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ABSTRACT
The Ability of Maryland English Teachers to Rate Holistically The Quality of
Student Explanatory Writing
Ronald Aaron Peiffer
Doctor of Education, 1988
Directed by: Professor Richard K. Jantz, Department of Education

The purpose of this study was to determine the accuracy of
Maryland English teachers in using the Maryland Writing Test scoring
criteria to place modified holistic ratings on student explanatory writing.
The performance of eight expert raters, who had previously demonstrated
80% rating accuracy in training, was compared with the performance of six
novice raters, who had not been required to demonstrate accuracy in their
training. Accuracy was determined by analyzing error frequency and
patterns in error size and direction. Scores were further analyzed to
determine writing features, both internal and external to the Maryland
Writing Test scoring criteria, that served as predictors of scores assigned
by the two groups of raters.

Findings indicate that novice and expert raters were approximately
60% accurate in score assignments, with no significant difference in the
accuracy level of the two groups. While scores assigned by both groups
correlated highly, the size of their errors correlated moderately. Novice
rater errors were more often one or more score points below the certified
scores that compositions should have received while expert rater errors

were equally distributed between overassessments and

underassessments of writing quality.



The results of stepwise regressions showed certified scores as well
as scores assigned by the two groups of raters to be predicted by the
number of words in the composition and by the frequency of syntax errors.
While 39% of the variance in certified scores was explained by the number
of words, around 50% of the variances in novice and expert scores were
explained by the same feature. Likewise, syntax error frequencies were
slightly stronger predictors of rater scores than of certified scores,
contributing 11% and 17% respectively to the variance in expert and
novice rater scores. Of five features associated with the scoring guide,
content was the strongest predictor of certified scores, explaining 99.4% of
the variance in scores. However, organization was the strongest predictor

of rater scores, explaining around 80% of the variance in scores.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
Introduction
Holistic scoring of written compositions has been used nationally in
large-scale assessment programs and has been refined by researchers
such that inter-rater agreement on scores approach 90% in some cases

(White, 1985, p. 180). Maryland has modified the holistic scoring

procedure to include a set of generic rating criteria to guide trained raters

in scoring the Maryland Writing Test and has approached the high levels

of accuracy observed in other large-scale assessment programs
(Maryland State Department of Education, 1986, 1987c). In classrooms

across the state, those criteria guide teachers on a routine basis in

holistically scoring student work, but the effectiveness of such published

criteria in standardizing teacher assessment of writing is yet unclear.
The Maryland Functional Writing Program constitutes a unique
effort to impose on English teachers a statewide definition for quality of

writing. English teachers historically have been divided over the definition
of writing quality as evidenced by the diversity in what teachers teach and

how they grade writing (Hirsch, 1977). Each English teacher has acquired

a collection of writing features for which he or she looks in student

compositions. The importance of each feature becomes transcribed into a
self-set scale, thus producing a set of personalized criteria for scoring and

grading--a personal definition of writing quality. The impact of a statewide

definition of writing quality on teachers’ rating decisions and the extent to

which the state definition agrees and conflicts with individual definitions of



quality has been explored only in terms of the number of students passing

the Maryland Writing Test.

Purpose

The purpose of this study was to examine the extent to which
Maryland English teachers could effectively transfer modified holistic
scoring procedures from a large-scale assessment design to a simulated
classroom situation. The primary focus of the study was the effectiveness
of training on rater accuracy. The study provided evidence about how
closely training should resemble the kind of preparation raters receive in
large-scale assessment programs. The impact of training was determined

by analyzing teacher rating decisions for the relationship between scores

and composition features within and outside of the scoring criteria. The

determination of those rating predictors complemented an analysis of rater

accuracy to help estimate the quality of feedback teachers would likely

give to students about their writing.
Rationale

Holistic scoring of writing quality is a controversial practice, at best.

Critics point out that research has not provided support for claims of

validity and reliability made by proponents of holistic scoring (Charney,

1984). In many academic areas, assessment of student achievement has

traditionally included multiple choice instruments that have historically

enjoyed acceptance from the public and from educators alike.

Unfortunately, multiple choice tests of writing quality have many of the

psychometric benefits of other multiple choice tests except for validity.

Such instruments simply cannot measure how well students compose

(Godshalk et al., 1966; Culpepper & Ramsdell, 1982; Huntley, Schmeiser,



& Stiggins, 1979; Breland & Gaynor, 1979). Meanwhile, holistic scoring of
writing quality has undergone intense refinement by state and national
assessment agencies and researchers (McCready & Melton, 1981; White,
1985). Consequently, some standard practices have emerged that have
produced, for large-scale assessments, accurate, defensible
measurements of writing quality (Cooper, 1977; Maryland State

Department of Education, 1986, 1987c, 1988).

