
A' 8/J 
m. 

CRITERIA AND CONSISTENCY OF FRESHMAN COMPOSITION 

EVALUATION: A NATIONAL STUDY 

DISSERTATION 

Presented to the Graduate Council of the 

North Texas State University in Partial 

Fulfillment of the Requirements 

For the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

By 

Wayne John Moore, Jr, 

Denton, Texas 

August, 1984 



Moore, Jr., Wayne John, Criteria and Consistency of 

Freshman Composition Evaluation: A National Study. Doctor 

of Philosophy (College Teaching), August, 1984, 217 pp., 37 

tables, bibliography, 125 titles. 

The problem this study was concerned with was that of 

determining the criteria and consistency of college fresh-

man composition in the United States. The purposes were to 

describe and rank the evaluator factors and criteria re-

portedly used and actually used; to assess the consistency 

of evaluations; and to identify relationships between 

scores assigned freshman writing and various charac-

teristics of evaluators, including evaluator's type of 

school. 

A random sample of 600 members of the College Section 

of the National Council of Teachers of English received 

questionnaires and writing samples to evaluate. Three 

hundred eighty-six responses were included in the testing 

of the sixteen hypotheses. 

The study indicated that there are no significant 

differences in the mean scores of writing samples scored by 

evaluators in community colleges, colleges, and univer-

sities, that there is more agreement than dissagreement 

among teachers with regard to criteria, that evaluators 



assign scores based on their stated criteria, that using 

factor such as age, gender, school size, hours of 

composition/rhetoric education, degrees held, years of 

teaching experience, and method of evaluation are of little 

use as predictors of scores assigned to writing samples by 

freshman composition teachers, that few evaluators use 

scales for the evaluation of writing, that most teachers 

use the holistic method for evaluation, that ideas ex-

pressed and organization are the most important criteria 

for most evaluators, that teachers assign lower scores to 

writing samples weak in organization and ideas expressed 

than to samples weak in mechanics and usage, that teachers 

most clearly recognize weaknesses in organization when they 

evaluate writing, and that writing samples should be a 

major part of any assessment of writing. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

One complex task every composition teacher faces is 

that of evaluating student writing. Concern about 

evaluation is evident at every level from the elementary 

teacher to the graduate teacher and from the individual 

department to national organizations. One of the major 

concerns is that evaluation may not yield the same results 

when it is accomplished by two different individuals. Every 

composition teacher probably wonders at one time or another 

how his evaluations measure up when compared to others. 

With more than 9,500 teachers of freshman composition in 

institutions of higher learning in the United States, the 

possible range of evaluations of writing competence is 

staggering, and it is possible that the evaluation of 

writing in freshman composition courses may not be 

consistently distinguishing the competent writer from the 

incompetent one. 

Evidence suggests that these concerns are especially 

widespread and serious at the college and university level. 

Individual departments develop strategies which attempt to 

insure consistency and validity in the evaluations per-

formed by their members. For example, at Texas Southmost 
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College in the spring of 1982, grading sessions were begun 

to determine if the differences in evaluating freshman 

compositions could be reduced by getting instructors to 

agree on evaluation criteria. Additional concern with 

apparent inconsistency also exists on the state level. In 

Texas beginning May 1, 1984, students who plan to major in 

education are required to pass a test of basic skills which 

includes a section on writing. The concern is also evident 

in the many universities which require transfer students to 

pass a test of writing ability before they graduate even 

though the students have passed freshman composition at 

another college. 

The concern has also received attention nationally. 

Journals like College English, College Composition and 

Communication, and Research in the Teaching of English 

reflect this concern regularly, especially with respect to 

post secondary learning. The Spring, 1984, issue of The 

Writing Instructor was devoted to questions in the 

evaluation of writing. Other indications of problems with 

the evaluation of writing are also evident nationally. In 

"Procedures for Evaluating Writing: Assumptions and Needed 

Research," Odell and Cooper (9) list and discuss several 

approaches to the evaluation of composition and conclude 

with three suggestions for further research, one of which 

is to determine if "different evaluation procedures lead us 
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to make different judgments about the quality of students' 

writing" (9, p. 43). Sara Freedman and William Robinson 

acknowledge several problems in their discussion of the 

writing proficiency program at San Francisco State 

University (2). One of their major concerns is that of 

scoring or evaluating the essays which students write. They 

report that readers in their assessment program are trained 

in holistic evaluation techniques and use a 6 point scale 

with 4 a passing score and 3 or lower a failing score. Even 

after training there are disagreements between readers. 

When disagreements occur and one score is a 4 and the other 

is a 3, a third reader "of proven expertise reconciles the 

scores (2, p.397)." They also note that in some cases there 

are two point differences which are also sent to this third 

reader "of proven expertise." Freedman and Robinson contend 

that the percentage of disagreements is kept small by 

training. They also argue that while a group of "novice 

readers might produce a two-point discrepancy rate as high 

as twenty percent, an experienced homogeneous group can 

produce a two-point discrepancy rate as low as one percent" 

(2, p. 397). This statement is made as a supposition and 

without evidence in the article to support it. The 

statement suggests that evaluators not trained together and 

for a particular evaluation job would agree less often than 

evaluators specially trained for that job. Stephen Witte 
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(14), Diederich (1), Steele (11), Quellmalz (10) and Lynn 

Winters (13) provide evidence to support this statement but 

Freedman and Robinson seem also to be suggesting that 

training is the only way to arrive at an "experienced 

homogeneous group." Training, however, may not be the only 

way to achieve consistency. 

Karen Greenberg also shows concern for the problems 

associated with the evaluation of student writing. In 

"Contemporary Testing: What Role Should Teachers of 

Composition Play?"(5), Greenberg points out that in most 

evaluations of writing administered on a large scale, the 

agreement between two evaluators ranges from 50% to 90% for 

the entire group of evaluators (5, p. 372). These figures 

indicate an apparent lack of validity and reliability in 

large scale assessments of writing ability; the figures 

also further suggest that, at best, there is doubt about 

the consistency of many of the evaluations of the writing 

of college students. Others including Richard Larson (7), 

Mildred Gamble (3), and Anne Gere (4) have also noted the 

difficulties and uncertainties associated with consistent 

evaluation of the writing of college students enrolled in 

composition courses. 

These articles reveal an apparent uncertainty con-

cerning the factors that affect the consistency of 

evaluation of written composition, the criteria that should 
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be evaluated in written composition, and the criteria that 

are currently used in the evaluation of written compo-

sition. There is concern, but little quantitative evidence 

exists that 1) describes the factors that might affect the 

evaluation of composition, 2) indicates what criteria 

teachers of composition think should be used to evaluate, 

3) reveals' what criteria are actually being used in the 

evaluation of composition, and 4) determines the 

consistency of evaluations. 

Statement of the Problem 

This study addressed the problem of consistency of 

evaluations of college freshman writing and the criteria by 

which freshman writing is judged in community colleges, 

colleges, and universities in the United States. 

Purposes of the Study 

The purposes of this study are 

(1) to describe the evaluator factors that may affect 

the evaluation of written composition of college freshmen, 

(2) to describe and rank the criteria that teachers of 

composition report should be used, 

(3) to describe and rank the criteria that teachers of 

composition report are used, 

(4) to assess the consistency of evaluations, and 

(5) to identify relationships between the scores 
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assigned to freshman writing and evaluator's 

(a) type of institution, 

(b) formal degrees held, 

(c) number of hours of formal training in 

rhetoric or composition, 

(d) years of experience teaching 

composition, 

(e) stated method of evaluation, 

(f) number of sections of composition 

currently taught, 

(g) age, 

(h) and gender. 

Hypotheses 

To carry out the purposes of this study sixteen hypo-

theses were tested. Each hypothesis and a brief rationale 

for its inclusion and direction are presented in the 

following paragraphs. 

1. A significant positive correlation will exist 

between the scores assigned and the degree held by the 

teacher, with the higher degreed teachers assigning the 

higher scores. 

2. A significant positive correlation will exist 

between the number of years experience teaching freshman 
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composition and the scores assigned to a writing sample, 

with the higher scores being assigned by the more 

experienced teachers. 

Rationale: The first two hypotheses were included 

because of the possibility that degree held and experience 

could be of predictive value in determining the charac-

teristics of evaluators who might as a group be consistent. 

