, or an idea--a change in themselves.

The teachers were well aware that the 1973 topic, "Write about an

event . . . ." was likely to evoke imaginative narratives, while the 1976

topic, "Name one invention we would be better off without..." would invite

argument or exposition. They were neither surprised nor displeased,however,

when, in 1973, many students Nrote expositorily, choosing to identify

and comment on an event they wanted to witness, rather than to relate it

as if they had witnessed it; or when, in 1976, one student demonstrated

the evils of television with an expert short story, while another wrote a

letter to Henry Ford in heaven, berating him for having contributed to the

death of the writer's parents in a car crash.

Three longitudinal samples were constructed from the Drake data base,

as shown in Figure 1*, each containing ninth through twelfth grade samples

from 30 students. When the four papers of ohe student.are gathered in a

case study folio, it is immediately clear that students have in fact done

different things on different rounds of assessment, causing their holistic

scores to change in surprising ways.
1 Not only does the change in topic from

year to year invite different kinds of writing, but students appear to set

up different sorts of tasks that are not determined by topic differences,

* Page 505.
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but are allowed by the writing instructions. It is precisely the lattitude

allowed students that makes this sample of papers so useful in giving us

an idea of the repertoire of text designs or discourse schemas high school

writers have available for solving a number of different writing problems.

In one sense, the Drake sample represents the worst that could happen in

an assessment which is attempting to measure improvement in writing from

one occasion to the next. By representing such an extreme, the sample

allows us to investigate the primary problem inherent in all longitudinal

writing research to a greater or lesser extent: our inability so far to

account for task complexity, or to compare fairly the difficulty level of

what a student attempts on different occasions.2

A system of task descrifitions is needed to determine whether or not

two compositions represent the same or different types of tasks: which

purposes does the student appear to be aiming for? Which strategies does

he use? Only after researchers are able to describe and classify the

apparent underlying discourse schemes students use will they be able to

distinguish between a student's mastery of old tasks and his novice attempts

to accomplish new tasks. A refined discourse typology appears essential

to the development and testing of hypotheses about the relative difficulty

levels of what is attempted, ultimately allowing predictions about which

kinds of tasks are learned first, which may follow, and what various

spontaneous task construals may indicate about a given student's particular

level of development.

A Discourse Typology for Developing. Writers' Texts

Available discourse classifying systems proved inadequate for describing

the student texts in the sample, possibly because most of them represent
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what mqht be called ideal text types, the products of accomplished adult

writers rather than of students who may be only approximating these discourse

forms. Further, existing typologies offer three to four global categories

which perforce must obscure almost as many differences between texts as they

are able to identify. Just as Kinneavy suggests a distinction between the

aims of discourse and the modes of discourse.3 so I found it critical to

separate discourse function from rhetorical strategy. To classify texts

according to function is to ask: How does the text function for the reader?

How might the reader characterize the writer's underlying purposes, on the

basis of the whole effect of the piece? To classify strategy, the reader

shifts attention from the whole to the parts: What language structures does

the writer use to accomplish her purposes? The final classification of the

text then is in terms of both function and strategy: what was done and how

was it done?

Figure 2* shows the three discourse functions found in the sample,

together with their parallel strategies. Although each strategy appears

to"belong to"a particular function, the strategies are separable from the

functions, not merely by analysis but also in practice. "What to do?"

and "How to do it?" are genuinely discreet questions which a writer may

choose to consider separately during composing. On the other hand, some

traditional discourse schemes strongly associate a particular strategy

with a given function, so that a writer in choosing to create a text

according to that scheme makes his function and strategy choice in one

stroke: certainly, if he wishes to tell a story, he seems bound to use

a narrative strategy. Yet he might also separate narrative strategy
instead

from its usual function and use it/to reveal an entity or to express an

idea.

* Tage 506.
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The separability of function and strategy becomes clearer as one

contrasts the descriptions of the functions, which are organic, pertaining

to the whole text, with the descriptions of the strategies, which are

analytic, pertaining to the nature and arrangement of the parts.

To identify how the text functions as a whole, the reader assesses

his own response: what is he left with? For discourse function Type I,

the entire text appears to have no other function than to "tell a story;"

that is, to dramatize an event or sequence of acts/events that occurred

in a single time frame. A change of some sort occurred over tine, and this

change is the focus of the discourse. In discourse function Type II., the

text functions to reveal the nature of an entity (person, object, place, etc.)

which retains its identity and essential properties over time. For discourse

function Type III, the text reveals or expresses an idea or relationship,

an abstraction from concrete events and entities (beyond the linguistic

abstractions which merely serve to name them), a logical, analogical, or

tautological construct that exists not in time but in mine. The same

real world events can provide the given material for texts that function

entirely differently. The role of Winston Churchill in World War II

could be dramatized as pure story, the events related in a narrative

sequence as entertaining and otherwise unedifying as any suspense tale;

or the story could be told as a portrait of the manrather,a personal

history, with its emphasis on the hero's character) could be made from the

same events. Finally, many sorts of analyses of the events in which Churchill

figured could be made in support of a variety of assertions about cause

and effect, the nature of war, the potential of one individual for historic

impact, etc creating Function III discourse about ideas or the meanings

and interpretations of events or evaluations of people and things.

484



To some extent these differences in function appear at first to be

simply a matter of choice of strategy: narrative, descriptive, or commentary.

In fact, the strategies listed her8,: are so widely used to express their

parallel functions that a departure from convention is noteworthy, in some

cases creating a distinct genre, in other cases a failed piece of writing.

It is no wonder then that strategy and function have so often been combined

or confused by theorists who sought a single basis on which to classify texts.

or that theorists who classified according to function assumed that strategy

naturally'followed. This confusion may have resulted in part not only from

similarities in the terms used to describe function and strategy, but from

the use of the same terms to describe both whole strategies and individual

propositions.

An adequate definition of strategy, or choice of text design, must

distinguish between core propositi Pris , forming the spine of the text, and other

statements which elaborate, extend, provide background for these core

p repositions. Linguists have made this distinction for narratives or stories

(labov and Walletsky, 19 6E; Hopper, 1977); here I have extended it to other

discourse types. I have often been disconcerted by efforts to describe texts

versus versus
as narrative f Jescriptivr77orrinentary when I could find in almost every

text a lavish sampling of all these kinds of writing. A second glance at

most texts further reveals that the differences between them lie not

merely in relative numbers of one kind of proposition or another. Rather,

the key to text design strategies seems to lie in the relations of

these different kinds of elements to one another?

Figure 3*shows how a strategy can be identified by reference to which

kind of propositions form the core of the text. In narrative strategy,

* See page 507.
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for instance, the core propositions, forming the spine of the text, are a

series of statements, like, "X happened:" "X is happening;" or "X happens;"

the latter (simple present tense) occuring only when it is clearly historical

present, not habitual aspect:

Historical Present:
(reference to one particular

occurrence)

"The footsteps approach my door. I

fix my eyes on the handle of the door,
gun steady in my hand, As the door

opens, I shoot. A body crumples to its
knees then topples into the room. With
slowly dawning horror, I realize that I
have shot my husband..."

Habitual Aspect
(reference to a general, often

repeated occurrence)

"For breakfast, I eat more
than at any other meal of the
day. I drink at least 8 oz,
orange juice, and another 8 oz.
milk, down 6 pancakes, 4 eggs,
and finish up with toast or
hash browns, with cheese and
melon in season."

Although there may be flashbacks, or background description and commentary,

the E statements at the core mirror the order of events as they occ'urred in

real time, forming what Hopper (1980) calls the "foreground" of the narrative,

with D and C statements providing "bar1/4grounding."

E statements require transitive or intransitive verbs. Statements based

on predicates which include 1.inking verbs, the verb to be, or adverbs which

indicate habitual aspect ("X usually is...;" "X sometires does...;" "X used

to happen;" "X would go and come..." (modal marks aspect in past tense)) are

descriptive or D statements. These propositions appear as background in

narration, but can be used to form the spine of a text, in which case the

text strategy may be called descriptive. Note that these statements may be

arranged to reflect a chronological sequence of events, without creating a

narrative text strategy: "Every day I get up, comb my hair, brush my teeth,

yell at my little brother to make the beds, grab a bite from the fridge,

and race off to the soccer field. Once there, I..." They may also be arr249!!)

to reflect spatial orderings in reality. Finally, they may be arranged

associationally, mirroring the writer's thought processes and bouncing from

one idea to another with connections visible only to the writer, or focally,

11,
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grouped according to some key aspect of the entity being described. (See

Freedman and Pringle, 1982.) The term "entity" is used loosely here:

such abstractions as "my summer vacation" may be treated as entities having

consistent and identifiable characteristics, and may be written about using

a descriptive strategy by presenting "a typical day in the course of..."

It is a question in determining function, not strategy, to wonder just how

abstract the subject of the piece is: when does summer vacation cease to

function as an entityto be described and begin to function as an idea to

be explored? Yet it is strategy that most often provides the answer to

that question, the arrangement of propositions determining that a writer

has crossed tne line between descriptic and commentary.

In Type C strategy, common to exposition and argument, C propositions,

or commentary,form the core of the text. E and D statements may appear in

large numbers, witn several E statements strung together to form a mini-narra-

tive, but in all cases descriptive or narrative propositions will be sub-

ordinate to the C statements which they support, demonstrate, elaborate, define,

etc. In addition, there may be C statements which are subordinate to the

core propositions, that chain of assertions which provides the main thrust of

the text. The core propositions can be arranged associationally or focally,

as in Strategy B (description), or they can be arranged hierarchically,

according to their logical relations. The assertions do not have chronological

or spatial connections to one another, though they may be arranged to comment

on chronological progressions and so appear chronologically ordered.

C statements are recognized in several ways: 1) the verb is marked by

a modal: "X should, would, could, might, will happen...;" 2) 6)e verb is marked

by a negative: "X never does...;" "X did not happen..;" 3) the main proposition

is imbedded as a noun clause of indirect quotation:"(Writer/X) believes, thinks,
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feels, wishes, hopes that...;" or with a qualifying expletive: "It seems

that...;" "It is clear that..;" 3) rel3tionships of causality, comparison,

opposition are expressed either through predication within a clause:

"X is like...;" "X is caused by..;" "X causes..;"or by coordinating or

subordinatin9 conjunctions and introductory adverbs relating two clauses:

"If X, then Y.:" "Because X, then Vs.:" "Either X or Y..;"-"Not X, but V..;"

"X is not true; rather, Y happened;" 4) the predicate defines and classifies

the subject with relation to other things: "X 4s a kind of..;" "X is one of

two kinds of..;" 5) the verb structure is like that of narration or description

("X is/was;" "X does/did ") but X represents an abstract subject; either

a non-count noun ("money;" "water"), a hypothetical construct ("democracy;"

"competence"), a feeling state or emotion ("love;" "anxiety"), a nominalized

verb ("registration;" "confusion.," "obfuscation;" "segregation"), or a noun

that has generic rather than specific reference, as shown,by context:

generic referent: specific referent:

'le family in America today is in slalmnat down the block is in
danger of extinction." danger of bankruptcy."

"(The)people who believe that kind of ",The veoole (who are) climbing into

propaganda are uneducated." the lifeboats are unafraid."

Two kinds of development are involved as a writer masters these text

design strategies: the acquisition of a new strateg2, increasing the range

of choices available to the writer; and the progression from novice to

expert within one strategy. Both kinds of development almost certainly involve

transition stages during which a writer may produce a text that is difficult

to classify, or that is successful in neither one way nor another, representing

only partial mastery of a text grammar. Figuring out where a student is 'on

the road to full mastery of text design strategies is further complicated by

the existence of sub-classes of each of the three strategies, as well as the

possibility of deliberate mixes of strategy to accomplish certain ends.
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Figure 4*represents possible lines of development and acquisition for

the three strategies described, and places these in the larger context of

other discourse strategies not claSsified in this limited typology of student

text types. The diagram distinguishes among three classes of strategies--

pre-schema, open-sthema, and closed-schema, which are probably acquired in

that order by the language user in our culture. Pre-schema strategies are

most comparable to Britton's 'expressive writing,* relatively idiosyncratic

structuring of discourse reflecting the writer/speaker's own flow of thought

or "inner speech,"requiring little or no pre-planning, allowing the sender

merely to think aloud or "compose at the point of utterance." (Britton, 1975.)

