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Writing Objectives:
To enhance students’ ability to express. themselves appropri-
ately and effectively, to develop their abiility to think and also
to develop an attitude of enricking their lives through their
positive expressions.

National Course of Study. Japan, 1983

When report cards are brought home across Arr. rica, many disappointed parents
exhort their children to “try harder.”

This Writing Report Card also demands that kind of response.

While no organization in the United States is specifically charged with the responsi-
bility of setting the kind of national standard placed before Japanese teachers, none of
us can be comfortable with this report'’s emphasis on “minimal and adequate.”
Performance in writing in our schools is, quite simply, bad. The skills of the nation’s
schoolchildren fall far short of the high standards called for in A Nation at Risk.

For parents, an important part of this report will be those sections describing the
links between achievement and home environment. For teachers, the relationship
between instructional practice and student performance may provide some clues to
improvement.

Well over 60 percent of America’s 110 million salaried workers generate written
material on a regular basis (Office of Technology Assessment). In view of the results
reported here, one has to wonder just how “appropriately and effectively” they all
communicate.

In these pzges, students acknowledge the importance of writing but candidly
express their dislike for the subject. Most of them do not appear to have the ability to
“enrich their lives through their positive expressions.” Both parents and teachers share
the burden of developing children’s enthusiasm for this important skill.

The hope is that these findings will suggest directions to those interested in setting
writing objectives for the thousands of schools in America.

s Lo,

Archie E. Lapointe
Executive Director
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Chapter

Summary andImplications

T his report is based on NAEP's 1984 national assessment of the writing achievement
of American school children.* The assessment was administered to nationally
representative samples of fourth-, eighth-, and eleventh-grade students attending
public and private schools across the nation. Nearly 55,000 students participated in this
assessment; and at least 90,000 written responses to writing tasks were available for

analysis.

NAEP assessed informative, persuasive, and imaginative writing performance by
asking students to complete job applications, descriptions, reports, analyses, letters,
stories, and other writing tasks. Fifteen different writing tasks were given to students at
each grade level, but no student responded to more than tour of these relatively brief
writing assignments, with a national probability sample of about 2,000 students responding

to each task.

Students’ success was evaluated in terms of the specific goal of each writing
assignment. Papers were judged to be unsatisfactory, minimal, adequate, or
elaborated; when illegible or otherwise unscorable, they were not rated. Specific
definitions of these ratings were developed for each item, and readers with experience
in the teaching of writing were trained on sample responses until all were comfortable
with the guidelines. Twenty percent of the responses were judged by two readers, and
the percentages of exact agreement ranged from 88 to 96 percent at grade 4, 78 to 90
percent at grade 8, and 88 to 95 percentat grade 11. While the guidelines for evaluating
specific tasks are discussed in more detail elsewhere in the report, general definitions
that hold across all writing tasks follcw.

*A previously published report, Whiting Trends Across the Decade, 1974-84, contains information on changes in
writing achievemnent across the school years ending in 1974, 1979, and 1984. That report is confined to the results for
asubset of the writing tasks given to students in 1984—those that were administered using identical procedures across

at least two assessments.



Levels of Writing Task Accomplishment

Not Rated. A small percentage of the responses were blank, undecipherable. totally off
task, cr contained a statement to the effect that the student did not know how to do the
task; these responses were not rated.

Unsatisfactory. Students writing papers judged as unsatisfactory provided very abbre-
viated. circular, or disjointed responses that did not represent even a basic beginning
toward add.essing the writing task. The following letter asking for a summer job helping
out at a local swimming pool is an example:

O wmend Ky semah im xAp ool
Minimal. Students writing at the minimal level recognized some or all of the elements
needed to complete the task, but did not manage the elements well enough to assure

the purpose of the task would be achieved. The following letter of application is an
example:

Adequate. Adequate responses included the information and ideas critical to accomp-
lishing the underlying task and were considered likely to be effective in achieving the
desired purpose. The following letter was judged adequate:




Elaborated. Occasionally responses went beyond the essential. reflecting a higher level
of coherence and providing more supporting detail; these responses were identified as
elaborated.

..MMdqulﬁ’ I My b an temp.

[

0 _am ohb an_ifpericnced

NOTE: These guidelines emphasize such features as content, logic, and development.
A separate publication will present results for writing mechanics.
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In addition to the writing tasks, students responded to a series of questions about
their writing-related experiences, the kinds of things they were asked to write in school,
and the kinds of help their teachers provided. These responses were used to develop a
profile of home and school writing experiences and to examine relationships between
particular background factors and writing achievement.

This first chapter presents an overview of selected findings of interest to the general
public. The remainder of the report is divided into two major sections:

Part | describes writing achievement for each of the three broadly defined types of
writing that students were asked to do. Chapters 2 through 4 report national perfor-
mance on the informative, persuasive, and imaginative writing tasks. Chapter 5 describes
the average writing achievement for the nation, for ethnic/racial and other demo-
graphic subgroups, and for various home background factors.

Part Il presents findings thatrelate student responses to questions about their writing
practices and instruction to their achievement in writing. Chapter 6 examines students’
vaiues and attitudes toward writing and relates them to writing achievement. Chapter 7
discusses the strategies and approaches that students use when they write. Chapter &
discusses students' reports on .astruction—what they write and the kinds of help
provided by their teachers.

AProcedural Appendix is included for those who wish further technical information.

7
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Highlights of the 1984 Assessment

Al

The results presented in the chapters that follow provide an overall portrait of the writing
achievement of American students in grades 4, 8, and 11. This portrait is not flattering:
Most students, majority and minority alike, are unable to write adequately except in
response to the simplest of tasks. Although writing performance improves from grade
4 to grade 8—and less dramatically from grade 8 to grade 11—even at grade 11, fewer
than one-fourth of the students performed adequately on writing tasks involving skills
required for success in academic studies, business, or the professions. In general,
American students can write at 2 minimal level, but cannot express themselves well
enough to ensure that their writing will accomplish the intended purpose.

® Analytic writing was difficult for students in all grades. Even on the easiest task,
which asked students to compare and contrast, only 25 percent of the eleventh
graders, 18 percent of the eighth graders, and 2 percent of the fourth graders
wrote adequate or better analyses.

Many students, however, appeared to know the basic elements of analytic writing.
Eighty-five percent of the eleventh graders and 81 percent of the eighth graders
wrote responses to this task at the minimal level or better. At fourth grade, fewer
than half the students attained the minimal level.

a In persuasive writing, students had difficulty providing evidence for their points of
view. Fewer than one-third of all students assessed on any persuasive task wrote
responses judged adequate or better. Even in eleventh grade, only 28 percent
wrote adequate or elaborated responses to the least difficult persuasive task.

On the other hand, most students were able to express their points of view. Ninety
percent of the eleventh graders and 85 percent of the eighth graders were able to
complete the easiest persuasive tasks at or above the minimal level of perfor-
mance. Even at fourth grade, two-thirds of the students completed a simple
persuasive task at or above the minimal level.

m Students had less difficulty with tasks requiring short responses based on per-
sonal experience. Sixty-five percent of the eleventh-grade students wrote an
adequate or better description for a job application. Less than 19 percent of the
eighth graders and 2 percent of the fourth graders wrote adequate or better
responses to a similar task.

Most students, however, were able to provide some information about their
experiences. Substantial proportions of the fourth-grade (73 percent), eight-
grade (89 percent), and eleventh-grade (81 percent) students were able to vrite
at least minimal responses to tasks asking for reports based on personal expericnce.

® Students found it moderately difficult to write well-developed stories. About 48
percent of the eleventh graders and 33 percent of the eighth graders wrote stories
judged as adequate or better. Less than 9 percent of the fourth graders wrote
stories at or above the adequate level.

11




Almost all the students, however, understood the elements of story writing. In
response to the simplest story-writing task, 81 percent of the fourth graders, 89
percent of the eighth graders, and approximately 90 percent of the eleventh
graders were able to write at the minimal level or better.

Additional Findings

Although NAEP data do not establish cause-and-effect relationships, results also show
that:

10

Writing performance was higher for White and Asian-American students than for
Black and Hispanic students, for females than for males, and for students from
advantaged-urban communities than for those from disadvantaged-urban
communities.

Home environment is related to writing achievement. Students whose parents
have a post-high-schocl education andthose with more reading materials in their
homes have higher writing achievement.

Better readers tend to have higher writing achievement; students who did well on
National Assessment measures of reading proficiency also did well on measures
of writing achievement.

Students who reported writing three or more reports and essays during a six-
week period had higher achievernent levels than students who reported doing no
writing during that time period. Although only 22 percent of the fourth graders, 12
percent of the eighth graders, and 9 percent of the eleventh graders reported
doing no writing, nearly half the fourth graders (48 percent) and more than
one-third of the eighth and eleventh yraders (38 and 37 percent, respectively)
reported writing fewer than three reports or essays during a six-week period.

Students who report doing more planning, revising, and editing are better writers
than those who report doing less. However, NAEP results indicate that instriction
in the writing process has little relationship to student achiavement.

Students’ positive attitudes toward writing deteriorate steadily across the grades.
In grade 4, 57 percent of the students report that they like to write. This falls to 39
percent by the eleventh grade.

Students report that their teachers are more likely to mark mistakes than to show
an interest in what they write or to make suggestions for the next paper.

Students’ reports on the types of writing they do in school indicate an increasing
emphasis on academnic writing in the high school years, accompanied by a
restriction in the range of other types of writing.

Writing for subjects other than English increases between grades 4 and 8, but
decreases again in senior high school.

12



Reflections

One of the most distressing findinqs is the continuing difficulty older students have
explaining and defending their ideas. Even at grade 11, relatively few students were able
to provide adequate responses to analytic writing tasks, and fewer still were able to
muster arguments to persuade others to accept their points of view. That the eleventh
graders were, for the most part, able to provide minimal responses to the persuasive
and analytic tasks indicates a basic understanding of what is required in such writing.
What these students seemed to lack were strategies for fulfilling those requirements. In
a persuasive task, for example, their writing was likely to reflect the need to take a stand
and support it with evidence, but the #vidence that they cited was unresponsive to thz
concerns of their readers, disorganiiz2t or unelaborated. Rather ttizn using coherent
arguments or explanations, far too many students resorted to simple lists or catalogs of
related information.

Students did produce their responses under the restraints of usual testing rather
than instructional conditions-—limited time, artificial tasks, lack of feedback, and no
provision for revising their work at some later time. Thus, their assessment responses
are first-draft efforts, and it is reasonable to expect that first drafts would be less well
organized and contain fewer well-developed ideas than later drafts. The scoring guide-
lines for the assessment, however, made allowances for these restraints.

A major conclusion to draw from this assessment is that students at all grade
levels are deficient in higher-order thinking skills. The findings indicate that students
have difficulty pesforming adequately on analytic writing tasks, as well as on persuasive
tasks that ask them to defend and support their opinions. Some of these problems may
reflect a pervasive lack of instructional emphasis on developing higher-order skills in all
areas of the curriculum. Because writing and thinking are so deeply intertwined,
appropriate writing assignments provide an ideal way tc increase students’ experiences
with such types of thinking.

That students are having such difficulty organizing their thoughts coherently in
writing suggests that they need much further guidance in how to think about what they
write. As discussed below, two major national movements in the teaching of writing
seem to hold promise in addressing this issue and providing direction for what can be
done.

8 Students need broad-based experiences in which reading and writing tasks are
integrated into their work throughout the curriculum.

In recent years, “writing across the curriculum” has become a byword of curriculum
change, replete with mandates for teachers of all subjects and at all grade levels to
provide students with frequent opportunities to engage in extended writing about the
material they are studying. This has occurred in response to reports that schoolchildren
were not writing often enough, that the limited writing they were doing was not lengthy
enough, and that the topics they were writing about were not thoughtful enough.
Indeed, previous reports have suggested that most school writing consists of exercises
that call for writing with no purpose other than practice. Many years of research suggest
that better leamning occurs when students use writing to think about what they are

13 1
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learning in their various classes. The relationship between reading proficiency and
writing achievement also emphasizes the integrated nature of reading and writing skills.

The 1984 assessment examined general skills that should be fostered throughout
the school curriculum. Many of the tasks drew upon science or social studies material
or common life experiences, while others required skills in reporting, summarizing, and
examining ideas that are essential to success in any job-related or academic subject.
That students have so much difficulty with many of these tasks should be of concern to
all educators, not just to teachers of English. Indeed, the only tasks in the assessment
that might be thought of primarily as the concern of teachers of English and language
arts were the imaginative writing tasks—and those are among the tasks on which
students did best. All three types of writing, however, showed wide variation in the level
of difficulty of individual items, reflecting the broad range of skills that students need to
develop as they become competent writers. Rather than a sequence of skills that begins
in imaginative writing and moves toward persuasive, the results of this assessment
suggest that development continues within each of these three broad types of work
throughout the school years—and probably well beyond.

® Instruction in the writing process needs to focus on teaching students how to
think more effectively as they write.

Inthe 1970s, the emphasis in writing instruction moved from the final product to the
process—planning, drafting, revising, and editing.* As a result, school districts across
the country have begun to institute process-oriented approaches to writing instruction.
This grows out of previous research (supported further in this report) indicating that
better writers have flexible ways of getting their work done—they generate, plan,
organize, monitor, revise, reformulate, and review the papers they are writing. Process-
oriented instruction encourages all students to use these writing techniques.

Student reports do suggest that process-oriented instructional activities have begun
to be incorporated into classrooms across the nation, although not in the majority of
classrooms. Some students did report extensive exposure to process-oriented writing
activities, yet the achievement of these students was not consistently higher or lower
than the achievement of those who did not receive such instruction. At all three grade
levels assessed, students who said their teachers regularly encouraged process-related
activities wrote about as well as students who said their teachers did not.

On the other hand, whether students learn these writing techniques through formal
instruction or not, those who use them do write better. NAEP results show that oider
students and better writers plan, revise, and edit more frequently than younger students
and poorer writers. The better writers are using aspects of the writing process and are
performing better than students who report less frequent use of planning, revising, and
editing techniques.

Since students who plan, revise, and edit are more likely to be better writers, the
NAEP results support the national emphasis on teaching the writing process. Students
who use the kinds of process strategies we think teachers should be teaching have
higher writing achievement. The results, however, do not indicate that classroom
instruction in the writing process has been effective. This suggests that the new

““Teaching Writing.” The Harvard Education Letter. September. 1985,

12 14
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instructional approaches are treating the writing process in a superficial manner.
Students are not leaming to link process activities with the problems they face in their
own writing. To be effective, writing instruction must focus on and clarify these links.

In summary, both of these r. "orm movements—uwriting across the curriculum and
process-oriented instruction—seem educationally sound; they make common sense
and research sense. They have been embraced by many teachers, administrators,
teacher trainers, and policy plariners because they do make sense. Yet, recent research
as well as the results of this assessment suggest that the changes in instruction that
have occurred thus far have had no appreciable effect on student learning. Although
some of the writing activities students engage in have changed, these changes have not
led to adequate levels of writing achievement.

Why is this so? Because the changes are recent, the new approaches to instruction
may not be well enough understood and their implications not fully enough explored.
Many of the changes may be superficial, affecting what students are being asked to do
(the outward surface of classroom activity) without making clear how these activities
relate to what students are learning about writing. It is the how that should be at the heart
of the movement to reform writing instruction.

What can be done? The focus needs to shift, with attention paid not merely to the
activities themselves, but to teaching students ways to think as they write. If they are to
improve their ability to communicate effectively. students must be encouraged to seek
the help and information they need to formulate their ideas more clearly and to express
these ideas accurately in writ: 1g. The art of sucr 2ssful teaching of writing invclves
helping students think about what to do and how to do it as they are engaged in the
process of writing—and students need this kind of support in all their subjects, each
and every day.

a
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How Well Students Write: Results for
the Nation and Selected Subgroups

Wriﬁng tasks in the 1984 assessment were designed tc assess students’
ability to engage in three broad types of writing: informative, persua-
sive, and imaginative. Informative writing is used to present information and
ideas, including reporting about science experiments and books, describ-
ing or explaining newiy researched matenal, and discussing analyses of
situations or concepts. Persuasive wri*ing attempts to influence others to
brina about some action or change. Regardless of the issue, writers must
first be concemed with having an effect on their readers beyond simply
adding to their knowledge of a particular topic. The imaginative writing
tasks asked students to write stories in which they reshape reality or invent
plausible or implausible events or to project themselves into a particular
situation and express the feelings and thoughts that it provokes.

Chapter 2 presents results from the informative writing tasks; Chapters 3
and 4 present results from the persuasive and imaginative tasks. Chapter 5
presents a summary of restuilts for a number of demugraphic subgroups
and for the impact of home factors on writing achievement.

16
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Chapter B

Informative Writing

lnformative writing is used to share knowledge and convey messages, instructions,
and ideas. It ranges from siinple reports or retellings of what has happened to com-
plex analyses and explanations. It can draw on the writer's previous knowledge and
experience, or it can be based on new information that must be examined in order to

complete the task successfully.

Skill in informative writing is necessary in day-to-day life, academic study, business,
and the professions. At one lavel, informative writing includes writing letters, ordering
items through the mail, and completing forms and job applications. At another level, it
includes summaries and reports or instructions on how to do scmething new. At a still
more complex level, informative writing includes explanations and analyses of why
things work as they do or are as they are—the tracing of causes and effects, motivations
for particular actions, or underlying foundations for opinions and points of view. These
are the skills necessary for successful academic study and for understanding complex
situations in business and the professions.

Informative writing tasks included in the 1984 assessment were chosen to reflect
this diversity: Some tasks drew on writers’ previous knowledge and experience; some
provided new information (in words or pictures) as the basis for what was to be written;
some asked for a simple report or description; some required drawing comparisons
and contrasts; some asked for explanations. Formats also varied, including traditional
school essays, letters, and news reports.

Of the eight informative writing tasks in the 1984 assessment, six required reports of
information and two asked for analyses of information. Some exercises drew on the
writers’ previous knowledge, while others were based on information given as part of
the task.

15
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All writing samples were scored for their effectiveness in addressing the specific task
that had been assigned. Responses were either rated as unsatisfactory, minimal,
adequate, or elaborated, or they were not rated. (A general explanation of these levels
is given in Chapter 1.)

Reporting from Personal Experience

Two items asked students, for reports based on information drawn from the writers” own
experiences. Brief paraphrases of tie assignments are provided below.*

Job Application: Provide a brief description of a desirable summer iob and
describe previous experiences or qualifications for such a job.

Pets: Write a note explaining to a friend how to care for a pet whide away on
vacation, including where to find the food, how often to feed the pet, and how
much food to give the pet.

Results for these two reporting tsks are given in Table 2.1 and Figure 2.1. Across
these simple tasks, the majority of students (73 to 89 percent) at all three grade levels
wrote at least minimal responses; by grade 11, 65 percent were writing adequate
responses.

For pets, 73 percent of the fourth graders wrote responses that were rated at least
minimal, but only 2 percent provided adequate responses that included all of the
information necessary to ensure that the pet would be fed properly.

Responses rated as minimal mentioned such things as food and water but took for
granted that the friend would know how much or how frequently the pet should be fed
or where the food was to be found. The following samples, reproduced verbatim, are

typical:

| would really appreciate it if you would take care of my dog while I'm gone.
feed him and water him 1 time a day. The food is in the cabinet. let him loose
every 2 days to get his exercise.

Hi! Could | ask you a favor. Could you feed my pets for two weeks. Heres how
you do it. Give the dogs a panful each of freesh water everyday. Mix the dog food
with ware water. | would appreciate it. Thank you. Could you also keep an eye on
them. the neighbors does always fight our dogs.

Such responses indicate that the writers clearly understood the task, even if they
were careless about what they included or arsumed the friend already knew what to do.

*The exact wording of these writing tasks and others cited in this report has not been published because some of them
will be used in future assessments.

16 18



In any event, the writing that resulted was not in itself sufficient to ensure proper care of
the pet.

By grade 8, the proportion of at least minimal papers had risen to 89 percent, and 19
percent included all of the necessary information about food and water for the pet.

Informative Writing—Reporting TABLE 21

Percentage of Students at or Above the Minimal

and Adequate Levels of Task Accomplishment

WRITING fASK GRADE 4 GRADE 8 . GRADE 11

From Personal %Minimal % Adequate | % Minimal  %Adequate | % Minimal % Adequate

Experience or Better or Better or Better or Better or Better or Better
Pets 73.2 2.1 89.1 18.9 — —
Job Application — — — —_ 81.2 64.9

From Given

information
Plants 854 41.2 — — —- —
Appleby House 68.2 241 86.8 524 86.5 59.4
XYZ Company 46.3 344 85.5 67.2 — —
Dali 1.7 29 72.2 17.4 81.8 31.7

13
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The second reporting task, involv-
ing a job application, was given only
at grade 11. Ninety-two percent of the
students were able to fill in requested
information, such as birthdate, height,
and weight. When asked to describe a
desirable job and their qualifications
for it, most (81 percent) provided at
least minimal responses and 65 per-
cent provided at least adequate, if not
fully elaborated, descriptions. The fol-
lowing student samples illustrate the
range of adequate responses:

TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN

I would like a job helping to take
care of the animals at the SP.CA. I
love animals. | have experience with
animals. | have two dogs, four birdss
one hamster | had more animals but
old age the have died. | love dog the
best and | feel | could do the job.