The primary reason for selecting a positive direction for 

the first two hypotheses is that the responses to the pilot 

study conducted at Texas Southmost College indicated a 

positive correlation. Another reason is that teaching 

experience and discussions with colleagues suggest that the 

correlation is positive since the more experienced and 

higher degreed teachers seem to allow more latitude and 

flexibility in their scoring. Finally, it seems sensible to 

assume that those teachers with higher degrees and more 

experience would feel more secure in their competence and 

feel less as if they had to prove their competence by being 

severe or hard graders. 

3. A significant negative correlation will exist 

between the scores assigned to a writing sample and the 

number of sections currently taught with the lower scores 



being awarded by teachers with the larger number of 

sections. 

Rationale: The third hypothesis was included because 

several studies indicate that fatigue affects scoring and 

it is obvious that the more sections a teacher teaches the 

more likely he is to become fatigued with scoring essays. 

The negative direction of the correlation is based on these 

same studies since they indicate that as fatigue increases, 

scores go down. 

4. No significant correlation will exist between the 

assigned scores and the evaluator's gender. 

5. No significant correlation will exist between the 

assigned scores and the evaluator's age. 

6. No significant correlation will exist between the 

score assigned and the size of the institution where the 

teacher works. 

Rationale: Hypotheses four, five, and six were in-

cluded because they might be predictive, and if they prove 

not to be then they can be eliminated from any later 

studies. The pilot study showed no significant correlations 
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between the scores assigned and the variables in hypotheses 

four, five, and six. 

7. No significant differences will exist in the cri-

teria teachers report should be used and the criteria 

reportedly used in grading a writing sample. 

Rationale: Although some evidence exists that teachers 

do not evaluate what they report they evaluate, the pilot 

study revealed that most are consistent in that what they 

report they should evaluate in theory turns out to be what 

they report they evaluated in practice. In other words, the 

teachers are not consciously aware of any inconsistencies 

between theory and practice in their own scoring habits. 

This hypothesis is included to demonstrate or refute the 

idea that teachers are consistent in the reporting of what 

they think they should be and are evaluating. 

8. Teachers will report that ideas expressed and 

organization are the most important factors in the 

evaluation of writing and that factors like spelling, 

punctuation, diction, sentence structure, and neatness, 

which are associated with mechanics and usage, are less 

important. 
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Rationale: Hypothesis eight was included to help 

identify the priority of factors used in evaluation. Most 

studies including those of Diederich (1) and McNally (8) 

indicate that ideas and organization are the most important 

factors. The responses to the pilot study also supported 

this direction for hypothesis eight. 

9. Teachers will recognize the major weakness in a 

writing sample and will report that weakness as the major 

factor in determining the grade for that writing sample. 

Rationale: Hypothesis nine was included because there 

appear to be no specific studies which establish whether 

teachers consistently agree on the major weakness in a 

given piece of writing. The positive nature of the 

hypothesis is based on the results of the pilot study and 

the logical assumption that trained and/or practicing 

teachers of writing should be able to recognize any blatant 

weakness. 

10. A significant proportion of teachers will indicate 

that they think a writing sample should be a major part of 

any writing assessment. 
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Rationale: This hypothesis was included because of the 

past practice by the Educational Testing Service of using 

indirect tests—multiple choice tests—for writing 

assessment. That practice is still evident in the ETS tests 

since only part of the writing assessment test actually 

involves writing/composing. All of the respondents to the 

pilot study responded that a sample should a major part of 

any writing assessment. 

11. A significant proportion of teachers will indicate 

that they use a holistic method for evaluating freshman 

writing. 

Rationale: Most large scale assessment programs use 

some form of holistic scoring; however, there is no 

evidence that a significant proportion of teachers use it. 

In addition a significant proportion of the respondents in 

the pilot study chose holistic scoring. 

12. Significant differences in the variances of the 

scores assigned by teachers who report using rating scales 

will exist when teachers using the same scales are grouped 

together and compared to groups using different scales. 
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Rational©i Most of ths studies concerning consistsncy 

and reliability including those by Diederich (1), Stssls 

(11)/ Winters (13)/ and Quelmalz (10) suggest that teachers 

who uss a givsn scale have higher agreement as a group than 

those who do not use a scale, but Quelmalz's study reported 

that different methods and/or scales resulted in different 

overall evaluations of the same writing samples (10). 

13. No significant diffsrences will exist in the mean 

scores assigned on a single writing sample by teachers in 

community colleges, colleges, and universities. 

Rationale: Because freshman composition is usually 

required and usually allowed to transfer from college to 

college, the findings with respect to this hypothesis, if 

it is accepted, will demonstrate that, on the whole, the 

grading performed on writing samples is equivalent. The 

practice of some colleges and universities which requires 

transfer students to take a writing test to determine 

competence can be challenged with statistical evidence. The 

pilot study indicated the that there would be no 

significant differences but there were so few responses in 

it from schools other than community colleges that the 

hypothesis could not be justified only on the basis of the 

pilot study. However, a regional study of freshman 
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Association of Colleges and Schools conducted by George 

Abraham concluded that there were no significant 

differences in the group he surveyed. 

14. Teachers, in contrast to what they report they 

practice, will assign lower scores to the writing samples 

that are weak in mechanics and usage than to the writing 

samples that are weak in ideas expressed and organization. 

Rationale: The inclusion and direction of this hypo-

thesis was suggested by a study of high school teachers of 

composition made by Winifred Harris (6). She discovered 

that the teachers she studied said they placed more em-

phasis on ideas and organization, but when Harris evaluated 

the sample essay they had scored, the essays that were weak 

in mechanics had received lower scores (6, p. 298). Other 

studies that will be noted in later sections of this report 

also indicated that most assessment program guidelines 

suggest that ideas and organization are considered more 

important than mechanics but do not report what teachers 

practice. 

15. The range of scores assigned by teachers on the 

same writing sample will not deviate more than one letter 

grade from the mode. 
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Rationale: The regular grading sessions conducted at 

Texas Southmost College and the results of the pilot study 

suggested that the scores will deviate less than one letter 

grade from the mode even though some published reports 

suggest otherwise. The inclusion of this hypothesis was 

prompted by the concern for reliability and consistency 

mentioned in many articles dealing with writing assessment 

and evaluation. 

16. Less variance will exist in the scores assigned by 

teachers with six or more hours of formal education in 

rhetoric and/or composition than in the scores assigned by 

teachers with less than six hours preparation. 

Rationale: This hypothesis was included because 

education in composition and/or rhetoric might sensibly be 

one way of predicting the degree of consistency that could 

be expected of a given group of evaluators. Although there 

seems to be nothing in the literature to suggest the 

relationship evident in this hypothesis, it seems logical 

to predict that those teachers with more formal education 

would be more consistent than than those with less formal 

education. The pilot study results were inconclusive on 

this problem. 
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Significance of the Study 

M. Sternglass has recently noted that the analysis of 

student writing including evaluation of that writing has 

become a "central concern for teachers of writing ... 

particularly ... at the college level" (12, p. 167). 

A national study which describes many of the factors 

that affect evaluation, describes and ranks the criteria 

which teachers of composition report should be used and 

which criteria teachers report actually using, and assesses 

the consistency of evaluation of teachers of composition 

would be beneficial in that it would determine the degree 

to which the concern about these matters is legitimate, 

would provide a benchmark for individual teachers of 

composition against which they could measure their own 

evaluation criteria, and would provide a broad basis for 

further research. 

In practice, the study might provide reliable 

predictors for selecting scorers for assessment programs, 

thus eliminating the need for extensive and costly training 

sessions. The study provides data not now available 

regarding class size, use of grading scales, and number of 

sections taught that departments of English could use to 

evaluate and perhaps alter current practices. If in fact 

more education in composition and/or rhetoric leads to 

greater consistency in evaluation, then individual teachers 
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might be prompted to acquire it thus increasing the degree 

of consistency in the evaluation of freshman writing. If 

the degree of consistency is high, as is predicted by 

hypotheses thirteen and fifteen, then much of the concern 

with the unreliability of directly assessing the quality of 

writing using writing samples at the college level is 

unwarranted and the use of direct measures of writing 

ability, as hypothesis ten suggests, can be increased 

without the need for extensive specialized training. If 

teachers did not score as they think or say they do as is 

pointed out in hypotheses eight and fourteen, then a 

knowledge of this tendency certainly should cause indi-

vidual teachers to reexamine their own scoring practices in 

relation to the scores they actually assign. Perhaps the 

most important contribution this study provides is that it 

includes data for individual teachers of composition and 

entire departments to use in reexamining their own 

evaluation practices. 