I coined the lerm "pre-schema" to help understand papers in the sample that

seemed sttategy-less. On reflecting, I realized that following one's thought

is itself a composing strategy, but one which does not recognize and use

discourse schemes conventionalized in other people's discourse. To some

extent, of course, what I have called pre-schema strategies have

become conventionalized, as fiction writers,particularly,present

characters who narrate in their own voices. This kind of artful artlessness

in the hands of skilled writers mimics the natural means of expression of

writers/speakers who are not able or do not choose to adopt the strategies

developed specifically to serve the needs of closed-schema discoursen

the student papers, it was generally easy to distinguish between spontaneous

pre-schema strategies, usually appearing as rudimentary ruminations on

strongly expository topics, and simulated pre-schema strategies in which

a narrator other than the writer introduces him/herself before engaging in

a self-exploratory interior monologue, a popular solution to the 1974 ind

1975 topics about being someone or something other than yourself.

* See page 508.
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The open-schema strategies represented in Figure 4 were posited to

account for another group of student papers (as well as literary prototypes)

not classifiable as belonging to any of the closed-schema strategies. The

distinction between open and closed discourse schemas is made by Bereiter

A Scardamalia (1979) and others as an alternative to distinctions made

between oral and written discourse. Typically oral speech occurs in open

schemas, where one does not structure the discourse alone but is aided by

conversational partners. Bereiter and Scardamalia point out that one of

the difficulties for children learning to write is the problem of "going it

alone," or creating monologues as opposed to dialogues. But not all oral

speech is dialogue--as witness speeches or lengthy oral narratives; and not

all written speech is monologue--consider active correspondences or note-

passing in the classroom. Closed-schemas, discourses not dependent on

interruptions and interactions, have features in common whether they

involve oral or written mediums that distinguish them from open-schemas,

which have their own features, present for both oral and written speech.

Nonetheless, it is probably true that we learn open-schema strategies first

because we learn oral speech first in its most common form, the oral dyad.

Only later do we learn to make monologues, these becoming increasingly

decontextualized or independent of shared speaker/listener context for their

interpretation as we master the closed-schema strategies for supplying

context within text.

Like pre-schema strateg",es, the open-schema strategies may be real,

as when I write a real letter I intend to mail, or simulated, as when a writer

tells a story in a letter or series of letters. The short story anthology

Points of View (Moffett & McElheny, 1966) containing examples of simulated

pre-schema discourse ("interior monologue" and journal entries) and open-schema

("dramatic monologue" and letters), was widely used in English composition
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classes at Drake during the assessment years, a fact which may account for

the appearance of these simulated open-schemas in the sample. In most cases,

the elements of open-schema strategies (especially phatic comments,aimed

at establishing a relationship between reader and writer rather than at

communicating content: "HI! How have you been?" "Well, you're not going to

believe this." "I know you'll think I'm crazy." ) are used to frame clear

whole pieces of discourse using easily classified closed-schema strategies,

in which case the writing was classified using the typology. In some cases,

however, the student creaied such a strong sense that writer and reader were

engaged in a dyad that the closed-schema typology could not apply--the papers

belonged on another map.

In drawing the lines of development for Figure 4, I have attempted to

show that expert use of any strategy is as cognitively advanced as expert use

of any other strategy, and that writers may reach expert status for different

strategies in almost any order, maybe becoming expert in only one strategy

while remaining novice at all others. The direction of development, from

left to right across the chart, is meant to suggest the likely order of

initially acquiring the different strategies, given schooling in our society,

and perhaps given the nature of cognitive development and the cognitive demands

of the respective strategies. For instance, some aspects of commentative

strategy appear to rely on a student's having entered Piaget's stage of

"formal operations." Moffet (1968) describes the same direction of development,

saying that young children write sustained concrete discourse (stories) with

an occasional abstraction, and that only older children appear able to write

sustained abstract .discourse, learning to imbed the concrete references.

I anticipate a problem for evaluators when faced with the texts of

children who are in transition between the points represented on the chart:
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either because they are attempting to imitate a strategy they do not

fully own, having just begun to learn it in school or having encountered

it in reading, and do not yet have need of, not understanding the function

for which the strategy was developed; or because they have encountered a

new function--for instance, the need to express an idea--which their

current strategy seems inadequate to deal with. This latter dilemma may

drive a writer back into pre-schema strategy in a search for a language

adequate to the new challenge. For evaluators concerned with documenting

growth using improved scores on writing tests the problem is compounded

when a student develops a high level of expertise in using one strategy,

which he uses successfully in earlier writing, but later attempts to use

another strategy at which he is a novice.

The writer has at least two other kinds of discourse options not

represented in Figures 2-4, both of which may represent more cognitively

complex task constructions than so far described because they involve

re-combining elements of function and structure in less obvious ways.

The first, already mentioned, are the cross-combinations of function and

strategy made possible by separating these bwo aspects of composing.

A peculiar feature of the typology is that cross-combinations of function

and strategy appear to be uni-directional: that is, more concrete strategies

can be used to realize more abstract functions, but more abstract strategies

cannot be used to realize more concrete functions. Figure 2 divides the

discourse schemas that result from combinations of function and strategy into

primary and secondary discourse types and provides the combining rule. It

will be obvious to most readers that, 'stifle Function I is bound to narrative

strategy, narrative strategy is not limited to the function of telling a story:

a reader may complete a narrative realizing he has been preached to--that what wasIll
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at stake was an idea, not a set of events, a plot, a character. The possibility

of using narrative to do more than tell a story may be at the heart cf the

difference between good second-rank entertainment novels in various

genre and novels that compete as serious literature This has nothing to do

with what "lasts." Some good stories will last just because they are good

stories. Other works will last because of something they reveal about the

human condition, rather than because of a suspenseful plot and fast action.

One may argue, of course, that really good literature functions both

as good story and as vehicle for an idea, which argument introduces the second

kind of re-combining of elements in more complex task constructions.

I have found in the sample, as itn the real world of adult writing,

clearly distinct types of writing which seem to me to be best described

as combining two functions, and/or two or more strategies. These mixes

are not necessarily "mixed-up"; although inexperienced writers seem to

lose track of function or shift strategy mid-way, producing mixed-up pieces,

better writers seem able in many cases to produce controlled combinations

identifiable as discourse schemes distinct from any of-the pure types.

Some examples will clarify the possible permutations of the system:

I Function: tell a story; with Stratgy_A: narrative: One student

wrote about the adventures of "Freddy the Fish" in response to the '75 topic;

a picaresque tale with nc apparent point, and no attempt to reveal why the

writer might have wanted to share this particular life. Another student

wrote what might have been a good episode for "Mission Impossible." Both

used narrative strategy to tell a story, nothing moren

I-Ill Function: tell a story and reveal an ideaLwitiaralmLIIL

narrative. A remarkable short story captures the moment of truth in the

life of a young terrorist, who, feeling conscience-stricken ir the act of

setting charges to blow up a bridge, likens himself to the carnivores, who
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by preying on deer and elk thin the herd and keep it healthy. This came

in response to the 1974 topic, "choose to be something other than a

human being":the student explores in his story the problem of why anyone

might choose to be, or to see himself as, other than human.

I-111 Function: tell a story and reveal an idea. with Strategy A-C:

narrative and commentary. This class of writing is familiar as the

autobiographical essay, or reminiscence, memoir, etc. which has before

been inadequately characterized and confusingly classified by systems

which distinguished narrative from expository writing and then had to

decide where these pieces belonged. This kind of writing is widely featured

in popular magazines, essay anthologies for Freshman composition courses,

and as classroom assignments, from the first time a teacher says, "Write

about your summer vacation." Unlike nod story-telling which requires that the

commentary serve the narration , or good exposition, which requires that

narration be subordinated to commentary, the personal experience essay

requires a balance of both strategies. It is organized and functions as

a story, but it is the story of an idea--a realization, a discovery, an

tsight the writer had as a result of a series of events. The discussion of

the ideas,-what I understood before, what I understand now--is as important

as the relating of events, but is itself couched in a narrative, or at least

a chronological framework. In an effectively fused piece, a reade,- might

find it difficult on concluding to decide whether she had just read an essay

or a short story--simply because both those terms must be used so loosely to

apply to this kind of contemplative autobiography.

III Function: reveal an idea; with Strategy C. This kind of text was

common in response to the 1976 topic, naturally, and represents traditional

notions of formal argument or exposition. A thesis is set forth, and is

followed by a series of commentary propositions, with any descriptive or
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narrative material introduced as elaboration or support, a kind of

backgrounding for these core comments which make up the writer's argument.

III Function: express an idea; with Strategy A. There was only one

clear case of this in the sample, but prototypes in literature would include

morality tales and allegories, where the concrete events in the story

represent what are believed to be general truths1 not real occurrences.

Combinations of Function II and Strategy B with other functions and

strategies will be fully described in the report on the Drake data. At first

count after coding, it appears that the typology was able to account for

better than 90% of papers in the sample, with the other 10% falling into

pre-schema or open-schema categories. The primary types, with matched

function and strategy, appeared to be marginally preferred solutions for

every topic/year, although which primary type was preferred sometimes differed

within topic, depending on grade level. Almost every kind of mix listed in

Figure 2 as possible was included in the sample, with some mixes causing more

trouble in coding than others. No attempt was made in the early stages of

coding to distinguish between "mixed-up" papers and apparently controlled

combinations; it is expected that different kinds of mixes can be coded in

the future to provide additional information about a writer's level of control

over his or her chosen strategy or discourse type.

CHOOSING A STRATEGY

In some cases, the success of a piece of writing in which a concrete

Strategy fulfills an abstract function may be accidental. That is, the writer

may be unaware of the rich and complex meanings readers are able to infer from

his text. In the Drake sample, however, successful crossing of strategy and

function art generally regarded as intentional and are seen to represent a

highly complex task construction, available only to more experienced composers.
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Similarly, a successful mix of two functions or two strategies tends to

result in a text that is recognizably like a prototype in adult prose, so that

the writer can be credited with having attempted a more complex task, the

creation of a secondery discourse type. But when one of these conventional

kinds of mix is not in evidence, it is not clear whether the writer was

attempting such a mix or was merely shifting ground, attempting to cope with

topic constraints she felt were conflicting, or to cover weaknesses in her

orn repetoire of strategies.

Empirical research is needed to help discover why a student construes a

task as he does: what is the range of options he thinks he has? How does he

want his text to function and why did he set that goal? What strategies will

he choose to reach his goal? Is he an oldtimer or a newcomer to his cholipn

strategy? What awarenesses of text grammar appear to influence his who)e

text planning or his sentence level planning? How is the onset of text

level planning related to increasing awareness of discourse schemas? The

discourse typology, refined and clarified, may be of sone use in exploring

these questions, questions which may help us discover why and how students

change the difficulty of what they attempt, even when a tester may intend

task demands to be parallel. These questions may also help us define task

complexity in new ways, allowing more precise evaluation of changes or growth

in composing ability.

While discourse functions may be recognized on a deep, fairly unconscious

level, I believe that strategies can be made conscious, learned deliberately,

and applied selectively. On the other hand, experience with writers like those

in the sample suggests that students, in selecting a strategy, are generally

working from a confusing array of instincts and inhibitions which have little

to do with the appropriateness of the strategy to the desired function.
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Table 2 outlines some factors I think may influence a student's choice

of strategy, whether pre-schema or schema-based. Future research will

determine whether these are real and how they may operate for given students.

I may assert, logically, howew_r, that availability is absolutely determining.

A writer cannot use a strategy which is not available to him. Given the

availability of more than one schema-based strategy, together with the

universal availability of the strategy I call pre-schema, any or all of the

remaining factors may come into play in any combination. I suspect that some

of these create conflicts for the writer and that keeping these factors in

mind will help researchers understand papers whose task constructions are

not easily classifiable by the typology.

