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" Evaluating Composition Skills:

A Method and Example

The product evaluation of p;ojects involving student composition has

often naglected the use of actual writing samples in favor of more objective
forms of measufement. This can easily result in the project concentrating on
the teaching of the mechanics of compoaition rather than writing itself. The
purpose of this paper is to propose a method for the froduct evaiuation of a

project using actual writing samples and provide an example of its application.

Method
" The evaluation of a writing project brings to the surface two problems
ﬁOt ﬁsually associated with other types of projects. These are scoring or
;valuating the writing samples themselvas in @ reliable and valid manner and
developing a design which eliminates scorer halo effects. Each of thesé are

acdressed relevant to the evaluation of a Grade 3-12 writing project.

Scoring Writing Samples

= Student writing samples were scored using a holistic method. A rater -
using the holistic method draws an over=-all impression of the paper’s worth.
Detailed standards such és assigning weights to grammar, sentence structure,
punctuation, etc. ave avgided in favor of an impressionistic judgment of the

paper's fluency. Fluency is judged in terms of the paper's development,

organization, and most of all, its coherentness (Willig; 1339). Another
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discussion of the use of holistic scoring in evaluation can be found in
Hendricksoﬁ (1580) .

‘The holistic method of scoring writing samples requires multiple scorers.
A minimum of three is recommended. Godshalk, Swineford, and Coffman (1966)
indicated that holistic rating commonly provides intercorrelations among
raters of .90, while the analytic technique often yields intercorreiations of
.31 or lower even among trained professionals.

It has pbeen reported that the holistic method increases:speed as well

as accuracy. Willig (1979) reported that a holistic rater rates approximately

30 papers per hour when assessing college level compositions. These-same

compositioﬁs wonld require approximatély three hours of workfif scored using
an analytical method.

Training of raters proficient in the holistic rating method c¢an often
be accomplished in no more than three days. The training is based primarily
on practice., Trainees wefe provided with a liét of the categories and ’
descrigtions of these gate@ories (seeIAppendix for those used in example
project). The frainees were then provided with an exaﬁple paper to rate
ﬁSing the ca?egories. A rgting was solicited from eaqh trainee on the
rated paper and disﬁlayed to the group- ,Aﬁ? rater who differed from the
majority by mo;e-than one céﬁegory was asked to defend the rating. This
practice helped trainees become more aware of the categories and standards
(Willig, 1979). This-training mode was .continued qvef a threé day périod.\
At the end of the third day, virtual uniformity among thé raters was noted.

Evaluation Design

-The_basicﬁevaluation—designfwas*a*pretest=p6§ttest contrdl ‘group design.

To eliminate possible rater bias, raters were not aware of whether a paper




was a pre-writing sample, post-writing sample, expérimental group paper, or
contrql group paper.

The writing sampleslwere collected on a pre and post basis from the
experimental and control groups using a stimulus guestion. Students were
given 30 minutes to respond tq the stimuius question in each case. The pre--
and post-writing samples were assembled by grade and matched (pre and post
for each student}. From the ﬁatched writing samples, random saﬁples were
drawn from the experimental and control groups (100 papers each from grades

\ 3-7, 200 from grades 8 and 9, and 200 from grades 10-12)}. Each pair of
papers (a pre and post) were cllpped together in random order with all
distinguishing marks rembved. The papers were then submittt& for holistic
scoring. 1In addition, each-rater was to pick the "best" paper of the pair.

The data were analyzed in two ways. Analysis of variance was used to

compare the géins between sum of pre-rating and sum of post-rating of the

coétrél groups with those of the experimental groups. Further, the proportion
og students in’the experimental group whose post-wgiting samples were rated
bétter than their pre-writing samples were compared to the proportion in the
céntrol group.

- TWO asPecté of the evaluation dtsign need to be zmphasizzd. These are
thé totally anonymous scoring using the holistic method and the sampling of
w%iting'samples. The anonymous scoring removed the chance of systematic bias
i? the rating of the writing samples. The random sampling from ;mong all
c#llected papers reduced greatly the labor in scorxng them. Writing samples
can be collected very economically (in terms of time and money)} so not scoring
aklarge proportion does not cause hardships on teachers or students. Not

sampling until after completlon of the pro;ect encouraged teachers to provide

the full treatment to all experlmental students.