Definition of Terms 

The following terms have a restricted meaning in this 

study. 

1. Teacher is defined as any instructor of at least 

one freshman composition section per year. 

2. Community college refers to any two-year post 

secondary institution that offers transfer college credit 
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courses and does not offer degrees higher than the 

associate degree. 

College refers to any post secondary institution 

that offers only undergraduate and/or graduate degrees and 

doctoral level degrees in fewer than three fields. 

4- University refers to any post secondary insti-

tution that offers undergraduate and graduate degrees 

including doctoral level degrees in three or more fields. 

5. Freshman composition refers to the first semester 

length college transfer credit English course which 

emphasizes writing skills. 

Limitations 

This study was limited by 

1. the recognized limitations of mailed questionnaires 

2. the use of the 1983-1984 College Section membership 

of the National Council of Teachers of English as the popu-

lation. Not all freshman composition teachers are members 

of NCTE and the mere fact of membership may indicate a more 

professional teacher, and 

3. the knowledge that some aspects of writing like 

creativity and topic interest to the reader are difficult 

if not impossible to control and evaluate for the purposes 

of determining writing competence. 
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Assumptions 

For the purposes of this study it was assumed that 

1. teachers will evaluate the writing sample as out-

lined in the directions, 

2. the evaluation of the writing sample will be an 

honest professional evaluation, and 

3. the intervals between the grades assigned to a 

writing sample are equal; for example, the difference 

between an A and a B is the same as the difference between 

a C- and a D+. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction: Freshman Composition and the Confusion 

over Purposes and Aims 

According to Patrick Scott (97, p. 21), one of the 

most important developments in recent college English 

studies has been the reassessment of the origins of the 

subject. Prior to the recent studies, English as a course 

was thought to have begun about a hundred years ago with 

the adoption of the term "English" and the establishment of 

the Modern Language Association. This kind of English 

composition course has been termed "current-traditional" 

(7, p. 769). However, Scott suggests that the ubiquity of 

the term "rhetoric" in college course descriptions has 

caused many historians of speech education and many compo-

sition specialists to argue that English as a subject began 

more than just a hundred years ago (97, p.21). In Classical 

Rhetoric for the Modern Student, Edward P. J. Corbett says 

that early in the Twentieth Century the term "composition" 

was substituted for the term "rhetoric" in American college 

English curricula and freshman English course descriptions 

(20, p.626). If Scott and Corbett are accurate, then the 

21 
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history of the literature about composition studies is a 

long one, going as far back as the Fifth Century B.C. when 

Corax of Syracuse first established rhetoric as a subject 

worthy of study. A succession of notable rhetoricians 

followed, including Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, Quintilian, 

Longinus, St. Augustine, Erasmus, Thomas Wilson, George 

Puttenham, Omer Talon, Francis Bacon, John Ward, Hugh 

Blair, George Campbell, I. A. Richards, Kenneth Burke, and 

most recently Chaim Perelman and W. Ross Winterowd. 

Although little is directly said about the evaluation of 

freshman composition by these rhetoricians, the concepts 

and concerns of classical rhetoric continue to have a 

significant influence on the teaching of freshman English 

composition. 

The influence of classical rhetoric and the sometimes 

confusing synonymous use of "rhetoric" and "composition" 

are evident in many of the texts advertised for use in 

freshman writing courses. For example, in the February 1983 

issue of College Composition and Communication are The 

Oxford Guide to Writing: A Rhetoric and Handbook for 

College Students; Open to Language: A College Rhetoric; The 

Writing Process: A Concise Rhetoric; Patterns for College 

Writing: A Rhetorical Reader and Guide; and in the Holt 

Rinehart ad is a section titled "Freshman Composition" 

under which is one text labeled as a "Rhetoric-Reader" and 
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three texts, each labeled as a "Rhetoric." Other texts A 

Practical Guide for Writers, Exploring Written English, and 

Writing as Process: Invention and Convention advertised in 

the same issue never mention the term "rhetoric" but do 

mention the "writing process." Also, a study by Barbara 

Weaver that was reported by Burhans (10, p. 652) indicated 

that, of the 121 handbooks, rhetorics, readers, workbooks, 

and special texts for developmental writing and freshman 

composition which she surveyed, only 26% show any influence 

of recent research into writing, most simply by passing 

references to the writing process, to rhetoric combined 

with the writing process, or to sentence combining. Burhans 

agrees with Berlin and argues that the "current-

traditional" ideas about writing still dominate college 

texts. 

The current-traditional model had its beginnings in 

the oratorical tradition of Isocrates and the Greek 

sophists and continued to develop with Cicero and St. 

Augustine. This tradition in America, according to McLuhan, 

was evident in the South, especially Virginia (79, p. 74). 

A survey conducted in the 1920's of seventy-five colleges 

and universities also suggests that the tradition was 

popular in the south. In reporting the kinds of writing 

taught in freshman composition, argumentation was reported 

to be omitted most in the East and the West but "least by 
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the oratorical south" (100, p. 326). Interestingly, it was 

also noted that argument was "quite naturally" omitted in 

the women's colleges. In New England, however, the 

Calvinists and theocratic founders of Harvard were 

"schoolmen opposed to the old theology of the Fathers which 

Erasmus and the humanists-Ciceronians had brought back to 

general attention after the continuous predominance of 

scholastic theology since the twelfth century" (79, p. 74). 

Professors Carpenter, Barker, and Scott in 1904 noted that 

"the doctrine so sharply rebuked by Socrates in the Gorgias 

...unfortunately did not perish with the Greek sophists. 

...It is the business of the teacher of Composition to kill 

it at the root" (12, p. 335). At Harvard rhetoric was 

taught as influenced by Ramus. Eloquence was not its 

primary objective at Harvard; Ramus' rhetoric emphasized a 

utiliterian "logic for which he made the same claim as the 

pragmatists do for 'scientific method'" (79, p. 74). Thus, 

in higher education in America, the teaching of freshman 

composition from its beginnings had a conflict with respect 

to its purposes, aims, and methods. 

The conflict is discussed by Kenneth Oliver in the 

first volume of College Composition and Communication and 

linked directly to freshman composition. In "The 

One-legged, Wingless Bird of Freshman English" a response 

to an argument for a more practical approach to 
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composition, Oliver says that at the 1950 Conference on 

College Composition and Communication the formalists—those 

who advocated the cultural uses of language like poetry, 

drama, and fiction—were criticized as "hangers-on from a 

teaching tradition which belonged strictly to the past, 

which was dead and decaying even if not aware of its own 

unwholesome odor" (82, p. 3). These formalists or current-

traditionalists, Oliver goes on to say, were set upon by 

advocates of using and teaching language for its "immediate 

social purposes" (82, p. 3). Oliver's image of the 

One-legged Bird deserves quoting because it shows how clear 

the separation of schools of thought were in 1950 even 

though he attempts to bring the proponents of the differing 

views together. He points out that neither the formalists 

nor the non-formalists see the whole problem and 

It is as though the freshman study of 
language was a two-legged bird. A few 
scattered intelligent observers began 
noticing some twelve or fifteen years 
ago that the bird was hopping along 
awkwardly upon one leg of grammar and 
occasionally flapping an ineffective 
cultural wing. "Look," they said, "that 
leg isn't sound; lets teach the bird to 
hop on the other one." So they bound up 
the grammar leg to keep it out of the 
way, and made the bird to walk upon the 
other leg. And incidentally, seeing that 
the poor freshman bird could not fly 
anyway, they also bound its wings. "Now" 
they confidently exclaimed, "the bird 
will stay on the ground where he 
belongs, and will hop along much faster. 
Also, it may never discover the yen to 
fly. So much the better; it will be less 
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Oliver goes on to say that the non-formalists' view is 

short sighted and denies the student the opportunity to 

take advantage of languages•s most effective use, its 

cultural use. He also contends that neither the formalist 

nor the non-formalist group alone meets the needs of man as 

a social-cultural being ,82, p . 5,. Oliver's formalist and 

liberal arts leanings are evident in his final urgings to 

"not bind or clip the wings of our freshman bird. Most 

members of the species can learn to flv a * 
to riy a few awkward feet 

in the air, and in so trvina tr> iaam 4- j 
y ng to learn to admire the flights 

which are more successful" (82, p . 6). 