In an effort to examine both the rating behaviors of trained raters
and the characteristics of quality writing, much research has focused on
the lexical and syntactic patterns of compositions and how those patterns
related to the quality ratings compositions received (Cooper, et al., 1984;
Freedman, 1979a, 1979b, 1984; Grobe, 1981; Nielsen & Piche, 1981;

Nold and Freedman, 1977; Schmeling, 1970). A limited amount of
rther to pursue the relationship of

(Freedman, 1979a, 1984).

additional research has gone fu

rhetorical features of writing to quality ratings
But even less has been done to connect the rater's own schema with text

features that influence score decisions (Freedman & Calfee, 1983).

Though the list of possible writing features that might influence

raters during holistic scoring is virtually endless, some have been more

thoroughly studied than others. Sentence complexity, prime among them,

has been widely studied following Kellog Hunt's (1965) initial work in the

1960's (Thomas & Donlan, 1980; Combs, 1976; O'Hare, 1973; Pedersen,

1977; Potter, 1967; Schmeling, 1970). While most researchers found

sentence complexity to be characteristic of good writing, others found

evidence that sentence complexity either was unrelated to writing quality

or was related to poorer quality, often depending on the age of the writer



(Mellon, 1969; San Jose, 1972; Faigley, 1979; Hillocks, 1984, 1986, p.
75). Errors, on the other hand, have consistently related to writing quality,
with spelling errors being among the most powerful indicators of poor
writing (Baddely & Wing, 1980; Breland & Jones, 1984; Neilsen & Piche,
1981; Cooper, et al., 1984). Further, punctuation, capitalization, and
usage mistakes have been nearly as frequent features of poor writing

(Baddely & Wing, 1980; Bartholomae, 1980; Freedman, 1979a, 1979b;
Gorrell, 1983; Williams, 1981; Cooper, et al., 1984).

Even composition length and vocabulary level have proven to be
related to quality ratings (Grobe, 1981; Breland & Jones, 1984; Nold &
Freedman, 1977). However, it is not clear if any such characteristics have
influenced raters inappropriately or if they do indeed represent features of

good writing. This is partly due to the absence of stated rating criteria in

most research involving holistic scoring of compositions.

A considerable body of research on large scale assessment has
helped to refine holistic scoring and to develop an understanding of its
limitations. However, the classroom application of holistic scoring as an

instructional tool has yet to reach the same level of refinement. In

Maryland, where modified holistic scoring is used in a statewide
assessment program, teachers are encouraged to implement holistic

scoring into instruction. As such, modified holistic scoring requires raters

to apply sets of generic narrative and explanatory rating criteria to

Maryland Writing Test papers. Unlike other holistic rating procedures,

these criteria can be applied to any narrative and explanatory

composition, thus opening a unique opportunity for the researcher.

Whereas prior research revealed only the appearance of text features in



relation to quality ratings, this study attempted to extend the line of inquiry
to include the effects of rater training on scoring decisions.
Significance of the Study
Maryland classroom teachers are responsible for assessing student
writing in preparation for the Maryland Writing Test in grade nine. Though
at least part of the Maryland Writing Test scoring criteria are assumed to
include a portion of all English teachers' personal writing criteria, teachers

possess other personal criteria and place different levels of significance

on them. In adapting Maryland's modified holistic scoring procedures to

the classroom, the Maryland Writing Test scoring criteria form a critical link

to the state test. The extent to which that link is obscured by a rater's

personal writing assessment criteria or strengthened by training needs

further definition.
A better understanding of the relationship of personal and Maryland

Writing Test scoring criteria in assessment is needed to begin a search for

intervention practices that would secure the accuracy of the classroom

teacher's use of modified holistic scoring. The training procedures

currently used in Maryland range from review of the scoring guides and

annotations on scored papers 10 practice rating. This training is designed

to assist the classroom teacher in applying the scoring criteria to student

writing as a routine aspect of writing instruction. The use of rating scales

and rubrics have proven a successful practice for improving writing

performance in students (Hillocks, 1986, p. 156), and for Maryland English

teachers, such practices have grown even more important. When

Maryland English teachers use the state criteria to prepare students for the



Maryland Writing Test, accurate application of those criteria would be a

necessity.
It is clear that the publication of the Maryland Writing Test scoring

criteria and inservice activities associated with the Maryland Writing Test
are intended to strengthen the rating accuracy of teachers. In effect, this
means that such practices will need to narrow the focus of teachers who
are scoring student papers to include a limited range of writing
characteristics, at least at those times when teachers are preparing
students to take the Maryland Writing Test. The degree to which teachers
have assigned the same scores as trained raters indicates the ability of
teachers to score accurately. However, teachers assigning differing

scores may fully understand the criteria but may interpret the scale

somewhat differently. Consequently, it was necessary to compare and

contrast teacher scoring decisions in several ways to determine if rating

differences were the result of disagreement with the Maryland Writing Test

scoring criteria, imposition of other scoring criteria from the teachers'’

repertoire, or simply from rating more harshly or less harshly.