I would like to work with children
either in a day care center or in a
hospital | have a seven year old sister
and | babysit a lot, so | know al about
children. Also, | took a course in first
aid and a course in child care and
Development.

Job preferably in a hospital or nurs-
ing home, working with charts, medi-
cation sheets and tickets. Working in
a doctor’s office as a receptionist,
answering the telephone, keeping
patients’ charts.

Volunteer work in local nursing
home, school and on-the-job training
at hospital as a unit clerk-reseptionist.

Informative Writing—

GRADE 4

From Personal Experience

Pets

Elaborated
Adequate
Minimal
Unsatisfactory
Not Rated

0.3
o1.8

<711

—22.0

L9048

From Given Information

Plants

Adequate
Minima!
Unsatisfactory
Not Rated

Appleby House
Elaborated
Adequate
Minimat
Unsatisfactory
Not Rated

XYZ Company

Adequate
Minimal
Unsatisfactory
Not Rated

Dali
Elaborated

Adequate
Minima!

Not Rated

2412
*44.2

——e 126

020

e 0.6

L 235
441

f——e28.0

e 3.8

| — 344

| 11.9
—50.1

IUnsatisfactory |

Le 3.6

0.0

028
——— + 388
—0149.8

¢85
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Reporting FIGURE 2 1
Percentage of Students at Each Level
of Task Accomplishment
GRADE 8 GRADE 11
Pets
Elaborated 79
Adequate ——e 11.1
Minimal 702
Unsatisfactory |—e 10.3
Not Rated le 0.6
Job Application
Elaborated |- 4.6
Adequate -+ 60.4
Minimal |———e 16.2
Unsatisfactory |-——— e 15.4
Not Rated Le 3.4
Appleby House Appleby House
Elaborated |e 4.9 Elaborated }— 5.3
Adequate e 47.5 Adequate — o541
Minimal ———— 9344 Minimal ———— ¢ 27.1
Unsatisfactory |—e 12.3 Unsatistactory }——e 11.8
Not Rated le 0.9 Not Rated le 1.7
XYZ Company
Adequate e 67.2
Minimal —— 18.3
Unsatisfactory {——e 14.0
Not Rated le 0.5
Dali Dali
Elaborated |» 1.4 Elaborated le 2.1
Adequate }|————o15.9 Adequate ————— ¢ 29.7
Minimal e 54.8 Minimal @ 50.1
Unsatisfactory ———— 0 26.4 Unsatisiactory |——e 16.2
Not Rated le 1.5 Not Rated le 2.0
A
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A few students (about 5 percent for Job Application) went beyond adequate responses,
providing coherent, appropriately elaborated accounts. The following is an example:

Mainly, | would like to be a lifeguard, working at a neighorhood swimming
pool. | would also like to help with swim lessons and if there is one. swim team.

| have participated in swim clubs since | was 10 years old. | swam on the varsity
swim team my sophmore year in school. | have also helped teach young children
how to swim, mainly children | babysat ir summer, and relatives.

At the present, | am waiting for my life saving class to begin.

To summiarize, almost all students at grade 4 wrote at least minimal reports in
response to tasks that involved presenting information from personal experience.
Performance on these tasks improved across the grades, so that by grade 11 nearly
two-thirds of the students were writing at least adequate responses. Less than 8 percent
of the students at any age, however, were able to provide elaborated responses.

Reporting from Given Information

Four of the reporting tasks asked students for descriptions of various types of informa-
tion provided as part of the task itself.

Plants: Summarize a science experiment depicted in a brief series of pictures
showing different stages of a plant’s growth.

Appleby House: Write a newspaper article based on notes provided about an
unusual haunted house.

XYZ Company: Explain that a previously ordered T-shirt had not been received,
and propose a course of action.

Dali: Describe a surrealistic painting by Salvador Dali, shown on an accompany-
ing card.

For reporting tasks based on given information, there were sharp differences in
performance across the tasks administered at each grade level. (See Table 2.1 and
Figure 2.1.) At grade 4, 85 percent of the students provided at least a minimal
description of the pictured steps in the science experiment (Plants), and 41 percent of
the descriptions were rated as adequate. Fourth graders also did fairly well explaining
about the T-shirt and using the information provided to write about the haunted house,
with many students writing minimal responses and 34 percent and 24 percent,
respectively, writing adequate respcnses. In contrast, fewer than half (42 percent)
provided even a minimal description of the painting by Dali, and only 3 percent of the
responses were rated as adequate.

At grade 8, the great majority (72 to 87 percent) of responses on each of the tasks
were 7ated as at least minimal. However, as with the fourth graders, the percentage of
adequate responses varied considerably, from 17 percent for Dalito 52 percent and 67
percent, respectively, for the Appleby House and XYZ Company tasks. The majority of
eighth graders were able to write adequate reports from given information, as long as
that information was relatively straightforward. However, the task of describing a
surrealistic painting was rather difficult.
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Given the relatively good performance on the straightforward writing tasks at grade
8. improvements between grades 8 and 11 were modest. Even at grade 11, only 32
percent of the descriptions of the Dali painting were rated as adequate.

The Dali task was more difficult than the other reporting tasks because it required
students to adopt a consistent strategy for organizing the details selected so that
someone else could "see” the picture clearly. Most students simply enumerated details
chosen from the picture or provided a running commentary that relied on the presence
of the picture. Such responses were rated as minimal:

This picture was a desert, with cliffs on the right side. There are three melting
clocks. One of them is hanging on a tree branch, one is lying on a fossil (or bone),
and the other is dropping down a box. The tree is planted in the box, and there is
an unmelted clock on it. There is a mirror or sheet of glass on the sea s+ ore. The
cliffs are gold colored. The tree is dead.

To provide an adequate description of the picture, students had to relate the details
one to another:

In the background there is alake or ocean with a yellowish brown cliff juting out
of the still water. By the ocean there is a large blue platform. Another platform
brown in color is close to you on the left side. On it ther is a orange pocket watch
with black ants on it. Hanging of the edge there is a gold pocket watch with a fly on
it, butthe watch is melted so half of it is on the platform half is off. Right next to the
gold watch there is a dead gray tree with a similer watch melting off it, but silver in
color. Inthe midle of the picture is a melted face with a large eye (closed) with long
eye lashes with a silver pocket watch melting off it.

In summary, students at all three grade levels were able to write adequately from
given information for some tasks, but had difficulty with other tasks. Generally, the
simpler and clearer the information provided, the more successful students were in
summarizing and presenting it. More complex material required more complex writing
strategies. Even at grade 11, some types of writing from given information remained
difficult.

Analytic Writing

Informative writing also includes tasks that require students io analyze rather than
simply present information. Analytic writing builds upon describing and reporting skills
and also requires that writers explain relationships among the ideas and information
they are dealing with. Analytic writing marks a shift ,m the simple what happenedto a
concern with why it happened as it did, from des ‘hing to explaining. Two analytic
writing tasks were included in the assessment:

Favorite Music: Describe a favorite type of music and explain why it is liked.

Food on the Frontier: This task began with a passage about frontier life; students
were asked to read the passage and then to compare modern-day food with
frontier food.
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Table 2.2 and Figure 2.2 summarize results for these two tasks. At each grade level,
the analytic tasks proved to be the most difficult of the items that asked for informative
writing. At grade 4, just over halfthe students managed even rninimal responses to one
task and fewer than half on the second task; even at grade 1 1, fewer than one-fourth of
the students managed adequate anaiyses.

For Favorite: Music, about half the fourth graders (53 percent) and 80 to 81 percent
of the eighth and eleventh graders were able to write at least minimal responses,
selecting a favorite type of music and giving one or more brief reasons why they liked it.
In papers rated as minimal, however, these reasons were strung together, rather than
organized into a coherent explanation:

I love Rock and Roll because it lets you get down itss not so boring. | love going
to concerts.

| like Thriller because it sound good and ! like the way it start like someone
making noise. /snd the beat sound good and | like the way man talk and it sound a
ghost story.

My favorite kind of music is slow pop or rock.

I'm having some problems over friends and a ex-boyfriend and when | listen to
pop it helps me figure out my problems. | don't like slow songs with all music. My
favovite pop singer is Linoll Richard my favorite groups is “Airstepp™. “Truly" and
“Just Once™ is my favorite songs.

Even in the upper grades, very few of the students (no moie tran 7 or 8 percent) were
able to take this task a step further and provide an organized explanation of their
preferences instead of a rambling commentary. The following example illustrates the
relatively simple type of explanation that was necessary for a response to be rated as
adequately accomplishing this task:

My favorite kind of music is soft, easy rock because it is soothing and relaxing. |
don't like the hard rock kind, it give me a headache. Soft rock has a nice beat. but
it doesn't annoy you like hard rock. It's easy to sing along with. too, because vou
can understand what theyre saying.

Food on the Frontier differed from Favorite Music in that the writing was based in
part on information provided as part of the task; it also differed in that it asked for
comparison and contrast between frontier food and modern-day food rather than for
explanations for personal preferences. At grade 4, this task was slightly more difficult
than Favorite Music: Only 40 percent (compared with 53 percent) managed at least
minimal responses, and merely 2 percent provided adequate answers. By grade 11,
however, 85 percent of the responses were at least minimal, and 25 percent were
adequate.

In summary, fourth-grade students did very poorly on the analytic writing tasks, but
by grade 8 the majority of students provided responses indicating at least a minimal
understanding of what such tasks required. Even at grade 11, however, fewer than
one-fourth of the students were able to write adequate responses to such tasks.
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TABLE 22

Informative Writing—Analytic
Percentage of Students at or Above the Minimal
and Adequate Levels of Task Accomplishment

GRADE 4 GRADE 8 GRADE 11
From Personal % Minimal % Adequate | % Mnimal % Adequate | % Minmai % Adequale
Information or Better or Better or Better or Better or Better or Better
Favorite Music 52.9 1.9 80.3 8.3 80.9 7.0
From Given
Information
Food on the
Frontier 40.3 1.9 81.0 18.3 85.2 24.6
/o
N
4] N
‘—E‘ mr—-l_‘
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Informative Writing—

GRADE 4

From Personal Experience

Favorite Music
Elaborated e 0.1
Adequate |e 1.8
Minimal + 50.9
Unsatisfactery —e 451
Not Rated te 2.0

From Given Information

Food on the
Frontier

Elaborated |e 0.
Adequate {e 1
Minimal }—— ¢ 38.3
Unsatisfactory —e 55.0
Not Rated Le 4.8

Summary: Informative Writing

How well can American students complete informative writing tasks? Clearly, the
answer to this question depends on the particular writing task. By grade 11, 59 to 65
percent wrote adequate descriptions based on familiar, relatively simple information or
experiences; only 32 percent, however, wrote an adequate description of a modern
painting. Informative writing that required analysis, whether of one’s own preferences or
of similarities and differences based on a social science passage, was much more
difficult. While 80 percent or more of the students provided at least minimal responses
(recognizing the basic elements that go into an analytic writing task), even at grade 11
only 7 to 25 percent provided adequate responses to these tasks.

The poor performance on the analytic tasks is particularly disturbing in that success
on such tasks is a prerequisite for academic success. These are the tasks that reflect the
ability to provide evidence, reason logically, and make a well-developed point. They
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FIGURE 2.2

Analytic
Percentage of Students at Each Level
of Task Accomplishment

GRADE 8 GRADE 11
Favorite Music Favorite Music
Elaborated |e 0.3 Efaborated e 0.4
Adequate |—e 8.0 Adequate |—e 6.6
Minimal e 71.9 Minimal +73.9
Unsatisfactory }————s 19.4 Unsatisfactory }—— 18.4
Not Rated 1e 0.3 Not Rated le (.7
Foad on the Food on the
Frontier Frontier
Elaborated [e 1.6 Elaborated e 2.2
Adequate }———e 16.7 Adequate }——— o 22.4
Minimal —e 62.7 Minimal + 60.7
Unsatisfactory e 18.1 Unsatisfactory }——e 13.5
Not Rated le 0.8 Not Rated le 1.3

-

¢ aE.

i
reflect the "“reasoned and disciplined thinking” called for in earlier assessment reports*
and the “skilled intelligence” extolled by the Commission on Excellence in Education.**

Before discussing these results further, however, we should consider performance

on the persuasive writing tasks discussed in the next chapter. These tasks require
similar types of argument and analysis.

*Reading, Thinking and Writing, Results from the 1979-80 Nationai Assessment of Readlng and Literature. Education

Commission of the States, 1981.

** A Nation at Risk: The Imperative Iér Educationai Reform. The National Commission on Excellence in Education.
1983.
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Chapter: .

Persuasive Writing

ersuasive writing communicates specific points of view in order to influence others
P and bring about some kind of change. People use it to offer advice they hope will
be taken, to win advocates for their points of view, to defend their opinions or positions,
or to argue for a particular course of action.

Persuasive writing can range from highly formal to highly informal—from a chatty
letter urging a friend to visit to a political treatise calling for governmental reform. It can
include emotional appeals and logical arguments, each in its appropriate place and
proportion.

In all types of persuasive writing, the writer must take a point of view and support it.
Sometimes opposing points of view are known and confronted; at other times personal
opinions are simply promulgated. In addition to knowledge of the topic, persuasive
writing requires an awareness of audience and of wavs to influence others. Persuasive
writing permeates our society and is one of the marks of an involved social or academic
thinker.

The persuasive writing tasks included in the assessment were of two types: those
that asked students to convince others to adopt a point of view and those that required
students to refute an opposing point of view.
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Writing to Convince Others
to Adopt Your Point of View

One set of persuasive writing tasks presented the students with a problematic situation
and asked them to state their opinion and explain or support it with reasons or an
argument. Some exercises offered possible courses of action and others required the
students to respond based on their personal experience and knowledge. In each case,
the writers needed to be responsive to the implicit concerns of the audience to whom
they were writing.

Spaceship: Decide whether creatures from another planet should he allowed to
return horne or be detained for scientific study. and convince others of this point
of view.

Dissecting Frogs: Discuss and support views on dissecting frogs in science class.

Space Program: Take a stand on whether funding for the space progra:n should
be cut and explain why.

Split Session: Write a letter to the principal defending a request for a morning or
afterncon school session.

Swimming Pool: Write a convincing letter to get a summer job helping out at a
“wimming pool.

School Rule: Select a school rule and convince the principai that it needs changing.

Table 3.1 and Figure 3.1 show the results for these writing tasks. A substantially
smaller percentage of students at all three grades wrote at the adequate level than wrote
at the minimal level. Between 53 percent (Swimming Pool) and 67 percent (Spaceship)
of the fourth graders were able to complete the three tasks administered to their age
group at least at the minimal level, but only between 4 percent (School Rule) and 24
percent (Spaceship) completed the same tasks at least at the adequate level. Similar
patterns—substantially smaller percentages displaying adequate performance—were
reflected in the results for eighth and eleventh graders. While the students were able to
understand the assignment and to present a point of view, they generally were unable to
suppnrt their ideas beyond general statements and personal likes and dislikes.

Schooi rule is a case in point. This task asked the students to write a letter to their
principal, naming a rule that they felt should be changed and explaining why the school
did not need that rule. The majority of students at all three grade levels (58 percent of
the fourth graders, 69 percent of the eighth graders, and 69 percent of the eleventh
graders) were able to name a rule and indicate that it should be dropped or changed,
but their reasons tended to revolve around their own individual wishes, instead of being
reasoned arguments that would appeal to a principal. Far fewer students (4 percent of
the fourth graders, 15 percent of the eighth graders, and 22 percent of the eleventh
graders) wrote adequately supported letters in which they gave at least one appropriate
reason for their choice beyond “it's not fair” or purely emotional outbursts on matters of
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personal inconvenience and preference. (Such outbursts, while reflecting the students’
feelings, are unlikely to have the desired persuasive effect.)

The following response, for example, received an unsatisfactory rating because the
writer's views were not supported at all.

That we should be able to horseplay in the court yard at lunch. 7o run and play
at lunch time.

TABLE 3.1
Persuasive Writing—Convincing Cthers
Percentage of Students at or Above the Minimal
and Adequate Levels of Task Accomplishment
GRADE 4 GRADE 8 GRADE 11

% Minimal % Adequate | % Minimal % &dequate | % Minimal % Adequate

or Better or Better or Better or Better or Better or Better
School Rule 61.7 4.1 83.5 14.6 90.1 21.7
Dissecting Frogs — — 84.8 17.9 — —
Swimming Pool 53.3 45 66.7 12.0 75.9 194
Split Sessions — — 344 90 "| 59.8 15.1
Spaceship 66.8 23.5 — — —_— —
Space Program — — — — 82.0 28.0

Thirty-six percent of the fourth graders, 16 percent of the eighth graders, and 9
percent of the eleventh graders wrote unsatisfactory responses, reflecting their inabil-
ity to provide any reasons or discussion in support of their points of view.

Most of the students at each grade level wrote letters of a quality similar *o this one:

I Think our school does not need A labotory rule because some time people
have to go and they wo sid let you and then when your doing your work one of the
teachers happen to get up and mosy on out to the resiroom to go to the
bathroom just after she or he told you your not alound to go to the rest room.

another rule | dont like is the Cafeteria rule that iF their is something under your
Feet you have to pick it up and | think that is sick because sometime that stuFF is
not yours and its been stepped on are oFF oF and then Mr. Russel walks over and
tell you to go through it away Ar.d iF you reFuss he makes you sit st the penlty
table.
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While this paper involved much more writing. it received a minimal ratinig because.
although the reasons given for changing the rules are highly personal reflections of the
author’s experiences, tiey are hardly appropriate to seeing the chang’: as beneficial to
the school in general and for moving the principal to action. Adr.tionally, while the
principal may not necessarily be opposed to change. there was probably an initial
reason for the institution of the rule. Some explanation about why that reason is no
longer relevant or an alternative way to address the concern might be ne- ssary to

convince the principal.

Far fewer students wrote at the adequate level, with fewer than one-fifth of them
providing reasons having a wider application or suggesting and sunporting a new or
revised rule. An example of such supporting discussion is found in the paper below:

! don't think the rule for students to stay at the dances instead of coming and
going as they please is necessary. If the question that perhaps the students will
leave, become intoxicated. and return comes into your mind just have the
policeman that chaperones our dances to pay attention to incoming students.
This rule makes coming and going for ~:edical reasons, forgetting something or
someone, or going to buy somethin to eat difficult if not impossible.  understand
that the school is responsible for us if we become injured on school grounds but if
we leave what difference is it to you.

| suggest a pass should be handed out upon the payment on arrival, at the
dance and on the comings and goings of the passes’ owner it should be stamped.

Thank you for your co-operation.

sincerely.

Elaborated letters were rare, occurring less than 3 percent of the time for eleventh
graders and jess than 1 percent of the time for fourth and eighth graders. Papers
receiving this rating provided a well-organized series of examples or an a.gument or
both, with reasons having a wider application:

| am writing this letter in order to discuss the rule of “sharing lockers”. | know |
don't like this rule and 'm sure many other peple don't like it either. I think | can
understand why you would like lockers to be shared. | guess the first reason would
be so that new kids to the schoo! can have ari almost “automatic friend”. Another
reason could be a shortage of lockers.

I believe this rule should be abolished because | know about myself and others
who had books "borrowed” without permission. This causes trouble when one is
forced to go to class without his books. My locker partner also smokes, which is a
severe problem. Our locker atways cells of smoke. The 'ocker shortage can be
solved by placing a row or two of lockers in the basermnent.

Thank you very much for taking your time to read this and | hope you will give it
some thought.