It is premature to judge how well this typology will assist efforts

to define task complexity in writing or to assess a student writer's level

of development on the basis of texts produced for evaluation. So far,

informal sharing with teachers of composition suggests that the typology

can have a clarifying effect of distinguishing among types of writing tasks

set by or for students and can help teachers identify some of the strategies

students may have only partially mastered or may be moving between. A

teacher of high school juniors identified two kinds of text typical of

students in Intermediate stages between mastery of nerrative and mastery of

commentative strategy. She submitted these two samples:

Assignment: It is said that we learn best from our mistakes. Agree

or disagree, drawing on examples from your own experience.

Stage One, student response: "It is said that we learn best from our
mistakes. I know of one time when I learned an important
lesson by doing something stupid. I was twelve at the time...
(narrates event: four pages of lively story-telling.)
...I thought my mother was paranoid, but now I know I'll
be telling my kids, "You shouldn't trust strangers."
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Stage Two, student response: "It is said that we learn best from

our mistakes. That is probably true because until we make a

mistake we don't have any reason to want to know something.

I have learned a lot of things by making mistakes, and most

of these have stayed with me more than the things I learned

by studying courses in school or reading or listening to what

my parents or other people told me. Maybe those things stuck

in my mind because it's so humiliating to make a mistake.

You can't forget the embarrassment, and you'd rather risk death

than risk that again.
"It's good to remember that our mistakes teach us something

and that we don't have to be ashamed to do something wrong,

especially when we didn't know any better. That is how we

learn. Being afraid of making mistakes can keep you from

learning."

The first student is still largely committed to narrative strategy:

her introduction and conclusion are concessions to the expository nature

of the prompt, but they are minimal, interfering as little as possible with

the story. Students less aware of essay requirements often ignore even

these concessions, beginning, "It happened when I was twelve.:

or, 'One time, when I was twelve, ..." A teacher wanting to lead a stage

one writer further into the language of ideas might ask the student

simply to expand the commentary of the opening and/or the closing, or to

write a second narrative of another time when she learned from a mistake,

then to write a paragraph comparing or contrasting the two experiences,tawing

some conclusions about how or why people learn from mistakes.

The second student has fully abandoned narrative strategy, with a common

result: he is able to produce only two paragraphs. These paragraphs are

rich in insights worth exploring in an essay. Further, they present a

paradox which will require more thinking by the student if he is to untangle

it: the first paragraph suggests that being afraid of making mistakes, or

being ashamed, is why we larn from our mistakes; the second suggests that

being afraid of making mistakes may keep us from learning. Two good ideas;

the paradox is only apparent. But the paradox is apparent, rather than hidden,
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because the student risked talking about ideas, struggling to make explicit

understandings which were only intuitive before. The struggle is essential

if the student is to acquire that all-purpose academic discourse scheme:

Function III, Strategy C, expressing an idea using commentary as the core

of the text, working out the logical relations between the parts of the idea.

But the stage two student is often greeted with such negative evaluations

he may be excused for wanting to retreat to the old successes of stage one

or even pure narrative. "This is too short. You contradict yourself.

You don't have a single conrete example from your own experience. You shift

pointsof view, from first to second person; and what is this? the royal 'we'?"

As the student says, °Being afraid of making mistakes can keep you from

learning."

Neither of these essays would receive a top score during a holistic

assessment in which at least some students managed to produce Strategy C

essays of better than novice quality, essays which included a full range

of propositions from abstract to concrete, with concrete description or

narration carefully attached to commentary statements, which in turn were

arranged to form a coherent core argument. But it is highly likely that

raters would prefer the stage one paper with its expert use of narrative

strategy to the stage two paper of the novice commentator with its all too

evident flaws. No provision could be made for recording that the stage two

writer may have moved closer to the goal than the stage one writer if one

compared their respective task constructions.

Much greater clarification of discourse features, and of the role

played by text level expectations of both writers and readers, seems needed

before it will be possible meaningfully to measure improvement in composing

abilities.
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1

NOTES

The papers in the sample were pooled across all topics, all years, in

a single holistic scoring, to obtain scores that allowed comparison of

all papers according to a general impression of quality. Details of

this scoring will be available in the final report on this research,

from the NIE Writing Assessment Project, Marcia Farr, NIE Project Officer,

Reading and Language Studies, Grant No. NIE-G-80-0034, c/o the Bay Area

Writing Project, University of California, Berkeley. Working title:

Technical Report No. 5, The Drake Longitudinal Study,

It is important not to confuse task complexitx.with text complexity.

Joe Williams makes this criticalTistiniTOn J1979), poiiiiing out that

very complex cognitive activity may be required to produce a text that

is simple and direct from the reader's point of view, while a very

complex text may be projuced by the simple expedient of transcribing

thoughts as they occur10 the writer.

3 Kinneavy (1979) describes the aims of discourse in a volume which

exhaustively analyzes examples of each type, attempting to establish
stylistic features these texts have in common, while reserving his
discussion of the "modes" of discourse to a later volume, not yet

prin.ted. It is with some hesitation that I offer yet another discourse
classification, rather than waiting for his definitive second work,
but I find his system useless for the student sample in question, as
well as inadequate to account for many text types I have encountered

in adult letters, both in and out of academia. The separability of
function and strategy suggests the need to classify each text on both
counts in order to describe its essential differences from other

texts, rather than first classifying all texts according to function
or aim, as Kinneavy appears to do, reserving til later an attempt to

describe their modes. As can be seen in the application of my typology,
Function A in combination with Strategy A results in a very different
kind of text from a text which combines Function C with Strategy A,
and this difference establishes a different class of text rather than
one being a sub-species of the other.
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Table 1

Topics Used in Six Years of Drake Writing Assessment

1973 Write about an event you wish you had witnessed or could witness. The event

can be real or imagined; the time of the event can be past, present or

future. Make it clear why the event is significant to you. You may write

a journal entry, letter, dialogue, monologue,-essay, story, autobiography,

or other form. .

1974 If you had to choose to be something other than a human being, what plant or

animal or other form would you choose? In your writing, give your reader sore

idea of what you think it would be like to be that form, and of why you chose

it. You may do thin writing as a journal entry, letter, a dialogue, a story,

an autobiography, an essay, a poem, etc.

1975 If you could change places vith someone else, vbo would it be? The person you

write about can be living, dead, drawn from past or present, from books, films,

etc., or from your own imagination. In your writing give your reader some

ides of what it would be like to bit that person, and of why that life appeals

to you. You may do this writing as journal entry, character sketch,

dialogue, letter, story, autobiographical essay, argument, poen, or other forr.

1976 Not all inventions have been good for all humanity. Name one invention we

would be better off without, and make it clear why. You may do this writing

as an essay, journal, letter, story, or other form.

1977 Imagine that a mull group of people will be sent to colonize a new planet.

Food, Clothing, shelter and transportation have been provided for. You

are Among those asked to select few additional things to be sent along

in the limited apace available in the ship. What one item would you

recommend, and why? You msy write your recommendation in the form of a

story, dialogue, letter, a speech, an essay or other form.

1978 Write about some way in which your life has been, or might be influenced.

You might write about the influence of another person, a book or film,

an idea, or an eveht ouch as triumph or defeat, or sudden gain or loss.

Make it clear just what or wbo influenced you, and what the effect was upon

you, or what the effect could be upon you. You may do chi, writing as

a journal entry, character sketch, dialogue, letter, story, autobiographical

essay, or other form.
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Table 2, CHOOSING A STRATEGY

A list of factors which may determine or affect a student's

choice of strategy, whether pre-schewa or schems-based.

1. AVAILABILITY. (Which strategies does the student have in repetoire?)

2. PREFTRENCE. (Does the student prefer some strategies because of
familiarity, facility, regardless of purpose or context

of the writing task?)

3. APPROPRIATENESS TO CONTEXT. (Does the student have ideas about what strategies

are appropriate to writing tests, regardless of topic,

r the importance of applying recently learned strategies

to demonstrate msstery, regardless of their naturalness for

given purpose or ssigresent?)

4. APPROPRIATENESS TO GIVEN TASK. (Certain topics suggest explicitly, or tend to

elicit certain strategies, by eliciting certain purposes
which are most easily accomplished with matching strategies,

0.O., tell story is oza accomplished by narrative.)

S. APPROPRIATENESS TO WRITER'S CHOSEN PURPOSE. (If writer chooses a purpose other

than the obvious one suggested by the topic, he may choose

a strategy appropriate to his oum purpose rather than one

aoprooriate to the expected purpose suggested by the topic.)

6. IDIOSTNLRATIC OR HIGHER ORDER CRITERIA. (The writer may have personal
criteria, such as wishing to be novel or unusual, which

may influence him to choose an uncommon solution:

for Instance, deliberately mismatching purpose and

strategy because he does not wish to do the obvious, or

because he believes he Can achieve his purpose more
effectively, perceiving a complex interaction between form

and function which will coemunicate more than he might

should he use expected strategies for a given purposes)

,z' 7<eze-4
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1973 1974 1975 197A 1977 1978

FRESHMAN
Cohort I

30

4Cohort Il
....

n,. 3C:taper 30 papers 30 papers

SOPHOMORE

_ .,4t..,,IQ

30

papers

Cohort 1 lphort
30

II host III 30 papers

11......11."...
30

30 paper',

JUNIOR 30 papers

30 papers

30 paws

30 papers

Cohort I i

30

30 paners

Cohort II Cohort III

30 30

1 Cohort IICoh0 ort

30 papers

am.

Cohort I II

30SENIOR

Total papers. 720
Three longitudinal samples. 360 papers
Supplementary sampling 360

30 students 30 students 30 students

120 papPrs 120 papers 120 papers

Cohort 1, Cohort II, Cohort III,

class of 76 class of 77 Class of 78

Figure 1. Snots Population
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Figure 2.

A Discourse T olo : describing the task constructions
found in stu ent prose written in response to 6 prompts.

Discourse Function Discourse Focus Discourse Strategy

I.
A.

AN
TELL A STORY Change over Time narration

II. B.

REVEAL AN ENTITY Identity over Tile description

V

I.
44.

C.

EXPRESS AN IDEA Relations beyond Time commentary

Discourse types , resulting from combinations of function and strategy
found in the sample or in adult literature:

1. Primary types, matched function/strategy: IA; 11B; IIIC.
2. Primary types, mixed function/strategy: IIA; * ; IIIA; IIIB.
3. Secondary types, matched function/strategy: 1-111/A-C; I-11/A-B;

11-111/B-C.
4. Secondary types, mixed function/st*ategy; I-II/A; 11/A-B;

1-111/44; 1411/A-B; 11-111/A; II-III/A-B; II7111/A-C; etc.*

*Combining rule (empirically derived) allows more concrete strategies
to serve more abstract functions, but concrete functions cannot be
served by more abstract strategies; hence, Function I can only be
realized by Strategy A. Function II by strategies A and B (ideally);
and Function 111 by any strategy, A, B, or C. By this rule there should

be no IB, or IC (true, in fact); or 11/C1 or 11-111/C (these latter occur.)
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figure 3,

Proposition Structure of Three Discourse Strategies:

NARRATIV(
COMMENTARYDESCRIPIION

(C1)

01 C,

V4

,

C2letc. l' '01) etc.

02 C2 4_

1 tE1....E4)etc.

I

D3 C3

1 NE E 1etc1.... 4
1

D4 4

etc. etc.

Event statements: "X happened." "X is happening." "X did..."

D Descriptive stateeents: 'X ism" 'X does..." "X happens..." (habitual aspect

and/or linking verbs in predicate; subject of verb refers to

actual entity or action treated as entity, not to hypothetical

construct.)

C Coarentative statements: (assertion, interpretation, evaluation, classification, etc)

' X should be...' 'X might be..." 'X did not..." (modals. negatives)

"X is caused by..." 'X causes..." "X can btilassified as..." (relatives)

' X means...' 'That X happened signifies..." (interpretations)
(Also, descriptive statements like 'X is..." become commentative

when subject or subject complements are hypothetical constP6cts.)