The relationship of the scores assigned by teachers and the

characteristics of compositions would indicate the priorities of teachers
when making rating decisions. Though the five features of the Maryland

Writing Test scoring criteria should serve as the predictors of scores

assigned by raters, other features, such as mechanical errors and

handwriting, likely enter into rater decisions. The ability of training

procedures to focus raters on the specified scoring criteria--in this case,

the Maryland Writing Test explanatory scoring criteria--was determined by

comparing the scores assigned Dy novice raters who were briefly trained



with scores assigned by expert raters who were extensively trained until

they were able to assign accurate scores to 80% of the compositions they

read. The degree to which accuracy declines after training was

determined by comparing certified modified holistic scores with score

assignments of expert raters, since they were trained several months prior

to the scoring of papers in the study.

In considering activities or procedures to substitute for extensive

rater training and monitoring for the classroom teacher, it has become

important to determine if extensive training is needed to assure rater

accuracy and if such training must occur immediately prior to scoring. It

has also become critical to determine if any particular characteristics of

writing such as mechanical errors and handwriting are more related to

inaccurate score assignments than others and if the effects of training are

more effective over time for some than for others.
The Problem

The study was designed to examine the ability of Maryland English

teachers to perform modified holistic scoring in a simulated classroom

assessment situation. Modified holistic scoring is a specialized skill for

which Maryland teachers receive training. However, the effectiveness of

such training activities in assuring rater accuracy was examined in terms

of overall accuracy and, more specifically, in terms of the criteria with

which teachers made score decisions. Both dimensions of scoring--

accuracy and criteria--were examined in this inquiry in that both impact the

kinds of feedback provided to students about their writing (Freedman,

1979a). In large-scale assessments, rater accuracy is developed through

hours of training immediately prior to scoring . That training is focused on



helping each individual apply the same set of rating criteria to all
compositions. In such assessment settings, raters can be trained to apply
rating criteria with a high degree of success, but in the classroom,
comparable training is not available and cannot be administered.
Essentially, such training would be based on experts assigning correct
scores to a set of sample papers from the collection of papers to be
assessed (Maryland State Department of Education, 1988). Though such
practices fortify the validity of large-scale assessment procedures, such
authoritative intervention is not feasible for the classroom.

An analysis of teachers' modified holistic score assessments was
necessary to determine the extent to which scoring inaccuracy is a
problem for Maryland teachers. The results provide some insights into the
level of training needed to assure rating accuracy and assist in identifying
some specific aspects of writing that predict the kinds of scores raters
assign.

Research Questions

1. What is the relationship between certified modified holistic scores,

scores assigned to compositions by expert raters undergoing complete

scoring training several months prior to scoring, and scores assigned to

compositions by novice raters who have experienced only brief inservice
ic scoring within the last year?

ssigned by the two groups

programs in modified holist

a. To what extent do the scores a
correlate with each other and with the certified Maryland Writing

Test scores?

b. To what extent do the errors in the scores assigned by the two

groups of raters correlate?



c. What is the mean difference in the number of accurate scores

assigned by the two groups of raters?

d. What is the mean difference in the size of errors made by the

two groups of raters?
e. What is the mean difference in the direction of errors made by

the two groups of raters?
2. Which of the following characteristics or combination of characteristics

of writing are predictors of the certified modified holistic scores, scores

assigned to compositions by expert raters undergoing complete training

several months prior to scoring, and scores assigned by novice raters who

have experienced inservice programs in modified holistic scoring within
the last year?
a. sentence complexity (as indicated by mean t-unit length)

b. number of words per composition

c. mean raters' assessments of composition handwriting quality

d. number of punctuation errors per 100 words

e. number of spelling errors per 100 words
f. number of capitalization errors per 100 words
g. language usage errors per 100 words

h. number of syntax errors per 100 words

3. Which of the following analytic ratings of writing features from the
Maryland Writing Test scoring criteria are predictors of certified modified
holistic scores, scores assigned by expert raters undergoing complete

training several months prior to scoring, and scores assigned by novice

raters undergoing inservice programs in modified holistic scoring within

the last year?
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. organization

o o

. content

. attention to audience

(9]

d. sentence formation
e. mechanical errors that interfere with meaning

Definition of Terms
Modified holistic scoring- the practice of assigning overall quality
scores of 1 to 4 to writing on the basis of specific pre-set criteria and sets of
anchor papers. In this study, the pre-set criteria used by raters were the

Maryland Writing Test scoring criteria for explanatory writing (Maryland

State Department of Education, 1987b, 1987d).

meﬂmm a set of general descriptions

of compositions at each of the four score points stated in terms of content,

organization, audience, sentence formation, and conventions errors. See

Appendix A for a copy of the criteria for explanatory writing, which was

used in the study.
Marvland Writing Test Scoring Committee- a group of twenty-four

Maryland educators , working under the direction of assessment

specialists from the Maryland State Department of Education to construct

anchor papers and training materials for use by contracted raters in the

scoring of the annual Maryland Writing Test.
Certified modified holistic scores- composition scores determined
by the Maryland Writing Test Scoring Committee under the direction of

assessment specialists from the Maryland State Department of Education.