Sincerely,
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Persuasive Writing—

GRADE 4

Schoo! Rule

Elaborated |e 0.2
Adequate |-e3.9
Minimal 57.0
Unsatisfactory ———— .9 36.1
Not Rated e 2.2

Swimming Pool

Elaborated |e 0.2
Adequate |»4.3
Minimal —— 48.8
Unsatisfactory ©40.2
Not Rated L 6.5

Spaceskip

Elaborated |e 0.7
Adequate |————922.8
Minirnal —» 43.3
Unsatisfactory {—— — ¢ 26.8
Not Rated Lo 6.4
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Convincing Others FIGURE 3 1
Percentage of Students at Each Level
of Task Accomplishment
GRADE 8 GRADE 11
Schcol Rule School Rule
Elaborated [e 0.7 Elaborated |e 2.6
Adequate |——e 13.9 Adequate {—— ¢ 19.0
Minimat ——68.9 Minimal e 68.5
Unsatisfactory }——e 15.8 Unsatisfactory |—e 8.6
Not Rated le 0.7 Not Rated le 1.3
Dissecting Frogs
Elaborated |e 1.1
Adequate - 16.9
Minimat e 66.9
Unsatisfactery }——e 14.2
Not Rated te 1.0
Swimming Pool Swimming Poul
Elaborated je 1.0 Elaborated [e 1.5
Adequate —e 11.0 Adequate +———o 17.9
Minimat e 54.7 Minimal —» 6.5
Unsatisfactory }——— ——32.2 Unsatisfactory |———e22.5
Not Rated Ie 1.1 Not Rated le 1.7
Split Sessions Split Sessions
Elaborated le 0.6 Elaborated le 0.7
Adequate }—e 8.4 Adequate e 14.4
Minimal ————925.4 Minimal e 44.6
Unsatisfactory - 62.2 Unsatisfactory ——— @ 35.5
Not Rated Lo 3.4 Not Rated e .8
Snace Program
Eiaborated |e 2.8
Adequate —— 253
Minimal e 54.0
Unsatisfactory j--——e 12.6
Not Rated Le5.4
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Writing to Refute an Opposiné Point of View

Some of the persuasive tasks required the students to take a stand and to argue their
position against an opposing view. To complete these tasks, the stridents needed to be
responsive to the opposition. The exercises in this category were as follows:

Aunt May: Write a letter convincing Aunt May it is alright to travel alone even
though Aunt May thinks otherwise.

Radio Station: Give reasons why the class should be allowed to visit a local radio
station despite the manager’s concerns.

Recreation Opportunities: Take a stand on whether a railroad track or awarehouse
should be purchased. Using arguments based on possible recreatioral cpportu-
nities, defend this choice and refute the alernative.

Uncle: Write a letter refuting an uncle's concerns about lending his car to visit a
friend.

Bike Lane: Take a stand on whether a bike lane should be installed and refute the
opposing view.

The results for these tasks are shown in Table 3.2 and Figure 3.2. Far more students
wrote at the minimal than at the adequate levels. Twenty-three to 30 percent of the
fourth graders, 33 to 38 percent of the eighth graders, and 39 to 50 percent of the
eleventh graders stated their point of view and provided brief support. However, only
between 14 and 34 percent provided adequate support.

For example, Radio Station asked students to write a letter to a station manager who
did not want 2 class to visit because his recording studio was too small and the class
would make too much noise. The letter needed to convince the manager to ct.ange his
mind. Forty-seven percent of the fourth graders and 28 percent of the =:ghth graders
wrote unsatisfactory papers, reflecting their inability to write a letter that even alluded to
the concerns of their audience. While responses at this level focused on the visit to a
radio station, they did not try to change the manager's mind and tended to beg ra*her
than argue with the manager. The foliowing is an example of such a letter:

Dear Mr. Station Marager:

Me and my class would really like to visit your studio. We are all
concerned about it. We were hoping you could change your mind. We would love
to go and see ail the equiptment.

Thank
You.
Sincerely,

About one-third of the students wrote minimal fetters, reflecting their inability to
focus on their audience and to go beyond superficially answering the manager’s
concerns. The following paper addresses the manager’s concern about noise, but not
his concern about space. Thirty percent of the fourth graders and 38 percent of the
eighth graders wrote refutations at this level.
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Persuasive Writing—Refuting
an Opposing Position

Percentage of &tudents at or Above the Minimal
and Adequate Levels of Task Accomplishment

TABLE 32

GRADE 4 GRADE 8 GRADE 11

% Minimal % Adequate | o Minimai ° Adequate | % Miimal % Adequa‘e

orBetter  or Betier orBetter  or Beter or Better  or Belter
Recreation
Opportunity — — 47.3 14.3 711 246
Radio Station 46.6 1€.2 710 335 — —
Aunt May 48.6 252 — — — -—
Uncle — — — —_ 73.8 241
Bike Lane — — — — 66.0 26.9

Dear Mr. Smirthfield:

Our class is among the mst matare in Lake Braddock. We have gone on many
field trips before and | assure you we are very quiet and respect others rights. We
would be very grateful and would have an excellent learning experience if you let
us visit at some conveinient time.

Thank you for your consideration.

Signature

Only 16 percent of the fourth graders and 34 percent of the eightb ~.aders, however,
wrote letters of refutation rated as adequate or better. Almost none of them (4 percent
of the eighth graders and less than 1 percent of the fouiih graders) wrote elaborated
papers providing reasons explicitly responsive to the manager's concerns. Since
¢valuations focused on content rather than mechanics, the following response was
rated adequate, even though it contains errors in writing mechanics:

Dear Mr. Brown:

Our class has suggested to have a field trip to your studic. We have been
studying about radios and radio waves. We would like to be shown these methods
on how they are done. We have decided to pay our own way to go ther2, We also




Persuasive Writing—

34

dadio Station
Elaborated
Adequate
Minimal
Unsatisfactory
Not Rated

Aunt May

Elabarated
Adequate

Minimal |

Unsatisfactory
Not Rated

GRADE 4

004
——— «15.8

- 30.4

— 47.1

L ¢6.3

19

-

———233

23.4
—e 445

L 6.9
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Refutingan Opposing Position FIGURE 3.2
Percentage of Students at Each Level
of Task Accomplishment
GRADE 8 GRADE 11
Recreation Recreation
Opportunity Opportunily
Elaborated e 1.0 Elaborated |e 2.1
Adequate {——e 13.5 Adequate }—— 225
Minimal ——— . ¢33.0 Minimal 0465
Unsatisfactory — 50.8 Unsatisfactory b—— 9 26.9
Not Rated ie 1.8 Not Rated 1e 2.1
Radio Station
Elaborated |e 4.3
Adequate | —29.2
Minimal — — 4375
Unsatisfactory ——— 278
Not Rated le 1.2
Bike Lane
Elaborated |e 2.6
Adequate f—— . 243
Minimal }—— 4390
Unsatisfactory ——— ¢ 31.9
Not Rated le 2.2
Uncle
Elaborated |e 0.6
Adequate ——— 23.2
Minimal e 49.5
Unsatisfactory |— ¢ 22.7
Not Rated Le 3.8
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made a solem promise to be quiet. We are going to break down in groups and
each group will go cne at atime. Please think this over and | am grateful that you
shall put some thought into this.

Our class have solved your problem and | hope you wilt put some thought into
this. I myself would like to go in and discover the radio programs. Sorie of our
students have their future as a radio programer. Thank you for you consideration.

Sincley,

The eleventh graders’ responses to these tasks followed a similar pattern. On the
Recreational Opportunity task, the eleventh graders did much better than the eighth
graders: 71 percent were rated minimal or better (compared with 47 percent at grade
8). But even at grade 11, only 24 to 27 percent of the responses to the three tasks were

rated adequate or better.

Summary: Persuasive Writing

Results of student perfarmance on persuasive writing tasks are dismaying. Across 11
tasks of varying difficulty, between 9 and 36 percent of the eleventh-grade students
wrote unsatisfactory responses and less than 3 percent wrote elaborated responses.
While the majority of students wrote persuasively at the minimal level or better, fewer
than one-third could do so at the adequate level or better. The students at grade 4 also
performed poorly on these tasks, between 27 and 47 percent writing unsatisfactory
papers and fewer than 2 percent writing elaborated papers.

The low percentage of adequate responses gives cause for concern, as does the
high percentage of unsatisfactory papers. Although persuasive writing might seem to
be difficult, it requires the kind of arguing children also need when they want to “have
their way" in their daily lives. It is also the kind of writing they are likely to need as adults
in their personal and work experiences. Even though situations involving persuasion
are common for students, results of this assessment indicate that students’ persuasive
writing skills are not well developed. Perhaps this reflects a lack of practice in persuasive
writing across the school years.
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Chapter

Imaginative Writing

he third broad area of the 1984 assessment dealt with imaginative writing, which

includes the entire range of literary and expressive writing. Such tasks may ask
writers to tell personal or fictional stories or to project themselves into a situation and
elaborate upon the feelings or atmosphere that the situation evokes. Irnaginative
writing shapes and expresses th.e thoughts and feelings of writers; in its more structured
forms, it can evolve into traditional literary genres such as stories, poems, plays, or song
lyrics. Three imaginative writing tasks were included in the 1984 assessment:

Hole in the Box: Given a picture of a box with a hole in it and an eye peeking out.
imagine being in the picture. describe the scene and how it feels to be part of it.

Gliost Story: Write a good. scary ghost story.
Flashlight: Write a story about adventures with a flashlight with special powers.

Results for these three tasks are displayed in Table 4.1 and Figure 4.1

For the two tasks that asked for stories, Ghost Story and Flashlight, most of the
students at all three grade levels were able to write at least at the minimal level. Almost
all the eighth and eleventh graders (88 to 90 percent) managed minimal stories. At
fourth grade, 81 percent wrote minimal or better ghost stories, and two-thirds wrote at
least minimal adventure stories in response to the Flashlight task. Responses at the
minimal level attempted the basic task of storytelling, but did not develop the stories
successfully. Sometimes students provided only the bare outlines of a plot, with little or
no elaboration of detail; sometimes they rambled, providing a catalog of events without
a point or structure; sometimes they began to teli a story, but never got further than the
beginning. The following examples illustrate the range of responses at the minimai

level:
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One Saturday night. It was raining and it was dark out, are car went off the rode.
We walk about 78 mmiles. We got to a house, wew knocked on the door. A man
answer it, he was ugly. We asked if we could use his phone. We walked in. When
we tuirned around he was gone. We saw the phone we ran to it, it was dead, We
heard the door slam and lock. We ran to the door and the man started floating up.
Sudenly he fadded away the lock broke and the door swung open it was daylight.
That why we disapered. We ran to our car and walked to the gastation and they
towed us to town.
The END

| took the flashlight turned it on and used it to make me powerful. | became the
President of the United States for a while just to get the feel of it. Then | made a
mantion and lived in it till my time ran out.

i would turn the flashlight on and get me a new car. Then | would come to school
and go a change my grades with it. Then { would get all the money | could with it.

I took the flashlight turned on and then this genie appeared be for by eyes and
said he was mine for twenty four hours so | told him | wanted my teeth straitend
out, to clean my room & to give me 1 million dollars and he said my wish was
granted. Hee snaped his fingers & everything was done & he handed me a
suitcase with 1 million dollars sin it & said it was mine to keep. That night me & my
whole family & genie all flew to Paris franse also got to stay in a palace it was
georgeous the genie left the next day while we toured Europe & thge world. When
we got home our house was three stories high with everything ytou always wanted
on it like an elevator rec. room two spas, two pods almost like Hearst castle, tennis
coursts a new wardrobe for everybody. The house was filed with love & joy. My
room had a trundle bed, bay windows, a balcony, a cordless phone everything |
wanted. My parents bedrom had a king size bed, hugh closets fixed with clothes &
a bathtub spa.

In contrast to these minimal atternpts, some of the students were able to write
adequate stories, with clear evidence of the storyteller's obligation to structure a plot
and provide it with appropriate details. At grade 4, only 8 to 9 percent of the students
managed adequate stories, but this rose sharply for both tasks by grade 8 (to 31 and 38
percent) and still more by grade 11 (36 percent for Flashlight, 48 percent for Ghost
Story). At all three grades, Flashlight was somewhat more difficult than Ghost Story,
primarily because of the temptation to let the Flashlight story degenerate into an
unstructured wish list. The following examples represent stories rated as adequate:

| turned on this flashlight and | suddently appeared in a different world in this
world the grass was blue and the trees bright red. | walked on and I stumbled into a
cave then wene | reached about halfway there a syclipse aitacked me. | ran ferther
and ferther into the cave but the syclipse was gaining on me. [ realized that | had to
do something so | turned on my flashlight and it turned into a giagantic (but light)
sword. | swund at the monster and choped of his head. | walked for one hour
before leaving the cave but whenb | left | was at a waterfront with a nine-
hounddred man army | joined.
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After about 2 mounths we were under a little vacation. My friend and | decided
to go swiming and we went. One thing about this water was that you could breath
under wa'er so my friend Rob & | went really deep. about 5 minutees later we felit
the ground shake we swam upward to see what it was. When we reached the top
of the water the whole army was disdroyed. | fanted and the n~xt thing | know | was
home laying in bed.

THE END

In a far away land, where the tree’s are always blowing and the lightening
caracking there was a town which had been deserted for years. A young explorer
named Alllen Pernor heard about the town and the mystery of the people that
keep missing from the town. Allen set out with two friends name Fred and Ralph.

They took a van that was filled witt machines that tookk pictures of ghosts and
any sort of disturbances.

They went to the two to find a old man still living in the hotel. He rented them
three rooms and reminded them of the mystery of missing people.

It was dark so they all went to bed. In the morning Fred and Ralph had
disappered so Allen knew ke was on his own.

There was a moor near the town. Allen went to check it out. When he got there
he pick up a disturbance with one of his machines. He looked to the right of him
and seen a ghost. He recorded on a tape recorder what he saw. The ghost
grabbed him and he dropped the tape recorder.

The old man heard a scream and went to check it out. He saw a big bush
moving he went toward it and as he look behir.d it something grabbed him and he
was never seen again. Nothing was ever found no body, not even the tape
recorder.

Imaginative Writing TABLE 41
Percentage of Students at or Above the Minimal
and Adequate Levels of Task Accomplishment
GRADE 4 GRADE 8 GRADE 11

% Minmal % Adequate | % Minmal % Adeguate | % Minimal % Adequate

or Better or Better or Better or Better or Better or Better
Hole in
the Box 39.4 3.2 62.3 181 66.0 17.9
Flashlight 66.9 8.9 88.4 30.8 90.4 36.2
Ghost Story 81.4 8.2 88.9 37.5 88.3 48.3
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Minimal
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FIGURE a1

Imaginative Writing
Percentage of Students at Each Level
of Task Accomplishment

GRADE 8 GRADE 11
Hole in Hole in
the Box the Bex
Elaborated }-e 3.5 Efaborated |e 2.1
Adequate | ——e 14.6 Adequate |——o15.8
Minimal oo 9442 Minimal e 48.1
Unsatisfactory |——F ¢ 31.1 Unsatisfactory |————— ¢ 28.2
Not Rated L 6.6 Not Rated L—e 5.7
Flashlight Flashlight
Etaborated }-e 3.5 Elaborated |e 2.9
Adequate | —————— 273 Adequate |—— £ 33.3
Minimal +57.6 Minimal e 54.2
Unsatisfactory }—e 11.3 Unsatisfactory 8.5
Not Rated le 0.3 Not Rated 1e 1.2
Ghost Story Ghost Story
Elaborated }e 3.4 Elaborated |-e 3.7
Adequate b——— ¢ 34.1 Adequate e 446
Minimal e 514 Minimal e 40.0
Unsatisfactory |—e 7.1 Unsatisfactory o 3.1
Not Rated L 3.9 Not Rated L—«8.6
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The third imaginative writing task, Hole in the Box, asked for a different set of writing
skills. Rather than a story, it required imaginative projection into the scene and a
discussion of the mood and activity surrounding the box. This was noticeably more
difficult than the story tasks at all three grade levels. At grade 4, only 39 percent
managed a minimal response or better. This rose to 62 percent at grade 8. Even at
grade 11 only about two-thirds of the students managed even a minimal response such
as the following:

I want to get out but | can’t. I'm not. hungry. & tierd. How soon | ask? People
staring. yelling. screaming. & talking. People [cok at youthinking well he deserves
it. Evil eyes looks at me. etc.Also no one | know is there it's like I'm in a magic
place with no one to tell me it's okay. Every hole is to smali to climb through.

Adequate responses were rare. They increased from 3 percent at grade 4 to 18 percent
at grade 8. Even at grade 11, only 18 percent provided adequate responses, such as:

I am trapped! | am stuck in a wooden box with geometrical shapes cut in it for air.
Kids outside are playing games. running around. and eating. | am stuck! Maybe if |
would have been nicer to everyone they wouldn't have stuck me in here. | wasn't
good and now I'm stuck in a box on the grass. Next time | will be better. | never
want to look at this box again! After my hour of staying in this tiny box is over !'ll
burn it. Yes. I'll burn it.

Summary: Imaginative Writing

By grade 4, two-thirds or more of the students understood the basic requirements of
story writing and displayed at least minimal storytelling skills in response to story tasks.
Although few of the fourth-grade students wrote fully adequate stories, these skills
showed continued improvement at grade 8 and relatively modest additional improve-
ment at grade 11.

When the students could not rely upon story frameworks, however, their imaginative
writing was less successful. Even at grade 11, only 18 percent wrote adequate responses
to the task requiring them to project themselves imaginatively into a scene and to
provide a lively and interesting description of what was going on around them. Although
eighth graders did better on this task than did fourth graders (18 percent adequate
responses compared to 3 percent), there was no improvement between grade 8 and
grade 11.
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If we think of imaginative writing as a skill young children come to school with, as
they spin imaginary stories to accompany their colorful scribbles, the results of this
portion of the assessment are disappointing. While students at all three grade levels
seem to have acquired some imaginative writing skills, these do not appear to become
more varied across the school yez=s. Perhaps because story writing is a skill young
children already have to some degree, it is @ kind of writing that schools neglect,
particularly after the early elementary school years.

Chapter

Writing Performance
Among Selected Subgroups

he data reported in the previous chapters illustrate the development of students’

writing skills in response to particular tasks. In order to relate writing achievement to
a number of student background characteristics in a way that permits comparisons
across grade levels, NAEP used a new measurement technique called the Average
Response Method (ARM) to estimate how well the students would have done if they had
all taken all 10 informative and persuasive writing tasks administered to the eighth
graders. (These tasks were presented and discussed in Chapters 2 and 3.)*

This measure of average writing achievement summarizes performance on a com-
mon scale that ranges from O to 400. The ARM measure of writing achievement is

*The ARM measure was limited to the results of these tasks because they were the only ones that could de linked, given
the particular sampling design of this assessment.
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based on the 1ating scale described in the preceding chapters, with a performance of all
not rated responses equivalent to 0, an average of unsatisfactory responses equivalent
to 100, an average of minimal responses equivalent to 200, an average of adequate
responses equivalent to 300, and all elaborated responses being 400. {The Procedural
Appendix contains further details about ARM scaling.)

Because of the comparability of results across grade levels, the ARM measure of
average writing achievement will be used in this chapter* to compare achievement
among various subgroups defined by demographic variables and home background
factors. In later chapters, the same averages wiil be used to relate writing achievement
to characteristics of instruction, students’ writing rractices, and students™ attitudes
toward and approaches to writing.

National Results

The average results for the nation on the 0-400 ARM scale are presented in Table 5.1.

TABLE 51

National Average Writing
Achievement (ARM)**

GRADES NATION
4 158 (1)
8 205 (1)
11 219 (1)

The national means, displayed in Table 5.1, show significant improvement in
performance from grade 4 to grade 8 and continued (though less dramatic) improve-
ment from grade 8 to grade 11. The less dramatic improvement from eighth to
eleventh grade in part reflects the fact that from fourth to eighth grade represents a
four-year interval, whereas from eighth to eleventh grade represents only a three-year

*There are some slight differences between computed results using ARM scaling procedures and straightforward
averages of student performance across the samples who were given each writing task at each grade jevel. The results
(and their standard errors) using both computational methods are presented in full in the Procedural Appendix, but
briefly there are two basic differences. First, students at each grade level were administered a somewhat different set of
tasks more &appropriate for their abiiities. Thus, fourth graders had an easier set of tasks than eighth graders, and
eleventh graders had the most difficult set. Because of this, straightforward averages tend to be very similar across the
grade fevels and do not reflect improvements from grade levei to grade level. in contrast, the ARM estimates how students
at allthree grades would perform on a common set of items; thus it provides "uformation about improvement from grade
level to grade ievel. Second, since the ARM scaling mothod is based on regression techniques, the resuits reflect some
regression toward the mean, or shrinkage. At a given grade level the differences in performance for various groups
reported in this and subsequent chapters will tend to be understated.

**Standard errors are presented In parentheses. It can be said with 95 percent certainty that the average writing
achievement of t.he population of interest is in the interval of the estimated average + 2 standard errors.
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interval. Aiso. if we recall the item-by itern results in the previous chapters, the growth
between grades 4 and 8 reflects in large part students’ increasing ability to reach at least
a solid minimal levei of performance, while changes between grades 8 and 11 reflect
students’ generally slower progress toward adequate performance. It may be more
ditficult to move students beyond basic levels of performan<e than it is to teach themn
the fundamentals of written English, or it may be that instrur:tion has emphasized basic
performance to the detriment of more varied uses . ¢ written English.