C. Keech
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Engaged Pre-Schema
strategies

F1 re 4. Hypothesized Chronology of the Acquisition
and Deve opment of Writing Strategies.

, Simulated lore-Schoma Strategies

Engaged Dyadic Strategies.----.6Simulated Dyadic Strategies
(novice) (novica)4(apprentice)--...--.4.(expert)

(apirentice) "(export)

(novice) (novice)

1

(apprenti Hexpert)

tCommentative

(novice)
o

(apAentice)..........(empert)

(aptrellticf)lia Ise ma mama mg am mom= ma mu

11, hypothesized direction of development, between schema types.

hypothesized direction of development within schema types,
between strategy types

logically reqvired direction of development within strategy, which may in actvality be
broken by stops and reversals along the way

C. Keech
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Chapter 5: Part 2

BEYOND HOLISTIC SCORING: RHETORICAL FLAWS
THAT SIGNAL ADVANCE IN DEVELOPING WRITERS

Elissa Warantz and Catharine Keech

LUILOduCII120

The study analyzes a longitudinal sample of student

exams collected across four years frcm 90 high school stu-

dents who participated in annual writing assessments. The

writing test each year consisted of an hour-long composition
written to a prompt which allowed the students to draw on

personal experience or imagination and to choose their mode

of discourse. All of the essays were holistically re-scored

in a single pooled sample for purposes of this study.

Holistic scores represent. single-impression rapid estimates

of over-all rhetorical effectiveness of an essay compared to

other essays in the sample. A conspicuous problem recurring

consistently in this widely used assessment procedure is the

instability of student performance from one essay test to

another, as exemplified by low test/re-test correlations, by

failure of individuals and groups to produce consistent

improvement on these essay tests from year to year even with

concentrated writing instruction, and by the frequency with

which individual or group mean scores actually decline on

post tests or second trials.

Atteipts to solvl this measurement problem in essay

testing have focused on developing more precisely defined

topics and on more reliable rating procedures, but there

have been no sustained efforts to explain what actually

changes in student writing across several test occasions.

This study investigates the longitudinal dimension of this

phenomenon by following student performance across four

annual test occasions. The study shows that some students

attain lower holistic ratings on later test essays because

they use more complex or difficult compoiing skills or

because they have defined the rhetorical task in the

assigned prompt more complexly than in a prior test. Since

the loosely defined writing prompts offer ample opportunity

for individual variation in task interpretation; students

who have learned new skills or who begin to perceive writing

tasks more complexly may attempt more than they can do

easily, with the result that their essays are less rhetori-

cally well-formed than on earlier occasions when they

attempted less.

This apparent rejression in performance which actually
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signals movement forward in cognitive or affective develop-
ment or learning has been termee edisequilibrationw by

Piaget in his stage wodel of cognitive development

EUEINIC gf tht ItudY

The purpose of this study is to examine the extent to

which students attelpt to do different kinds of 4riting,
either spontaneously or in response to strongly suggestive
cues of the writing prompts they receive in a series of
annual holistic writing tests taken during their ninth to

twelfth grade years in high school. It was hypothesized
that differences in the student's task Eghstructigh. or what
the student attempted to do, might help to account for unex-
pected directions of change in student performance scores

from year to year. In other words, when a student does the
same kind of writing in 1976 that he did in 1975, using

similar strategies to accomplish similar purposes, an

evaluator might reasonably compare the student's two scores

to determine whether he was doing the same thing any better

after a year's maturation and some writing instruction. If,

on the other hand, the student does something different in
1976, using ne% strategies to accomplish new purposes, his

score will not indicate how much he has improved at doing
the old task; rather, it will reflect how well he does on an
altogether new kind of task. This research is a first stage
effort to distinguish among the factors which contribute to 41
the seeming instability of student performance from one test
occasion to another. Ultimately, this research will direct

attention to the developmental features of text design and

task analysis which also influence quality rating of student
essays in seemingly paradoxical ways.

The improvement of quality ratings of student perfor-

mance on writing assignments has long *been equated with
improving student writing abilities, and this advancement in

quality is generally accepted as the goal of writing

instruction. Even %hen educators use multiple choice tests

as indirect measures of writing skill (because of their ease
of administration and the superior score reliability of

these measures) they recognize that such tests must ulti-
mately be validated by relating their scores to performance

on direct measures, actual writing tasks in which the stu-
dent demonstrates his ability to construct or compose a

response, not merely select a response (Godschalk, 1966;

Diederich, 1974; Breland and Gaynor, 1979; Cooper and Odell,
1979; Spandel and Stiggens, 1980; Schools Council, UK, 1966;
NCTE 1975).

As noted above, 4 perplexing problem has baffled and

frustrated teachers, researchers, and evaluators of writing

instruction. For as children learn to write, they should 41

perform better: their scores on successive essay tests

should improve. If children don't increase their scores, it

is easy to assume that they have made no advances in writing

r- )
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ability. Alternatively, one can seek other explanations.

One may examine the test measures used: were the two test
instruments truly parallel in what they required students to
do; were the two tests scored in the same manner? Testers
have reported improving score reliabilities substantially by
improving inter-rater agreement, by phrasing prompts care-
fully to be sure dewands are parallel, by taking longer

writing samples to improve discrimination of the measure,
and by taking more than one writing sawple at each test sit-

ting (Breland and Gaynor, 1979; Steel, 1979). All of these
procedures help reduce the measurement problem to some

extent; however, none examines what actually changes in stu-
dent writing from test to test; therefore, these corrective
measures fail to reveal a third likely source of variation
in student performance which has radical implications for
both evaluating and teaching composition skills.

To understand variations in student writing performance

on tests it is important to distinguish between the
examiner's glyen task-- the set of constraints and options
expressed or implied in the text of the writing prompt-- and
the student's construed or ggliStruCied task-- the set of

constraints actually honored (and the options actually
chosen) by the student in composing. The student's con-

structed task is derivable from the text of his composition
by noting the task constraints honored. While test makers
do attempt to control the given task to create parallel task
demands on alternate occasions, they are less able to con-

trol the student's construal of the task.

In other performance areas like music, a learner is

given a more difficult piece to play or a new instrument to
learn, and in mathematics, both teacher and student can be

aware of degrees of difficulty in problems. But in composi-
tion it is possible to give students identical tasks on two

different occasions and have them construct such different
composing tasks that in an early version of the task, a stu-
dent might well appear expert in his response to the problem
he set hiiself; while in a later version, he or she might

suddenly become a novice as he or she attempts to solve a
far more complex problem. That is, writing prompts are usu-
ally loosely structured in the sense that the particular
given task (writing assignment) may be construed as offering

a range of possible real tasks, any of which the writer may
elect to do.

In an effort to rack writing assigmments according to

difficulty level, it is not sufficient just to compare the
literal texts of the prompts, which ostensibly present a

particular given or intended task. Students will inevitably
vary in how they interpret and respond to that text and in

how they construct the task that they will actually attempt

(Murphy et al.. 1982; Keech, 1982). Open-ended assignments,
simply stated, may be offered again and again over all the
years of a writer's career from his first awkward printings
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to his adult years of proficient composing; the actual dif-
ficulty of the assignment, however, will increase in propor-
tion to the student's very ability to define the task more
complexly. Reasonable task definition it one of his most
important writing skills, and will develop along with syn-
tax, sense of paragraphing, and other linguistic knowledge.
An unreasonable narrowing of topic constraints on the other
hand, may not only inhibit variation in construal, but it

also may livit measurement of the student's ability to jug-
gle constraints, set goals, make plans, select strategies--
all composing skills as important to measure as the
student's ability to transcribe language using correct writ-
ten conventions. In other words, determining the student's
individual construction of the task is of prjmary interest
to evaluators and researchers who wish to measure a

student's growth or improvement in writing ability.

What is needed, 3S a preliminary to any effort at
measuring development of writing ability is a method of com-
paring what students actually do and how they do it, from
one occasion to the next. A system of task desc,c12112ns is
required, through which student texts can be analyzed to
determine whether or not two compositions represent the same
or different types of tasks: which purposes does the student
appear to be aiming for? which strategies does he use?
Only after we are able to describe more exactly what the
student actually proluces in response to test prompts, will
we be able to infer the student's conceptualization or con-
struction of the writing task. Then we will be able to gen-
erate and test hypotheses about the relative level of diffi-
culty of what is attempted on different occasions. That
research should, in turn, make possible a proper investiga-
tion of the nature of developing writing skills, by allowing
us to distinguish between a student's mastery of old forms
long practiced, and his novice attempts to try out new pat-
terns. Further, such research may ultimately allow
researchers to predict which kinds of tasks are learned
first, which follow, and what various spontaneous task con-
structions employed by students may indicate about a given
student's particular level of development.

Ergceduces of Ihe StuJY

The first step in this research, therefore, was to

derive a typology of task construction which would uniquely
characterize the range and variation of the written texts
produced by students in the longitudinal sample as well as
the kinds of texts traditionally classified Jy discourse
theorists (Bain, 1890; Kinneavy, 1979; Britton, 19 ; Emig,
19 ; etc.) in terms of literary "genres." Once it was
derived, the typology was applied to a sample of student
papers, and cross-tabulations were drawn to determine con-
comitant variation in prompt, grade level, task construc-
tion, quality rating (holistic score). This study thus
provides us with data through which we can compare

r-
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individual student performance (in terms of task construc-

tion and score) to the favored task construction and mean

score of all students in a given topic/year. Students who

appeared to deviate in either or both dimensions from the

developmental pattern common to the larger sample. as well

as students who appear bestto typify the common .)attern,

will be selected for detailed case study in future research.

Ihe lati ban. A longitudinal sample of student essays

was drawn from the total set of essays produced during
annual writing assessments at Sir Frances Drake High School,

during the years 1973 through 1978. The sample selected for

the study consists of three sub-samples of longitudinal data

and one sub-sample of cross-sectional data, as shown in Eli:

Urt 1.

Three cohorts of students were identified: a cohort consists

of 30 students who attended Drake High School together, com-
pleting all four years, from freshman year through gradua-

tion. Cohort 1 attended DHS from 1973 through 1976 tactu-

ally entered in the fall of 1972) and participated in four

spring writing assessments); Cohort 11 participated in the

writing assessments conducted from 1974 through 1977; Cohort

HI participated in writing assessments in 1975 through

1978. The thirty students forming each cohort were drawn

from a larger pool of all students who completed four years

at Drake and for whom test papers were available. The ori-

ginal sample was stratified for senior performance only,
into high, middle and low scoring writers. Roughly propor-

tional random samples were drawn from the three scoring

strata, slightly larger than the final sample of 30 students

to be used in making the final cohorts. The selected

seniors were traced through preceding years, with cases

dropped from the cchort if they did not produce a total of

four papers over the four years. With slightly more than 30

cases still remaining in each cohort, it was possible to

drop additional cases using sex as a criteria, so that

J
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approximately equal numbers of males and females remained in
the final cohorts. The resulting sample consisted of three
longitudinal sub-samples, or cohorts of students, with 30
students in each cohort. Each student had produced four

essays over four years of writing tests.

In addition to the longitudinal sub-samples, a cross-
sectional sample was drawn from the original set of essays
to represent student performance on each assessment topic,
within grade levels not represented in the longitudinal
cohorts. For instance, the longitudinal sample produced
only freshmen papers for the year 1973. In analyzing these
papers, it would be misleading to attribute certain features
of the writing to the fact that the writers were freshmen if
we did not also have upper-class student writing to check
whether these features were particular to responses to the
1973 topic, rather than simply a result of freshman writing
tendencies. The cross-sectional "simulated cohorts' provide
a normative satrix for topics, as well as writing produced
by any given grade level in response to several topics.

A different writing prompt was offered each year; topic
and year may then be combined in a single variable called
topic/year, indicating that identifying a particular year,
e.g., 1973, also identifies a particular topic which was not
repeated.