In this study, certified modified holistic scores were considered correct

scores for all compositions.
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Expert raters- eight members of the Maryland Writing Test Scoring
Committee, all of whom were English teachers. As scoring committee
members, they had undergone extensive scoring training in modified

holistic scoring and had demonstrated 80% accuracy in scoring student

compositions.
Novice raters- six Maryland English language arts teachers who

had participated in at least one brief inservice experience reviewing the
Maryland Writing Test criteria in the fall of 1987 as mandated by Maryland

State Department of Education. These teachers had not demonstrated a

pre-set level of scoring accuracy in their training.
Sentence complexity- the degree to which writing, on the sentence
level, displays subordination of ideas and thoughts through the use of

phrases and clauses. Generally, sentence complexity is measured by

counting the mean number of words per t-unit for a composition.

| il yality ratings- ratings of 1,2, or 3 assigned by

members of both rater groups participating in the study. A score of 1
represented the lowest quality with 3 representing the highest quality.
Ratings represented raters’ perceptions of the quality of the handwriting of

each composition in comparison with the handwriting of the other papers

in the set that they holistically scored.

Analytic ratings of writing features- ratings of 1 to 4 assigned by a

panel of three writing assessment specialists to each composition for each

of the five features identified in the Maryland Writing Test explanatory

scoring criteria--content, organization, attention to audience, and sentence

formation and convention errors that interfere with meaning.
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Limitations

1. Each of the two groups of teachers participating in the study
included only a small number of subjects. The number of expert raters
(eight) was limited by the number of teachers who were members of the
1988 Maryland Writing Test Scoring Committee Narrative Subcommittee.
The number of novice raters (six) was subsequently limited to a
comparable level and involved one high school English department.

2. Teacher participation in the study was limited to an English

department from one Maryland high school. Teachers included in the

study fell into one of three categories:
a. teachers who at least one class period per day taught
writing instruction to students preparing to take the
Maryland Writing Test in grade nine
b. teachers who provided state-mandated remediation
ction in writing to students in grades ten and eleven

instru

who have previously failed the state test and were

preparing to retest
c. teachers who used the Maryland Writing Test criteria in
assessment of student writing, but whose

passed the Maryland Writing Test

classroom

students had previously

3. Student writing to be used in the study was composed of samples

of explanatory writing only. Maryland State Department of Education

specialists in writing assessment and instruction had observed that
teachers' definitions of explanatory writing quality seemed to vary among

teachers more than their definitions of narrative writing. Consequently, it
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appeared as if explanatory writing would allow a greater opportunity to

observe those influences on rater scoring decisions.

4. The set of compositions was selected from actual compositions
written in response to the 1988 administration of the Maryland Writing

Test. However, the compositions were not randomly selected. Though

compositions were characteristic of student work, they were ones judged

by Maryland State Department of Education assessment specialists as

being clearly representative of each of the score points. This also allowed

a wider variety of compositions for the study since the ninth grade pass

rate for the 1988 test was 82.2%. A random sample would have produced

a large number of papers at the 3 and 4 score points.

5. Since expert raters who participate in the study represent several
different school systems from across the state, materials were sent to them

by mail, and those subjects completed activities independently. However,

for five of the novice raters, the activities at the participating high school

were completed in two single sessions with teachers present in one room,

working at their own pace; two teachers worked in one session, three

teachers worked in another session. One novice rater who was absent on

the day data were collected completed the packet independently without

monitoring.
6. Modified holistic scores and analytic scores (Appendix A) used in
this study were both limited to a four-point scale range. Two of the analytic

scores--errors in sentence formation and conventions--were further limited

to a three-point scale. Attention to qudience, a fifth feature, was rated on a

two-point scale.
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Assumptions

1. The compositions used in the study were typical of what the

teacher sees in the classroom.

2. The performance of teachers approximated their behavior in

rating their own students' compositions in their own classrooms. The

teachers in the study were typical of their peers elsewhere in the state. As

a consequence, teachers did not use sets of anchor papers in scoring

compositions since anchor sets are not feasible in most classroom writing

assessment situations.

3. The score assignments made by the writing assessment experts

(certified modified holistic scores) were assumed to be accurate for all

compositions.
4. Though results of the study would specifically apply to the

preparation of students for the Maryland Writing Test, these results could

apply to the application of scoring criteria other than the Maryland Writing

Test criteria whenever scales and scoring criteria are used in instruction.
Overview of Method
used the Maryland Writing Test explanatory

s written by students for the 1988

Two groups of teachers

scoring criteria to score 35 composition
Maryland Writing Test. One group of eight teachers consisted of expert

raters in that they had qualified as raters at a training activity conducted by
Maryland State Department of Education. A second group of six teachers

consisted of novice raters in that they had been trained in a less intense,

shorter training experience in which they were not required to reach a

qualifying level of accuracy in scoring compositions. A third set of scores--

Certified Maryland Writing Test scores--provided a set of scores that were
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assumed to be accurate scores with which to compare the scores
assigned by novice and expert raters. Rater-assigned scores from both

groups were analyzed to determine accuracy as well as predictors of

score assignments.
Summary

The inservice activities used in Maryland to train teachers in

modified holistic scoring have differed from the training that is provided to

raters who score papers in large-scale holistic scoring operations in

several ways. The training is generally conducted using prompts that are

not later used in the classroom, is generally not followed up by rater

monitoring, and does not require teachers to reach a qualifying level of

accuracy. Training is designed to assist teachers in applying an imposed

set of writing assessment criteria that often differs from personal criteria.