These same two views of freshman English are also 

evident in Albert Kitzhaber's "Teaching English Composition 

in College" (63). He argues that the existence of the 

course itself is usually defended by two distinct arguments 

sometimes argued separately, sometimes in combination (63, 

P. 4). One of these arguments is the practical, the other 

the liberal. The practical provides immediate therapy for 

the student; the liberal attempts to provide the funda-

mental principles of clear thinking and intellectual 

training (63, p . 5). Kitzhaber then describes in detail the 

tremendous variety of forms freshman English assumed in the 

1960'S as a result of this mixture of purposes and methods 
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(63, pp. 9-24). Robert Gorrell (40) agrees with Kitzhaber 

about the variety of forms and adds the notion that the 

course also attempts to be all things to all people and has 

become almost limitless in scope because of the diversity 

of purposes which are a result of the various departments' 

choice to adopt the practical communication/ non-

formal ist/contemporary approach or to adopt the more 

literary current-traditional/formalist approach (40, p . 

2 6 ) . 

Currently, these two basic schools of thought—one 

emphasizing current-traditional/formalist views and the 

other seemingly more practical emphasizing what Burhans 

labels as "contemporary"—still exist. The "current-

traditional" approach involves the following features: 

1. Emphasis on product rather than process; 

2. Analysis of discourse into words, sentences and 

paragraphs; 

3. Classification of discourse into exposition, 

narration, description, and argument; 

4. Preoccupation with informal essay and research 

paper; 

5. Strong concern with usage and style (10, p . 642). 

The current-traditional approach has been described by 

Susan Miller as "the genteel alliance of rhetoric and 

belles-lettres, which sustained the relation of literary 
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studies to composition throughout the nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries" (75, p. 222). This view includes 

rhetoric squarely within the current-traditional paradigm. 

However, the contemporary paradigm also includes aspects of 

rhetoric. According to Burhans who cites Maxine Hairston's 

"The Winds of Change: Thomas Kuhn and the Revolution in the 

Teaching of Writing," the contemporary approach 

1. focuses on the writing process, 

2. teaches strategies for invention and discovery, 

3. is based on rhetorical concepts, 

4. views writing as recursive not linear, 

5. is holistic, requiring intuitive as well as 

rational faculties, 

6. emphasizes writing as a way of learning and 

developing, 

7. includes a variety of writing modes, 

8. is informed by other disciplines, like linguistics, 

9. is based on linguistic research and composition 

research, 

10. and stresses the idea that writing teachers should 

be writers (10, p. 642-643). 

Burhans also surveyed English course offerings in 263 

college catalogs from fifty states. One of his observations 

after studying the listings was that "rhetoric is an 

infinite-headed dancer; it seems to mean anything to 
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anyone" (10, p . 648). He indicated that despite the chaos 

in the use of the term, "rhetoric is the most widespread 

buzz-word in the teaching of writing" (10, p . 649). His 

survey indicated that while the current-traditional method 

was still dominant, graduate courses in rhetoric appeared 

xn 29% of the catalogs, and graduate courses in the writing 

process appeared in 11% do, p . 648). 

Susan Miller argues that the current-traditional 

model, which she contends is rhetorically based and 

elitist, has been replaced by a process model with dif-

ferent perceived purposes. She notes that 

the venerable belief—that the teaching 
or literature promotes individual 
sensitivity and individual analytical or 
interpretive abilities while teaching of 
composition aims to produce "skilled" 
writers—holds sway in both fields. 
...Literary study perhaps was able to 
replace rhetoric in the humanities 
curriculum because the implicit con-
viction that enriching the individual 
sensibilities and especially inter-
pretive and evaluative powers gained 
higher value than beliefs fostering 
active, potentially influential 
abilities to create public discourse. 
Consequently those within English who 
would refuse to define "reading" only as 
decoding messages may nonetheless see 
"writing" only as communicating a 
specific message to an absent reader. 
Composition theory is often demeaned as 
only "pedagogical," while literary study 
is granted the status of a self-
fulfilling academic pursuit (75. d 
223). ' p* 

Miller concludes her essay with the suggestion that there 
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is a middle ground between the two extremes of the more 

literary current-traditional model and the more practical 

contemporary model where English teachers need to meet to 

perform the necessary research and study "that celebrate 

complex interrelations of the elements of writing" (75, p . 

235). She argues that placing the development of writing on 

a spectrum that includes writers on mundane matters and 

influential authors unites the fields. 

Richard C. Gebhart agrees. In "Writing Processes, 

Revision, and Rhetorical Problems: A Note on Three Recent 

Articles," (38) he suggests that the differences in 

emphasis between the writing as process approach and the 

current-traditional approach are blurring, and the "com-

partmentalization ... of attention to rhetorical concerns 

and attention to writing processes is now, essentially 

over" (38, p.295). Gebhart continues by noting that much 

research suggests that the two concerns are becoming 

unified (38, p. 295). Miller's and Gebhart's observations 

are encouraging, but the long standing controversy and 

separation of attention and research effort is just one 

indication of the complexity, and diversity that has 

exemplified the study, teaching, and the evaluation of 

writing. 

Opinions and research on teaching writing in general 

and on teaching writing in college are, to say the least 
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varied. There has been research in recent years on almost 

every aspect of the task of teaching composition, 

especially freshman composition. In addition to the 

problems associated with aims and purposes that have been 

briefly surveyed and will be reviewed more thoroughly in 

the following pages, there have been studies on the writing 

process itself, on topic selection, on handwriting, on 

computer-assisted grading and evaluation, on computer-

assisted instruction, on T-unit length, on the effect of 

various methods of teacher responses to student writing, on 

sentence combining, and on syntactic maturity and com-

plexity. These, of course, only scratch the surface of the 

whole range of information available to the composition 

teacher. Older studies about writing, especially those 

prior to the 1920's, were primarily opinion, sometimes 

based on an aspect of rhetorical theory, sometimes on 

personal experience, but seldom on empirical studies. The 

freshman English course in composition as it exists in the 

United States in community colleges, colleges, and 

universities has, as mentioned earlier, been generally 

influenced by two divergent views of methods and purposes. 

A review of the literature concerned primarily with 

composition evaluation suggests that the dichotomy has an 

impact on evaluation and that the dichotomy is less 

distinct now than in the past. The trend seems to be toward 
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the more utilitarian or contemporary view but a view that 

does not ignore the beneficial aspects of the current-

traditional theory. 

The specific problems of assessment and grading have 

also received considerable attention recently and it is 

those that are of primary concern to this study. Many of 

the investigations that use the term evaluation consider 

the method of evaluation as it applies to the diagnosis of 

problems and the remediation of those problems, in other 

words, formative evaluation. The evaluation dealt with in 

this study is not formative; it is summative evaluation and 

closer to assessment and grading than to formative 

evaluation. Since this study is concerned with the evalua-

tion of the student's product, formative evaluation studies 

are for the most part excluded from discussion. 

Before a review of the earliest statistical studies on 

the problems associated with the evaluation of college 

freshman writing, which began as early as 1904, and before 

a survey of the most recent research, a closer look at some 

of the practices and some of the criteria reportedly used 

in the earliest college composition courses in the United 

States will provide a necessary perspective for measuring 

the progress or lack of progress in composition teaching in 

general and in the evaluation of student writing in parti-

cular. A chronological survey of studies and articles which 
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reflect the continual confusion in the purposes of 

freshman composition and the resulting confusion in eval-

uation criteria and practices follows the general picture 

of the earliest and most influential freshman composition 

courses and instructors. The survey includes articles and 

studies published during 1900-1929 and 1930-1945. Studies 

written and published after 1945 will be topically arranged 

to more closely reflect the specific problems discussed 

later in this report. 