In the six assessment prompts used at Drake, the writ-
ing instructions remained fairly similar from year to year,
allowing students to choose among a variety of genre, such

as story, essay, journal, etc. What changed from year to
yer Was the topic, or content focus. Thus, patterns of

differences in student responses from year to yer appear to
be a result of differences in the way the test question
described the actual Loolcs of the writing, rather than
differences in instructions to the writer about how to

respond (what genre, or strategy, to use). Hence, a major
variable in the study is topic/year, or the unique topic
offered in each assessment year. These are identified in
this report as follows:

1973: The [EVENT] topic
1974: The DIEI a [NON-HUMAN] thing topic
1975: The (SE) ANOTHER (PERSON] topic
1976: The (INVENTION) topic
1977: The [SPACE OBJECT] topic
1978: The [INFLUENCE) topic

The complete prompts are included in the Appendix as Table

1. and are typical of writing assignments offered in

schools, particularly for the purposes of making over-all
impressionistic quality ratings of the kind used in the
Drake writing assessment program.
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Two impressionistic quality ratings exist for each

essay: an original rating (Old Score) assigned to the essay

by teachers at Drake the year of the test administration, in

which the essay is compared to all others written on the

same topic, including essays by szudents at all grade lev-

els, i.e., by the full schcol population at the time of

testing. A second quality rating (New Score) was assigned

to each essay in the sample during a pooled re-scoring of

the essays, in which the essay,is compared to all others in

the sample (see Table 2 in the appendix).

Mc Student woms. The populatioN of students

attending Sir Frances Drake High School, In Marin County.

California, remained reasonably stable during the years

encompassed by the study and consisted of middle to upper-

middle class students, with few students who could be

characterized as educationally handicapped. non-standard

dialect, or English-as-a-second-language students. Emotion-

ally handicapped or learning disabled students (cases of

dislexia or other perceptual disabilities) were not identi-

fied and isolated or removed from the population sampled.

either before or after testing. On the average, a consider-

able percentage of Drake students go on to two-year or

four-year colleges.

It= 1021/1 iLitin2 econAm. During the years of the

assessment program, from 1967 through the present, English

teachers.at Drake must be described as exceptionally able

teachers of writing. The core staff in the early years

authored a series of composition teachin.g guides for Ginn

(Lavin, et al, 1965) which are still widely popular. The

same group was active in leadership roles in the California

Association of Teachers of English and provided the largest

number of participants from one school in the establishment

and initial sessions of the Bay Area Writing Project. The

assessment program at Drake was introduced by Kate !nick-

hahn. then department chair, based on the model of so-called

holistic scoring used by the Educational Testing Service.

and later disseminated through the Bay Area Writing Project

to, local school sites throughout the country. Although the

Drake teaching practices may not yet be typical of writing

teaching in the country as a whole (Applebee, 1980). they

may represent a vanguard approach tc writing instruction.

which helps to assure the author that insights into student

writing development gained in the present study will not

quickly become irrelevant as improved instruction in writing

changes the nature and course of writing development in our

culture.

Ib Imaresilmasils Quality Satins OC "dglistis Scat"
The general procedures for obtaining quality ratings.

hereafter called holistic scores following usage in the pro-

fession. were simi/ar for both old scores and new scores.

and are described in detail elsewhere by Keech (1981a). In

summary, the procedure involves rapid-impression rating of
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student essays by two independent raters, each using the
same range of scoring points (in this instance, a scale of 1
to 9 with 1 awarded to the poorest papers and 9 awarded to

the best papers in the sample). Inter-rater reliability is
improved by pre-training using a scoring guide and sample
papers, or Vanchors,v which illustrate typical qualities of
writing tosbe found at each point in the scoring range.

Readers in the pooled re-scoring of the sample for this
study included teachers who had read in the original Drake
assessment, as well as additional BAWP teacher consultants
experienced with the Drake approach to holistic scoring.
The holistic scores thus obtained, both Od and new, are
representative of conventional and traditional impressionis-
tic quality ratings of student work which have been treated
as dependent variables in numerous evaluations of writing
Instruction, and have themselves been subjected to repeated
analysis by researchers attempting to identify the factors
which influence raters' judgments during these and similar
scorings. (Freedman, 1981; Freedman and Nold, 1977; Has-
well, 1980; Diederich, 1974).

clEctign Qt Calla fcr Analxsis

The,three longitudinal cohorts provided a total of 90
potential --case studies of students performing on writing
tasks over four /ears. Since exhaustive analysis and coding a
of al/ 90 cases was not possible, ten to twelve cases were
selected form each cohort (or one third of the total sample)
for case-study treatment which will provide the bulk of the
findings reported in this study.

The primary criterion for selection of cases of
interest was the appearance of a non-chronological sequence
of performance Quality ratings, as indicated by an Adjusted
Ranking. This ranking combines the rank-ordering of the
original holistic sccre (OS, in which the paaer was compared
to all other papers on the given prompt), the new holistic
score (NS, in which the paper was compared by the same
raters to papers on all prompts), and a forced-choice rank-
ing (FC, in which 2 independent raters compared the papers
of one student only to other papers by that same student.
The combined rankings allow an adjusted ranking (AR) which
reflects all 3 fields of comparison and, thus, all of the
criteria likely to be used by teachers or raters in evaluat-
ing student samples to determine improvement in writing
ability. Ideally, the AR was designed to remove misleading
effects of different compa.-ison fields, and to produce a
ranking which agreed with the chronological order in which
the papers were procuced. The case whose rankings were not
"correctable" by the AR were those chosen for study; i.e.

student papers whose AR did not conform to the expected
chronolojical direction of change (one to four, lowest to
highest AR, freshman to senior) were chosen as case studies.
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Originally. we had.also intended to select case studies

according to a second criteria, which involved comparison of

a student's four mew scores with a mean NS in that student's
cohort during the four topic/years. It seemed clear that

topic effect was reflected in mean new scores for each

cohort (e.g. the mean NS for Cohort I rises dramatically
between freshman and sophomore yers--42.44 points--by far

the largest gain for any cohort in any year, see Table 3).

However, this phenomenon may also reflect an age effect. or

cohort effect, with other grade levels Improving less

between the two years. In any event, we intended to select

as anomalous cases those students whose new4scores did not
conform to the expected ranking of scores based on the mean

NS ranks of his/her cohort (ohether or not these progressed
from the expected chronological sequence of development).
We realized, however, that the very pattern of NS mean ranks
for each cohort may reflect the phenomenon of interest; i.e.

topic effect influencing task construction, and thereby

influencing holistic score as a measure of performance.

Thus, we selected case studies solely on the basis of AR
anomalies; i.e. AR's which did not progress in a direct,line
from lowest to highest over the span of four topic/years.

As a final criterion for selection of case studies, we

eliminated those cases which seeTed problematical, or of
less interest for a variety of reasons: e.g. poems, lowest

level writers whose papers evidenced scribal difficulties or
too little writing to task analyze, highest level writers
whose score ranks were skewed due to the "ceiling effect" of
consistently high level performance (though some of the

latter were included in our sample, if it was possible to
make clear forced choice rank decisions about the papers).

Ib IuglastY

Initially, we tried to adapt existing classification
schemes to the papers in our sample, and roughly categorized
them in terms cf "narratives" (stories), *descriptive writ-

ing" and "exposition" (commentary, argument). However, we

found that this rough classification did not do justice to

certain distinctions in the writing sample that were criti-

cal for description of task construction in all its complex-

ity. We realized (and other text design research suggests)
that students generally seem to have some notion of literary

"genres" on which they model their writing, but that they

also often combine elements of traditional genre categories

to produce a text. For example, we ncted that some writers

chose to use a narrative "schema* (telling a story) in order

to dramatize an idea. Other writers were able to express
the same or similar idea, equally successfully, by using

expository prose (i.e. a hierarchical arrangement of argu-

ments in an explicit discussion). inilarly, some writers

chose to reveal a character 'they would nice to be" by nar-

rating a key event in that character's life. Others chose

to describe the character in terms of its habitual actions.
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In order to capture these distinctions, we found it both
necessary and useful to separate task construction into two
elements, expressed in our typolocy as "rhetoric*l function"
and "discourse strategy." Essentially, we made a distinction
between the form and the function of a text.

By rhetorical function, we mean "What does the tvs/
do?" "How does it function for the reader?" Function thus
involves both the topic focus and the rhetorical effect of a
given text. By discourse strategy, we mean "How is the text
structured? What are the man through which a rhetorical
function is achievel? What is the form of the text?"
Although, as we shall see, certain strategies are conven-
tionally associated with particular functions (giving rise
to more traditional text classification schemes), writers
can and do successfully employ a variety of different stra-
tegies to fulfill particular functions. See Figure 2 and
the discussion follohing.
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Euocti2n

There are three analytically distinct functions, or

"things that a text can do" (though, see discussion below of

phatic and performative text functions not included in our

typology): a text may (I) 'tell a story," (II) °reveal an

entity,* and/or (III) *express an idea." Each of these func-

tions is associated with a particular topic focus and rhe-
torical effect, as mentioned above. In Function I, "telling

a story," the topic focus is on a single event or sequence

of events, and the rhetorical effect is to relate *change

over time.* In Function II, "revealing an entity," the topic

focus is on a single, concrete entity (object. P lace) or

identity, (character, animal or human, real or fantasy) and

the rhetorical effect is to relate 'that which remains the

same over time." In Function III, 'expressing an idea," the

topic focus is on an idea, an abstraction, or a classifica-

tion scheme, and the rhetorical effect is to relate *rela-

tionships between entities, events, writer, reader, and/or

ideas existing beyond time." Each of these functions is
achieved through the use of discourse strategies.

Straltgy
Strategies provide structure for the discourse unit

known as the 'text." As there are three analytically dis-
tinct functions, so there are three strategy types: (A) nar-
ration, (8) description, (C) evaluation (commentary). While

strategies, as a whole, provide structure for individual

texts, the strategies themselves contain an internal struc-
ture of elements, termed *propositions." concerning events,

descriptions and colmentaries. Strategies are defined by
the organization of the propositions they contain. Indivi-

dual propositions in a given text may be identified in terms

of formal characteristics. Eyeat propositions have the

form: "x happened." DISGElinlYe propositions have the form:

'x is, was, or happens.' Csmmeraary propositions have the

form: "y believes, thinks, feels that x happens, happened,

is, or was." Furthermore, commentary propositions may take

the form: "z believes, thinks, feels that y believes,

thinks, feels that x happens, happened, is or was.* That is,
commentary propositions may be recursive.

EroRolitigo atuaute. Although the classification of

propositions is sometimes text dependent (e.g. "John is my

friend" could be either description or comment depending on

whether "John" or "friendship" is the topic focus of the
text), there do seem to be certain characteristic markers of

each proposition type: Event propositions are marked by use

of the gait ttne (except for copulas). Descriptive propo-

sitions are marked by use of the utsent tense (and/or RAII

xns COQUIA5). Commentary propositions are Marked by the

following:
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1. Explicit statement of opinion, wish, desire, etc.
(subjunctive mood?) such as °I wish," "1 think,"
hope."

2. Negation, as in °Me didn't go."

3. Molals, conditionals (should, would, could, can, be
able).

4. Comparatives, superlatives.

5. Abstract subjects (marked by indefinite article or mass
noun).

6. Cliches, aphorisms.

It is important to point out here that each strategy--
narration, description, and evaluation--contains all three
types of propositions. It is not the presence or absence
(or relative amount) of proposition types that determines
overall strategy but rather the pattern of organization of

the propositions, which structures the text, and therefore
defines strategy. For example, strategy A (narration) is

composed of a chronological linking of °events° which form
the spine of the text and through which the text is

developed. Events thus serve as the 'core propositions" of
narrative strategy. In addition, a narration may contain a

great many incidental or supportive commentary and descrip-
tive propositions, but these are linked to individual core
propositions and not to one another. Similarly, in strategy
B (description), the core propositions are descriptive; com-
mentary and event propositions provide support for indivi-
dual descriptive propositions. In strategy C (evaluation),
the core propositions are commentaries: event and descrip-
tive propositions are supportive. See Figure 3 following.