Personal criteria can include emphases on content and organizational

features of writing, but can also include a focus on mechanical errors such

as spelling and punctuation. Scoring accuracy and the predictors of

scores assigned by teachers weré investigated to determine the impact of

training on the scoring decisions made by teachers.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Introduction

This chapter examines the current research in writing assessment,

particularly as it relates to modified holistic scoring used in conjunction

with the Maryland Writing Test. It compares and contrasts the Maryland

test with other direct writing assessment procedures that have been

developed in the field, and it examines the problems associated with

holistic scoring, including criteria and threats to validity and reliability. The

cognitive activity of rating compositions is examined in this chapter

through an information processing model as a means of understanding

better the influences that affect raters. Research on those influences, in

turn, are examined in more detail, particularly as they emerge from the

composition text. From those influences, certain ones pose threats to the

validity and reliability of holistic scoring and are discussed in terms of the

controls applied in many assessment procedures to minimize their effects.

Problems in Writing Assessment

The task of building a good yardstick of writing skills and of having it

make valid and reliable measurements has been arduous. Flower and

Hayes (1980a; 1980b), in their think-aloud protocols of writers as they

worked, have helped to build a theoretical model to explain what is

happening in the writer's mind. The validity of Flower's and Hayes'

Specific claims may be questioned in that having writers orally articulate

their thoughts as they move through the writing process may rec
olved in writing. However, this research has

onfigure

the actual chain of events inv

been successful in identifying the complexity of the task of writing. Clearly,
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writing is a recursive activity requiring the interplay of multiple skills.
Meanwhile, other researchers, for various reasons, explored the
relationships of a host of other variables to writing and confirmed that at
least reading skills played a part in writing measurements (Grobe & Grobe,
1977; Hiebert, Englert, & Brennan, 1983; Shannahan, 1984; Shannahan

& Lomax, 1986). Consequently, any measurement of writing would not be

a discrete measurement of writing skills alone.

Where educators have chosen to assess writing skills with multiple

choice tests, simple, reliable measurements of isolated skills have

resulted. They have been shown to correlate with written composition test

scores at least at a moderate level (Godshalk, et al., 1966; Culpepper &

Ramsdell, 1982: Huntley, Schmeiser, & Stiggins, 1979; Smith, et al., 1980;

Breland & Gaynor, 1979). Further, some of those studies determined that

some indirect measurements of writing skills had a significant level of

predictive validity in terms of in-class performance at the college level

(Gorrell, 1983; Breland & Gaynor, 1979). Similar relationships between
multiple choice tests and composition tests emerged in studies of younger

students (Hogan & Mishler, 1980). However, Moss, Cole, & Khampalikit

(1982) were not able to replicate those findings in their study.

Researchers seem to have discovered that there are, then,
statistically significant relationships between multiple choice tests of

writing skills and composition ratings. Further, some have found that such

indirect assessments of writing skills have demonstrated predictive and
concurrent validity and are, above all, reliable. However, there are

Questions about the practice of simply correlating essay Scores with

standardized test scores and course grades. Clemson (1978), in her work
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with the Basic Skills Assessment, found the essay portion of that writing
test to correlate weakly with the multiple choice portion but concluded that

the importance of having students experience the writing portion of the test

was important enough to retain it in practice.

Direct writing assessments continue to be important in writing
instruction for more powerful reasons than having students experience the
opportunity to write. Assessing writing skills by having students produce
writing samples gives the teacher an opportunity to examine both the parts

and the whole. While multiple choice tests allow an opportunity to

examine some component subskills such as those related to the

mechanics of writing, they do not allow the student to compose.

Consequently, the opportunity to examine a student's ability to organize

ideas and to communicate meaning is not available through indirect

assessment (Odell, 1981, p. 107). But such opportunities are possible

with direct assessments. The problem, however, is in producing valid and

reliable measurements of writing--of the whole.

In sitting down to assess a written composition the teacher is faced

with numerous distractions that can make it difficult to measure how well

the student has communicated information to the reader. One choice, in

assessing student writing, has been to count the frequencies of specific

writing features such as errors and to assess quality on the basis of this

information (Odell, 1981, p. 119). An alternative has been to read the

composition for the purpose of determining the quality of the sample.