The Earliest Courses: English A at Harvard 

As mentioned earlier, the first courses in freshman 

composition were begun at Harvard in 1885 (63, p. 5) as a 

result of the influence of Sherman Hill, whose Rhetoric was 

used as the text by many who taught the course. The course 

at Harvard was titled "English A" and in the 1899-1900 

academic year enrolled about 600 students (19, p. l). A 

detailed account of all aspects of the course activities, 

assignments, and grading practices is given in Freshman 

E n 9 l i s h Theme-Correcting in Harvard College published 

in 1901 (19). The description of the task facing the 

instructor of English A is not as foreign to the task 

facing the instructor in the 1980s as might be expected. 

Copeland and Rideout revealed, 

The problem is not without its dif-
ficulties. At one extreme of this class 
of freshmen are the illiterate and 
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inarticulate, who cannot distinguish a 
sentence from a phrase, or spell the 
simplest words. At the other are fairly 
mature writers who need only to discard 
certain crudities and to gain variety 
and flexibility. Between these two 
extremes come many sorts and conditions 
of students. The avowed object of the 
work is to bring all this heterogeneous 
class ... to the point where they can 
write English of which they need not be 
ashamed (19, p. 2). 

The range of student abilities to be addressed by the 

instructor and the range of abilities to be assessed and 

evaluated probably seems familiar to anyone who has had 

much experience teaching freshman composition in the last 

five or ten years and, as will be seen throughout this 

survey, familiar to almost every generation of composition 

teachers. 

In English A as taught by Copeland, Rideout, and 

others at Harvard, daily themes and fortnightly themes were 

written. The daily themes were mostly descriptive and 

narrative; the first job of the instructor was to make the 

themes not interesting—but correct (19, p. 9). The daily 

themes were, as emphasized by Copeland and Rideout, "the 

only material from which to teach punctuation, spelling, 

grammar, the right use of words, the principles of 

structure, and whatever else ill-prepared youths need to 

learn" (19, p. 9). The authors go on to say that it is only 

after practice in correction on the daily themes that the 

instructor begins to deal with the "more practical help of 
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rearrangement" with the fortnightly themes (19, p. 16). The 

description of the grading emphasis here certainly 

exemplifies what McLuhan (79) and Shipherd (100) said about 

the emphasis of the New England teachers of composition. 

This emphasis is even more evident in the discussions 

of the fortnightly themes. The fortnightly themes were 

primarily expository and, as Copeland and Rideout reveal, 

were in keeping with the purpose of English A "to train 

young men in the use of correct and readable English" (19, 

p. 38). The evaluation of these themes was much more 

detailed than the daily themes. As the authors point out, 

an instructor was supposed to read the fortnightly themes 

much more thoroughly than he read the daily themes and "to 

employ more time in suggesting better words or phrases, 

cutting out passages or filling them in, recasting clauses, 

sentences, and paragraphs" (19, p. 39) and his work should 

be much more minute and reconstructive. The student was 

expected to do considerable rewriting and revising of the 

fortnightly themes. Some of the additional criteria 

included being sure to remind students that important words 

were to go near the beginning and the end of a sentence, 

that paragraphs needed both content and form transitions, 

and that variation in sentence structure was preferred (19, 

p. 40). 
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In evaluating a student's writing in English A, 

Copeland and Rideout explain that an A had a numerical 

equivalent of 90-100 and that an E, which was failing, was 

anything below 40. They also note that assigning a 

numerical grade to a piece of writing is not mathematically 

precise. They do attempt to explain the value of the grades 

assigned. "One may, however, explain A (a mark rarely 

given) as signifying that a man's work not only is correct, 

but has some maturity of thought, some distinction of 

style, some originality; B (90-78), that the work though 

less distinguished, still shows more individual qualities 

than the average; C (78-60), that it is in the main sound 

and intelligent, . . . ; D (60-40), that it is faulty or 

irregular," and E (below 40) that it is unacceptable for 

credit (19, p. 76). Errors in spelling were especially 

singled out for attention, lowering "dangerously the grade 

of any work, no matter how capable it may be otherwise" 

(19, p. 12). Several specimen themes are included in 

Freshman English and Theme-Correcting in Harvard 

College—some in facsimile and with all grades awarded. The 

most interesting observation about the themes to one 

experienced in teaching freshman composition is their 

apparent similarity in length and quality to contemporary 

daily themes. 
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It should also be pointed out that in the course as 

taught by Copeland and Rideout readings from such writers 

as Shakespeare, Kipling, Maccaulay, George Eliot, and 

Thackeray were required; in addition, fifty lines of verse 

had to be memorized (19, pp.4-5). However, the course 

included more mundane and less literary assignments like 

writing invitations, writing refusals to invitations, 

writing letters of application for a position, writing 

letters of congratulations, and writing letters of intro-

duction (19, pp. 22-23). The inclusion of the literary 

models and of the more practical day to day writing assign-

ments reveals that there was uncertainty about the purposes 

of English A in the minds of some instructors at Harvard. 

In addition, the obvious concern with mechanical correct-

ness is unmistakable and appears to be of primary 

importance, even though they argue that the content and 

style of an essay are what make it valuable and that 

substance without form is nothing (19, p. 66). Never-

theless, matters of rearrangement and content are reserved 

for longer papers written later in the course. 

Barrett Wendell, another teacher of English A in the 

early 19001s, emphasized three principles—unity, mass, and 

coherence (111, p. 29). By unity he meant that every part 

of every theme should be grouped about a central idea; by 

s he meant that each part should be placed to catch the mas 
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reader's eye; by coherence, he meant that each part of a 

theme must be unmistakably related to the other parts. 

Wendell did not concentrate on correctness as did Copeland 

and Rideout. His advice about usage and mechanical 

correctness was that although the essence of good style is 

good usage, "there is no more absolute rule than the one 

which prudent people habitually exemplify; namely, that a 

wise man should keep good company and use good sense" (111, 

p.26). Although Wendell does not include a system of letter 

grades in his text, Robinson Shipherd contends that he has 

never heard a better explanation of letter grades than 

Professor Wendell's. Shipherd then quotes, without 

documentation, the following description: "A is the best 

that can be possibly expected; B is work of distinction— 

clearly above average; C is just average—neither 

praiseworthy nor blameworthy; D is trouble in sight; E that 

trouble arrived" (100, p. 86). The system is obviously 

subjective and had few references to correctness, unlike 

the system described by Copeland and Rideout. All three of 

these teachers express admiration for and used Sherman 

Hill's Rhetoric, but it is clear that Wendell's emphasis is 

different from that of the other two. This confusion about 

the emphasis suggests that the these instructors could be 

and probably were less than consistent in their grading 

even though they taught in the same college at about the 
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same time and used the same text. Some writers and teachers 

in the years from 1900-1920 like Sharp (98, pp. 81-82) and 

Chubb (15, pp.347-349) agree that correctness is the first 

order of business for the freshman composition teacher; 

others like Klapper (65, pp. 124-125) and Hitchcock (53, p. 

4) side with Wendell and argue that aspects like unity, 

coherence, and content come first. In Summary of 

Investigations Relating to Grammar, Language, and 

Composition, Lyman points out that studies indicate that 

prior to 1928 English classes in composition "exalted form 

over substance, manner over matter, accuracy over 

sponteneity" (70, p. 188), while at the same time national 

English committees argued that content was first in 

importance, organization second, and form third (70, p. 

197). 

The differences in these two groups are, however, 

differences in emphasis; neither group excludes the 

importance of the other's ideas. By the late 1920's and 

through the 1930's, there is evidence that the emphasis was 

beginning to be equally placed on both correctness and 

content and that teachers and evaluators of composition 

were being strongly urged to view both as parts of the 

whole (24, p. 170; 84, p. 217). 
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Statistical Research 1900 - 1929 

Empirical research in composition before the 1920's 

was scanty. Most of the important studies have been summa-

rized by Lyman (70) and the scope of his summary 

encompasses studies of composition problems in elementary 

and secondary schools as well as problems in college 

composition. "Chapter III: Investigations in Current Usage" 

and "Chapter IV: Investigations in the Field of Written 

Composition" are especially noteworthy. Although Chapter 

III contains information on several technical errors in 

oral and written expression, the sections on the errors in 

written compositions of college students, the weighting of 

those errors according to importance, and the conclusions 

drawn from all the studies summarized in Chapter III relate 

to the problems with criteria for evaluation of freshman 

composition. Chapter IV, as is obvious by its title, also 

is important since it covers studies which consider 

measuring instruments for composition and studies which 

attempt to ascertain the value of teacher judgments about 

composition. 