Performance by Race/Ethnicity

Figure 5.1 presents the ARM res. Its comparing the average writing achievement of
Black, Hispanic, Asian-American. and White students at all three grade ievels.

The results in Figure 5.1 suggest two major findings. First, at all three grades, Black
and Hispanic students perform a: substantially lower levels than do White arid Asian-
American studerits. Indeed, the writing achievement of eleventh-grade Black and

FIGURE 5 1

Average Writing Achievement (ARM)
for Black, Hispanic, Asian-American, and White Students

GRADE 4 GRADE & GRADE 11

400
E:
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200 -
150 ~ Z X — S
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X ™ estimated average writing achievement and 95 percent confidence interval. It can be said THE NATION'S
with 95 percent certainty that the average writing achievement of the population of interest is in  REPORT
this interval. CARO

i
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Hispanic students (200 points for both groups) is below that of eighth-grade White
students (211 points). Second, grade-to-grade improvements in performance are
relatively parallel for all four racial/ethnic groups. At grade 4, Black students’ perfor-
mance is 25 points below that of White students, and this difference remains essentially
the same at grades 8 and 11 (25 points and 24 points, respectively). Hispanic students
at grade 4 average 17 points below White students: this deficit increases substantially to
24 points at grade 8 and then remains constant from grade 8 to grade 11.

These seemingly parallel trends, however, may be deceptive. There are differences
in dropout rates, with those for Black and particularly for Hispanic students being
higher than those for White students.* If these dropouts had remainad in school, the
reported writing achievement of minority students at the upper grades wo: *.! likely have
been even lower than indicated here.

Asian-American students also participated in the assessment, but because so few
were sampled at each grade level, the results of their performance must be interpreted
with caution. It appears, however, that the performance of Asian-American students at all
three grade levels is approximately equal to that of White students.

Performance of Other Demographic Subgroups

The assessment is designed te allow comparisons of performance among subgroups
defined by a variety of other demographic variables, including sex, region of the
country, and size and type of community. Average writing achievement levels for these
groups are provided in Table 5.2. Writing achievement was significantly higher for
females than for males and for students from advantaged-urban communities as
compared to students from disadvantaged-urban or rural communities. Although
achievement for students from the Northeast and Central regions tended to be slightly
above that of students from the Southeastern and Western regions, differences in
regional performance were negligible.**

As with the tesults for minority groups, patterns for other demographic subgroups
suggest that achievement differences remain constant across grades. At grade 4, for
example, achievement scores for students from disadvantaged-urban communities
averaged 28 points below those from advantaged-urban communities. This difference
remained essentially constant at grades 8 and 11 (averaging 33 and 27 points).

*Data from the National Longitudinal Surveys of Labor Market Experience show that dropout rates among youth age 18
during the period 1979-82 were 15 percent for While, 17 percent for Black, and 31 percent for Hispanic students.
School Dropouts, United States General Accounting Office, June 1986.

**Regional results computed using straightforward averages differ slightly. See Procedural Appendix.
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TARLE & 0

Average Writing Achievement (ARM)*
for Demographic Subgroups

GRADES
SUBGROUPS 4 8 11
Race Ethnicity
Biack 138 (2) 186 (1) 200 (2)
Hispanic 146 (2) 188 (2) 200 (2)
Asian-American 163 (4) 211 (4) 219 (4)
White 163 (1) 211 (1) 224 (1)
Sex
Male 150 (1) 196 (1) 209 (1)
Female 166 (1) 214 (1) 229 (1)
Region
Northeast 161 (2) 209 (1) 222 (3)
Southeast 154 (2) 203 (2) 216 (2)
Ceniral 160 (2) 206 (1) 220 (2)
West 157 (1) 203 (2) 217 (1)
Size/Type Community
Rural 153 (2) 203 (3) 213 (3)
Disadvantaged-Urban 142 (2) 188 (2) 201 (2)
Advantaged-Urban 177(2) 221 (2) 228 (2)

‘Standard errors are presented in parcntheses. It can be said with 95 percent certainty that the average writing
achievement of the population of interest is in the interval of the estimated average =2 siandatd errors.

The Relationship Betwean
Reading Proficiency and Writing Achievement

Are better readers also better writers? Since both reading and writing were assessed in
1984, it is possibie to relate students’ achievement in these two areas. In reporting the
reading results forthe 1984 assessment, NAEP identified five levels of reading proficiency:
rudimentary, basic, intermediate, adept, and advanced.* Figure 5.2 presents the ARM
writing achievement results for students attaining each level of reading proficiency
based on the NAEP assessment.

At all three grade levels, students who did well on National Assessment measures of
reading proficiency also did well on measures of writing achievement.** More profi-

*TheReading Report Card: Progress Toward Excellencein OurSchools, Trends in Reading over Four National Assess-
ments, 1971-1984. Educational Testing Service, 1985.

**These results are strongly reinforced by the averages of results for the tasks actually administered al each grade level:
the differences between the writing achievernent of advanced readers and basic readers are roughly twice the values of the
carresponding differences using the ARM results. See Procedural Appendix.
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Fiohisg o)

Average VW'riting Achievement (ARM)
for Students in Grades 4, 8 and 11
by Reading Proficiency Level

400 7
250
GRADE 11
200
GRADE 8
150
GRADE 4
100
0; i A i 1 1
RUDIMENTARY BASIC INTERMEDIATE ADEPT ADVANCED
Reading Proficiency Level

X = estimated average writing achievement and 9% percent confidence interval. It can be said THE NATION'S
with 95 percent certainty that the average writing achievement of the population of interestis in  REPORT rasp
this interval. CARD _g

*Results are not presented for the rudimentary reading proficiency level at grades 8 and 11, because ali but a few (0.2
percent) «ighth graders and all eleventh graders attained at least the basic level of reading proficiency.

cient readers have higher writing achievement, reilecting the integrated nature of
literacy skills. This supports the need to provide broad-based home and school
experiences, not only in separate reading and writing activities, but also in activities
where reading and writing work supportively, leading toward the completion of a
particular goal.
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Home Influences on Writing Achievement

Much research has been conducted regarding the impact of home environment on
student achievement. The NAEP results for three home factors—parents' level of
education, reading material in the home, and mother working outside the home—are
presented in Table 5.3.

Average Writing Achievement (ARM)* TABLE S 3
for Home Background Factors
GRADES
4 8 1
Parents’ Level of Education
No high school diploma 143 (3) 189 (2) 199 (2)
Graduated high school 154 (1) 202 (1) 215 (1)
Post-high school 166 (1) 213 (1) 227 (1)
Reading Materials in the Home**
0-2 147 (1) 186 (2) 197 (3)
3 154 (2) 198 (1) 205 (2)
4 159 (2) 203 (1) 216 (1)
5 164 (1) 210 (1) 223 (1)
Mothers Working Outside the Home
No 156 (1) 204 (1) 217 (1)
Yes 160 (1) 206 (1) 220 (1)

*Standard errors are presented in parentheses. It can be said with 95 percent certainty that the average writing
achievement of the population of interest is in the interval of the estimated average * 2 standard erors.

“*Students were asked about five types of reading and reference materials—a dictionary. an encyclopedia. books.
newspapers and magazines.

The relationship between parents’ level of education and writing achievement is
consistent at all three grade levels. Students whose parents have a post-high-school
education have substantially higher average writing achievement than do those whose
parents have graduated from high school; and the latter are better writers than are those
whose parents have not graduated from high school.

That the general level of literacy in the home is related to writing achievement is even
more apparent in the results of the series of questions about reading materials in the
home. Students were asked about the availability of five types of reading materials in
the home: books, newspapers, magazines, a dictionary, and an encyclopedia. At all
three grade levels, children from homes with more reading and reference materials had
substantially higher average writing achievements than did students who had few such
materials available. (The percentages of students reporting no reading materials or
only one or two kinds of reading materials at home were 16 percent at grade 4, 6
percent at grade 8, and 4 percent at grade 11.)
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In an earlier study. NAEP reported that students whose mothers work outside the
home did not have lower reading proficiency.* The writing achievement data also
suggest that students whose mothers work outside the home perform at least as well, if
not slightly better than, students from homes where mothers stay home. (Fifty-seven
percent of the fourth graders, 64 percent of the eighth graders, and 66 percent of the
eleventh graders reported that their mothers worked outside the home.) Achievement
seems to be more directly related to parents’ level of schooling and availability of
reading materials than to whether or not the mother works outside the home.

Computers and Writing Achievement

There has been much discussion and speculation about the relationship between
using computers to write and level of writing achievement. At all three grade levels,
NAEP asked two questions about computers. Student responses are shown in Table
5.4. Results indicated that between 24 and 30 percent had computers in their homes.
Although the average writing achievement tended to be slightly higher for students with
computers at home, these differences may simply be a reflection of socioeconomic

level.

TABLE & 1

Computers and Average Writing Achievement (ARM)*

GRADE 4 GRADE 8 GRADE 11
% of Wniting % of Wiiting % of Wning
Studentst  Achievement  Studentst  Achievement  Studentst  Achievement

Do you have
a computer
in your home? '

YES 30% 160 (1) 24% 207 (1) + 26% 221 (1)

NO 69 158 (1) 75 205 (1) 74 218 (1)
Do you ever
use a computer
to write stories,
papers, of ,
letters? 1

YES 21% 151 (5) | 15% 204 (4) 21% 223 (4)

NO 79 161 (3) 85 206 (2) 79 218 (2)
‘Standard crrors are presented in parentheses. It can be said with 95 percent certainty that the average writing
achievement of the popidation of interest is in the interval of the estimaeted average - 2 standard errors.

‘Percnts do not total 100 percent due to rounding error,
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The second question asked: Do you ever use a computer to write stories, papers. or
letters? At all three grades, the percentage of students reporting such use varied
between 15 and 21 percent. Relationships to wnting achievement were inconsistent
and showed only trivial differences in levels of achievement. Students at grades 4 and 8
who reported using 2 computer to write had slightly lower writing achievement. In
contrast. eleventh graders who reported using a computer to write had slightly higher
writing achievement. It is likely that computers have been used in the respondents’
homes and schools for so short a period of time that it is too soon to determine their
effects on children’s writing achievement.

Television Viewing and Homework

Low levels of student achievement are frequently attributed to the effects of television.
while homework is usually considered beneficial to achievement. NAEP data cannot
show cause-and-effect relationships and therefore cannot be used to verify or refute
either claim. NAEP, however, did ask questions about television viewing and home-
work. The results are presented in Table 5.5.

At all three grade levels, there was a consistent relationship between television
viewing and writing achievement. Zero to two hours a day of television were positively
related to writing achievement. The patterns were the same at all three grade levels, with
noticeable declines in writing achievement when reported viewing increased to three to
five hours a day and further substantial decreases in achieverment when reported
viewing increased to six hours or more per day.

In general, students who received homework assignments and did them tended to
have higher writing achievement levels than students who did not have assigned
homework or who did not do their assigned homework. The amount of homework
associated with the highest achievement levels varied with grade level, however. At
grades 4 and 8, the highest achievement levels occurred for students who reported one
to two hours of homework per day. At grade 11, the highest achievement levels
occurred for students reporting more than two hours of homework. This pattern is
similar to that found by NAEP for reading proficiency, and it may be a function of the
complexity of the assignments given to the older students.*

A question about number of pages read a day in school and for homework showed
similar results. At grades 4 and 8, even though the differences were very slight. the
highest writing achievement was for students who reported reading 11 to 15 pages a
day. Those who reported reading more had somewhat lower writing achievement. At
grade 11, however, students who reported reading more than 20 pages a day for school
and homework had the highest writing achievement.

*The Reading Report Card: Progress Toward Excellence in Our Schools. Trends in Reading over Four National Assess
ments, 1971-1984. Educational Testing Service, 1985.
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Average Writing Achievement (ARM)*

GRADE 4
Percent of Writing
Studentst Achievement
Hours of Television
Viewing Each Day
0-2 Hours 32% 164 (1)
3-5 Hours 38 160 (1)
6 Hours or More 30 150 {2)
Homework a Day
None assigned 33% 158 (1)
Did not do it 4 150 (2)
Less than 1 Hour 43 159 (1)
1-2 Hours 14 162 (1)
More than 2 Hours 6 153 (3)
Pages a Day Read for
School or Homework
5 32% 155 (1)
6-10 26 160 (2)
11-15 15 161 (1)
16-20 14 160 (2)
More than 20 13 158 (2)
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TABLE 5.5

for Homework and Television Viewing Habits

GRADE 8 ERADE 11
Percent of Writing Percent of Writing
Studentst Achievement Studentst Achievement
37% 211 (1) 57% 222 (1)
50 207 (1) 37 216 (1)
13 196 (2) 6 207 (2)
22% 203 (1) 21% 213 (1)
4 196 (3) 11 214 (2)
35 207 (1) 26 218 (1)
30 210 (1) 27 222 (1)
9 207 (2) 14 227 (2)
26% 201 (1) 19% 213 (2)
34 207 (1) 26 217 (1)
18 210 (1) 19 220 (2)
10 209 (2) 15 221 (2)
11 205 (2) 21 223 (2)

*Standard errors are presented in parentheses. It can be said with 95 percent certainty that the average writing
achievement of the popuiation of interest is in the interval of the estimated average =2 standard errors.

*Percents do not total 100 percent due to rounding error.
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Summary: Performance for Subgroups

Although the demographic factors discussed in this chapter cannot be influenced
directly by parents and schools, concerns about levels of achievernent can be addressed
through programs or special attention to groups of students who need additional
instruction. The NAEP data show that the writing achievement of Black and Hispanic
students, as well as that of students from disadvantaged-urban communities, is well
below that of their White clascmates and that of students from advantaged-urban
communities.

Other factors investigated in this chapter are ones that schools and parents can
attempt to influence directly: Reading materials in the home, reading for school,
compuiter use in writing, the amount of homework and the extent of television watching
can be governed to some extent. From this perspective, results from these factors may
be even more useful in suggesting further action.

Better readers are better writers. Although most students appear to have accessto a
variety of reading materials, those who do not have such materials available in the
home and those who do not read for school are noticeably poorer writers. Given that
better readers are better writers, schools and parents may want to seek ways to provide
all students with supplementary reading materials and to encourage reading as well as
writing activities. Tasks involving both reading and writing activities may be the most
beneficial of all.
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In contrast, the results about using a computer to write are far less clear. It may be
that while the computer is a useful tool in writing, the use of a computer in and of
itself—without good writing instruction—will not improve writing achievement. It is too
soon to tell.

Students with higher writing achievement seem to do more homework. This is
revealed most clearly at grade 11, where more time spent on homework and more
pages read are both related to higher levels of writing achievement.

NAEP results indicate that the majority of eleventh graders and roughly one-third of
fourth and eighth graders watch reasonable amounts of television (two hours or less
per day) with no apparent negative and perhaps some positive effects on their writing
achievement. However, almost one-third of the fourth graders, 13 percent of the eighth
graders, and 6 percent of the eleventh graders watch televison excessively (six hours or
more per day); the writing achievementi of these students is appreciably lower than that
of their classmates. While simply reducing the hours students spend in front of the
television set is unlikely to improve writing achievement, substituting writing activities,
reading, homework, or other literacy experiences for watching television may be
helpful. Young children who watch six hours of television a day cannot be doing much
else in their spare time, and their literacy skills may suffer as a result.
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The Writing Students Do
and the Help They Receive

Becausethb is an era when schools across the country have increased
the priority they place on writing instruction, it seemed particularly
timely to describe students’ perceptions of their instructional environments
and to relate these to writing achievement. Therefore the 1984 writing
assessment included more student background questicns than ever before.
These focused on the students’ attitudes toward writing, the strategies they
used to complete their writing assignments, the kinds of writing they did in
school, andthekindsofhsuucﬂonandhelp&\eyreponedreceivingfrom
their teachers.

The ability to describe such relationships is a direct result of NAEP's new
design, which ensures that even though most «uestions are not given to all
students in the NAEP sample, a substantial portion are given to intersecting
samples of students. Further, as described in the beginning of Chapter Five,
NAEP used a new measurement technique, Average Response Method
(ARM) scaling, to estimate the average writing achievement of students at
all three grade levels on the same set of 10 informative and persuasive
writing tasks—as if students had responded to all 10. With some modifica-
tion, this same %echnique was used to estimate students’ responses about
writing background factors—as if students had answered the full set of
questions.
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The results of student responses to the questions about their writing practices and
instruction are included in the chapters that follow. Additionally, factor-analytic tech-
niques were used to cluster the responses to individual questions into 11 dimensions
underlying the students’ responses, and factor scores were estimated for students
using the ARM scaling procedure.® In order to relate these 11 background measures to
writing achievement in a systematic way, the resultant measures were standardized to
reflect three ievels of student response: low, moderate, and high. These levels are
defined with respect to the patterns of students’ responses to each cluster of questions.
Thus, for each measure, the meaning of “high,” "moderate,” and “low" has to be
considered relative to the patterns of response to the individual items contributing to
that measure.

Chapters 6 through 8 focus on the following:
Chapter 6—Values and Attitudes Toward Writing

Attitude Toward Writing

Value Placed on Writing

Writing for Personal Purposes
Writing for Functional Purposes
Sharing Work with Others

Chapter 7—Managing the Writing Process

Use of Planning Strategies
Use of Revising and Editing Strategies

Chapter 8—Writing Instuction

Writing in English Class
Frocess-Oriented Teaching Activities
Teacher Comments on Final Paper
Teacher Feedback

*Since multiple regression procedures were used to create the ARM scale, the resuits it describes tend to be
conservatively estimated. To detect possibie stronger relationshiis where they occur, and to aid in interpreting tie
findings. all results also have been computed in a second way—as the average of the observed means for each writing
task administered at the grade level. This second analysis does not provide for comparisons across grade levels as does
the ARM, but it does give unattenuated results within each grade level, Further documentation of the ways in which the
results were analy~ed, as weli as the results for both computational methods and their standard ervors, are contained in

the Procedural Appendix.
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Chapter

Students’ Values and
Attitudes Toward Writing

earning to write is a complex process that involves much more than is reflected in
the papers students write in response to National Assessment writing tasks.
Recognizing this, the writing objectives developed for the 1984 assessment also stated
that 1) students should learr to value writing, and 2) students should learn to manage
the writing process.* Progress toward these goals will be discussed in this and the
following chapter.

As part of the 1984 assessment, students responded to a number of questions
designed to assess the value they place on writing. Like the writing tasks discussed in
Part | of this report, these questions were administered to systematic samples of
students in a way that allowed accurate estimates of responses for the nation as a
whole. Questions about valuing writing and writing practice were used to construct
severel background measures that could be related to writing achievement. The
measures discussed in this section include students’ attitudes toward writing, the value
they see in knowing how to write well, their use of writing for functional and personal
purposes, and their sharing of writing with others.

Learning to Value Writing

Tables 6.1 and 6.2 summarize the results for the questions measuring value placed on
writing and attitude toward writing.

Value Placed on Writing. This included student reactions to the truth of such
statements as “Writing is important,” “Writing can help me fi~d a job.” and “Writing

* Writing Objectives. 1983-84 Assessment, National Assessment of Educational Pr-.gress. Education Commission of
the States, 1982.
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TABLE 61

Value Placed on Writing

Percentage of Students
Reporting the Statements

Statements About Writing True More Than Half the Time
GRADES
Writing: 4 8 1
1. is important. 78.6 2.6 69.2
2. helps me learn about myself. 53.6 44.6 49.5
3. helps me remind myself and 61.4 62.0 61.1
others about things.
4. helpgs me study. 74.0 7.8 65.9
5. helps me come up with new ideas. 69.6 61.7 59.9
6. helps me think more clearly. 56.1 44.0 51.2
7. helps me tell others what | think. 57.6 50.6 55.3
8. helps tell others what | feei. 54.8 50.3 55.9
9. helps me understand my own feelings. 54.4 43.3 48.4
10. can help me get a good job. 46.0 50.7 57.3
11. helgs me share my ideas. 63.5 56.6 61.2
12. helps me show people | know something. 68.4 61.5 62.5
13. People who write well have a better 53.8 457 56.1
chance of getting good jobs.
14. People who write well are more 51.0 47.4 56.4
influential.

helps me remind myself about things.” Across the 14 questions included, the results
show that perceptions about the value of writing fell slightly between grades 4 and 8, but
for some questions recovered to earlier levels by grade 11.