Such qualitative assessments are not as reliable, but they can produce

broader statements about the writer's performance (Stiggins, 1982).
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Pressures on state education agencies and national testing
companies have driven some of the research in this area. Especially

where assessments have been tied to program decisions such as

graduation or promotion, the demands for valid, reliable assessments

have been strong. Indirect assessments have sometimes been chosen by

a few states for their writing assessment programs, but the vast majority

have elected direct assessments, and those have been qualitative in

nature (McCready and Melton, 1981). The cost and time constraints

associated with processing large numbers of writing samples have limited

the choices for agencies and companies and have produced some

procedures, which are difficult to replicate in the classroom (White, 1985,

p. 68).

Large-scale testing has produced some state-of-the-art standards

for writing assessment, and some refinements in direct writing assessment

have gained the support of some writers (White, 1985, p. 16). This chapter

reviews the work of researchers to understand the cognitive base for the

rating of writing quality for both large-scale scoring settings and for the

classroom. This chapter also reviews research efforts to identify factors

operating during the rating process to cue the rater to the writer's skills and

to distract the rater from seeing the valid evidence regarding those same

skills. From research in both areas may come the development of better

scoring procedures, more effective rater training, or scoring devices that

may assist in reducing the activity of scoring distractors in the qualitative

assessment of compositions.
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Qualitative Direct Writing Assessment
Some current state-of-the-art qualitative writing assessments may
seem somewhat removed from the traditional methods used by English

teachers to grade compositions. This is due in part to the refinements in

assessment and to a current interest in measuring various writing skill

competencies (Odell, 1981, p. 107). In the English class, the teacher will

often circle errors and write comments in the margin about specific

syntactic or rhetorical features of the writing, and he or she may have

generalized criteria for grading. However, the teacher may not have

attempted to specify criteria exactly and to apply those criteria evenly

through the set of compositions. At the same time, accountability

assessment programs have worked for specificity in criteria and precision

in instrumentation (White, 1985, p. 24: Maryland State Department of

Education, 1988).

Teacher criteria arise from the definition the rater has in mind for

writing, and it is assumed that each rater has that definition cognitively

activated as he or she reads the writing sample. One type of qualitative

writing assessment, holistic scoring, requires the rater to apply a specific

definition of writing quality consistently to each writing sample. Further,

primary trait scoring, a form of holistic scoring, permits the rater to measure

quality in terms of a limited set of traits that are peculiar to the writing task

required of the student (Lloyd-Jones, 1977, p- 32).
Maryland Functional Writing Program has employed a

Maryland State Department of

and Writing Test apart somewhat

Similarly, the
modified holistic scoring scheme (

Education, 1987c). This sets the Mary|
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from other tests that employ scoring schemes that use pure holistic scoring

designs. In pure holistic scoring schemes, the scoring criteria essentially

emerge from the collected body of papers. A set of anchor papers is

selected as representative of each of the score points, and scoring

proceeds on the basis of those self-set critenia.

While this procedure is also a part of the modified holistic scoring
method for Maryland, state officials have established a specific set of

criteria for narrative writing and a slightly different set of criteria for
explanatory writing. These two sets of criteria remain fixed from year to
year and form the basis for the selection of the anchor papers for the
annual test (Maryland State Department of Education, 1987c). This added

step is essential in a large-scale assessment program to assure that the

standards do not drift from year to year.
In building the test for each annual administration, new writing

topics are developed. Consequently, after the first state test booklets are

returned, specialists select hundreds of compositions from those written by

Students and identify from among them those compositions that clearly are

representative of the kind of writing raters will be seeing. Maryland State

Department of Education specialists work with the Maryland Writing Test

Scoring Committee--a panel of 24 teachers and supervisors from across

the state--to place scores on a limited number of those papers, using the

Maryland Writing Test scoring criteria. Following lengthy concensus

sessions, the committee is able to identify the compositions that will be

used to train contracted raters and other compositions that will serve as a

reference for raters--the anchor papers.
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The scoring procedures remain a critical part of test construction

and administration, but the writing tasks themselves are equally important.
In the design of the writing prompts or topics, educators remain divided on

the most desirable characteristics of ideal topics. McColly (1970) found

that if writing prompts were broad, allowing for a wide variety of responses,

the ability of the reader to provide a valid assessment of the writing sample

would be impaired. Consequently, he recommended that subjects be

forced to respond to very narrowly defined prompts. Meanwhile, another

declared that at least some latitude should be allowed for the student to

utilize personal experience in writing (Lloyd-Jones, 1977, p. 41). The lack

of a personal knowledge base would severely limit the ability of a writer to

respond to the topic.

Clearly, the designers of writing prompts would be hard-pressed to

produce test questions that adhered to both restraints. In designing

pPrompts for the Maryland Writing Test, Maryland State Department of
Education has indicated that of about oné hundred prompts submitted by

prompt writers to the agency, only one of two pairs are deemed suitable

for use in live testing situations. The screening process eliminates

Prompts that are invalid, culturally biased, or socially inappropriate and

which do not perform well in field testing (Maryland State Department of

Education, 1987a).