Partial agreement existed on the most common errors in 

usage reviewed in Lyman's summaries of six studies con-

ducted in various parts of the United States. Errors in 

punctuation occurred most often in five of the studies; the 

other study by Johnson found that punctuation errors were 
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the third most common. Second in order of frequency in all 

six studies were errors in sentence structure (70, p. 94). 

In Johnson's study the most common errors were mis-

spellings; misspellings were third in two other studies, 

fourth in another, and lower than fourth in the remaining 

studies (70, p. 95). The weighting of the errors also 

received study in several of these same investigations. 

Lyman notes that simply weighting the errors by their 

frequency of occurrence can cause exaggerated importance to 

be placed on some errors while other more serious errors 

might be ignored (70, p. 107). He then summarizes two 

studies which attempted to weight the errors on a basis 

other than frequency. 

One of these studies conducted by Stormzand weighted 

the errors by determining a quotient based on the number of 

errors and the number of opportunities for errors (70, p. 

107). His study listed thirty-four types of errors with 

"comma setting off dependent clause out of its natural 

order omitted" as the error with the highest error quotient 

and "pronoun subject of verb in wrong case" as the error 

with the lowest error quotient (70, p. 109). Another study 

by Price ranked errors according to seriousness as reported 

by twenty-five teachers (70, pp. 110-111). He examined 

1,152 compositions written by junior high students to 

determine the frequency of errors they made and compared 
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the data to the errors rated most important by teachers. 

The two errors ranked three and four by the teachers as 

most serious, omission of capital letters and omission of 

terminal punctuation, accounted for forty-two per cent of 

the total errors. Seven other sentence errors accounted for 

another forty-three per cent; they were fragment (rank 1), 

incomplete construction (rank 2), necessary word omitted 

(rank 18), run—on sentence (rank 7), choppy clauses needing 

combining (rank 12), subordinations of main thought omitted 

(rank 15), and over repetition of connectives (rank 11). 

These nine weaknesses accounted for more than eighty-five 

per cent of all errors made by these junior high writers 

(70, pp. 110-111). 

Chapter II also included a review of several studies 

which attempted to determine the validity and reliability 

of diagnosis using formal tests and diagnosis using the 

analysis of errors on a single theme. Several of the 

studies are relevant. One correlated scores on sixteen 

proofreading tests and error recognition tests. Lyman 

reports that the study had the following conclusions. 

(1) The comprehensive tests in proof-
reading and in recognition of errors are 
reasonably good instruments for pre-
dicting the average number of formal 
errors that pupils will make in twelve 
hundred words of composition. (2) There 
is little difference in the value of 
different types of tests for this kind 
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of prediction. (3) Unweighted composite 
tests in punctuation, sentence 
structure, and word usage show higher 
validity than do any of the single tests 
representing the same categories of 
errors. (4) The tests seem to be of 
doubtful value in forecasting the 
specific kinds of errors individual 
pupils will make in composition-writing 
(70, p. 125). 

Another study, conducted by Cade, correlated the scores on 

an objective test and marks in English and found that on 

one form of the test the correlation was .51 and on the 

other form .47. This study concluded that first year 

college English success could be generally predicted using 

the test (70, p. 125). Another similar study reported .47 

correlation with marks in grammar and .46 with marks in 

composition (70, p. 125). Lyman discusses two other studies 

and concludes that objective tests which include many 

factors are valuable in predicting success but that tests 

which are narrow in scope are of limited value (70, p. 

126). He suggests that for those teachers whose major goal 

is to teach formal correctness, formal tests in correctness 

might be most efficient; however, the tests have doubtful 

value in predicting the kinds of errors writers might make 

in their compositions (70, p. 129). 

Lyman also reports on two studies tfiat were attempts 

to determine the validity of the analysis of the errors in 

a single theme as a measure of composition ability. The 

conclusion of one of these studies is that diagnosis is 
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impossible except through analysis of a large body of writ-

ten work even though themes correlate much more highly with 

composition criteria than any of the formal tests used in 

the study. The researcher contends that single themes are, 

however, too unreliable and too narrow in error range to be 

used for diagnosis. The other study found that the rating 

of a single essay was not closely correlated to teacher1s 

grades in grammar and composition and are too limited to be 

valuable in predicting a student's success (70, p. 131). 

Lyman ends "Chapter III" with eleven conclusions based 

on all the studies he summarized. Three of the eleven 

concern written composition. First, Lyman contends that the 

value of the testing movement as related to correct and 

incorrect usage relies on what he says is "one highly 

questionable assumption, namely that ... ability to 

recognize an error and to correct it is indicative of his 

the student's own present or future use" (70, p. 132). A 

second conclusion that Lyman arrives at is that formal 

tests are useful as survey and/or group measuring tools but 

are of doubtful value in diagnosing individual student 

weaknesses (70, pp. 132-133). And finally, he remarks that 

the research surveyed suggests two fundamental principles: 

(1) instructional emphasis should be placed on the 

immediate needs of students rather than deferred needs and 

(2) remedial work that follows the revelation of weaknesses 
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should be, for the most part, individual (70, p. 133). 

"Chapter IV: Investigations in the Field of Written 

Composition" considers two types of studies. The first are 

studies which consider measuring instruments and their 

reliability; the second are those that attempt to discover 

the value of teacher's judgments when aided and when 

unaided by the use of objective standards (70, p. 134). 

Lyman summarizes studies which evaluate seventeen writing 

scales published between 1912 and 1927. He first lists the 

composition scales studied with descriptions and major 

criticisms of each. The uses and values claimed for the 

scales are that they make it possible for supervisors to 

compare teachers, classes, schools, and systems, to compare 

types of instruction, and to determine the amount of time 

to devote to different types of instruction; they make it 

possible for teachers to judge more accurately, measure 

improvement, compare students with standards, and evaluate 

instructional methods (70, p. 135). 

Lyman then provides seven major criticisms of scales 

in general that appeared in the literature. First, some 

critics argued that the collective statistical method 

employed by scales was not suited for opinions and 

judgments (70, p. 152). Second, scales might ignore the 

conditions under which students write or factors like age, 

grade, sex, social status, time of year, time of day, and 
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the student's physical condition at the time of writing 

(70, p. 153). A third criticism was that the contents of 

the judgments of raters is not known or recorded. Also, the 

method of standardizing the scales was in several instances 

faulty (70, p. 153). Fifth, the categories in most of the 

tests investigated were not stated in definitely measurable 

terms and were not objective; therefore, the scales them-

selves were subjective in application. Sixth, "the various 

qualities of writing are not correlated with one another in 

excellence" (70, p. 154). Finally, the fact that some 

essential qualities of writing were not considered by the 

scales was the seventh criticism researchers made of the 

scales (70, p. 157). Because many of these criticisms of 

scales were valid, Lyman says that there was between 1900 

and 1928 abundant evidence that a more valid, reliable, and 

consistent method for evaluating everyday writing was still 

needed. 

One study which contributed to the evidence that more 

reliable and consistent methods were necessary was con-

ducted by Hudelson and reported by Lyman. His study shows 

that the range on themes evaluated by seventeen English 

teachers was 0-35, 35-60, 40-70, 70-83, 30-70, 30-60, 0-30, 

30-75, 45-80, 30-60, 40-75, 48-80, 45-85, 50-83, 50-85, 

27-50, and 45-80 (70,p. 158). Another study shows that one 

group of 61 teachers gave marks ranging from 0-70 with a 
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median of 46 on one theme (70, p. 159). Five other studies 

summarized by Lyman show similar results. The studies which 

attempted to measure the effects of the use of grading 

scales revealed that in some cases the scales helped and in 

some cases scales were of little avail (70, p. 164). Others 

reported by Lyman suggest that training in the use of a 

given scale can lessen the discrepancies in scores assigned 

and improve the reliability of the scores. In one of these 

studies conducted by Courtis in 1919, the average deviation 

of scores was reduced 39.5 per cent (70, p. 170). In 

another conducted by Hudelson, the length of time scorers 

trained on a scale had a direct effect on their consis-

tency. He concluded from his study that trained scorers 

produce a more uniform distribution of scores, decrease the 

frequency of high scores, shift barely passing scores to 

the failure level, and cause class medians to rise (70, p. 