Attitude Toward Writing. This included students’ responses to how often each of
eight statements such as “I like to write” and "l am a good writer” might apply to
themselves. As students move from grade 4 to grade 11, their attitudes toward writing
gradually deteriorate: Although 57 percent of the fourth graders reported they like to
write the majority of the time, by eleventh grade this decreased to 39 percent.
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TABLE 6.2

Attitude Toward Writing

Percentage of Students
Reporting the Statements

Statements About Writing True More Than Half the Time*
GRADES
4 8 11
1. | like to write. 57.0 41.2 39.4
2. | am a good writer. 57.8 42.1 40.7
3. | think writing is a waste of time.* 19.7 13.5 8.3
4. People like what | write. 53.2 36.5 36.7
5. | write on my own outside of school. 48.2 354 28.8
6. 1 don't like to write things that 36.0 31.7 30.4
will be graded.”
7. If 1 didn’t have to write for school, 314 18.9 16.2
| wouldn’t write anything.”
8. Did you like doing the writing for 67.4 57.5 53.6

the last thing ycu wrote for school?*

*Note that questions 3, .. nd 7 are stated negatively and this was accounted for in constructing the factor based on
this set of questions. Percents for question 8 are for students responsing “yes.”

Generally, students do not appear enthusiastic about writing. More students, how-
ever, report understanding the value of writing than report liking it or being good at it.
They seer to be able to separate their like or dislike of writing from the realization that
writing well is a desirable skill.

We can also ask whether there is any relationship between these values and attitudes
and students’ overall writing achievement. The relevant data are displayed in Figure
6.1, which plots the average writing achievement scores for students with differing
values and attitudes toward writing.

Figure 6.1 suggests that values and attitudes, as measured in this assessment, are
unrelated to writing achievement at grade 4, but show positive relationships by grade
11. Eleventh graders who value writing and have a more positive attitude toward it are
also likely to have somewhat higher writing achievement. The NAEP data cannot show
whether this is because having a positive attitude toward writing contributes to writing
achievement or because writing wel! leads students to develop more positive attitudes.

% 62



Pt

Average Writing Achievement (ARM)
for Students in Grades 4, 8 and 11
by Value Placed on Writing and Attitude Toward Writing
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Personal and Functional Uses of Writing

Ar.other set of questions asked about personal and functional uses of writing. Some of
these questions asked directly about students’ own writing; others asked more gener-
ally about the extent to which such writing occurs in the home. The questions yielded
two background measures, one reflecting personai writing (such as diaries and etiers)
and the other reflecting functional writing (such as shopping lists and instructions).
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When these summary background measures were being constructed, the patterns
of results for individual items concerning the influence of the home were particularly
interesting, in that they indicated a close relationship between home and student
writing practices. Students tend to use writing in the same way their families do. For
example, if the people they live with keep diaries, the students are likely to do so too.

Results for most of the questions about personal and functional writing are pre-
sented in Tables 6.3 and 6.4. Table 6.3 contains results for questions that reflect how
often the students and the people they live with write for personal or social purposes.
Reports of student and family personal and social writing were fairly consistent across
the three grade levels, with the exception of an increase in note and message writing in
the eleventh grade. Perhaps as students grow older and more independent, leaving
notes becomes a more frequent method of communication among family members.
The other interesting result is the decrease in writing stories and poems for pleasure
repcrted between grade 4 and grade 8. This is consistent with the increasingly negative
attitude toward writing displayed by older students.

TABLE 6 3

Personal/Social Writing by Students
and the People They Live With

Percentage of Students
Reporting At Least

Weekly Activity
GRADES

Personal/Sacial Uses 4 8 11
How often do the people you live with:

Keep diaries or journals? 23.0 19.4 17.4

Write letters to friends? 34.3 34.3 37.3

Write notes and messages? 44 1 61.1 74.8
How often do you:

Keep a diary or journal? 36.4 27.3 20.7

Write letters to friends? 36.0 38.7 39.5

Write notes and messages? 44 1 68.9 75.3

Write stories or poems that 27.8 11.2 12.8

aren't schoolwork?
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Table 6.4 contains results for questions included in the measure of how often
students and the people they live with write for more functional reasons. Although the
amount of functional writing they report their families do is fairly consistent across
grade levels, students report a decrease in their own functional writing, particularly
between grades 4 and 8.

Relationships between these background measures and writing achievement are
displayed in Figure 6.2. Particularly at ages 8 and 11, students who indicated that they
and the people they live with wrote more frequently for personal and social purposes
also tended to have higher writing achievement. For functional writing, however, the
relationships between achievement and frequency are inconsistent. This may be
because people are more likely to writ2 for functional reasons out of practical necessity,
whereas writing for personal and social purposes. is a matter of choice. It may be that
poor writers as well as good ones frequently need to write forms, lists, and messages in
their daily lives, but that good writers are more likely to elect to write letters and keep
journals.

Functional Uses of Writing by Students e
and the Pc-- - Live With
t arcentage of Students
Repcrting At Least
Weekly Activity
GRADES
Functional Lses 4 8 "
How often do the people you live with:
Make lists of things to buy or do? 62.4 67.8 7.7
Copy recipes or directions? 37.5 31.0 30.8
Fill out order blanks? 29.4 23.8 251
How often do you:
Make lists of things to buy or do? 54.8 445 46.3
Copy recipes or directions? 37.6 23.7 18.3
Fill out order blanks? 29.2 17.9 15.6
Write for the school newspaper, 12.5 7.2 55

magazine, or yearbook?
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Average Writing Achievement (ARM) FIGURE 6 2
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Sharing Writing with Others

The rewards of sharing one's work with others can make the effort of writing
worthwhile. Conversely, refusing to share one’s writing is likely to reflect disinterest or
lack of confidence in the work or a mistrust of the value that others place on what one
has written.
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Three questions measured how and to what extent students shared their writing with
friends, with their families, or with broader audiences through a school newspaper. The
percentages are summarized in Table 6.5.

TABLE o0&

Sharing Writing with Others

Percentage ot Students Who
Report Sharing Their Writing
At Least Half the Time

GRADES
Sharing Writing 4 8 11
With friends 56.5 63.3 58.6
With the people in your family 82.8 67.9 50.3
Printed in a school newspaper 20.6 6.8 5.6

At grade 4, 83 percent of the students reported that they shared their work with their
families at least half the time, and 57 percent shared work with their friends. Fewer
students (21 percent) were likely to have published pieces in a school newspaper. By
grade 11, students were markedly less likely to report sharing work with their parents,
with only 50 percent tending to do so, and were even less likely to have had it published
in a school paper, with only about 6 percent having had work printed. Since friends and
family are usually easily accessible audiences for writing that students want to share. it
may be reasonable to interpret these results as a reflection of the decreasing interest
that parents and fellow students place on their c+vn children's and peers’ work.
However, since the students themselves have less positive attitudes toward writing, they
are probably less likely to share what they have written, and therefore parents and
friends may not be given many opportunities to read students writing.

On the other hand, finding broader audiences for one’s writing appears to be
positively related to writing achievement at grades 8 and 11 (Figure 6.3). Students who
share their work tend to have higher average writing achievement. Parent as well as
student behavior may contribute to these patterns. While parents ask to see their
children’s papers in the lower grades, they may stop doing this as their children grow
older. Such behavior may be interpreted by the older students as parental disinterest in
their school writing. Better writers may still seek those opportunities, however, and the
families of better writers may encourage it, thus creating a context in which audiences
are more available and in which there is a better chance of the students becoming even

better writers.
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Summary: Valuing Writing

The results discussed in this chapter suggest that the majority cf students seem to
recognize that writing can serve a variety of useful purposes, both personal and social.
They do not necessarily like to write, however, and their attitudes toward writing show a
steady deterioration across the grades, as does their propensity to seek broader
audiences for their writing. This is particularly disturbing, because the results also show
that by grade 11 the students with more positive attitudes also tenc to be better writers.
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Chapter

Managing the
Writing Process

Aw piece of writing has its own process of development over time, a history of the
author gather.::g and organizing mformation, exploring relationships among new
ideas, drafting, revising, and editing for particular audiences or purposes. In any specific
writing activity, these processes will be intertwined, with one or another receiving
primary emphasis, depending upon the writer's sense of how the whole piece is |
progressing.

Experienced writers develop a wide variety of strategies and approaches for generat-
ing ideas, drafting new material, revising what they have written, and editing for
accuracy. Writers can insert additional information to support a point, rearrange their
work by cutting and pasting, abandon a draft and start again, ask others to respond to
work in progress, outline a rough draft to assess how i it is organized, or use a word
processor to edit. Even simple strategies such as cutting and pasting are not o¥vious to
novices. Indeed, learning to manage the process is an important part of learning to
write.

Recent discussions of writing instruction have recognized the importance of the
writing process and have advocated instructional activities that focus on one or another
aspect of what writers do.* Because of these concerns, the 1934 assessment included a
number of questions about how students went about completing their writing assign-
ments. Responses to tnese questions yielded fwo measures that NAEP has related to
writing achievement—one reflecting planning activities and the other focusing on the
strategies students usc for revising and editing. The results for additional student
questions about the extent to which their teachers used process-oriented instructional
activities and how these activities relate to achievement will be examined in Chapter 8.

*What Works: Research About Teaching and Learning, U.S. Department of Education, 1986.
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Planning

Four questions about different aspects of planning were used to develop this measure,
and the results of all four are summarized in Table 7.1. Across all three grade !vels, 81
to 85 percent of the students reported that most of the time they thought before writing.
Fewer, from 44 to 63 percent, reported relatively frequent use of the other three more
specific strategies included in the table—asking oneself about the subject, looking up
additional information, and thinking about different audiences.

Across grades, the more general the strategy, the more likely it was to be reported by
the students. This may suggest that students are less likely to engage in detailed
planning or that they are unfamiliar with the techniques that can be used to consider
various aspects of a paper’s subject and audierice.

Differences among grade levels in the reported use of planning were slight for most
strategies. Looking up facts, however, increased somewhat (from 48 to 62 percent)
between grades 4 and 11. This probably reflects a shift toward '-1ore academic writing
in the upper grades.

TABLE 71

Use of Piasining Strategies
Report:d by Students

Percentage of Students
Reporting Use More Than
Half of the Time

GRADES
Planning Strategies 4 8 1
How ofien do you:
Think before writing? 81.2 84.1 85.2
Ask yourself about the subject? 55.9 47.0 521
Look up facts? 47.9 55.8 63.3
Write differently for different audiences? 478 44 4 436

Figure 7.1 displays the relationships between the amount of planning students
reported and their average writing achievement. There is little apparent relationship
between pianning and writing achievement at grade 4, but eighth-grade students who
reported more planning tended to have slightly higher achievement scores.* By

“This interpretation s reinforced by the results for ihe averages of the observed ¢ suits for the tasks actually administered
at grade 8. See Procedural Appendix.
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FIGURE 7 1
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eleventh grade the students who reported mor+ «i.-nning also had systematically

higher writing-achievement scores.

Self-reports such as these are useful in examining relative empi..sis .1 different
approacnes and differences in emphasis across groups. They do not necessarily
provide a good indication of how miuch use students realty «nake of such strategies.
Three of the persuasive writing tasks included in the assessment explicitly gave the
students an opportunity to plan before they wrote (Aunt May, Recreational Opportunity,
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and Uncle). The formats for these assignments were similar: The task (or prompt) was
printed at the top of the page, and the remainder of the page was left blank for the
students to make notes before writing. (The writing itself was to be done on the next
page.) In addition to rating the writing that resulted, readers also tabulated whether the
students had used the space provided to make notes.

The results of these tabulations are presented in Table 7.2. Even when students
were explicidy given the opportunity to make notes to use in planning their assessment
responses, few did so. At grude 4, only 8 percent of the students made notes; even at
grade 11, only 19 to 20 percent of the students wrote something down to help them in
formulating their persuasive letters. The differences from grade 4 to the higher grades
in using this planning strategy are substantial, but the amount of reccrded planning is
considerably less than the self-reports might suggest.

TABLE 7.2

Recorded Planning in
Writing Assessment Responses

Percentage of Students Who
Made Notes When Given the
Space and Opportunity

GRADES
Writing Task 4 8 11
Auni May 8.1 — -
Recreational Opportunity — 16.5 18.8
Uncle — — 12.8

Revising and Editing Strategies

Fourteen questions asked about students’ strategies for revis* g and editing what they
had written. Use of these 14 strategies at each grade level is s=«nmarized in Table 7.3.

Overall, students reported more use of revising and editing - < *2gies in the upper
grades than they did in the lower. However, even at grade 4 the strategies reported are
relatively extensive. Sixty percent of the fourth graders reported that they made some
changes in their last paper before handing it in, and 69 percent reported that they made
at least some changes while writing the majority of their papers. On another question,
74 percent indicated that they corrected errors in spelling.

At the same time, at all three grade levels the kinds of revising and editing reported
are closely tied to the effort involved. The most frequently reported strategies involve
the smallest units of the text—spelling, punctuation, and other changes that can be
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TABLE 7 3

Use of Revising and Editing
Strategies Reported by Students

Percentage of Students Reporting
Use More Than Half of the Time®

GRADES
Revising and Editing Strategics Overall 4 8 1
Did you:
Recopy last paper before handing it in? 45.6 66.8 74.7
Make changes in last paper before haiiding it in?  60.2 774 83.6
How often do you:

Make changes as you write? 69.3 74.0 77.4
Make changes after you have written the 55.7 68.2 709
paper once?

Think about where different facts ans :ucas 66.0 67.6 75.8
go in the paper?

Units of Revision

Correct spelling 73.9 75.1 751
Correct punctuation 63.1 68.2 67.4
Correct grammar 50.6 66.5 69.2
Change words 64.9 68.5 721
Add ideas or inforinaiion 62.1 62.1 67.4
Take out parts you don't like 46.5 56.0 61.6
Move sentences or pzragraphs 79.0 36.4 46.0
Rewrite most of the paper 31.8 421 43.8
Throw out your paper and start again 31.6 33.3 27.L

“Percentages for first two questions are for students responding “yes."

made while writing. The lcwest percentages in Table 7.3 are for strategies that require
extensive effort—starting over, rewriting most of the paper, moving sentences around,
taking out parts, and adding ideas or information. Thus, students report far more use of
editing strategies than of revision strategies.
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Thinking about where ideas and facts go in the paper was more closely aligned with
revisic: than with planning, and more students reported making revisions while writing
than after having completed a draft of a paper. This rnay reflect a kind of in-process
adjustment to writing plans, which lessens the need for more extensive revision later.
On the other hand, it may be that students need more guidance in the use of planning
and revising strategies that require taking 2 broader view of a paper and evaluating its
overall organization and coherence.

Average Writing Achievement (ARM) HOURE T2
for Students in Grades 4, 8 and 11
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Relationships between revising and editing strategies and average writing achieve-
ment are displayed in Figure 7.2.

At all three grades, students who reported making more use of these strategies were
likely to have received higher writing achievement scores. Especially at grades 8 and
11, students who are better writers seem to have incorporated revising and editing
strategies into their writing process.

Summary: Managing the Writing Process

Students’ reports of the strategies they adopt to govern their writing suggest that they
employ a variety of planning, revising, and editing strategies. The use of such strategies
increases between grades 4 and 11, though even at grade 4 a considerable percentage
of the students reported using relevant writing strategies. Further, these strategies are
generally associated with higher writing achievement at each grade. Thus, NAEP data
support the idea that teaching students the strategies involved in the writing process will
improve writing achievement.

Still, the writing process—planning, revising, and editing—is not routine for all
students. About half the students at all three grade levels reported that most of the time
they do not make detailed plans, and less than 20 percent made notes about what they
might write. About 25 percent of the eleventh graders and even more of the: fourth and
eighth graders reported that most of the time they do not revise and edit.

More importantly, although students eport that they plan, revise, and edit their
writing, it is not certain that they are doing these things effectively. Students seem well
aware that they should be planning, revising, and editing what they write, but the papers
they write are often strikingly ineffective. Further, studer:’s tend to use these strategies
at a superficial level (e.g., general planning rather than specific and revision involving
changes in words and punctuation rather than in overall organization). Only 46 percent
of the eleventh graders reported they were likely to move sentences and paragraphs in
completing their writing assignments.

The reports on the writing process may help clarify the task facing the nation's
teachers: It will not be enough to teach students that they should plan, revise, and edit
their work. Those are strategies that students believe they are using already. Instead,
teachers need to help students understand these processes more fully and manage
them more effectively. This is a different and perhaps harder task: to extend and
elaborate on approaches that may be relatively firmly ingrained, to help students
understand that there may be more than one approach to a task, and to teach them
how to choose among the alternatives.
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Chapter

Writing Instruction: What
Students Write in School
and the Help They Receive

understand better the state of writing achievement in school-age children, it is
Tﬁsefu! to look beyond the students’ writing samples, attitudes, and writing strategies
to the factors that influence them in school. Part | of this report emphasized that
students must learn to use writing to accomplish many different purposes, frcm letters
requesting the correction of a billing error, to reports on recent experiences, to
arguments in defense of a particular course of action or point of view. This chapter will
focus on the extent to which students’ school experiences are introducing them to a
range of purposes for writing and the types of instruction that are being provided to
strengthen their skills as writers.

To examine these issues the 1984 assessment included a variety of questions
asking students about how much they write for school, about their perceptions of the
types of writing they do in their classes, and about the kinds of instructic:; and feedback
they receive.

How Frequently Students Write in Sciool

To obtain a general measure of how much writing students do for school, NAEP asked
students how many reports and essays they had written in the last six weeks for any
school subject. The results are shown in Table 8.1.
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TABLE 81

Number of Reports and Essays
Written During Previous Six Weeks
for All School Subjects

Percentage of Students Reporting
Numbers of Reports and Essays Written

GRADES
Number of Essays and Reporls 4 8 11
0 20.9% 11.6% 9.3%
1-2 26.1 26.3 27.5
3-4 14.6 21.0 27.3
5-10 19.8 25.5 28.1
More than 10 18.6 15.6 7.8

As can be seen from Table 8.1, most students report doing at least some writing for

school. A large proportion of students, however, are not writing very much. About half

the fourth graders (47 percent) and more than one-third of the eighth and eleventh
graders (38 and 37 percent) reported writing two or fewer reports or essays over the
previous six weeks. This averages out to less than one such writing assignment every
three weeks.

The relationship between writing achievement as estimated by the ARM scaling
method and amount of writing in school is shown in Figure 8.1.* In grades 8 and 11
particularly, students who reported doing some writing in school had higher writing
achievement than those who reported doing no writing. The rmost dramatic difference
in writing achievement appeared between students who reported no writing and those
who reported having written three or four essays and reports in the previous six weeks.
For all three grade levels, as the number of essays and reports written increased, so did
writing achievement, up to about four, where achievement leveled off or declined with
increased numbers of written assignments.

It may be that some students are given a greater number of shorter writing assign-
ments, while cther:s are given fewer, more substantial assignments and are asked to
work on them longer. Even though doing at least some writing in school is associated
with higher writing achievement, the number and comyplexity of the assignments

*The results based on the averages across the tasks aciually administered at each age differ slightly, though they also
show a generally positive relationship between achievement and amcount of writing. See Procedural Appendix.
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studunts are given must be carefully considered. It may be reasonable to assigir
students more short pieces, but NAEP results suggest that students need experience in
writing extended, elaborated pieces—with time to think them through and help in
producing them.

What Students Write in School

The kinds of writing most students do in school can be divided into two broad
categories—content-based writing that focuses on providing information or develop-

Average Writing Achievement (ARM) FIGURL 8 1
for Students in Grades 4, 8 and 11
by Number of Reports and Essays
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ing an argument (including the informative and persu&. ‘-~ writing tasks discussed in
Part I) and imaginative writing that emphasizés 1 @33 v, use cf language (whether
fictionai or based on personal e-.,..-- znces). infe 1 4 and persuasive writing often
takes ‘he form of reports and .:ssays, whereas i~.... - .o ve writing is often assigned in
the form of stories or poems.

What types of writing did the students report doing for school? Table 8.2 summa-
rizes responses to a question about the most recent paper the students had written.
Across grades, each of the various types of writing received at least some attention.
However, content-based informative and persuasive writing predominated and received
increasingly heavy emphasis in the upper grades. At fourth grade, 64 percent of the
students reported that their most recent piece of writing was likely to have been
informative, while 36 percent repc..ed it was a story, poem, or play (imaginative
writing). By eleventh grade, 88 percent of the students reported informative and
persuasive writing largely in the form of essays (50 percent), but only 12 percent
reported that their latest paper was imaginative.

What was the last paper o
you wrote for school?

Percentage of Students
Reporting Each Kind of Writing

GRADES
1formative and Persuasive Writing 4 8 11
Essays 11.7°, 29.1% 49.5%
Book Reports 15.5 23.3 14 ¢
Other Reports 22.0 17.0 134
Letters 14.8 10.4 5.6
Imaginative
Stories 27.7 16.0 7.6
Poems 63 3.3 3.6
Plays 2.0 0.8 1.2

Reports from the fourth graders suggest that their writing may reflect a broader
range than in the upper grades. At grade 4, five types of writing assignments were
reported by 17} percent or more of the students: stories (28 percent;. general reports
(22 percent), book reports (16 percent), letters (15 percent), and essays (12 percent).
By eleventh grade, only three types of writing were reported by 10 percent or more of
the students—essays (50 percent), general reports (18 percent), and book reports (15
percent). This reflects a decreased emphasis on imaginative writing and an increased
focus on academic forms in the secondary school, to the exclusion of almost all other
forms of writing by eleventh grade.