It is also important to note that the organization (linking)
of core propositions within each strategy may take several
different forms. For example, the event propositions within

a narrative strategy may be linked to an overarching event
("the story") and to one another as elements of the "plot-
ted" narration; i.e. protagonist, goal, complication. climax
and resolution. Or, event propositions may be linked only

to one another, as discrete event units through which a main
character proceeds. Each of these event units may contain

plotted story elements; e.g. in a "picaresque' narration, or
these discrete event units may be linked to one another

without containing plot elements, but rather to serve as
point of reference, stages, or periods in the °life" of a

main character (such as epic, historical, or certain forms

of biographical narration).

Similarly, descriptive propositions may be ordered

chronologically to produce a sort of "recipe" (a temporally
ordered set of procedures), or they ray be ordered spa-

tially, associationally, or focally. Commentary proposi-
tions may be linked hierarchically (in what we tend to think

of as "formal" or structured argurent), or they may be
linked focally or associationally (see Pringle and Freedman.
1981).

Eamau Ines. As mentioned above, tt'ere are conven-

tionalized (standard) associations of particular strategies
with particular functions, which we have termed "primary

types": Function I (tell a story) with strategy A (narra-
tion); Function II (reveal an entity) with strategy

(description); Function III (express an idea) with strategy
C (commentary). the "primary type" matching of function and
strategy may in fact be expressed in several different ways,
depending on the sub-type of strategy used (i.e. depending
on the way in which core propositions are linked). For

example, a writer may tell a story using several different

types of narrative strategy, or may reveal an entity using
various styles of description. The following discussion of

sample papers will reveal both the basic association of
strategy and function In these 'primary types," and the

range of possibilities within each strategy classification.

Primary type IA (in which a story is told through nar-

ration) may be realized through what we have termed the
"picaresque" or the "plotted" strategy. Use of a plotted
narrative strategy to tell a story way be clearly seen in

case 0110/73. Picaresque narration is used in case 0107/75,

on the other hand, to serve the same function of telling a

story.

Primary type 118 (in which description is used to

reveal an entity) is illustrated in case 0420/78 (spatial

description). 330/76 (chronological description). 220/74

(focal description), and 326/75 and 108/75 in which

different forms of associational description are used
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(0326/7 constituting a "self-declaratorf" monolog through
which the entity is revealed, and 0108/75 constituting a

"slice of life" depiction of a character).

Primary type IIIC (in which an idea is expressed
through evaluation and/or commentary) may similarly be real-

ized in a variety of ways. Perhaps the clearest (or most

familiar?) examples of such *expository" writing are those
in which the core propositions (comments and evaluations)

are /inked hierarchically in the form of a logically ordered
argument as in case 0215/76. It is also possible to evalu-

ate an idea, or comment upon a relationship between things,
people and/or ideas, by organizing cowmentary propositions
in an associational cr focal way. Often, the combination of
associational or focal C strategies with III purpose takes

the form of "musings" or *reveries" about a relatively
abstract topic as in cases 0230/77 and 1127/73.

In addition to these primary type combinations of fUnc-
tion and strategy, there are a variety of ways in which dif-
ferent strategies may be successfully used to fulfill the

same function. As indicated above, it is equally possible

to reveal an entity (a character) though a dramatization of

that character's life (or a kr.:.y episode in that character's

life) as it is to straightforwardly describe that character.

Similarly, one may express an idea by *showing" that idea
(through narration) or by *telling" that idea (through com-

mentary, cf. Kaplan and Keech. 1980).

However, one combination of strategy and function that

is not theoretically possible. is the use of any strategy
other than narration in order to tell a story. That is,

Function I can only be fulfilled through strategy A, since a

"story" necessarily involves depiction of a chronological

sequence of events mirroring change over time in the real

world. This seems to be related to a wore general pattern

of uni-directional constraints on possible combinations of

function and strategy. that is, there is a progression in

level of abstractness from Function I to Function III; from

the experientially-based "revealing an entity," to the

abstractness (and lack of temporal reference) involved in

"expressing an idea.* Similarly, there is a progression from

the preponderantly experientially based language of A stra-

tegy (narration) through the concrete language of B strategy

(description) to the abstract language of C strategy (com-

mentary, evaluation). We noted that the common pattern of

combining these aspects is that relatively concrete stra-
tegies may be used to fulfill more abstract functions, but

that the reverse does not tend to occur. That is, A stra-

tegy may be used to fulfill Functions I, II. and 111; hut C

strategy may not be used to fulfill any function other than

III (at an equally *abstract* level). Similarly, Function I

can only be fulfilled thraugh use of tht experientially-
based language of strategy A. However, Function II can be

fulfilled through use of A or 8 strategy. This directional



pattern of strategy/function combination can best be under-

stood with reference to the following Chart:

11

111

A Generalized Experience

Concrete *facts" from Experience

Abstraction from Experience

Several examples of strategy/function combinations

seemed particularly salient to us, since we have recognized

them in literary genres as well as in the student papers

under analysis. The combination of 11A (entity and narra-

tion), for example, occurs in the form of epic narrations

(e.g. of the lives of historical characters) as well as

picaresque narrations serving primarily as character

sketches as in cases #110/73 and 1110/74.

Other examples of combined function/strategy include

"mixes" of functions or *dual functions"; e.g. some texts

may function both to tell a story AND reveal an entity

(Function 1-11). This may be accomplished through use of a

single strategy (A, for example in case 104/73). Similarly.

Functions 1 and 111 are frequently combined in stories which

serve to express an abstract concept or an idea, through

narrative strategy (I-11/A
combination, as in case 109/74).

Finally, dual functions may combine with dual strategies in

various ways. Strategies can be mixed through framing (e.g.

an evaluative
introduction and coda surrounding a narrative

body), shifting (a sharp transition from one strategy to

another within the body of the text), merging (a subtle

transition, back and forth, between two strategies within

the body of a text), and integration (where core proposi-

tions of two strategies are linked to one another, so that

the text is structurei in terms of the simultaneous develop-

ment of two strategies, e.g. narrative and evaluation).

Particularly clear examples of dual function/dual strategy

combinations can be found in the "autobiographical essay*

genre, an in student papers which present the development of

an idea (specifically of *self-awareness*) over time (1-

111/AC combination, see case 302/78). Similarly, descrip-

tion and commentary are often integrated as strategies to

fulfill a mixed 11-111 function (expressing an idea while

revealing an entity), though this particular combination

usually seemed to appear in student papers as a response to

particular topic constraints and as an effect on function of

the use of a great deal of abstract language in an otherwise

descriptive text serving to reveal an entity.

Anlicttign ot tbs. Imacisx

The first step in application of the typdlogy to case

study papers involved the training of raters and
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administration of a reliability check anong three raters to
ensure the replicability and consistency of the coding pro-
cess. Raters were trained, as for holistic scoring ses-
sions, through the selection, coding, and discussion of
anchor papers chosen as representative "types." 3nce rater
agreement was achieved in these preliminary discussions, a
sub-sample of 24 papers was chosen randomly from among the
case-study papers: 4 papers, one from each topic/year of
each of the six cohorts. Three raters coded papers indepen-
dently, in terms of function and strategy, assigning codes
from 1 to 6 (which encompassed dual functions and dual stra-
tegies) to each paper, one number code for function and one
for strategy.

We realized, during discussion of the anchor papers
prior, to the coding session, that raters seemed to agree
fairly clo,sely about the most "salient" or "primary"
function(s) of a given text, although raters occasionally
perceived different secondary or incidental functions within
the same text. Similarly, raters. were able to agree on
salient or primary strategy more easily than on secondary or
incidental strategies which they perceived in a given text.
Therefore, we decided to compare the independent rater cod-
ings in the reliability check in terms of a minimal cri-
terion of agreement: i.e., if raters agreed on at least one
element of strategy and one element of function within a
given text, we considered that to constitute rater agree-
ment. For example, if rater 11 assigned a function code of
III to a text, while rater 02 assigned a code of II-III to
the same text, they were considered tc be in agreement con-
cerning the primary cr most salient function of that text.
If two or more raters failed to agree on all aspects of
function and/or strategy, we decided that a rater
discrepancy existed, and looked to see if this discrepancy
could be resolved through a different rater comparison. For
example, if rater 11 assigned a function code of II, and
rater 12 assigned a code of III, this constituted a rater
discrepancy; there was no aspect of function on which they
could agree. Out of the 24 papers in our reliability check
sample, there were 7 cases in which such rater discrepancy
occurred. In every cne of these cases, however, discrepan-
cies occurred only between 2 of the raters. Since there
were 3 independent raters participating, this also meant
that at least 2 out of 3 raters agreed in every single case.
thus, discrepancies between 2 raters occurred in 30 percent
of the cases; discrepancies between all 3 raters never
occurred (i.e. there were no cases Ln which no agreement
could be reached on both function and strategy); ard agree-
ment between at least 2 out of 3 raters occurred in 100 per-
cent of the cases.

Given our experience with the reliability check (and
our feeling that the typology wasand still is--subject to
some refinement), we lecided to code our larger sample of
papers accordino to the following procedure:
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1. Each paper was coded independently by 2 raters, who

assigned independent codes to function and strategy.

2. Agreement between the two raters was assessed according

to the same criteria as in the reliability check; i.e.

identical coding of one or more aspects of function

and/or strategy constituted agreement on the primary

characteristics of that function and/or strategy.

Furthermore, if raters agreed on one aspect of, say,
function, but disagreed on one or more other aspects,

we assigned the agreed upon code to a "primary function

category' on our final coding sheets, and assigned the

discrepant rater codes to a 'secondary function

category.' For example: rater 01 reports a code of I-

II!, rater 02 reports a code of I. the primary function

code would be I. and the secondary function code would

be III; or, rater #1 reports a code of I-Ill, rater 12

reports a code of i-rl, the primary function code is

and the secondary function code is In this

way, we attempted to preserve a distinction between the

most strongly perceived, or most salient function (or

strategy) of the text, and those which seemed inciden-

tal, ambiguous, less clearly defined, or which may have

been the product of rater "error." (Note: The results

reported in the following section are based exclusively

on primary function and primary strategy codes, for two

reasons: so that the effect cf rater error may be

minimized (through the exclusion of secondary

categories, to which discrepant rater codes were

assigned), and in order to maximize the possibi/ity of

discovering distributional patterns in the data.

3. Cases of discrepancy between the first two raters were

assigned to a third independent rater for coding. As

in the reliability check, the use of a third rater

resolved most discrepancies in the coding process.

Including the cases used in our reliability check, our

sample totaled 252 papers. Out of that sample, again

including reliability check papers, 60 discrepancies

occurred in function and/or strategy coding. (If a

single paper contained discrepant codes for function

And strategy, it was only counted as one discrepant

case.) Of the 60 discrepancies, 49 were clearly

resolved by the third rater, and 11 were ultimately

coded as 'unclassifiable' (see 14 below).

4. Finally, where two raters agreed that papers were

unclassifiable according to our typology (see discus-

sion below), these papers were coded as '9" (unclassif-

iable). Similarly, if all three raters failed to reach

agreement, or if the third reader agreed with one of

the original readers that a paper was unclassifiable,

or if the third reader alone felt the paper was unclas-

sifiable (and that this, therefore, was the source of

original rater discrepancies), the paper was coded as a
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"9." Since function and strategy were coded indepen-
dently of one another, it should be noted that a *9*
function code did not necessarily entail a "9" strategy
code (again, see below for discussion of these cases).