/{ Example

I&he m?thod described above was applied to“the‘writing portion of the .
Comm&nicatéons Activities Skills Project (CASP) in Augusta, Georgia. CASP was
designed o iﬁprove communication skills in writing, reading, and listening,

w;ﬁh emphasis on writing, of students in grades 3-12, The results of the

projecq/need-to be viewed with the fact in mind that a preliminary process
F'I : "

évaluaéion iqdicated that the project was not implemented full at the teacher
fieve . The purpose in‘p;eéenting the project here is to illustrate the
eva%uation methqd and not the validity of'the CASP curriculum.
Two aspects of CAQP are presented. These are the reliability resultg 6fi
t holistic rating fechnique and the results of the-analysis.
" Rbliability
| Reliabilgty coefficientg were éssé;sed for four asPects-qf che holistic
rating system. These are bre-writing saméles, post~writing samples, post
minus pre differences, an@ choice of best writing sample.
The randomly selected pre and post samples of stydent €ssays were

evaluated by a panel of language arts teachers with expertise in evaluation

of writing using holistic grading. Each. teacher on the grading panél read

and rated every paper at his or her respective level. TQ&EE:a five-point

scale, the teachers assigned a rating to each paper. Three secondary English
teacners rated the writing samples from grades 8-12, and four elamentary
teachers rated the writing samples from grades 3-7. The raters received

training in the holistic approach to grading.

Pre-writing samples. For the elementary (grades 3-7) pre samples, the
reliability coefficients of the ratings ranged from .87 to .93. The reliability
coefficients were .52 for the junior high samples {grades 8-9) and ,73 for the

high school samples {grades 10-12).




Post-writing samples. For the poshtest writing samples, the reliability

coefficients for grades 3-7 ranged from .91 to .95. The reliabi;ity coefficients
for the posttest were ,65 for the junior high and .75 for the high school.

Post minus pre differences. The difference of the sum of post ratings and

the pre ratings was calculated by subtraction. The reliability coefficient of
the ratings of grades 3-7 ranged from .74 to .85, and the reliability

coefficients for the junior high and high schools were .70 and .77, respectively.

Cho%ce of best writing sample. The raters were asked to choose the better
of the pretest and éosttest writing samplés. The reliability coefficients in
grades 3-7 for choosing the better writing sample ranged from .71 to .83,

The reliab;lity coefficients for the junior high and high schools were .62 and
.74; respectively. The raters for grades’3~7 were consistent in the rating of

~ writing samples: however: the raters for the junior high didlnot agfee on the
;atiﬂgs as consisteﬁgly as the raters for grades 3-7.

The reliabilities are summarized in Table 1.

Results

The results of the writing sample analysis are Presented in Tablas 2 and

3. Table 2 presents the pre-writing sample results, post-writing sample

results, and gain results for each grade or level. Table 3 presents the
results for the comparisons of the Proportions in the experimental and control

groups showing improveméﬂt.



Table 1

Reliability of Ratings of Writing Samples

N Pre Post Difference Choice of Rest

.93 : .85 .83
.92 ' .70
.87 ) .70
.87 .71
.90 , .74
.62 | .62

.73 .74




Table 2

Comparison of Pre- and Post-Writing Sample Ratings

Grade Test Administered Group N Mean SD

CASP 8.600
Control 8.180

CASP 12,540
Control 10.44

CASP - 3.940
Control 2.260

CASP . 10.480
Control 9.480

CASP 13.640
Control o 12,320

CASP 3.160
Control 2.840

CASP 10.860
Controel 10.920

r

* CASP 13.5200 4.087
Control 13.1800 3.293

*Significant at the .0l level in favor of the contrel group.