While the large-scale assessment programs generally pay very

Close attention to prompt design, some research has indicated that such
concern may be at least in part unwarranted. Ina comparison of essay

topics that included considerable detail in outlining the writing task with
less specific versions of the same topics, there was no significant
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difference in the scores on student responses (Brossell, 1983). In that

study, it was supposed that the increased attention paid to construction of

the prompt, and particularly to providing the writer with detailed

specifications for the task would enhance the students' ability to respond.

However, students did not appear to respond to the additional assistance

provided by the text of the prompt. Similarly, a study by Karen Greenburg

(1981) showed that students who were allowed to choose their own

response designs did not write significantly better.
Consequently, if prompt design, response design, and the ability of

a test question to engage the personal experience of a writer do not

operate as powerful variables in affecting student performance, the

classroom teacher appears to have much freedom in writing assessment.

He or she should, with relative ease, be able to produce for students

hich valid
(1983) and

writing tasks that result in samples of writing from w

measurements of skills can be taken. Though the Brossell

Greenburg (1981) studies might indicate that classroom assessment

design can be somewhat forgiving, no such flexibility is implied for large-

scale assessments. Those who design writing tests for administration to
large numbers of students with diverse backgrounds often employ
prompts about which it might be

985, p. 108).
tion more threats to

intensive procedures for screening
difficult for some students to write (White, 1

The rater probably brings to the scoring situa

validity and reliability than are contained in some instruments. For large-
scale assessment programs, the rater is trained to understand the criteria

and is checked periodically to see if he of she applies the criteria

consistently to all writing samples (Maryland State Department of
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Education, 1986, 1987c). The classroom teacher often operates without
benefit of specified criteria, training, or monitoring. Consequently, the
defenses against threats to validity and reliability are weak. In order to
understand the sources of those threats, the testing situation and

especially the rating procedures need scrutiny.

Since direct qualitative assessment seems to be a principal choice

for informal classroom writing assessment, the charge to the classroom

teacher may in some ways be more serious than it is to administrators of

large-scale assessments. The teacher is faced with identifying the precise

criteria for assessment, with electing a valid and reliable scoring

procedure, and with assuring that the student understands that he or she

is being rated against the criteria. Further, the criteria need to be valid. In

many reported studies of holistic scoring, the criteria are not reported, but

in others, researchers have worked extensively to identify rating scales

and criteria that have proven research or theoretical bases (Cooper, 1977,

p. 15; Lloyd-Jones, 1977, p. 49; Breland and Jones, 1984). The criteria, in

Maryland, can be the Maryland Writing Test criteria, which have recently

been clarified and distributed to state English language arts teachers

(Maryland State Department of Education, 1987b). The scoring procedure
patterned after that described by numerous

85, p. 19; Cooper, 1977; Maryland

can be holistic scoring and

researchers and agencies (White, 19

State Department of Education, 1986, 1987c; 1988). Though it is possible

for one individual rater to score papers holistically, the teacher will not

likely be able to attain in isolation the reliability that is possible with

Multiple raters (Breland, 1983).
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In the classroom, the teacher is left essentially unmonitored to score
papers with the only guidance being provided by an explicit scoring rubric.
Whereas, in the Maryland Writing Test scoring rubric, not only is the rater
trained to identify papers at each score point and in the identification of

characteristics related to the criteria, raters are also periodically checked

to identify those who are displaying drift, assigning scores that are

dissimilar from the scores assigned by other raters to the same papers

(Maryland State Department of Education, 1986).

Sources of Influences on Raters

Freedman and Calfee (1983) have categorized sources of influence
on score assignments that can apply to both large-scale efforts and to the

classroom. They felt that one cluster of rating influences arises from the
text of the writing sample. However, they also surmised that another realm

of rating influences is actually carried with the rater to the scoring session

cognitively in the form of the raters schema. They felt that the third cluster
of influences arise from the physical and psychological context within
which the rating activity occurs. The complex task of unravelling the

scoring process, then, would center on developing a better understanding

of the cognitive activity associated with rating and on those influences

atfecting scoring decisions.

While Flower and Hayes (1980D; Hayes and Flower, 1980) have

worked to explore cognitive activity of writers who are producing written

text, little parallel work has been done to structure the cognitive activity of

raters who are attempting to assign a quality rating to that text. That is not
to say that researchers have not explored quality ratings thoroughly. In

fact, considerable work has produced an increasingly clearer picture of the
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characteristics of writing that has been judged by raters to be of both poor

and exemplary quality. Unfortunately, that research has largely focused

on relatively simple syntactic and lexical features of writing and on how

those features related to quality rating assignments (Cooper, et al., 1984;

Freedman, 1979a, 1979b; 1984; Grobe, 1981; Neilsen & Piche, 1981;
Nold & Freedman, 1977; Schmeling, 1970).