ELOO1CM5 ID ilaalCati2O Of the

The most frequent source of discrepancy in coding
appears in papers which, according to raters, seemed to con-
tain some combination of description and evaluation in func-
t ion and/or strategy (22 out of 60 discrepancies in the
total sample). For example, there were papers in the sample
which seemed to contain a great deal of descriptive language
(B strategy) along with an abstract topic focus (generally
indicating a III function). Raters differed in coding these
papers as 11/B, 111/C, 11/B, or even 1I-III/B, C, or BC.
Where a discrepancy existed, the third rater generally pro-
ided a 1I-11I function code, which resolved the

discrepancy. When one rater indicated a 11-11I function,
where the other indicated III function, where was no
discrepancy and the paper appears in the final coding as
having a III primary function and a II secondary function
(as opposed to the 11-111 primary function provided through
third reader resolution). Thus, several essentially similar
papers appear in our final coding as either II-II1 or III
function papers (having either a B or a BC primary stra-
tegy). Similarly, several papers seemed to contain rela-
t ively abstract, evaluative language (C strategy) along with
a concrete, descriptive, "character focused" function (I1).
Again, these papers appear in the final coding generally as
II-III/BC types. However, some were finally coded as II/C's
and some as I1/P's with III and C as secondary function and
strategy.

These discrepancies, and the general ambiguity in the
final coding of such papers, seem attributable to two fac-
tors: topic effect, and what we have termed the "bleeding
strategy effect" on rater perceptions. Topic effect influ-
enced the coding process (as distinct from the distribution
of task constructions, discussed below in °Results"), to the
extent that some writers appeared to be attempting to honor
topic constraints "independently" of the primary function
and strategy they established in a given task. This was
especially clear in responses to topic/years 1974 and 1975,
where students were asked to write.about a "non-human thing"
(1974) or a *person other than oneself" (1975) that they
"would like to be." Students appeared to vary in construct-
ing the task so that either: 1) most emphasis was placed on
"describing* the character, with a nod to topic constraints
consisting of some evaluation of the desirability of being
that character; or 2) emphasis was placed on either describ-
ing or evaluating the writer's "feelings about being that
character,' with a nci to topic constraints in the form of
descriptive statements about who or what that character was.
Dependinj on the relative emphasis a writer placed on the
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central character or on the writer's feelings about being

that character, and depending on whether the writer

emphasized descripticn or evaluation of his abstract or con-

crete subject, raters seemed to vary in assigning codes to

these papers; i.e. all these papers seemed to contain ele-

ments of description and evaluation, which different raters

perceived as having different degrees of importance to the

overall text. Ideally, perhaps, all papers of this sort

should have been coded as II-III/BC papers, in recognition

of the combination of elements they contain. However, this

"type° of task construction was not so clearly identified as

some others in discussions prior to the coding process, so

some ambiguities remain in the final codes.

A related topic effect influence on coding can be found

in papers coded as II/B's with C secondary strategies.

These papers (again, generally written in response to

topic/years 1974 and 1975) were essentially 'character

sketches,' or descriptive language used to reveal an entity.

However, because of the 'hypothetical' wording of the topic,

many writers used relatively abstract. °hypothetical'

language in their descriptions; i.e. a great many modals,

such as 'would' and 'could." as in: 'If I were an eagle I

would build a nest high in the mountains.' This use of

modals influenced some raters to assign a C strategy code to

these essentially descriptive papers, and, in fact, the

explicit honoring of topic constraints which dictate the use

of modals does distinguish these papers from others in which

"purely" descriptive language was used (e.g., "I am an eagle

and I always build my nests high in the mountains"). How-

ever, in the report of results given below, these papers

having a C s'econdary strategy will not be distinguished from

"pure" II/B types, since only primary category codes were

analyzed.

The 'bleeding strategy' effect on rater perceptions

(and therefore on the coding process) is related, we

believe, to the uni-directional pattern of function/strategy

combination outlined above. That is, there appears to be a

constraint operating on function/strategy combination such

that relatively abstract functions may combine with rela-.

tively concrete strategies, but the reverse is not true--

concrete functions cannot be fulfilled through the use of

abstract strategies. Thus, a story cannot be told solely

through description or commentary, but must be told through

narrative. Similarly, commentary, description and narration

may each be used to express an idea, but commentary

(ideally) cannot be used to reveal an entity. Therefore, it

seems that when a writer does use a great deal of evaluative

language (many comparisons, or the use of abstract nouns,

etc.) to fulfill a function which is primarily one of

"revealing an entity," the rater is generally inclined to

perceive a more abstract function in the text (i.e. that it

'expresses an idea"). This is not to deny that function and

strategy are empirically separable--the fact that they are
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is evidenced in several sample papers which raters agreed
should be coded as II/C rather than II/B or III/C. However,
many of these papers (which evidenced the "bleeding stra-
tegy" effect) were ultimately coded as II/BC, III/BC, or
II-III/B, C, or BC. Again, essentially similar papers
"similar in terms of task construction) were finally coded
in a variety of ways, though it is important to point out
that the essential distinction between II/B and III/C task
constructions was maintained in the firal codes. That is,
none of theses"ambiguous" papers was ever coded as a III/C,
although the III/C coding category does contain an internal
range of variation in types which is quite distinct from
that just discussed.

Essentially, the III/C code was applied only to papers
which expressed an 'idea through the use of commentary or
evaluative language. However, papers in this general
category varied considerably in terms of the arrangement of
commentary propositions they contained. Some of these
papers consisted solely of associationally linked "musings"
about a particular idea (e.g. 'the danger of guns"). These
might be termed 'stream of consciousness" essays, in which
the author appears to be sustaining one end of an open-ended
conversation, rather than presenting a clear sequence of
logically (hierarchically) linked arguments. In this sense,
they constitute what Keech has termed "engaged dyadic (open
schema) strategies" (cf. "Toward a Developmental Theory of
Discourse Aims and Strategies," in progress). Other, simi-
lar, papers in the III/C category were organized focally
around a specific topic or idea; fcr example, consisting
almost entirely of a series of rhetorical questions concern-
ing that idea, addressed to a fictive audience including and
extending beyond the 'test reader.' For the purposes of this
analysis, however, it seemed most important to stress the
commonality of these papers in coding them; they all seem to
represent stages in the development towards 'classic" expo-
sitory prose. or a hierarchically ordered sequence of argu-
ments through which the author anticipates and responds to a
range of possible interlocutors (the readers of his text).
Furthermore, it is important to point out that the use of an
associationally linkel strategy does not preclude the pro-
duction of expert, highly proficient and successful prose.
There are degrees of proficiency within the "stream of cons-
ciousness' style, as there are in °classic exposition or
argument,' and in fact within each type of task construction
we have presented here. Thus, the grouping of different
commentary strategies under the III/C category does not
obscure differences in quality levels within that category
any more than does the grouping of variously "good" and
"bad" papers under any other category of task construction.

Aside from the above mentioned distinctions, and simi-
larities, among papers that may have been obscured in the
coding process (or that gave rise to discrepancies in
coding), there was 2nother relatively large group of papers



for which our typology could not adequately account. These

papers were coded as "unclassifiable," in terms of function

or strategy or both. Papers were unclassifiable for one of

two reasons: either they appeared to fulfill more than two

functions and/or strategies simultaneously (and therefore

contained no clearly defined primary function or strategy),

or they fulfilled a social or phatic function (through use

of a distinct strategy not included in our typology which

overrode any rhetorical function included in our typology.

Exdmples of the first type of unclassifiable paper

include those finally coded as 11/90s; i.e., those with a II

function, but an unclassifiable strategy. These papers were

generally written in response to topic/year 1977 (*choose an

object to take into space"). Typically, these papers

focused on the decisioa-making process (deciding which

object to take) rather thin on the qualities of the object

itself, or an evaluation of that object as a *good choice."

We classified these papers as having II functions because

the topic focus seemed to be on the main character (the

"self") who was (or had been) making the decision. The

strategy, such as it was, seemed to be to mirror the

thoughts going through the mind of that "self" during the

process of decision making (selecting from among possibili-

ties, rejecting and/or accepting a range of possible

choices). In most cases, the language of this strategy is

past tense, and appeared to be "narration"; yet, it oas also

very evaluative and descriptive of the objects being con-

sidered. These papers were actually quite interesting exam-

ples of what may be a distinct task construction type. They

appear, superficially, to be simihr tc the autobiographical

essays, coded as I-III/AC. However, where the autobiograph-

ical essay traces the de.yeloincnt of an idea over time (cul-

minating in an increased self-awareness or understanding).

the 11/9 paper simply mirrors a thought process--the self as

topic focus is a static entity, the *growth" or change is a

process of rationalization resulting, mot in a change in

personal attitude, but merely in a decision made. It is

important to point out that these writers are not justifying

a decision that has been made (as in a 11/C paper, or a II-

III/BC in which the object is fully described as well as

evaluated); rather, they are reporting the process of making

a decision. Narrative past tense and narrative present

tense papers are alike: "First I thought--then I thought"

compared with "Well, I could take But it needs to be

."

Examples of the latter groups of unclassifiable papers

include letters, speeches, and certain "dialogues." These

papers were coded as "9fs" in terms of function diul stra-

tegy. As mentioned, the function of such papers seems pri-

marily to be one of establishing social rapport, communion,

of solidarity. They are addressed to specific "respon-

dents," and usually contain content of little or no

significance, except as a focus for the expression of
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concern, affection, interest, or cratitOde on the part of
the writer towards another person or persons. For this rea-
son, we have deliberately excluded these papers from clas-
sification according to our typology of "rhetorical
discourse functions and strategies." Rather, these papers
seem to primarily fulfill either "phatic' functions (e.g.
letters to loved ones, friends or acquaintances; speeches to
a specified audience rather than the "test-reader") or they
fulfill "performative" functions (e.g. thank-you letters,
job applications)--all of which are oriented more toward:,
establishment of a social relationship between writer and
fictive audience, than towards persuasively communicating
information about facts of the world.

Ec5111t5 aad tivtothcle5

As a first step in this research, we looked for corre-
lations between topic and score in terms of the pivotal
variable of "word count." We discovered that, as had been
predicted, word count correlates significantly with new
score (NS) for our sample (n2 = .10). New score tends to
increase with word count. Therefore, we hypothesized that
word count might be increasing with topic (as a correlate of
task construction used within each topic), thus providing a
pivotal link *between topic and score. However, we
discovered that although a trend exists for higher word
count to equal higher score, the variance of word count
within each score was too great to cite word count as a
major factor. Furthermore, word count did not seem to be
affected by topics in consistent ways; e.g. topic/year 1973
generated the fewest words, but the second highest mean
score, while topic/year 1976 generated the most words, but
the fourth highest mean score our of six topic/years).

We next looked for correlations between topic, grade
and task construction as a preliminary to discovering possi-
ble relationships between topic and score. Since we ulti-
mately wish to examine the factor of task construction as a
variable influencing quality ratings (or change in an indi-
vidual student's quality ratings over time), we felt it was
first necessary to determine which task constructions were
favored for a given grade within a given topic/year. then
we will be able to tell through further analysis whether a
student's use of an unexpected (or "unfavored," "unpre-
ferred") task construction in a given year might have
affected that student's score (i.e. was that student trying
to do something new or different both from what he had done
previously, and from what other students generally did in
response to the same topic? Did this influence his score?)
Future analysis, then, will concentrate on case studies of
students aho deviated from the "favored" task construction
in A given topic/year, as compared with students who did
produce the favored type.

The results as reported here will make reference to the
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variables of topic/year. grade (freshman through senior) and

task construction. For purposes of corrputer analysis, task

construction was cooed in terms of independent variables of

cunction and strategy (f/s). These are reported in the fol-

lowing discussion in terms of two-digit codes: 1,1 = 1/A;,

2,2 = II/B; 3,3 = III/C; 4,4 = I-III/AC; 5,5 = II=III/BC;

6,6 = I=II/AB (plus various permutations of these codes,

such as 3,4 = III/AC; 5,3 = II-III/C; etc.). The code for

unclassifiable function or strategy is "9," as discussed

above.

IiI2RiVitaE 1211. "Enn" IS212k. In the initial exami-

nation of the 1973 prompt,.and early examination of student

responses, it was noted Lhat there were two distinct ways

students seemed to Interpret the instruction: 'Write about

an event you wish you had witnessed or wish you could wit-

ness." Some students seemed to understand the command."write

about" to mean identify '(such an event) and comment on it.'