Table 2, Continued

Grade Test Administered Groyp N Mean

CASP 50 10.460
Control 50 10.540

CASP 11.840
Control 12.900

1.380
2.360

11.480
11.240

CASP 12.360
Control 12.700

CASP © .880
Control l.460

CASP 8.190
Control 8.820

CASP 8.130 2.053
Control 9.010 2.172

- 0600  2.4070
1900  2.364

CASP 100 8.140 2.070
Control 100 9.160 2.518

100 8.30 2.464
100 9.320 2.461

Gain CASP 100 .160 2.415
Control 100 .160 2.135

.*Significant at the .0l level in favor of the control group.
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Table 3

Proportion of Post-Writing Samples Rated Better

- Than Pre-wriéing Samples

CasP Control
Grade (proportion} (proportion} 2z

" .90 .76 .76
8 - .84 .00
.82 : .82 .00
.66 i .76 .48
.60 , . .64 : .25

8 &9 . .26 .41 -1.83%

10-12 : .34 .44 -1.13

*

*Significant at the .05 level in favor of control group.
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It is interesting to note that there are inconsistgncies between the two
methods of analysis. In grade 3, the analysis of variance method {ANOVA)
. indicated that the CASP group significantly outperformed the control group
where the propertion comparison method was not significant. A;éo in grade 6,
the ANCVA indicated the control group significan%ly outperformed the CASP group
while the proportion comparison metimod was not significant. On the surface it
seems that the ANOVA method is more sensitive. However, for grade; 8 and 9,
the proportion comparison method was significant in favor of the contreol group
while the ANCVA method was not significané. It is not clear which methoa

would be best but that the combination of the two should be better than either

one by itself.

Discussion and Summary

Evaluation of student writin; projects have often assessed only the
mechanics of writing rather than writing itself due to the problems associated
with grading writi;g samples. This, inlturn; has lead to the’ emphasis of
mechanics in the projects themselves, Braddeck, Lloyd-Jones, and Schoer {1963)
indicated ;Study after study . . . confirms that instruction in formal gramma;

. :
has little or no effect on the quality of student composition® (p. 37).

The method presented in this paper represents a ﬁiable alternative

procedure with demonstrated reliability and validity. Further, costs

~associated with this design should be little more than those associated with

traditional procedures.
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\ npbendix
Holistic Rating Categories®
1=FAILING. A hopeless paper in which the student fails to communicate. Often
a paper in this category is too short to evaluate; usually, however, the

paper contains so many grammatical, Structural, punctuation, and/or spelling

errors that it cannot be Judged in terms of communication.

2=FATLING. 2 paper‘thét shows some potential, that has a basic "thrust®

toward fluency, but is so marred by mechanics that it cannot communicate
even marginally. .
3=BARE PASS. A paper thatldoes communicage. though it contains serious errors
| of usage, grammar, éunctuation, spelling, and/or structure. .
4=80OLID PASS. A paper that conﬁains elements that distinguish it, though
«it also may contain serioﬁs errors of usage, grammar, punctuation,
spelling, and/or_structuze. The paper in this category is sufficiently
fluent to comminicate clearly. |
5=SUPERIOR PASS. A paper that is organized, developed, and coherent; though

it may contain mechanical deficiencies, it -indicates both fluency and

control.

*(Willig, 1979)
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A METHOD AND EXAMPLE

A. METHOD
SCORING WRITING SAMPLES
EVALUATION DESIGN

EXAMPLE
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COMMUNICATIONS
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SCORING WRITING SAMPLES

HOLISTIC METHOD:
OVERALL IMPRESSION
DEVELOPMENT
ORGANIZATION
COHERENTNESS

REQUIRES:
MULTIPLE RATERS
RATER TRAINING




HOLISTIC SCORING CATEGORIES

1 = FAILING--HOPELESS
2 = FAILING--POTENTIAL
3 = BARE PASS

4 = SOLID PASS

5 = SUPERIOR PASS

See APPENDIX FOR DETAILS




RATER TRAINING

PRESENT CRITERIA
 HAVE RATERS RATE PAPER
DEFEND AND DISCUSS RATINGS

REPEAT PROCESS




EVALUATION DESIGN

SAMPLE  SAMPLE

WRITING WRITING

SAPLE REGULAR SAMPLE
WRITING TREATMENT WRITINCG

-




SPECIAL FEATURES
OF
EVALUATION DESIGN

1. ANONYMOUS SCORING

2. MULTIPLE RATERS
3. RANDOM SAMPLING




ANOVA
VS,

PROPORTION:

NEITHER CLEARLY
BEST




METHOD
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REPRESENTS VIABLE
ALTERNATIVE
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 EVALUATION OF
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