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ABSTRACT 

This report explains the reasons for the survey and describes the 
development of the testing procedures. The report summarizes the results. 
While the median mark was "C," there were one-half as many more students 
with marks below "C" as those with marks above "C." For the non-English 
students the ratings clustered at the "D" - "E" levels; there were no 
marks above "C." As the test was a locally-developed instrument without 
any previous standardization, there were no norms available. It was not 
possible to report the results in terms of grade equivalent scores or 
percentiles. The report includes specimens of student writing and a 
report from the marking team. It points out the strengths and weak-
nesses of student performance and lists five recommendations for streng-
thening in the instructional program of secondary schools in English 
composition. 



SURVEY OF ACHIEVEMENT IN COMPOSITION IN GRADE 11 

OF VANCOUVER SCHOOLS, FEBRUARY 18, 1975 

INTRODUCTION  

Concern over the reading and writing programs in Vancouver Schools 
culminated in the establishment in June, 1974 of a Task Force on English 
with the following terms of reference: 

"To determine whetheh the keadi.ng and writing pkognam (K-12) 
meets .the needs o6 the 4-tudente en the context o6 .today's 
6oeí.e.ty, and move 6pe.4LcnVy to detenmi.ne whether the content 
heading and wn,i,tí.ng pitogkam i.e adequate .to pupate the student 
.to achieve hie 6ocAat and economic goats, and to make necomnenda-
tion6 thereon." 

The Task Force called for surveys of reading achievement at four levels 
(Grades 3, 5, 7 and 10) and surveys of composition in Grades 6 and 11. 

TESTING PROCEDURES  

In response to the request from the Task Force on English for a 
survey of the writing ability of Grade 11 students, a committee of English 
Department Heads assisted in developing an instrument and the testing 
procedures, (See Appendix A). The committee prepared instructions for 
teachers (Appendix B) and a suggested rating scale (Appendix C). A cover-
ing letter was sent to the Principals of all secondary schools, (Appen-
aix D). 

.he Composition Test was written by ten percent, randomly selected, 
of the students in Grade 11. (In a few schools, all students wrote the 
test - but only 10% of the papers, randomly selected, were submitted to 
the marking team). Teachers put notes on the test papers of students from 
non-English speaking homes who had been in Canada less than one year. 

The papers were marked by a team of five English teachers recruited 
from the ranks of substitutca and retired teachers. The team was super-
vised by Mr. D. Martin, Chairman of the English Department Heads. A 
scoring guide (See Appendix E) was employed and checks were made sys-
tematically to maintain consistency in marking. Various techniques were 
employed to test the reliability of marking including the marking of papers, 
selected at intervals, by all markers on the team. Blind duplicates of 28 
papers were added at random and the marks of the originals and their copies 
were compared, (See Appendix F). The correlation was moderately high, r = 
+0.76. 

SUMMARY OF RESULTS  

The test instrument was developed locally and has not been standard-
ized. Ic was not possible to report results in terms of percentiles or 
grade-equivalent scores. 

https://wn,i,t�.ng
https://detenmi.ne
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SUMMARY OF RESULTS (continued)  

The marks assigned to the 481 papers in the sample are summarized in 
Appendix G. While the median mark was "C," there were one-half as many 
more students with marks below "C" as those with marks above "C." For 
the "non-English" students, there were no marks above "C" and almost 
three-quarters of them were given "D" or "E." One specimen of writing 
at each level, "A," "C" and "E," is included in Appendix H to illustrate 
the range of quality in performance. 

The marking team submitted a report (See Appendix I) on the validity 
of the test, student performance and recommendations. The clear indication 
of the strengths and weaknesses of students' abilities in composition has 
implications for all teachers of English. The team recommended that: 

more time be devoted to the teaching of organizational skills such 
as outlining, proofreading and paragraphing. 

a sequence of skills in language and composition be delineated and 
that units of time be scheduled for intensive instruction in compo-
sition. 

- consideration be given to the division of English courses into Com-
position and Literature and that composition classes be kept small 
to enable teachers to individualize instruction. 

- students who are learning English as a second language be required 
to take a more intensive program in English than is normally pos-
sible. 

- markers included as an integral part of the secondary school team 
to establish contact with students and that the amount of marker 
time be substantially increased. 

Copies of the summary of results and the report of the marking team were sent 
to all secondary schools. 



APPENDIX A 

INSTRUCTIONS FOR STUDENTS FOR THE GRADE 11 COMPOSITION TEST  

The purpose of this test is to find out how well you can write a composition. 