Others seemed tp understand the assignments to allow CelAt;

ing or EcLcuatIng the event, possibly narrating it 'as if it

had actually happened, or even as if it were happening as

the narrator spoke. It-would appear that a writer had made

the first choice if he produced an informal essay using

strategy C (commentary) and having the function of express-

ing an idea (III); in this case, investigating the writer's

reasons for wishing to witness the event. The effect of the

second choice would be to produce a story (I) using strategy

A (narrative). I/A and III/C, then, might be identified as

predicted types of response for this topic. The results in

fact show, that these are the two preferred types of

response.

In 1973 overall, 43 percent of the responses were type

I/A (1,1) while 34 percent were III/C (3,3). All other

responses (totalling-23 percent) were distributed over nine

different categories, no one of which contained evep 5 per-

cent of the 1973 student responses. These unpredicted, or

less preferred types of writing are of passing interest,

however, since six of the nine alternative types included a

narrative strategy (e.g. 4,1; 2,1; 9,1; 6,1; 3,1; 2,4).

Although numbers in each cell a.re small, a clear trend is

evident if preferred strategies are compared from freshman

to senior year. Fewer freshmen use type I/A (1,1); fully

half of them preferred typeAII/C (3,3). Sophomores are

about equally, divided in their preference for the two stra-

tegies (30 percent choosing 1,1; 40 percent choosing 3.3),

.while juniors shifted even further towards a preference for

type 1,1 (50 percent), leaving 30 percent choosin 3,3.

Finally, seniors overwhelmingly preferred 1,1 responses to

this topic, seven out of ten (70 percent) choosing to tell a

story, leaving only three students chocsin; other solutions

and only one of them (10 percent) writing a 3,3 type paper.

On no other topic did 35 many as 20 percent of the seniors

choose telling a story (1,1) as their mode of response; out

of a total of eleven seniors writing 1,1 type papers on all



topics combined, 7 of them (64 percent) were written in
response to the 1973 (Event) topic.

Iapic/Itat 12/A. wEc a aim-human Iblog" IQ2ig

The 1974 topic produces fewer dominant preferences.
Only among freshmen is there a strong central preference:
type II/B (2,2) or descriptive strategy u*sed to reveal an
entity. 50 percent of the freshman papers on this topic
were type 292 while of the emaining 50 percent of the
papers, 32 percent contained some II function. There is
also a weak preference among sophomores for the 2,2 type (30
percent). Juniors and seniors in this topic/year, however,
evidenced no clear preference for this type; seniors in fact
produced as many 3,3 papers as they did 2,3fs (both at 20
percent, and both greater than the percentage of 2,2 papers,
at 10 percent). Interestingly, this topic/year was the one
in which r^an scores within each cohort were highest; i.e.,
students in all grades writing on this topic, on the aver-
age, tended to oet th.tir highest scorPs here.

IQRiC/X2dE 12.M "Et anottcE IMEIQUW IgiaiL

We expected, initially, that patterns of task construc-
tion distribution for the 1975 topic would be essentially
identical to those in 1974, since the topic constraints
(expressed in the prompt, or "given task") are so similar
for each topic/year. However, ,1975 responses show a clear
pattern of preference, changing over time (by grade), unlike
1974 responses. In fact 1975 responses demonstrate what we
hypothesized as the expected developmental progression, from
1,1 to 3.3 (freshman to senior, experientially-based writing
to abstract exposition). Freshmen in 1975 show a weak
preference for stories (1,1: 27 percent), which shifts among
sophomores to a weak preference for description (2,2: 25
percent). The amount of evaluative responses (3,3) stays
relatively constant from freshmen to sophomores (at 18 per-
cent and 16 percent respectively). Among juniors, however,
a clear shift towards the 3,3 type octurs (30 percent com-
pared to only ten percent of the 2,2 type within this cell).
Seniors writing on this topic complete the pattern of _shift
towards the 3,3 type, where it occurs in 5 out of 11 papers
(46 percent, along with C strategy in 20 percent, and BC
strategy in 20 percent of the remaining papers in the cell).
One hypothesized explanation for the stronger trend towards
3,3 task constructions in 1975 as compared to 1974, is that
the topic constraint of writing about a person, rather than
a non-human "thing," favored the use of relatively abstract
language (since a person necessarily has thoughts and feel-
ings which must be described comewhat abstractly). Put
another way, it may be that the requirement of writing about
a "thing" favors the use of relatively concrete, descriptive
language, and relatively more effphasis on the "thing" itself
than on one's reasons for wanting to be 'it."

533



Iauic/Itar. lfla. °Itincitionw IQQi

We originally hypothesized that topic/year 1976 would

strongly favor the use of a 3,3 type task construction,

since the given task explicitly calls upon the writer to

eyaluale an object, and support that evaluation through some

form of evaluation. Indeed, 3,3 was overwhelmingly pre-

ferred by writers within each grade, though preference

increased from 50 percent among freshmen to 90 percent among

seniors. Interestin3ly, too, the range of alternatives

chosen by writers decreased notably from freshmen to

seniors. Where freshmen responses varied among 5 alterna-

tives to the 3,3 preferred type (making up 10 percent of

each cell total), sophomore and junior responses were lim-

ited to 4 alternatives, and senior responses included only

two alternatives (one story and one II/BC). It is worth

noting here that those writers who did choose some combina-

tion of 2 function with a 2 or 3 strategy, did so at the

potential cost of ignoring a strong topic constraint. These

writers focused.almost exclusively on the 'invention" itself

(e.g. detailing its history) In violation of the constraint:

'Make it clear wily humanity would be better off without this

invention.'

Lai.c/xem 1212. w5calics gbjrci* IQR1C.

Again, we expected to find a prefcrence for 3.3 in this

topic/year, since the given task calls on the writer to

'recommend' an object and support that recommendation. As

expected, 3.3's are strongly favored in this topic/year,

though not so strongly as in topic/year 1976. Freshmen show

an equally strong preference for 3,3 in 1977 as compared to

1976 (50 percent), but sophomores show a weaker preference

(40 percent in 1977), and their responses include 6 alterna-

tive types as opposed to 4 alternatives in 1976. Juniors

show a much weaker preference for 3,3 in 1977 (27 percent)

and also show a weak preference for,2,9's (27 percent, dis-

cussed above as the 'thought mirror' type). Seniorl again

show the strongest preference for 3,3 of any of the grade

levels in response tc this topic.

One aspect of the different pattern of response to 1977

as compared to 1976 topic/years, that many writers seem

to have found a *diary' format appropriate to this task, and

their responses include several who chose to discuss "how

they came to be chosen for the space flight* or *what the

experience of space flight it like,' as well as those who

discussed 'how they came to make a dectsion about the

object.' Thus, there were somewhat more stories written

overall for this topic as compareds to 1976 (12 percent vs.

9 percent) and a greater range of variation (including 9,9

types, and various combinations of narrative strategy with

II (2) or III (3) functions).
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LaRiQ/Ita 12/0. "Ieflutixt" IQic
This topic generally seemed to be the most complex in

terms of given task constraints. We therefore hypothesized
that it would elicit the widest range of task constructions
of any of the topics: e.g. 1) if the writer responied by
focusing on "the influence" (effect on life, changes in
life), the test would probably have a III function, 2) if
the writer focused on the agtai of influence, he or she
might produce a text with function II, although 3) if the
gnat discussed is an min, a text with function I might be
produced. and 4) if the writer focuses on both the agent of
influence (an event) and on the influence itself (e.g.
change in internal state of the author, change in self-
awareness), the text produced would be an "autobiographical
essay," having a I-III function. In fact, responses to
topic/year 1978 do show the widest range of variation of any
topic/year. The only strong preference shown ins for 3,3
among sophomores (50 percent). Freshmen show a weak prefer-
ence for 3,3 as well (30 percent); juniors show no clear
preference at all (though 3,3 and 4,4--the autobiographical
essay--are both represented at 20 percent). Seniors show
weak preferences for both 3,4 and 9,9 (i.e. totally unclas-
sifiable papers) at 27 percent each. Overall, stories are
represented by 15 percent of the papers, autobiographical
essays by 10 percent (greater than for any other
topic/year), entity descriptions (2,2) by only 7 percent,
and commentary/evaluations/ideas (3,3) by 29 percent.

Finally, to sumrarize the overall results, the pre-
-erred task construction by topic/year is as follows: 1,1
for 1973 (43 percent); 2.2 for 1974 (26 percent); 3,3 for
1975 (27 percent); 3,3 for 1976 (60 percent): 3,3 for 1977
(47 percent); 3,3 for 1978 (29 percent). As we expected,
preferences in each case reflect "primary types," or conven-
tionalized associations of function ane strategy. Task con-
struction correlate with grade, overall, is heavily influ-
enced by the preference for 3.3 among all grades in 1976, so
that 3.3 appears as the preferred type for all grades, at
around 33 percent of each. However, type 3,3 does climb to
40 percent of the total senior papers, suggesting that our
prediction of development from I to III with age may have
some validity.

The 1.1 type, which we expected to be most preferred by
freshmen, remains a fairly constant 13 - 18 percent of the
total within each grade. This seems due, in part, to the
strong preference for the 1,1 type at all grade levels in
response to the 1973 topic. It is only in,response to the
1975 topic that we can see a clear possibility of grade
effect on task construction, which will have to be taken
into account in future case study analysis.

For the present, we can say that it is possible to
identify more or less strongly preferred task constructions

Le (1)
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for each topic/year, and to hypothesize about the interpre-

tation of given task constraints which gave rise to those
preferred types. The next step in our analysis will be to

determine whether a significant correlation exists between
holistic score and the use of the preferred task construc-

tion in a given topic/year, within a given grade level. In

this way we lope to account for some of the variance in new

score not adequately explained by reference to word count.
Furthermore, we hope to be able to demonstrate, through case

study analysis, that what a student actualiY dges in

response to a given topic will influence the quality rating

of his work--not because some task constructions are

inherently "better" or more °successful" or more "appropri-

ate" than others, but because the individual student may be
more successful at using a *tried and true* task construc-

tion, than he is when attempting something new and perhaps

more complex or challenging.
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APPEIMICES

TABLE 1

Topics Used in Six Years of Drake Writing Assessment

1973 Write about an event you wish you had witnessed or could witness. The event

can be real or imagined; the time of the event can be past, present or

future. Make it clear why the event is significant to you. You may write

a journal entry, letter, dialogue, monologue,-cssay, story, autobiography,

or other form.

1974 If you had to choose to be something other than a human being, what plant or

animal or other form would you choose? In your writing, give your reader sore

idea of what you think it would be like to be that form, and of why you chose

it. You may do this writing as a journal entry, a letter, a dialogue, a story,

an autobiography, an essay, a poem, etc.

1975 If you could change places with someone else, who would it be? The person you

write about can be living, de4d, drawn from past or present, from books, films,

etc., or from your own imagination. In your writing give your reader sone

idea of what it would be like to be that person, and of why that life appeals

to you. You may do this writing as a journal entry, character sketch,

dialogue, letter, story, autobiographical
essay, argument, poem, or other forr.

1976 Not all inventions have been good for all humanity. Name one invention ve

would be better off without, and make it clear why, You may do this writing

as an essay, journal, letter, story, or other form.

1977 Imagine that a small group of people will be sent to colonize a new plane:.

Food, Clothing, shelter and transportation have been provided for. You

are among those asked to select a few additional things to be sent along

in the limited space available in the ship. What one item would you

recommend, and why? You may write your recommendation in the form of a

story, a dialogue, a letter, a speech, an essay or other form.

1978 Write about ome way in which your life has been, or might be influenced.

You might write about the influence of another person, book or film,

an idea, or an event such as triumph or defeat, or sudden gain or loss.

Make it clear just what or who
influenced you, and what the effect was upon

you, or what the effect could be upon you. You may do this writing as

a journal entry, character sketch, dialogue, letter, story, autobiographical

essay, or other form.
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TABLE 4

Grade 9

Topic Years according to Cohorts

10 11 12

Cohort I 73 74 75 76

II 74 75 76 77

III 75 76 77 78

IV 78 73 74 75

V 77 78 73 74

VI 76 77 78 79
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