170). Hudelson's study had one weakness that could make his 

conclusions of questionable value. In the study, the same 

themes were graded over and over a total of four times. 

This repeated reading of the same themes could have caused 

the improved consistency as easily as the training in the 

use of the scale. Lyman concludes his summary of the 

studies concerning the use of scales by trained and 

untrained scorers by noting, "the true merit of scales for 
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measuring compositions appears to be an open question; 

certainly the evidence is conflicting" (70, p. 172). 

Lyman's conclusions based on his review of the inves-

tigations in written composition from 1900 to 1928 include 

several that are relevant in this study. He first concludes 

that because composition scales attempt to measure very 

complex products, critics question the measure of general 

merit. Also, several studies indicate that there is little 

or no correlation of excellence between the content, the 

organization, and the mechanics of composition (70, p. 

195). In another of his conclusions, Lyman argues that 

"objective and specific categories of excellence are 

generally inadequate in composition scales" (70, p. 195). 

In addition, the evidence is equally divided as to whether 

the use of scales reduces the lack of consistency in 

teachers1 scores (70, p. 196). Finally, Lyman points out 

that up to 1928 there was a lack of study concerning the 

inventive elements, concerning the relation of formal 

correctness and invention, and concerning the ability to 

organize and arrange ideas systematically (70, pp. 

196-197). 

Several observations about Lyman's Summary of 

Investigations Relating to Grammar, Language, and 

Composition are necessary. First, the division of the 

investigations into two sections—one mechanical 
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correctness and the other written composition—seems 

significant. It is almost as if the two are not related to 

each other even though Lyman mentions that form or 

mechanics and not content or rhetorical concerns has re-

ceived more study. It is possible that the emphasis on the 

study of form is a result of the tendency of the early 

teachers to concentrate on the surface problems and avoid 

the more complex elements of composition. Evidence of this 

tendency has been mentioned earlier in this report in the 

discussions of English A at Harvard by Rideout and Copeland 

(19) and in McLuhan's observations (79). The lack of re-

search into organization and content may also be a result 

of its complexity; it is easier to count mechanical errors 

than to account for poor or non-existent organization and 

content. Second, the studies conducted from 1900 to 1928 

raised more questions than they resolved. For example, the 

use of grading scales was made more complex and ques-

tionable; the question of how to achieve consistency in 

grading was still unanswered; the relationship between 

formal correctness and invention was still unresolved. And 

finally, the problem of creating a scale that is practical 

and effective was still not accomplished, since scales like 

those of Hillegas (50) or Van Wagenen (110; 111) that 

seemed to be most valid were, because of their complexity, 

impractical. 
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Freshman English and Writing Studies 1929-1945 

By 1940-41 there was an obvious movement to establish 

freshman English as a general liberal arts course rather 

than a practical writing course even though the aims and 

purposes in most freshman English courses were as confused 

and complex as they had been in the previous years. In 

College English March, 1941, Andrew Green (41), recognized 

that freshman English was established to provide a means to 

improve the student's effectiveness in writing and that it 

can accomplish this by getting the student to write about 

what he knows, getting the student to think, and getting 

the student to write for readers. Green, however, points 

out that getting the students to think is the object of a 

liberal education and that freshman composition must bear 

its share of the labor (41, p. 595). Green then argues that 

getting the students to think can be done by outlining 

prior to writing. What is interesting about Green's article 

is his emphasis on liberal education and organization and 

his lack of emphasis on correctness. In the April, 1941, 

issue of College English, Mortimer Adler bemoans the 

failure of liberal education in the United States and urges 

the abolishment of departments of English and all other 

departments in the hopes of resurrecting the liberal arts 

(2, pp. 655-657). Theodore Morrison in the May issue of 

College English, while acknowledging that some would argue 
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the necessity of freshman English on the grounds that the 

fundamentals of form from spelling to syntax and proper 

usage need policing, argues that freshman English should 

lean more toward the liberal arts and literature since 

"there is an actual pressing danger that the literary 

tradition which constitutes our mental inheritance will be 

frittered away" (76, p. 786). What Morrison finally argues 

for in freshman English is the need for training in lan-

guage as an instrument of reading, thinking, and writing 

(76, p. 787). He continues, "The educational task of 

freshman English consists, therefore, in trying to enable 

the students to interpret reading of various kinds and in 

trying to lead them to make gains in their writing 

proportional to their development in thinking and under-

standing" (76, p. 789). Along these same lines, Fred Dudley 

points out that although students at Iowa State were 

required to pass a test on punctuation and mechanics, the 

students' grades were not affected by the score on the 

test. The students were graded on their writing (27, p. 

24). Dudley lists five claims for the freshman English 

course at Iowa State. "First, that it arouses ... some 

desire to communicate correctly and effectively. Second, 

that it breaks down the notion that writing is an 

artificial something called 'English.1 Third, that it 

affords drill in reading for comprehension. Fourth, that it 
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affords at least a living introduction to literature. 

Fifth/ that it is slowly but definitely reducing sloven-

liness and illiteracy in the writing of our students for 

other departments and beyond the freshman year" (27, pp. 

25-26). The claims made for freshman English at Iowa State 

clearly show that the course in 1939 was still attempting 

to be both a liberal arts course and a course in the 

mechanics of writing, but it was no doubt leaning more in 

the direction of the liberal arts. 

Earlier in the 1930's, however, at Ohio Wesleyan, 

grammar review and personal themes were emphasized in 

freshman composition. The movement toward the liberal arts 

concept of the course began in the early 1930's. In 1932, 

C. S. Yoakum argued that until the aims in writing courses 

were fewer, the measurement of growth would continue to be 

difficult and that there was little correlation in essay 

test scores and success in English composition courses at 

the University of Michigan (117, pp. 409-410). The concern 

that freshman English was not accomplishing anything, as is 

reflected in Yoakum's comments, was one of the factors that 

caused the movement toward the liberal arts method. In The 

Teaching of English, Campbell points out that in 1934 some 

critics felt that freshman English was a total failure (11, 

pp. 34-35). He notes that the validity of this criticism 

depends on what the aims and purposes of the course are 
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perceived to be. One view was that "the object to be 

reached by the training offered is reasonable mastery of 

the mechanical aspects of good writing" (11, p. 36). The 

other view was that the course should be training in 

thinking, a course that gives the student the opportunity 

to articulate and express new intellectual acquisitions in 

systematic writing (11, pp. 37-38). Again the dual purpose 

is evident, and it is interesting to note that Campbell 

held the second view, not the first (11, p. 38). At the end 

of the chapter on freshman English, Campbell lists the 

recommendations of the Committee on Undergraduate Training, 

Curriculum Commission National Council of Teachers of Eng-

lish. The recommendation concerning the specific objective 

of freshman English of the committee was 

Courses in freshman composition should 
be regarded not as organized attacks on 
semi-illiteracy, but as further 
discipline for the student in cogent 
thinking and in the organization and 
appraisal of his experience. The ten-
dency in some institutions to achieve 
these ends by excusing from freshman 
composition such as have sufficient 
knowledge of the technique of writing, 
sufficient maturity in the mental 
processes involved, and adequate skill 
is recognized as being logical ... but 
in view of the usual immaturity of 
college freshman, the standards for ex-
cusing them should be distinctly high 
and should take into consideration other 
factors than mere mechanical proficiency 
in the writing of English (11, pp. 
50-51). 

It is clear from this that the committee agreed with 
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Campbell and believed freshman English should be more 

literary/liberal arts directed. Campbell and the committee 

say nothing about the evaluation of composition and no cri-

ticism of the practice of having the youngest and most 

inexperienced "men" teach freshman composition is made. 

Their only comment concerning evaluation was that the 

"course should be so organized as to reduce to a practical 

minimum the correction of mechanical errors and thus 

attract to its teaching experienced and stimulating men" 

(11, p. 51). 