1. Time 11 hours -- this should allow time for revision. 

2. You may work in pencil but the revised final cony must be written in ink. 

3. Work on ONE side of the foolscap. 

4. DOUBLE space your work. 

5. Dictionaries are NOT to be used. 

6. Put your name on EACH of the five sheets of foolscap. 

7. Write a short composition (approximately 300 words) on the topic suggested 
in the following passage: 

Man has created many machines or tools to help him. Select 

one modern invention which has had significant influence on 

our civilization and discuss whether its influence has been 

good or bad. Such inventions as the printing press, tele-

vision, automobile or telephone could be used. 



	

APPENDIX B 

WRITING TEST FOR STUDENTS IN GRADE 11 

February 18, 1975 

INSTRUCTIONS FOR TEACHERS WHO WILL ADMINISTER THE GRADE 11 COMPOSITION SURVEY 

1. Time Limit: One and one-half hours. 

2. No dictionaries. 

.. Give five sheets of foolscap to each student. 

4. Students work on one side of the paper. 

5. All five sheets must be handed in at the end of the exam. 

6. Time allotment must be strictly adhered to. 

7. Final copy should he in ink. 

8. The student should be sure that his Name, School Code Number and English 
Block are at the top of the final copy. With the final cony on top, the 
pages of each student's work should be stapled together. 

9. The English Department Head is asked to put a note on the top of the test 
paper of any student who comes from a non-English-speaking home and has 
been in Canada less than one year. (Both criteria must he met.) 

10. The completed test papers should be bundled and he SENT OR DELIVERED hy 
FEBRUARY 21st, 1975 to: 

Mr. D. Martin, 
Chairman, English Department Heads 
c/o Teacher Centre 
123 East 6th Avenue 
VANCOUVER, B. C. V5T 1J6 



APPENDIX C  

RATING SCALE* (AS PROPOSED BY THE COMMITTEE OF DEPARTMENT HEADS.)  

	

STUDENT'S NAME 

SCHOOL  GRADE 

A. CONTENT (What is said?) 50% 

Excellent Fair Poor 

Topic Sentence 

Unity 

Coherence 

Transition 

Conclusion 

B. FORM (How it has been said) 50%

Excellent Fair Poor 

Title 

Spelling 

Grammar 

Sentence Structure 

Word Usage 

Punctuation 

 Vocabulary

Percentage Achieved 

*Note: This rating scale was subsequently modified. The team of markers 
used the scoring guide that appears in Appendix E. 



	

APPENDIX D 

LETTER TO PRINCIPALS  

EVALUATION AND RESEARCH 
VANCOUVER SCHOOL BOARD 

VANCOUVER, B. C. 

February 7, 1975 

TO PRINCIPALS OF SECONDARY SCHOOLS: 

RE: WRITING TEST FOR STUDENTS IN GRADE 11 

A test in expository writing is to be written by a 10% sampling of students in Grade 11 
of all secondary schools in Vancouver. The purpose is to provide information to the 
Task Force on English about the writing abilities of students in Grade 11. 

Please select entirely at random a 10% sample of the Grade 11 population in your school. 
To do this, you may take every tenth name on a listing of students, use random numbers, 
or select students by lot. The English teachers should not he asked to make the selection. 

Please arrange for the selected students to write the test on Tuesday, February 18th. 
The time required is 11 hours. 

The instructions for the teacher (copies enclosed) should be given to them on Monday, 
February 17 but the test item and instructions for students (also enclosed) should not 
be distributed until the time of the test. 

Mr. Dave Martin, Chairman of the English Department Heads, will assign through your 
English Lepartment Head a code number to identify your school. 

The English Department Head is asked to put a note on the top of the paper of any 
student who comes from a non-English-speaking home and has been in Canada less than 
one year. (Both criteria must be met.) 

The English Department Head is asked to SEND OR DELIVER the completed test papers to: 

Mr. D. Martin 
Chairman, English Department Heads 
c/o Teacher Centre 
123 East 6th Avenue 
VANCOUVER, B. C. V5T 136 

The cooperation of the members of your staff is genuinely appreciated. 

Very truly yours, 

E. N. ELLIS 
Head, Evaluation and Research 

cc - English Department Heads 

Enc. 



APPENDIX E

SCORING GUIDE FOR MARKERS 

A - B PAPER 

i) Content  

ii) Organization  
A definite and suitable plan clear throughout. 
Transitions are smooth and appropriate. 
Logical and effective paragraphs. 
Sentences are well constructed and varied. 
Words are used correctly and exactly. 

iii) Mechanics  
Almost perfect mechanically. 
A maximum of 2 to 3 mistakes per page. 

C+ - C - C- PAPER 

i) Content  

ii) Organization  
Plan evident but lacking in logic or suitability to the subject. 
Simple and direct introduction and conclusion. 
Two or more cases of mechanic and/or awkward transitions. 
Prevailingly simple, clear paragraphs but without adequate 
development. 

iii) Mechanics  
Average number of minor errors, 8 - 10 errors per page. 
Spelling maximum of 3. 
Punctuation maximum of 2. 
Never higher than 5 for spelling and punctuation. 