Freedman (1979, 1984) also investigated the relationship of content

and organization to scoring papers, but little research has explored the

actual process. Freedman and Calfee (1983) proposed a model for rating

essays based on three component processes--creation of a mental image

of the text following reading, evaluation of that image, and articulation of

the stored impression of the rating. Freedman and Calfee justified this

search for the substructure of rating as congruous with the ideas of Simon

(1981), who in The Sciences of the Artificial proposed the concept of

decomposable hierarchy. This dissection of the structural process,

according to Simon (1981, p. 106), would lend insight into the

intercomponent interactions. The Freedman and Calfee schematic of

cognitive activity proposed three subcomponent processes, but the actual

Process may be more complex.

In the absence of a specific body of research on decision-making as

some insight may be derived from principles

(SDT). The theory originated from

It occurs in holistic scoring,

associated with signal detection theory
948 by Shannon (1949) in which the

hree mathematical theorems

work that was first published in 1

author produced a complex set of twenty t

relating to the transmission and reception of electronic signals. As an
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engineering advance, Shannon's theorems resulted in one set of research
activity in the electronic field. However, simultaneously, another body of

work began in the field of human communication when Weaver (1949)

suggested that signal detection theory could aptly be applied to the
processes underlying the sending and receiving of information in humans.

In revisiting the original papers of both Weaver and Shannon,

Ritchie (1986) attempted to clarify the differences between Shannon's
theorems and Weaver's interpretations for the social scientist. In Ritchie's

discussions, he was less concerned with the direct application of each

mathematical theorem to actual physical human activity. This arose, in

part, from the inability of SDT theorems to work when applied to auditory

and visual discrimination tasks in the laboratory. Ritchie suggested,

instead, that the theory be applied only when three conditions prevail:

where problem situations can be decomposed into subproblems that fit
Shannon's theorems, where problem situations resemble Shannon's

theoretical problems but do not specifically agree with his assumptions, or

where problem situations can be attacked using hypotheses emerging

from Shannon's assumptions.

Ritchie went further to propose that more important, perhaps, than

Shannon's theorems might be his method. He viewed the problem of

noise obscuring the signal in information transmission with an intent to

understand better the mathematical relationship of the two to accurate
reception of the signal. In applying this problematic view of information

transmittal between sender and receiver to the task of assessing the

quality of writing, some parallels seem to emerge. Consequently, it might

be of use to consider using the simple signal detection model as a tool in
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conceptualizing what occurs cognitively when the teacher decides on a

quality rating for a student composition.
If one considers the text of the student writing sample to be the

source of information in this model, that transmission might consist of a
signal and accompanying noise. The signal, of course, could represent

the writing characteristics that are related to the criteria the rater is using to

assess the quality of the composition. Error in detection of the signal, and

in turn of judgment, is related to the noise accompanying the signal that is
transmitted as well as noise introduced in the processing of the signal

(Lindsay, 1970, p. 154). The processing, of rating of the paper, could

entail the application of the identified scoring criteria to the signal. The

noise introduced at that point could be identified from the Freedman and

Calfee (1983) model as emerging from the context associated with scoring

and from the text itself. However, noise in the rating process also might

arise from the activation of extraneous scoring criteria that are a part of the

rater's schema, but not necessarily part of the scoring criteria that the rater

is expected to be using at that time. Consequently, error threats that

diminish the integrity of the judgment process seem to emerge from points

external to and internal to the rater.

In the Flower and Hayes (1980b) model of composition

construction, cognitive activity, during writing entails sorting information in

the writing as it is read, and storing in short term memory certain elements
of the composition in terms of the text to be composed. Selecting

information for rating may mirror some of that process. By viewing

decision-making about the quality of a sample of writing through a signal

detection model, it may be possible to understand how the rater detects
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the correct signal before applying the criteria to the writing. However, the
decision-making process in writing assessment is not simplistic but rather

is more similar to multichannel processing situations (Lindsay, 1970, p.

157).
As the rater reads the written text, he or she is completing a

complex task that is much more than passing a string of words through

memory, as it may appear on the surface. In Maryland, the text is

simultaneously evaluated for five discrete characteristics (Maryland State

Department of Education, (1988), which could be treated as five different

channels of signals entering, occasionally being stored in short term

memory. Memory becomes the site at which the writer not only collects

details, but also builds comprehension of the passage and provides the

basis for recursive decision-making as multiple facets of the writing are
considered.
Lindsay (1970, p. 24) propo

possible model for processing some kinds o

sed multiplexing of information as a
f data. He saw the signals

entwining and overlapping and then being decoded through a filtering

process. Unfortunately, the detection of such multichannel signals

an where one simple signal is to be

ates, and Barnett, 1965).

produces a higher range of error th

identified from a background of noise (Moray, B
Decision-Making in Holistic Scoring

our scale points (in the Maryland rubric) as

Treating each of the f

categories for each of the five separate criteria, the reader appears to

assign a score to each criterion before subsuming those five criterion-

based 