79

B

|

?
v

77



Writing for English and Language Arts

Results discussed thus far were based on papers students had written for all their
classes. Students were also asked about how much of each type of writing they had
done in their English classes during the previous week.

Table 8.3 displays the results. For informative and persudsive writing, changes
across the grades parallel those already observed. In particular, there is a steady
increase in the amount of essay writing, from 21 percent of the students reporting this
type of writing in grade 4 to 59 percent in grade 11. However, reports of imaginative
writing (particularly stories and plays) remain relatively constant across the grades.

TABLE 83

Did you do each of the following kinds
of writing for your English class last week?

Percentage of Students
Reporting at Least One Paper

GRADES
Informative and Persuasive Writing 4 8 11
Essays 21.0% 41.G% 58.9%
Book Reports 36 2 349 30.5
Other Reforts 26 26.0 36.4
Letters 39.1 19.9 16.2
Imaginative Writin~
Stories 39.0 40.6 39.1
Poems 26.6 13.9 19.2
Plays 13.4 10.0 12.5

Writing Across the Curriculum

To provide students with more frequent and varied opportunities to write, teachers of
subjects other than English have been encouraged to incorporate writing into their
class activities. More frequent essay writing in grade 11, reported earlier, rmay be one
result of teachers’ response to this call. To explore this issue further, students were
asked questions about school writing for two subjects other than English—science and
social studies.
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Table 8.4 summarizes the results for these two questions and suggests that the call
for writing in subjects other than English is being heeded to some degree. The majority
of students who took science or social studies reported doing some writing for those
classes during the preceding week. The numbers of assignments students report
writing each week, however, suggest that many of these assignments are quite short.

TABLE 84

Writing Assignments Last Week
for Social Studies and Science

Percentage of Students
Reporting Having Assignments

GRADES
How many assignments last week 4 _ 8 1
for social studies class?
Don’t have a social studies class 8.3% 9.5% 17.8%
NO assignments 21.4 13.4 20.2
ONE assignment 20.3 13.8 19.7
TWO aisignments 18.0 18.4 19.6
THREE or MORE 32.0 44.9 22.7
How many assignments last week
for science class?
Don’t have a science class 10.8% 12.8%
NO assignments 32.8 14.7 13.1
ONE assignment 18.9 12.5 11.5
TWO assignments 16.6 20.4 13.5
THREE or MORE 20.9 39.6 16.6

To sum up, students who reported having written at least three essays or reports
during a six-week period had higher writing achievement than those who reported little
or no writing. Further, some of this writing seems to be for academic areas other than
English. The types of writing students do for school narrow somewhat between grades
4 and 11; the high school years are marked by more essay writing. Imaginative writing
(including stories, poems, and plays) receives less attention in the high school years,
although students stiil perceive such writing to be a regular part of their iri.struction in
English.
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Process-Oriented Teaching Activities

During the past decade, teachers of English have shifted the emphasis in writing
instruction away from reacting tc and reworking the finished product toward focusing
on the processes students engage in as they write. The previous chapter reported
results from students’ descriptions of their own writing processes and, in general, found
that a broader repertoire of writing strategies was associated with higher average writing
achievement. Students were also asked a variety of questions designed to reflect the
extent to which they were encountering process-oriented writing instruction: Did i ir
teachers ask them to engage in prewriting activities such as note taking or outlir inc

Did their teachers provide feedback to work in progress, either through conferenc. - or
peer response to student work? Did their teachers emphasize and ask for revisions ur
multiple drafts? (In contrast to the questions discussed in the preceding chapter, these
questions focused specifically on the teachers’ instructions rather than on the strategies

students typically used while writing.)

Table 8.5 displays the students’ responses to questions about process-orient=d
teachy..; activities. Between 20 and 27 percent of the fourth graders reported beirig
encouraged to use these activities more than half the time, and this incieased substan-
tially across the grade levels for most activities. By grade 11, over 40 percent of the
students reported that they were asked to talk with their teachers about their writing and
were asked to use such prewriting and revision activities as making notes or outlines

TABLE 85

Teachers’ Encouragement
of the Writing Process

Percentage ¢t siudents Reporting
Being Asked to Use Activity
More Than dalf of the Time

GRADES
Process-Orientert Activitizs 4 8 11
Make notes before you write 23 7% 41.5% 56.0%
Make an outline 19.7 27.4 47.5
Make notes about changes in the paper 21.4 248 354
Talk to teacher while writing paper 27.0 2914 420
Talk to classmates whiie writing paper 214 25.1 33.5
Rewrite before the papér is graded 229 449 571
Rewrite after the paper is graded 22 .1 143 20.8
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and rewriting a paper before handing it in. These responses indicate that a growing
proportion of students is being asked to perform one or arother type of process-
oriented writing activity. The percentages, however, do not indicate that instruction
encouraging the writing process is routirie. For most assignments, the maijority of
students are not asked to engage in process-oriented writing activities.

Further, evidence that some of these activities have been incorporated into the
school day does not necessarily mean that they will be related to writing achievement.
Figure 8.2 displays the relationship between average writing achievement and the
amount of process-oriented instruction reported by the students.

FIGURF 8 2

Average Writing Achievement (ARM)
for Students in Grades 4, 8 and 11
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At grade 4, students reporting greater engagcrrent in process activitic- * - .formed
less well than classn- 'L = who rcported less exposure to such activities. /1t grade 8,
students reporting mu.d~rate engagement in process aciivities aid better than those
receiving lower or higher exposure to such instruction. Only at grade 11 does there
seem to be some positive relationship between higher achie . ziment in writing and the
teachers’ focus on prozess-related instructional activities {Figure 8.2).

These findings may suggest that process approaches have been: superficial rather
than unsuccessful. At their best, process approaches are meant tr provide students
with new and more powerful ways of thinking abeut the information they wish to
convey, as well as the writing techniques to do this most successfully. Simply providing
students with exposure to new activities (whether revision exercises, peer response
groups, or prewriting sessions) may not be enough to ensure that students Jearn how to
use these skills ei!=ctively. Students may need more direct instruction in when and how
to use such approaches in their own writing arid more practice in actual writing
situatior:.~

Foctsing Instruction on the Finished Product

Students were also asked about the extent to which their teachers commented (either
1 writing or by talking to them) on their {inished papers. These questions included
concerns with neatness, word choice organization, and effectiveness of the completed
writing.

The responses to these questions are pri- ~ted in Table 8.6. The results indicate
that the:e is a gradually diminishing focus on some aspects cf the final product across
the grades. For example. 65 percent of the fourth--;rade students reported that their
teachers tended to comment on how they had folicwed directiuns, whereas only 29
percent of the eleventri graders reported this emphasis. 4 siraila, wati.rn emerged for
teachers’ concerns with the length arid ~-»atness of the fimishe.i paper. Such emphases
may be appropriate i the early years -+{ien teachers are helping their students learn te
make such judgments for themselves, and less necessary in the upper grades.

Emphases on other aspects of the final product 1emain relatively constant or show
only slight decreases between grades 4 and 11. More constant cc.:cerns include the
ideas and feelings expressed, the adequacy of the explanations presented, word choice,
spelling, punctuation, and grammar. These may be the kinds of issues that remain
relevant for all students—as their materic! }: :comes more complex, the; face greater
problems in organizing and presenting whzt itiey wish to convey. Howeve:, the reports
indicate that teachers comment micre freg.ntly on mechanics—spel'ing, punctua-
tion, and grammar—than they do or: id~:. and how to express them. 7 his may partly
explain why students tend to change or tix these smaller units of their papers more
frequently than they engage in more substantial revision acti.::es (see Chapter 7).

Figure 8.3 dis,'ays the relationships between such product-based concerns and
average writing achievemment. At all three grade levels, increased emphasis on the
finished product was inversely associated with writing achievement, probably because
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TABLE 86

Teachers’ Focus on
the Finished Product

Percentage of Students Reporting
Teachers Comment on Aspect
More Than Half of the Time

GRADES
Aspect uf Paper 4 8 11
Foilow Directions 65.0% 43.7% 29.3%
Wrote Encugh 51.2 36.1 26.2
Ide2s in Paper 50.4 43 43.0
Way Idear Explained 49.2 411 42.6
Way Feelings Expressed «4.6 34.6 34.0
Organization 50.2 44 2 445
Words 51.2 40.0 37.3
Sz-;e!iin;g, Punctuaiion, and %r::.inar 576 56.7 50.6
Neatnz3s and Handwriting 62.3 49.5 30.0

teachers focus such instructior: ©:. .« ...t wiiters. It is reasonable tc assume that
poorer “writers present finished papers with nire opportunities for comment; and it
migkhit be expected that teachers would center their efforts on these pajs.*

“In coinsidering the results of both computational methods (see Procedural Appendix). this seems to be particularly
prevalent at grade 4. where poorer writers systematically reported an increase in the amount of te..cher comments on
their papers. The differences were less pronounced at grades 8 and 11. although poorer writers tended to report more
teacher comments than the better writers.
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Teacher Feedback

The last set of student reports relates to the kinds and amount of feedback students
receive from the: teachers. Does the teacher usually mark mistakes. point out good
things in the papei, end express interest in what the student had to say?

Results for the six questions are summarized in Table 8.7. Marking errors seems to
be the most frequent find of feedback at all grades; the percentage of students
reporting this occurs most of the time increases across the grades—44 percent at
grade 4, 57 percent at grade B, and 68 percent at grade 11. The increase in negetive
feedback reported by the older students may partially explain the deterioration of
attitudes toward writing by the eleventh grade.

Teachers’ Feedback R
on Student Writing
Percentage of Students Reporting
Tearhers Provide Type of Feedback
Almost Every Time They Write
GRADES
Type of Feedback 4 8 11
Mark mistakes in paper 43.8% 56.8% 68.3%
Write notes on paper 13.8 23.7 47.3
Point out what is well done 30.1 23.4 33.1
Point out what is not well done 27.5 38.4 48.0
Make suggestions for next time 30.5 29.6 34.0
Show an interest in what yot: w. ite 36.7 297 32.1

The teachers’ use of written notes on student papers also increases dramaticatly
across the grades (14 percent at grade 4, 24 percent at grade 8, and 47 percent at grade
11). Students reported slightly less overt display of teacher interest at grade 11 than at
grade 4, but they also reported receiving slightly more suggestions about ways to
change their papers. Students’ perceptions of their teachers’ inteiest in what they write
are disturbing, in that only 30 to 37 percent of the students reported such teacher
interest on a routine basis. While teachers may be more interested than students
recognize, the NAEP resultsindicate that students need more supportive instructionthan
they perceive themselves to be receiving.
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We can also examine the relationship between the amount of feedback and average
writing achievement. (See Figure 8.4.) At grade 4, there appears to be little relationship
between teacher feedback and writing achievment. At grade 8, the relationship seems
to shift. Students who reported little feadback on their work also tended to have lower
average writing achievoment. However, the students who reported a “medium” amount
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of feedback had slightly higher writing achievement than *hose who reported more
feedback. By grade 11, it appears that, as the amcunt of teacher feedback increases, so
does the level of writing achievement.*

Summary

Assessment findings regarding writing instruction are mixed. Academic writing is
important for the nation's students to learn, and this seems to predominate ‘n school,
especiaily in the later years. However, it seems to be accomplished at the expense of
student practice with more literary or imaginative forms. If we want high scheol
graduates to be well-rounded in their ' riting abilities, we may need to reconsider the
balance of content-based and imaginative writing types and the range of content areas.

Assessment findings indicate that w: .iig across the curriculum and process-
oriented activities have begun to be incorporated into instructional programs across
the nation, even if many students receive such instruction rather infrequently. Some
students did report extensive exposure to process-oriented writing activities, yet the
writing achievement of these students was not consistently higher than that of students
who did not report receiving such instruction. While the data are insufficient to lead us
to reject these attempts at reform, they dc raise questions about the mannei in which
;. -ocess activities are being carried out. Are teachers focusing their efforts on the poorer
writers? Are teachers assigning more activities and shorter writing tasks to the poorer
writers, while the better writers work on more substantive essays and reports? Or are
process activities being incorporated into classrooms at the expense of more rigorous
writing assignments? Rather than simply adding more process activities, we may need
to develop more systematic approaches to process instruction. Such activities should
help students monitor and manage what and how they write. They should provide
students with more effective ways to carry out more challenging assignments. How to
ring this about needs to be the next order of business for educational researchers,
curricuium developers, and teacher trainers alike,

*Even though this relaticnship is weak in the resuits from the ARM analysis, the second computational method shows a
strong relationship. Based on that method. the average writing achievement of eleventh graders increases substantially—
from 195 for those students reporting little feedback to 208 for students reporting moderate feedback and to 218 for
students reporting the most feedback from teachers about how to improve their writing.
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A Description of the 1983-84 NAEP Writing Assessment

General Background About NAEP, The Nation’s Report Card

The National Assessment «f Educational Progress (NAEP) is an ongoing, congres-
sionally mandated project established to conduct national surveys of th> educa-
tional attainments of young Americans. lts primary goal is to determine and report the
status of and trends over time in educational achievement. NAEP was initiated in 1969
to obtain comprehensive and dependhle national educational achievernent data in a
uniform, scientific manner. Today, NAEP remains the only regularly conducted national
survey of educational achievement at the elementary, middle, and high school levels.

Since 1969, NAEP has assessed 9-year-olds, i3-year-olds, and 17-year-olds. In
19863, NAEP began asssing students by grade as well as by age. In addition, NAEP
periodically surveys v.1:r: 2¢idts. The subject areas assessed have included reading,
writing, mathematics, .'= * 3, and social studies, as well as citizenship, literature, art,
music, and career deveiops::2nit. Assessments were conducted annually through 1980
and have been conducted bierinially since then. All subjects except career development
have been reassessed to determine trends in achievement over time. To date, NAEP
has assezsed approximately 1,309,000 young Americans.

NAEP completed a young adult literacy assessment in 1985. The 1986 effort
included in-school ussessments of mathematics, reading, science, and computer
competence, along with special probes of U.S. history and literature.

From its inception, NAEP has developed assessments through a consensus
process. E-. .ators, scholars, and citizens representative of many diverse constituen-
cies and pc‘nts of view design objectives for each subject area assessment, proposing
general goals they feel students should achieve in the course of their education. After
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careful reviews, the objectives are given to item writers, who develop assessment
questions appropriate to the objectives.

All exercises undergo extensive reviews by subject-matter and measurement spe-
cialists, as well as careful scrutiny to eliminate any potential bias or lack of sensitivity to
particular groups. They are then administered to a stratified, multistage probability
sample. The students sampled are selected so that their assessment results may be
generalized to the entire national population. Once the data have been collected,
scored, and analyzed, NAEP publishes and disseminates the results. The objective is to
provide information that will aid educators, legislators, and others to improve education
in the United States. Questions used in the assessments are made available, with
certain restrictions designed to protect their security, to states, localities, and research-
ers interested in using them.

To improve the usefulness of NAEP achievement results and provide the opportu-
nity tc examine policy issues, in recent assessments NAEP has asked numerous
background questions. Students, teachers, and school officials answer a variety of
questions about instruction, activities, expei..nces, curriculum, resources, attitudes,
and demographics.

NAEP is supported by the Office for Educational Research and Improvement,
Center for Statistics, in the U.S. Department of Education. In 1983, Educational Testing
Service assumed responsibility for the administration of the project, which had
previously been administered by the Education Commission of the States.
NAEP is governed by an independent, legislatively defined board, the Assessment
Policy Committee.

General Background About the 1983-84 NAEP Writing Assessment

There have been four national assessments of writing, the first in 1969-70 and
subsequent ones in the 1973-% i, 1978-79, and 1983-84 school years. Each has
included an assessment of 9-, 13-, and 17-year-old students on a variety of open-ended
writing tasks, with some of the tasks being readministered in successive assessments in
order to gather some information about trends in writing performance over iime.*

in 1983-84, NAEP began sampling students by grade as well as by age. The present
report is based on the 1983-84 assessment of fourth, cighth, and eleventh graders
attending public and private schools. Eighth graders were assesse in the fall (October-
December), fourth graders in the winter (January-February), and eleventh graders in
the spring (March-May).

The 1983-84 assessment included both reading and writing. Students at each grade
level were administered from one to four out of a total of 15 writing tasks designed to
measure performance on objectives developed by nationally representative panels of
writing specialists, educators, and concerned citizens. The tasks were designed to
include a range of reasons for writing, inchiding informative, persuasive, and imagina-
tive purposes. Although no individual student r:sponded to all 15 tasks, each task was
given to a national probability sarmple of approximately 2,000 students.

*See Writing Trends Across the Decade, 1974-84, National Assessment of Educational Progress. Educationat

Testing Service. 1986.
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Students at each grade level also were asked numerous background questions
about their writing practices and instruction, as well as their general ba._kground.

In order to describe the framework for the entire writing assessment, and therefore
the context for reporting the resuits contained. the full text of one of the major objectives
developed for the 1983-84 writing assessment, entitled “Students Usc Writing to
Accomplish a Varietv of Purposes,” is reprodured below.

Students Use WritingtoAcce - ‘ish
a Variety of Purposes*

Writing occurs regularly in people’s persona: and scicial lives as well as in
school settings. People write to accomplish many different purposes, such
as a letter to straighten out a billing e;ror. a speech to explain a personal
viewpoint on some issue, or a story for a school magazine. The ability to
explain ideas to document events in writing can also help in a variety of job
situations. Letters, reports, inventories, and a wide range of record keeping
systems are integral to many businesses in today's “information society.”
Consequently, students need opportunities to develop a wide rai.ge of
writing skills by writing for many purposes in varying contexts or situations.

In the sections that follow, three broadly inclusive purposes for writing are
discussed: informative, persuasive, and literary. These purposes often blend
into each other and vary in their mixtures according to the coniexts for
writing. For example, an autobiography might very well be considered
literary, informative, and persuasive; a job application and resume may
inform as well as persuade. Although these three purposes may frequently
coexist in a piece of writing, one or another type may predominate. Writers'
purposes are shaped by their iritial perceptions of their topic, by the ways
they consider their audi-nce, by the sccial -+ insiructional contexts in which
they are writing, and by - “angesir focus  nccur as their topic begins to
deve'op a character 0! vs 7. n.

A. Informative Writing

Informative writing is used to share knowledge and convey messaqes,
instructions, and ideas. Like all writing, informative writing is fiitered
through the writers’ impressions, understandings, and feelings. Writing
to inform others can involve reporting or retelling events or experiences
that have happened. It can also involve analyzing or examining concepts
and relationships or developing new hypotheses or generalizations from
existing records, reports, and explanations. Depending on the demands
of the task, the type of information and the context fr writing, including
the audience, writers may use one, sew:al, or @* oi .hese skills.

*Whiting Objectives, 1983-84 Assessment. National Assessment of Educational Progress. 1982,
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B. Persuasive Writing

Persuasive writing attempts to bring about some action or change.
Though it may begin in exploratory writing, and though it may contain
great amounts of information-—facts, ~=tails, examples, comparisons,
statistics, or anecdotes—its aim is to influence others. Persuasive writing
may entail responding to requests for advice by giving an opinion and
supportir:g reasons. However, it usually involves iniiating an attempt to
convince readers by setting forth one’s own point of view with evidence
to back it up. Argument, with refutatior;, becomes part of persuasion
when the writer knows there is opposition to what he or she is advocating.
As such, persuasive writing must be concerned with the positions,
beliefs, or attitudes of particular readers and with the possibility of
winning their support or changing their beléefs or attitudes.

In all persuasive writing, writers must choose the stance they will take.
They can, for instance, use emotional or logical appeals or an accom-
modating or demanding tone. Regardless of the situation or approach,
writers must be concerned %irst with having an effect on reacers, over and
above merely adding to ‘heir knowledge of a particular topic.

. Literary [Imaginative] Writing

Literary writing provides a special way of sharing our experiences and
understanding the world. In this sense, literary wiiting shapes and expresses
our thinking and feeling while contributing iy our awareness of ourselves
as makers, manipulators, and interpreters of reality. There is a wide
variety of forms that literary writing can take, such as stories, poems,
plays or song lyrics.

The term “literary” can also be used to defirte 3 —oiive s purpose for
writing. The literary motive is evident whznewr a writer's language
breaks its conventiong!, “‘everyday” patterns . rer to please or <ut-
prise, or when the lang:age calls attention tu iL= ¥ i to the writer as a
“shaper” or performer.