D - E PAPER 

i) Content  

ii) Organization  
Plan not evident on careful first reading. 
Paper leaves no single impression. 
Lacking unity and coherence. 
The absence of ineffectual use of an introduction and conclusion. 
Two or more cases of a lack of continuity between naragraphs. 
Two or more pseudoparagraphs or ineffective paragraphs, fragments, 
or paragraphs containing irrelevant material. 

iii) Mechanics  
Mechanics seriously interfere with an attempt to read the paper. 



ORIGINAL COPIES 

PHOTOCOPIED PAPERS 

Contingency Coefficient r = +0.76 

APPENDIX F 

COMPARISON OF MARKS ASSIGNED TO 28 SELECTED PAPERS AND TO THEIR 

BLIND DUPLICATES  



APPENDIX G 

FREQUENCY OF RATINGS GIVEN TO COMPOSITIONS WRITTEN BY GRADE 11 STUDENTS  

Letter Grade "Non-English" Other Students All Students 
Students In The Sample 

A 28 	( 6.2%) 28 	( 5.8%) 

B 57 (12.6%) 57 (11.9%) 

C+ 68 (15.0%) 68 (14.1%) 

C 	2 ( 6.9%) 91 (20.1%) 93 (19.3%) 

C- 6 (20.7%) 95 (21.0%) 101 (21.0%) 

D 10 (34.5%) 76 (16.8%) 86 (17.9%) 

E 11 (37.9%) 37 	( 8.2%) 48 (10.0%) 

Total 29 (100%) 452 (99.9%) 481 (100%) 

The bases of evaluation for assigning letter grades to paragraphs 
was content (25%), organization of material (50%) and mechanics of 
writing (25%). 



APPENDIX H  

SPECIMEN OF WORK "A"  



APPENDIX R. SPECIMEN OF WORK "A" (continued2 
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APPENDIX H. SPECIMEN OF WORK "A" (continued)  
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APPENDIX H. SPECIMEN OF WORK "A" (continued) 



APPENDIX H 

SPECIMEN OF WORK "C"  
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APPENDIX N. SPECIMEN OF WORK "C" (continued)  
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APPENDIX H  

SPECIMEN OF WORK "E"  
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APPENDIX H, SPECIMEN OF WORK "E" (continued)  



  

APPENDIX I 

REPORT FROM THE MARKING TEAM 

I. The Validity of the Examination  

The marking team agreed that the examination topic was well chosen 
as it permitted the student considerable scope without giving particular 
individuals an unfair advantage. Pupils expressed many good ideas, evidenced 
an awareness of current problems, and wrote with concern and feeling. 

The examination was given to a ten percent randomly-selected sample 
of the grads eleven students in secondary schools. The circumstance of having 
some students write while others did not may have generated some resentment 
among a few of those who wrote. Markers also felt that students should have 
been instructed to write an essay of "at least 300 words" rather than 
"approximately 300 words". Some concern was expressed for the need to establish 
a suitable atmosphere for writing before students began the examination. 

II. Areas Where Improvement is Needed 

A. Organization  

1. Fewer than ten percent of the students who wrote took time to develop 
an adequate outline. In most cases, students simply neatly recopied 
their rough draft. 

2. Many papers lacked logic and clarity. Paragraph development was 
generally inadequate. 

3. Concluding statements in most papers were either very mechanical or 
simply omitted entirely. 

4. Students need to be taught proofreading skills. 

B. Vocabulary and Spelling  

1. Students showed evidence of a good "passive" vocabulary, but failed to 
use words with accuracy and precision, frequently lapsing into cliche 

2. Spelling was generally acceptable although same students confused 
homonyms such as "to", "too", "two", and "their", "there", "they're". 

C. Mechanics 

1. Perhaps the most obvious mechanical error was a lack of sentence sense. 
The papers contained many run-on sentences and fragments. 

2. Further work in coordination and subordination of ideas is necessary. 



APPENDIX I: REPORT FROM THE MARKING TEAM (continued)  

III. Recommendations 

A. More time should be devoted to the teaching of organizational skills such 
as outlining, proofreading, and paragraphing. 

B. A definite sequence of skills in language and composition should be 
delineated, and units of time should be scheduled for intensive instruction 
in composition. 

C. The marking team recommends that consideration be given to the division of 
English courses into Composition and Literature. They felt strongly that 
class size in composition must be kept small to enable teachers to 
individualize instruction. 

D. A large percentage of the failing papers contained the type of error common 
with students who are learning English as a second language. The marking 
team recommends that such students be required to take a more intensive 
program in English than is possible in the normal classroom. 

E. To alleviate the present situation the marking team recommends a 
substantial increase in the amount of marker time available in secondary 
schools. Markers should be included as an integral part of the school team 
so that contact with students can be established. 
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