Literary language is difficult to catalog, but som.i ve.¢ 2 ional distine
tions are illusirative: attention to rhythm and tone; the use of dialcgue,
story, and anecdote; the presence of metaphor, simile, and the less
commonly labeled figures and tropes; the sense of play, pleasure, and
surprise that is evident in a turn of phrase, a shiftin plot, a line break, or an
unexpected word or piece of punctuation. A persuasive staterr- r¢, for
example, can be convincing not only on the basis of its interna, - ic, but
according o the strength of its illustrative material (its “stories”), its
rhythm, the voice of its persona—all of those “eatures that define the
piece of writing as a performance on a page and not just a record of
information.

33

The remaining NAEP 1983-84 writing, assessment ~bjectives discussed writing as a
way of thinking and learning, managing the writir:. ©-2>cess, controlling language,
and valuing writing.
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Sampling

All NAEP assessments, including the 1983-84 reading and writing assessmrie.,
use a deeply stratified, multi-stage sampling design.* The: first stage of sampling enta’ls
defining primary sampling units (PSUs)—typically counties, but sometimes adge-
gates of sparsely populated counties; classifying the PSUs into strata defined by rrzgion
and community type; and randomly selecting PSUs. For each age/grade level, the
second stage entails enumerating, stratifying. and randomly selecting schools, both
public and private, within each PSU selected at the first stage. In 1983-84, 1,465
schools participated in the NAEP assessment—661 at grade 4, 478 at grade 8, and 326
atgrade 11. The scheol cooperation rates were 88.6 percent at grade 4, 90.3 percent at
grade 8, and 83.9 percent at grade 11.

The third stage of the sampling design involves randomly selecting students within a
school for participation in NAEP. The 1983-84 assessment incli'ded 14,047 students
atgrade 4, 21,850 at grade 8, and 22,865 at grade 11. The student response rates were
91.3 percent, 87.3 percent and 82.8 percent at grades 4, 8, and 11, respecively. Some
students sampled (less trian 4 percent) were excluded because of limited English
proficiency or a severe disability. In 1983-84, NAEP began collecting descriptive
information about excluded students.

Balanced Incomplete Block (BIB) Spiralling

In the standard matrix sampling procedure formerly employed by NAEP, the total
assessment battery, typically about six to seven hours of assessment mate-ial per
subject, was divided into mutually exclusive booklets, each of which was allocated
about 45 minutes of exercises. Since no student was administered mare than one
booklet, this simple matrix design allowed calculation of correlations and cross-tabulations
among exercises within the same booklet but not among exercises in different booklets.

The new NAEP design instituted for the 1984 assessment remedies this deficienzy
by using a powerful variant of matrix :.ampling called BIB spiralling. With this proce-
dure, the total assessment battery is divided into blncks of approximately 15 minutes
each, and each student is administered a hooklet containing three blocks as welj as a
six-minute block of background questions common to all students. Thus, the total
assessment time for each student is still about the same.

The BIB (balanced incomplete block) part of the method assigns blocks of exercises
to booklets in such a way that each block appears in the same number of Hoskiets and
each pair of blocks appears in at least one booklet. This generates a n:uch larger
number of different booklets. Fifty-seven different booklets for each grade level were
required to administer the main part of the assessment i1 1983-84. It should be noted
that some writing tasks required a response time fonger than the 15 minutes permitted
in the BIB design. Thus, a portion of the 1983-84 writing assessment was administered
in six additional booklets. These booklets allowed for the administration of “double
blocks” of up to about 30 minutes of assessment time. These six booklets were
spiralled along with the BIB book ets. The spiralling part of the method then cycles the
booklets for administration so th it typically no two students in any assessment session

*“Report on Sample Selection, Weighting and Variance Estimation, NAEP-Year 15.” WESTAT. Inc.. 1985.
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in a school—and at most only a few students in schools with multiple sessions—
receive the same be-klet.

Using this procedure, each block of exercises was administered to approximately
2,000 students and each pair of blocks in the BIB portion of the assessment to about
200 students. Groups of about 12-25 students are assembled for assessment sessions.,
with each testing session lasting about one hour. This report is based on the 10,511
fourth graders. 11.492 eighth graders, and 12,028 eleventh graders who weie adminis-
tered writing tasks and baci:zround questions as part of the BIB assessment and the
6,476 fourth graders, 7,007 eighth graders. and 7,339 eleventh graders who wrote
responses to tasks contairied in the additional booklets.

Data Collection

NAEP assessments are always administered using a weil-trained, professional data
collection staff. WESTAT, Inc. was responsible for the 1983-84 assessment data
collection. Quality control was provided through site visits by NAEP and WESTAT staff.

Primary Trait Scoring (Task Accomplishment)

The written responses discussed in this report were evaluated by trained readers
using the primary trait scoring procedure.

The primary trait scoring  “des were developed to focus raters’ attention on how
successfully each wiiting sanple accomplished the rhetorical task specified by the
writing prompt. This involved isolating particular features of the writing essential to
acce 2plishing the task and developing criteria for various levels of performance based
cn those features. Papers ware rated against thes= performance criteria, rather than in
terms of relative quality within the population sampled. On a simple task, it is possib'e
that all papers might be rated i~ the highest categories; on a difficult task, none might
move out of the lowest categories.

In developing scoring guides, NAEP takes into account ihe constraints of the
assessment situation. Samples of student performance represent thir ability to pro-
duce first-draft writing on demand within a relatively short time under less than ideal

~nditions. The guidelines for evaluating task accomplishment reflect these limitations
and do not require a finished performance.

For the exercises reported here, five levels of achievament wer defined for each
task: not rated, unsatisfactory, minimal, adequate, and elaborated. Responses
not rated included those that were blank, off task, unreadable, or "l don't know.” Across
tasks, unsatisfactory responses were those that failed to reflect a busic understanding
of the informative, persuasive, orimaginative purpose of the writing. Minimal responses
recognized the elements needed to complete the task but were not managed well
enough to insure the intended effect of the writing that resulted. Adequate responses
included those features critical to accomplishing the underlying purpose; responses
scored as adequate are likely to have the intended effect. Elaborated responses went
beyond the merely adequate, reflecting a higher level of coherence and elaboration
that is highly desirable, if not absolutely necessary.

A 20 percent random subsample of al! the 1983-84 assessment responses was
scored by a second rater to provide an estimate of interrater reliabilities for the primary



Percentages of Exact Score Point Agreement
Primary Trait (Task Accomplishment)

GRADE 4
Percent
Exact Reliability
Writing Tasks Agreement Coefficient
Informative Writing
Pets 92.3 .88
Job Application ~ —
Piants 92.1 .93
Appleby House 89.6 .92
XYZ Company 93.1 .92
Da’ 90.9 .88
Favorite Music 934 .89
Food on the Frontier 925 .89
Persuasive Writing
School Rule 916 .88
Dissecting Frogs — —
Swimming Pool 90.8 .89
Split Sessions — —
Spaceship 88.1 .90
Space Program — —_
Recreation Opportunity — —
Radio Station 957 .97
Aunt May 916 .92
Uncle —_ —
Bike Lane — —
Imaginative Writing
Hole in the Box 91.5 .89
Flashlight 929 91
Ghost Story 93.3 .89
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TABLE A1

and Intraclass Correlation Coefficients for
Scoring, 1984 Assessment

GRADE 8 GRADE 11
Percent Percent
Exact Reliability Exact Reliability
Agreement Coefficient Agreement Coefficient
84.4 .78 - —
- — 91.1 .92
79.0 .84 89.4 .92
89.9 .86 — —
82.0 .81 © 913 92
84.4 .67 95.0 .90
822 .76 92.6 .90
814 .70 925 9
78.0 71 - —
83.9 .82 90.9 91
844 .80 88.4 .88
- — 90.2 .92
86.4 .87 89.9 .92
84.2 .88 — —
— — 89.3 .90
— — 88.5 91
82.6 .86 91.1 .92
80.9 .79 92.3 AN
83.1 .85 91.1 .93




trait scoring. Table A.1 displays both the intraclass correlation and the percentage of
exact score point ageement between first and second readers. The latter is displayed,
since assessment results are presented by category or levels of achievement. By either
measure, the rater reliabilities were very high. The somewhat lower reliabilities for
eighth grade papers resulted because the administration in the fall preceded the
assessment of the other grade levels and these responses were scored first. During the
scoring of the eighth grade responses, NAEP instituted a computerized scorer reliability
reporting system. This system provided data for each item and each reader on a weekly
basis and, when it became fully operational, improved the reliability of the scoring.
Thus, for grade 4 and 11 responses, most of the percentages of exact agreement are
over 90 percent, and none are below 88 percent.

The Effect of Scoring Procedures on Comparisons Across Grade Levels

Since the responses to the 1983-84 writing assessment were evaluated as they were
collected (age 13/grade 8in the fall, age 9/grade 4 in the winter, and age 17/grade 11 in
the spring), NAEP staff hypothesized that this procedure may have led to a “batch
effect.” That is, the age 9/grade 4 essays might have been evaluated too high, because
after reading the essays written at age 13/grade 8, scorers may have found the grade 4
responses “pretty good” for fourth graders. Further, age 17/grade 11 responses may
have been rated too low, because after the grade 4 responses, they may not have
seemed “that good for an eleventh grader.”

To determine the effect of scoring the papers in batches by age/grade levels, an
experiment was performed in which NAEP written responses for all three grade levels
were randomly ordered and then rescored. It was decided that if batch effects exceed-
ing one-tenth of score point per item were found, post hoc adjustments of the writing
scale values would be warranted.

The experiment was based on responses to three writing tasks that were adminis-
tered to all three grade levels—School Rule, Food on the Frontier, and Swimming Pool.
For each writing task at each age/grade level, a representative subsample of 156to 174
papers was drawn. These numbers resulted in adequate statistical power without
exceeding the resources available for rescoring the essays.

Because the booklets administered to each grade level were different colors, the
responses were photocopied and then reordered using a randomly selected permuta-
tion of their sequence numbers. The responses were then scored by two experienced
readers. The data were analyzed using repeated measures analysis of variance tech-
niques. Estimates of the effects of batching ranged from .01 to .09. Since these effects
were smaller than the a priori criterion value, NAEP concluded that it was not necessary
to adjust writing scale values.

To improve the comparability of results obtained across grade levels, beginning with
the 1986 assessment NAEP modified its design so that all three age/grade levels are
assessed simultaneously in the spring. This also means that responses from the three
age/grade levels of students now arrive back from the field together and are systemnati-
cally intermingled before they are evaluated.
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The Writing Scale: Average Response Method (ARM) Scaling

The IRT technology of NAEP's reading scale was not approgriate for the writing
scale. For reading, there were a farge number of exercises, of which 228 were used in
the scale; and the individual exercises could be scored as right or wrong. For writing
there were only 22 unique writing tasks across all three grade levels, of which only 10
were useful for the writing scale; and the individual exercises were evaluated on a 0-4
scale. Several attempts were made to adopt IRT technology to these non-binary writing
exercise responses, but these efforts have not yet proved fruitful.

Writing Tasks Inciuded in the TABLE A2
1984 NAEP Writing Assessment
Writing Tasks GRADE 4 GRAGE 8 GRADE 11
Informative Writing
Pets* X X -
Job Application X
Plants X
Appleby House® X X X
XYZ Company” X X
Dali* X X X
Favorite Music X X X
Food on the Frontier* X X X
Persuasive Writing
School Rule* X X X
Dissecting Frogs” X
Swimming Pool” X X X
Split Sessions X X
Spaceship X
Space Program X
Recreation Opportunity” X X
Radio Station” X X
Auni May X
Uncle X
Bike Lane X
Imaginative Writing
Hole in the Box X X X
riashlight X X X
Ghost Story X X X
*Included in the writing scale.
97

33



NAEP’s writing scale ranges from O to 400 and is defined as the average of a
respondent’s scores on 10 specific tasks.* These 10 were selected because they were
included in the BIB-spiralled portion of the assessment and tended to be given at more
than one grade level. BIB spiralling has the property of assuring that each pair of
exercises is administered to a randomly equivalent subsample of students. Thus, all the
intercorrelations among these essays were able to be estimated. Since the remaining
writing tasks were in the six additional non-BIB booklets and only finked to the BIB
portion of the assessment through reading blocks, it was not possible at this time to
develop the technology necessary to extend the scale to include all 22 writing tasks.

All the exercises included in the 1983-84 writing assessment are shown in Tabie
A.2. Those included in the scale are marked with an asterisk(*). Nine of the 10
asterisked tasks were administered at more than one grade level. The entire set of 10
tasks was assessed in the eighth grade, while eight of the tasks were administered to
students in the fourth grade and six to students in the eleventh grade. Nine of the tasks
were given to at least two grades, with information on five of the tasks obtaired from all
three grades. (Although Dissecting Frogs was only given at eighth grade, it was
included in the scale because it was in the same block as XYZ Company, which was also
given at fourth grade.)

As indicated previously, not every student responded to every writing task. Of the

- approximately 10,000 students in each grade level who participated in the BIB portion
of the 1983-84 assessment and were given at least one writing task, the majority were
given only one or two, and none were given more than four. Thus, the writing scale
score is a latent variable, and the average over all 10 writing tasks had to be estimated.

Using the ARM scaling method, NAEP computed values for each of the 8,807 fourth
graders, 11,092 eighth graders, and 12,028 eleventh graders who had responded to at
least one of the 10 writing tasks. (Of these students, about 2,000 at a given grade
responded to a particular item, and about 200 responded to a given pair of tasks.)

The basis for estimation of a predicted value for any given student is the full
cross-products matrix

X'X X'z

Z'X 'z

from which all other necessary matrices and estimates are derived. For the construc-
tion of the NAEP writing scale, this Matrix C was formed by creating an analogous
matrix for each grade and then pooling by adding the resulting matrices together.

*Technical Report of NAEP's 1983-84 Assessment, National Assessment of Educational Progress, Educational
Testing Service.
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Z is a matrix for the writing scores of the subjects on the writing essays. X is a matrix
containing the values of the conditioning variables for the students. To improve the
estimates of achievement, the NAEP scaling procedure uses other available informa-
tion in the estimation process. In the matrix C, and in the grade analogues C4, C8, and
C11, the conditioning matrix X specifically controls for the main effects of the following
conditioning variables:

Grade: grade 4, grade 8, grade 11
Sex: male, female
Race/Ethnicity: White, Black, Hispanic. Other
Size/Type of Community: urban-disadvantaged, ur* 1-advantaged. other
Region: Northeast, Southeast. Cenitral, West
Parental Education: less than high school, graduated high school,
post-high-school. unknown

The values of the conditioning variables are known for all students; and X'X in each of
the cross-products matrices is directly obtained by taking the sum of squares and
cross-products of the conditioning variables for each student, weighting these by the
student’s sampling weight, and then summing across all students of the given grade.

Because no student took all of the writing tasks, the matrix Z'Z could not be directly
obtained. However, the BIB spiralling procedure produces sufficient information to
estimate the mean and standard deviation of each writing score and also the correlation
between each pair of scores. Furthermore, because the BIB spiralling procedure
presents items and pairs of items to randomly equivalent (i.e., representative) subsam-
ples, estimates of means, variances, and covariances, bas.:d on the total set of available
responses, are unbiased for the population values. These means, variances, and
correlations are used to build up consictent estimators of the cross-product matrices
Z'Z and X'Z for ail itams assigned within a grade. Since all items were presented in the
eighth grade, this resulted in a consistent estimate of the complete cross-product
matrix C8.

Because not all writing tasks were given at grades 4 and 11, the cross-product
matrices, C4 and C11, had missing cells. Grade 4 had two missing items and grade 11
had four missing items. The cells of these matrices (which included all sums of
cross-products involving missing items) were filled in by: 1) assuming that, for the
population of fourth- or eleventh-grade students respectively, the conditional distribu-
tion of the missing items given the background characteristics and responses to the
itemns actually assigned is the same as the equivalent conditional distribution for the
population of eighth grade students, and is multivariate normal, 2) estimating the
conditional distribution for the eighth grade sample, and then 3) combining the
estimate with the marginal distribution obtained from the fourth or eleventh grade
normal equations to obtain an estimate of the joint distributions of all items for each
population of students (fourth and eleventh graders).

In summary, the ARM procedure for estimating average writing achievement pro-
vides an estimate of average achievement for each respondent as if each had taken all
ten writing tasks and NAEP had computed average achievement across those ten
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tasks. More specifically, the ARM scale gives an estimate of average achievement for
performance on the ten tasks which were actually administered to eighth graders as
part of the fully BIBed part of the 1983-84 assessment. This predicted mean score on
the ten items was derived based on each individual's item responses and on selected
demographic characteristics. The student responses to the writing tasks were coded:
0=Not Rated, 1=Unsatisfactory, 2=Minimal, 3 =Adequate, and 4 =Elabor-
ated. The averages have been multiplied by 100 for ease of reporting.

The ARM estimates of average writing achievement have the very advantageous

Average Writing Achievement for NAEP Subgroups

GRADES
4 8 1

Mean Mean Mean
ARM 15 Tasks ARM 15 Tasks ARM 15 Tasks

Nation 158 (1) 167 (1) 205 (1) 200 (1) 219 (1) 208 (1)
Race Ethnicity
Black 138 (2) 143 (2) 186 (1) 180 (2) 200 (2) 189 (2)
Hispanic 146 (2) 157 (2) 187 (2) 182 (2) 200 (2) 189 (2)
Asian-American 163 (4) 177 4) 211 (4) 214 (2) 219 (4) 206 (3)
White 163 (1) 173 (1) 211 (1) 206 (1) 224 (1) 214 (1)
Sex
Male 150 (1) 160 (1) 196 (1) 190 (1) 209 (1) 197 (1)
Female 166 (1) 174 (1) 214 (1) 210 (1) 229 (1) 219 (1)
Region
Northeast 161 (2) 172 (2) 209(1)  205(2) 222 (3) 211 (3)
Southeast 154 (2) 161 (3) 203 (2) 198 (3) 216 (2) 206 (2)
Central 160 (2) 168 (2) 206 (1) 199 (2) 220 (2) 210 (3)
West 157 (1) 167 (2) 203 (2) 199 (2) 217 (1) 206 (1)
Size: Type Community
Rural 153 (2) 153 (4) 203 (3) 194 (4) 213 (3) 202 (5)
Disadvan.-Urban 142 (2) 149 (2) 188 (2) 185 (2) 201 (2) 189 (4)
Advan.-Urban 170 (2) 182 (3) 221(2) 221 (2) 228 (2) 214 (4)
Parents Level of Ed.
No K. S. diploma 143 (3) 152 (3) 189 (2) 284 (2) 199 (2) 192 (2)
Grad. high school 154 (1) 164 (2) 202 (1) 198 (1) 215 (1) 204 (1)
Post-high-schocl 166 (1) 176 (1) 213 (1) 209 (2) 227 (1) 216 (1)
Reading Materials
in the Home
0-2 147 (1) 146 (2) 186 (2) 173 (2) 197 (3) 176-(3)
3 154 (2) 161 (1) 198 (1) 189 (2) 205 (2) 189 (2)
4 159 (2) 170 (2) 203 (1) 197 (1) 216 (1) 204 )
5 164 (1) 179 (1) 210(1) 208 (1) 223 (1) 214 (1)
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property of being comparable across grade levels and, therefore, providing information
about growth across years of schooling. The disadvantage of this procedure is that, like
all multiple regression techniques, ARM scaling can yield attenuated resuits. Therefore,
NAEP became concemed about the magnitude of regression toward the national
means in the computation of the means for the various subpopulations of students,
specifically for subgroups not included in the conditioning matrix. In addition, in using
the ARM scaling methodology to estimate average writing perforrmance. NAEP esti-
mated an achievement distribution for each individual and then selected five random
values from that distribution, each of which can be used as an estimate of that student’s

TABLE A3

GRADES
4 8 1

Mean Mean Mean
ARM 15 Tasks ARM 15 Tasks ARM 15 Tasks

Aothers Working
Jutside Home

Yes 160 (1) 170 (1) 206 (1) 201 (1) 220 (1) 209 (2)
No 156 (1) 164 (1) 205 (1) 199 (1) 217 (1) 206 (1)
'o you hve a computer
1 your home?
Yes 160 (1) 170 (1) 207 (1) 203 (2) 221 (1) 211 (2)
No 158 (1) 167 {1) 205 (1) 209 (1) 218 (1) 207 (1)

0 you ever use a
dmputer to write
‘ories, papers, or

tters®
Yes 151 (5) 163 (7) 204 (4) 197 (5) 223 (4) 220 (3)
No 161 (3) 172 (2) 206 (2) 204 (2) 218 (2) 213 (2)
surs of TV Viewing
0-2 Hours 164 (1) 176 (2) 211 (1) 209 (1) 222 (1) 213 (1)
3-5 Hours 160 (1) 172 (2) 207 (1) 204 (1) 216 (1) 207 (1)
6 Hours or More 150 (2) 154 (1) 196 (2) 185 (1) 207 (2) 187 (2)
ymework
None assigned 158 (1) 169 (2) 203 (1) 198 (2) 213 (1) 196 (1)
Did not do it 150 (2) 146 (3) 196 (3) 182 (3) 214 (2) 195 (2)
Less than 1 Hour 159 (1) 170 (1) 207 (1) 203 (1) 218 (1) 210 (1)
1-2 Hours 162 (1) 173 (2) 210 (1) 207 (1) 222 (1) 216 (1)

More than 2 Hours 1583 (3) 157 (3) 207 (2) 204 (2) 227 (2) 221 (2)
Ges read for school

homework

5 155 (1) 161 (2) 201 (2) 193 (1) 213 (2) 193 (2)
6-10 160 (2) 170 (2) 207 (1) 202 (1) 217 (1) 207 (1)
11-15 161 (1) 175 (2) 210 (1) 208 (1) 220 (2) 213 (2)
16-20 160 (2) 172 (2) 209 (2) 207 (2) 221 (2) 213 (2)
More than 20 158 (2) 169 (1) 205 (2) 201 (2) 223 (2) 215 (2)

:ans based on 11 rather than 15 tasks. since this question was not paired with all writing tasks.
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average writing achievement. Using these values provides more appropriate estimates
of group means and their variability, but they are not optimal estimates of individual
achievement for relational analyses. Since NAEP used these values as the measure of
student achievement in the relational analyses, there was further concern that the
results might be further attenuated and relationships might be seriously understated.

In order to judge the extent of the attenuation in subgroup differences, NAEP also
estimated average writing achievement based on the observed sample means of each

Average Writing Achievement

GRADES
4 8 1

Mean Mean Mean
ARM 10 Tasks ARM 10 Tasks ARM 10 Tasks

Values Writing

Low 159 (2) 169 (2) 202 (1) 200 (2) 214 (1) 204 (2)
Medium 157 (1) 169 (2) 207 (2) 209 (2) 219 (1) 215 (2)
High 157 (1) 171 (2) 206 (1) 207 (2) 223 (2) 221 (2)
Attitude Toward Writing
Low 156 (2) 167 (3) 202 (1) 200 (2) 216 (2) 203 (2)
Medium 159 (2) 172 (2) 208 (1) 210 (1) 220(1) 216 (2)
High 155 (3) 161 (3) 205 (2) 210 (4) 222 (4) 218 (4)
Writing for
Personai Purposes :
Low 156 (2) 168 (2) 197 (1) 195 (2) 212 (2) 202 (3)
Medium 158 (1) 171 (1) 206 (1) 206 (1) 218 (1) 214 (1)
High 159 (1) 166 (2) 210(1) 209 (2) 226 (1) 220 (2)
Writing tor
Functional Purposes
Low 161 (3) 178 (3) 204 (1) 203 (2) 217 (1) 210 (2)
Medium 161 (1) 174 (1) 208 (1) 209 (1) 220 (1) 217 (1)
High 151 (2) 157 (2) 203 (2) 202 (2) 220 (2) 213 (3)
Sharing Work with Others
Low 158 (3) 168 (3) 200 (2) 198 (3) 217 (2) 206 (3)
Medium 160 (1) 178 (2) 206 (2) 205 (3) 218 (2) 210 (5)
High 156 (2) 163 (3) 208 (2) 212 (4) 222 (3) 214 (5)
Use of Planning Strategies
Low 157 (2) 168 (5) 203 (2) 200 (4) 211(2) 196 (4)
Medium 158 (3) 174 (4) 205 (2) 204 (3) 218 (2) 209 (4)
Righ 158 (2) 171 (4) 206 (1) 208 (3) 221 (2) 214 (4)

Use of Revising
and Editing Strategies

Low 156 (1) 168 (2) 199 (2) 193 (2) 209 (2) 188 (3)
Medism 157 (1) 168 (2) 203(1) 202 (2) 215(1) 206 (2)
High 163 (2) 174 (3) 212(1) 214 (2) 224 (1) 220(2)
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grade level across each of the 15 separate writing tasks administered to that grade level.
Since a nationally representative sample of 2,000 students at any given grade level
responded to each of the 15 writing tasks administered to that grade level, the mean
performance level was first obtained for each task administered to that grade level. The
average of the observed sample means for each of the tasks is then an unbiased
estimate of average student performance at the grade level on those 15 writing tasks.
The same procedure also was used to compute average writing achievement across

TABLE A4

For Writing Background Factors

GRADES
4 8 1

Mean Mean Mean
ARM 10 Tasis ARM 10 Tasks ARM 10 Tasks

Number of Reports

and Essays
0 156 (3) 166 (5) 193 (3) 191 (3) 208 (4) 211 (5)
1-2 160 (3) 179 (3) 203 (2) 202 (3) 219 (2) 216 (3)
3-4 163 (4) 180 {5) 210 (2) 210 (4) 222 (2) 223 (4)
5-10 161 (3) 184 (5) 209 (2) 212 (5) 223 (2) 220 (3)
11 or more 160 (4) 177 (4) 209 (3) 210(4) 218 (5) 220 (6)

Writing in English

Class
Low 161 (1) 175 (1) 208 (1) 209 (1) 221 (1) 217 (2)
Medium 159 (1) 171 (2) 207 (1) 207 (2) 220 (1) 214 (1)
High 153 (2) 159 (2) 202 (1) 200 (2) 213 (2) 203 (2)

Process-Oriented
Teaching Activities

Low 160 (2) 177 (2) 204 (1) 200 (2) 216 (2) 270 (4)
Medium 158 (2) 170 (3) 207 (1) 208 (2) 220 (1) 215(1)
High 152 (3) 158 (4) 203 (2) 202 (3) 220 (2) 216 (2)

Teacher Comments
on Finat Paper

Low 163 (4) 185 (4) 209 (2) 210 (3) 220 (2) 217 (4)
Medium 157 (2) 170 (4) 203 (2) 200 (3) 220 (2) 217 (3)
High 155 (2) 166 (2) 203 (2) 205 (2) 216 (2) 211 (3)
Teacher Feedback
Low 158 (1) 170 (4) 202 (1) 197 (2) 21742) 195 (3)
Medium 157 (2) 167 (3) 206 (1) 208 (3) 218 (2) 208 (2)
High 158 (3) 168 (5) 205 (2) 203 /3) 219 (2) 218 (3)
Reading Proficiency*
Rudimentary 133 (4) 115 (6) — - - -
Basic 145 (1) 142 (2) 177 (3) 157 (4) 183 (5) 147 (1)
Intermediate 160 (1) 174 (1) 195 (1) 188 (1) 202 (2) 177 (2)
Adept 171 (2) 197 (2) 210(1) 212 (1) 216 (1) 209 (1)
Advanced 180 (6) 208 (7) 222 (2) 231 (2) 227 (1) 229 (2)
‘Results are not presented for the rudimentary reading proficiency level at grades 8 and 1. because 3!t but a few

10.2 percent) ¢'zhth graders and all eleverth graders attained at feas: the basic leve! of reading proficienc.
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the 15 tasks for each of NAEP's subpopulations. Finally, the same procedure was used
to obtain observed sample means for the low, medium, and high groupings on each of
the writing background factors across the 10 writing tasks administered to each of the
grade levels as part of the fully BIBed portion of the 1983-84 writing assessment. These
results are based on the 10 tasks given to each grade level as part of the BIB portion of
the assessment, because only questions in that portion of the assessment could be
used to assign factor scores (see the section on Background Factors found later in this
Procedural Appendix).

The difficulty with the estimates based on the observed sample means is grounded
in the fact that each grade level was given a partially overlapping but different set of
writing tasks. This enabled NAEP to administer some writing tasks that seemed more
appropriate for students in upper or lower grades. Thus, some easier writing tasks were
given to the fourth grade students and some more difficult tasks to the eleventh grade
students. As a consequence of the different difficulty levels of the different sets of tasks
given to each grade level, interpretations of grade level differences in performance are
confounded.

The results for average writing achievement as computed by both methods and their
standard errors are presented in Tables A.3 and A.4. Table A.3 displays the results for
subgroups that could be defined for the entire NAEP sample, those based on questions
included in each booklet. Table A.4 displays the results for subgroups that were defined
based on questions in the BIB portion of the assessment. The results from the two
different computations are quite consistent While there is some attenuation in the ARM
estimates, itis generally slight. However, on occasion these slightvariations in result also
suggest different directions for relationships. Given that the ARM estimates enable
comparisons across grade levels and the means of cbserved performance do not,
NAEP elected to bese this report on the ARM results, but to note discrepancies in the
results obtained from the two methods.

NAEP Reporting Groups

NAEP does not report results for individual students. It only reports performance for
groups of students. Information about region and size/type of comimunity was obtained
from the sampling frame, sex of the students from school records, and reading
proficiency levels from the reading assessment. Other group results are based on
student answers to the common core of questions administered to all students. In
addition to national results, this report contains information about subgroups defined
by race’ethnicity, sex, region of the country, size/type of community, level of reading
proficiency, level of parents’ education, reading materials in the home, mothers work-
ing cutside the home, computer in the home, use of a computer to write, television
viewing, homework, and pages read for homework. Definitions of these groups follow.

Race/Ethnicity

Results are presented for Black, White, Hispanic, and Asian-American students.
Results for other racial/ethnic groups are not reported because the sample sizes ara not
large enough to provide reliable results. Results are based on student reports to the two
following questions:
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1. Are you

A. American Indian or Alaskan Native
B. Asian or Pacific Islander

C. Black

D. White

E. Other (What?)

2. Are you Hispanic?
A. No
B. Yes, Mexican, Mexican American, or Chicano
C. Yes, Puerto Rican

D. Yes. Cuban
E. Yes. other Spanish/Hisponic (What?)

Students responding "yes" were classified as Hispanic.

Sex

Results are reported for males and females.

Region

The country has been divided into four regions: Northeast, Southeast, Central, and
West. States included in each region are shown on the map below.

o% Northeast

—Central

West '%

B

o N

Size/Type of Community

Three extreme community types of special interest are defined by an occupational
profile of the area served by a school as well as by the size of the community in which the
school is located. This is the only reporting category that excludes a large number of
respondents. About two-thirds do not fall into the classifications listed below. Results for
the remaining two-thirds are not reported in this breakdown, since their performance
was similar to that of the nation.

Advantaged-urban (high-metro) communities. Students in this group attend schools
in or around cities having a population greater than 200,000 where a high proportion of
the residents are in professional or managerial positions.
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Disadvantaged-urban (low-metro) communities. Students in this group attend
schools in or around cities having a population greater than 200,000 where a high
proportion of the residents are receiving government assistance or are not regularly
employed.

Rural communities. Students in this group attend schoolsin areas with a population
under 10,000, where many of the residents are farmers or farm workers.

Levels of Reading Proficiency

NAEP reported the results of the 1983-84 reading assessment on an IRT scale
ranging from 0 to 500. To aid in interpreting the results, NAEP also described what
readers at different proficiency levels were able to do. The description of each level was
based on the assessment results and reflects the interaction of the varieties of types of
knowledge, skills, and strategies that together comprise successful reading at each
level. Five levels of reading proficiency were identified: rudimentary (150), basic (200),
intermediate (250), adept (300), and advanced (350). Writing achievement results are
presented for students attaining each level of reading proficiency, but not the next
highest level. The one exception was that the few fourth graders who did not attain the
rudimentary level were included with those who did. Therefore, this category (which
only occurs at fourth grade) includes the few students (about 3 percent) with reading
proficiency levels from 0 to 199, The basic level includes those students from 200 to
249, intermediate from 250 to 299, adept from 300 to 349, and advanced 350 and

above.

Level of Parental Education

National Assessment defines three categories of parental education levels, based on
students’ reports. These categories are: (1) those whose parents did not graduate from
high schaol, (2) those who have at least one parent who graduated from high school,
and (3) those who have at least one parent who has had some post-high school

education.

Reading Materials in the Horme

Students at all three ages were asked: (1) Does your family get a newspaper
regularly? (2) Is there an encyclopedia in your home? (3) Are there more than 25 books
in your home? (4) Does your family get any magazines regularly? (5) Is there a
dictionary in your home? Results are provided for 0-2 ‘'yes™ responses, as well as for
three, four, and five “yes” responses.

Mothers Working Outside the Home

NAEP asked students: Does your mother work outside your home? Results are
presented for students who answered “yes™ and for those who answered “no,”

Computer in the Home

NAEP asker! students: Is there a computer in your home? Results are presented for
students who answered "yes™ and for those who answered “no.”
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Use of Computer to Write

NAEP asked a subsample of the respondents: Do you ever use a computer to write
stories, papers, or letters? Results are presented for students who answered “yes™ and

for those who answered “no.”

Television Viewing

Students were asked: How much television do you usually watch each day? Results
are reported for those responding two hours or less, three to five hours, and six hours or

more.

Homework

Students were asked: How much time did you spend on homework yesterday?
A. No homework was assigned.
B. | had homework but didn't do it.
C. Less than 1 hour
D. 1-2 hours
E. More than 2 hours
Results are reported for each response.

Pages Read for Homework

NAEP asked students: About how many pages a day do you have to read in school and
for homework? The response options included: More than 20, 16-20, 11-15, 6-10, and

5 or fewer. Results are reported for each response.

The Writing Background Factors

In addition to those background questions in the common co: = administered to all the
students in the sample, NAEP also asked 109 questions specific to writing practice and
instruction. These questions were included in the writing blocks in the BIB portion of
the assessment. Thus, like the writing tasks included in that portion of the assessment,
each question was given to 2,000 students and each pair of questions was given to a
randomly equivalent subsample of students. As with the writing tasks in the BIB portion
of the assessment, it was possible to use the ARM procedure to estimate responses.
Here, all questions were given to students at all three grade levels.

NAEP initiated the process of developing composite variables for the background
factors related to writing achievement by conducting a factor analysis of the results to
the 109 questions for each of the three grade levels separately. Although a few
differences occurred, the majority of the factors were very similar across the three
grades. For ease of reporting and interpretation, NAEP reran the factor analysis for all
three grade levels combined.

The missing data covariance matrices for each grade were pooled and then a
correlation matrix of 109 questions was computed. This matrix was factored using
principal components with unities in the diagonal. The latent roots were examined and
it was decided to rotate 10 factors. The 10 factors were rotated orthogonally to a
varimax solution. These results were examined and in the process of assigning ques-
tions to unique factors, two new factors were created and one was deleted.
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This process eventually resulted in the 11 factor scales reported in Part Il of this
report. These factors are based on 98 background questions. The factors were stan-
dardized on a 5-point scale by truncating each score back to the preceding whole
number (0-99 =0, 1.00-1.99 = 1, 2.00-2.99 =2, 3.00-3.99 = 3, and 4.00 and above =
4) and then adding 1 to each value. Since very few students fell at the extremes of the
distributions for each of the factors, the results were collapsed as follows: Low as 1 and
2, Moderate as 3, and High as 4 and 5.

The factors and the questions that comprise them are listed below:

Factor 1. Value Placed on Writing

How often is each of the following true?

SOVvhwN—

7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.

Writing is important.

Writing helps me learn about myself.

Writing helps me remind myself and others about things.

Writing helps me study.

Writing helps me come up with new ideas.

People who write well have a better chance of getting good jobs than people who don't
write well.

People who write well are more influertial than people who don't write well.
Writing helps me to think more clearly.

Writing helps me tell others what | think.

Writing helps me tell others how | feel about things.

Writing helps me to understand my own feelings about things.

Writing can help me get a good job.

Writing helps me share my ideas.

Writing helps me show people that | know something.

Factor 2. Extent of Teacher Focus on Final Product

After you have written papers, how often does the teacher talk or write to you about each of the
following things?

CENOUVAEWN -

How you followed directions

Whether you wrote enough in your paper
The ideas in your paper

The way vou explained your ideas

The way you expressed your feelings
The way you organized your paper

The words that you used

Your spelling, punctuation, and grammar
Your neatness and handwriting

Factor 2. Use of Revising and Editing Strategies

How often do you do each of the following to make your papers better?

WPCoONAWM A WN—~
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Move some sentences or paragraphs to different parts of the paper
Add new ideas or information

Take out parts of the paper that you don't like

Change some words for other words that you like better

Correct mistakes in spelling

Correct mistakes in grammar

Correct mistakes in punctuation

Rewrite almost all of the paper

Throw out the first paper and <'art again
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How often when you write papers do you do each of the following?

10. Think about where different facts or ideas should go in the paper
11. Make changes as you wri.
12. Make changes after you have written the paper once

The following questions ask about the last thing that you wrote in school.

13. Did you copy over what you wrote before handing it in?
14. Did you make changes in what you wrote?

Factor 4. Stude:. and People Student Lives with
Use Writing for Functional Purposes

How often do the people you live with do each of the following?

1. Make lists of things to buy or do

2. Copy recipes or directions for making things
3. Fill out order blanks to buy things

4. Work crossword puzzles or play word games
5. Write stories or poems

How often do you do each of the following?

6. Make lists of things to buy or do

7. Copy recipes or directions for making things

8. Fill out order blanks to buy things

9. Help other students with their writing
10. Write about something *~3u have read
11. Write papers that you thunk are good but are too personal to show to anyone
12. Write for the school newspaper, magazine, or yearbook

Do you ever use a computer to do the following?

13. Write stories, papers, or letters

Factor 5. Extent of Process-Oriented Teaching Activities
How often when you are writing papers does your teacher ask you to do each of the following?

Make notes before you write

Make an outline for the paper

Make notes for yourself about changes in the paper

Talk with the teacher about the paper while you are working on it

Talk with some classmates about the paper while you are working on it
Write the paper more than once before it is graded

Work on the paper again after it has been graded

How often do you do each of the following things when you study for a test?

NouhAswN-—

8. Take notes on what you read
9. Make outlines of what you read

Factor 6. Student and People Student Lives with
Use Writing for Personal/Social Purposes

1. How many times during last week did you write something that was NOT a school
assignment?

How often do the people you live with do the following?

2. Keep diaries or journals
3. Write letters to friends or relatives
4. Write notes and messages

109

[
e
[ Y



How often do you do each of the following?

5. Keep a diary or journal

6. Write letters to friends or relatives

7. Write notes and messages

8. Write stories or poems that are not schoulwork

How often is the following true for you?
9. Writing helps me keep in touch with friends
When you have free time, how often do you do each of the following?
10. Write in a diary or journal
11. Write a letter
Factor 7. Attitude Toward Writing

How often is ea.  of the following true?

1 like to write.

| am a good writer

| think writing is a waste of time.

People like what [ write.

| write on my own outside the school.

1 don't like to write things that will be graded.

If | didn't have to write for school, | wouldn't write anything.

NoUhWN—

The following question asks about the last thing that you wrote in school.

8. Did you like doing the writing?
Factor 8. Teacher Feedback

How often does the teacher do each of the fciowing things with your writing?

"\ark the mistakes in your paper

Write notes on your paper

Foint out what you did well

Point out what you did not do well

Make suggestions about what you should do the next time you write
Show an interest in what you write

oUAWwN -

Factor 9. Number of Pieces of Writing in English Class

About how many of each of the following kinds of writing did y u do for your English class last
week?

A story

An essay, compositicn, or theme
A poem

A play

A letter

A book report

Another kind of report

Nouhwn—

Factor 10. Use of Planning Strategies

How often when you write papers do you do each of the following?

1. Think about what you want to say before you start writing.

2. Askyourself what kinds of things people would like to know aboutthe sub;- *of the paper.
3. Look up facts in books, magazines, or newspapers.

4. Write in different ways for different people.
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Factor 11. Sharing Writing with Others
The following questions ask about papers you have written.

1. How often do you show your friends the papers you have written?
2. How often are your papers printed in a school newspaper or magazine?
3. How often do people in your family read papers you have written?

Estimating Variability

The standard error, computed us..1g a jackknife replication procedure, provides an
estimate of sampling reliability for NAEP measures. It is composed of sampling error
and other random error associated with the assessment of a specific item or set of
items. Random error includes all possible nonsystematic error associated with admin-
istering specific exercise items to specific students in specific situations.

The standard errors have also been used to construct the 95 percent confidence
intervals (the estimated population mean writing achievement = 2 standard errors)
indicated ir the figures in the report. It can be said with 95 percent certainty that the
mean writing achieverment of the population of interest is in this interval.

A Note About Interpretations

Interpreting the results—attempting to put them into a “real world™ context, advanc-
ing plausible explariations of effects, and suggesting possible courses of action—uwill
always be an art, not a science. No one can control all the possible variables affecting a
survey. Also, any particular level of achievement may be explained in many ways or
perhaps not at all. The interpretative remarks in this report represent the professional
judgments of NAEP staff and consultants and must stand the tests of reason and the
reader’s knowledge and experience. The conjectures may not always be accepted, but
they are a way of stimulating the debate that is necessary to achieve a fuli understanding
of the results and implement appropriate action.
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