Jessie Howard notes that in 1939 the purposes and aims 

of freshman composition were as confused and vague as they 

had been when Lyman published his summary of research ten 

years earlier (56, p. 10). Based on the articles he exa-

mined, Howard reports that the aims of freshman English 

reflect radically different trends (56, p.7). At one end of 

the spectrum Howard contends are those schools like 

Harvard, Yale, Michigan, and Wisconsin that emphasize the 

"powers of self-expression and a knowledge of the great 

books" (56, p. 11) which are to be associated with an 

appreciation for literature. Some even favor devoting the 

whole course to literature study. At the other end of the 

spectrum are those instructors and schools that "in despair 

at the hordes of semi-literates who confront them in class, 

would aim only at inculcating minimum essentials" (56, p. 
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11). For example, Burges Johnson argues that it is the job 

of freshman English to achieve one result for all students 

—"simple, clear expression of each writer's own ideas, in 

language his readers can understand" (58, p. 166). 

It is apparent then that the confusion of aims and 

purposes still pervaded the teaching of freshman English. 

The research conducted between 1929 and 1939 and reported 

on by Howard in The Problem of Freshman Composition in 

American Colleges and Universities reflects this confusion 

but also reflects the drift toward a more liberal arts 

approach as previously indicated by Campbell, Dudley, and 

Morrison. Howard's summary of the research unlike Lyman's, 

includes only two brief paragraphs on "Types of Errors." 

The two studies he refers to were both published in 1929 

(56, p. 14). Between 1929 and 1939 few studies of a sta-

tistical nature were done on composition errors. However, 

the problems of measurement received some attention. One 

study analyzed the content and test types employed in 

objective English placement tests (101, p. 395). In it 

Stalnaker reported that the correlations of the essay 

section of the College Board Essay Examination with scores 

in English courses were only .24 and .20 while correlations 

from the objective subject matter sections showed corre-

lations of .50 to .55 with grades in English courses. 

Stalnaker viewed objective tests as reliable and valid and 
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hoped that they would become more widely used and that they 

could be developed to such an extent that they might be 

used to test organization and form in compositions (101, p. 

403). J. H. McKee agrees and comes very close to saying 

that as a predictor the essay is useless (78, pp. 132-133). 

In another article, Stalnaker considers two subjective 

approaches to testing organization, and finds them inade-

quate because the scorers could come up with correlations 

of only .50 and .57 for the evaluation of organization. He 

then proposes an objective method for evaluating organi-

zational skills that was developed by English composition 

instructors at the University of Chicago. The test 

concentrates on identifying appropriate purposes, identi-

fying statements which bear on stated purposes, identifying 

relevancy of statements, testing for logicality, and 

identifying incorrectly subordinates in an outline (103, 

pp. 564-566). However, Stalnaker gives no evidence of its 

success other than to say, "The instructors found that the 

test gave a valid measure of the ability of their students" 

(103, p. 567). One critic of Stalnaker, P. G. Perrin points 

out several weaknesses in Stalnaker's objective approaches, 

all based on the argument that any "exercise based on 

isolated sentences and intended to be objective" can do no 

more than "test a student's school-conditioned attitude 

toward certain rules" (85, p. 61). B. L. Jefferson and 
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others (57) offer evidence that subjective evaluations can 

be consistent. Three scorers at the University of Illinois 

in 1932-33 scored fifteen freshman essays and in only three 

scores were the graders one-half point apart or one-half 

letter grade apart (57, p. 37). 

In another article, Stalnaker (102) challenges the 

reliability of essay scoring by pointing out that at the 

University of Chicago, under test conditions and after 

agreeing on standards, the reliabilities were so low, 

around .30, that the essay test for writing ability was 

useless. Stalnaker argues that the major cause for the 

range of scores is that the topics were not appropriate and 

training was inadequate (102, p. 42). He also contends that 

the writer writes most clearly and best when he knows his 

topic well. After considerable study and work, a new 

testing procedure was developed which required four three-

hour tests. Of interest here is that the essays were scored 

with reliabilities as high as .98 with none lower than .70 

(102, p. 44). This was achieved, he says, by having the 

instructors who scored the essays spend "countless hours in 

intensive and valuable argument over ... what constitutes 

acceptable writing, in a specific instance" and then he 

argues that only in that way can "the foundation for 

reliability and validity of grading be established" (102, 

p. 44). He states three ideas that he thinks should be 
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eradicated before problems in measurement in composition 

can be eliminated. The first is the notion that writing is 

a composite of imponderables and unmeasurables and that 

variation among readers is desirable. The second is that 

almost no student can write acceptably because he does not 

write inspiring themes. The third idea to be eradicated is 

that instructors must teach students to think (102, pp. 

44-46). However, "the final solution of the measurement 

problem," according to Stalnaker, "will probably have to 

await the crystallization of opinion of English teachers on 

what they are trying to do" (102, p. 47). Other writers 

agree that the instability of purposes and aims makes 

measurement tenuous at best (93; 112), even though there 

are those like J. Hooper Wise (114) and Harold B. Allen 

(3), who both argue for a more liberal arts approach but 

have no discussion and seem unconcerned about the problems 

of evaluation of composition. 

The conclusions reached by Howard (56) in his summary 

concerning the evaluation of composition and the criteria 

of composition evaluation are for the most part sound. He 

concludes that "a meaningful interpretation should be made 

of what is meant by clear writing" (56, p. 53), that 

"improved estimates of achievement are recommended," and 

that "more reliable examinations may be secured by 

combining essay-type questions with short answer tests" 
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(56, p. 54). These conclusions, based primarily on 

Stalnaker's studies, are not as sound as Howard would lead 

the reader to believe since objections to Stalnaker, like 

Perrin's, were listed in Howard's bibliography but not 

discussed in his summary. 

The confusion in aims and purposes that had existed 

from the beginnings of freshman English continued to be 

evident in the 1930's with a slight drift toward the 

liberal arts and current-traditional approach; neverthe-

less, the trend in evaluation was toward a more objective 

assessment of writing, assessment which emphasized grammar 

and mechanics. This apparent contradiction may be accounted 

for if it is understood that the current-traditionalists 

for the most part simply did not want students in freshman 

composition who could not handle the mechanics of writing, 

so methods like objective tests were needed to identify 

those who did not have the requisite mechanical skills. The 

movement toward the liberal arts approach, however, was 

soon to be challenged in theory if not in practice. 

Freshman English and Composition Evaluation After 1945 

The growing challenge to the aims and purposes of the 

liberal arts approaches in freshman English can be seen in 

the increase in the number of journals devoted to compo-

sition studies and in the kind and number of empirical 
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investigations into the problems of evaluation of compo-

sition, especially college freshman composition. During the 

first forty years of freshman composition most of the 

studies were published in only one major journal, English 

Journal which began in 1912 (17, p. 349). By 1939, the 

National Council of Teachers of English realized that 

another journal dealing only with college matters was 

needed and in 1939 the first edition of College English was 

published (17, p. 349). Ten years later in 1949 a journal 

which reflected the interests of teachers of composition 

was established, College Composition and Communication. By 

1960 this journal had become a major forum for teachers of 

composition. Its establishment revealed that there was at 

least one special interest group willing to consider 

composition studies as a legitimate discipline. From the 

mid—forties through the early sixties, composition studies 

as distinct from the liberal arts or current-traditional 

approaches moved slowly but surely into a more prominent 

position than it had ever held before. 

Herbert L. Creek in "Forty Years of Composition 

Teaching" also suggests that the job of teaching compo-

sition was by 1955 much more respectable than it had ever 

been earlier (21). He points out that in the 1930's 

graduate professors were realizing, because engineering 

colleges were looking for well trained English teachers, 
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because there was a growing number of junior colleges, and 

because of the depression, that they were instructing 

graduate students who would probably never teach a course 

in Beowulf and would probably never teach a graduate course 

of any kind (21, p. 9). Creek explains that the emphasis in 

the fifties on the practical benefits of composition 

studies added credibility to the composition teacher inside 

and outside academia. He goes on to offer some personal 

proof of his position. 

The fact that we have a Conference on 
College Composition and Communication 
means something. The presence in many 
departments of successful literary men 
and women whose duty it is to stimulate 
and guide promising writers is an 
encouraging sign. On the other hand, 
successful teachers of ordinary 
students, lacking the prestige of 
successful literary publication 
themselves, are not so clearly in a 
position that commands respect. Never-
theless, the changes mentioned in this 
paper indicate to some extent improve-
ment in status for these teachers too. 
Forty-five years ago, when I was looking 
for a job, a distinguished head of a 
department of English said to me 'Oh, if 
you can't find anything else, we might 
let you read themes.' That remark was 
typical then. It would not be typical 
now (21, pp. 9-10). 

Creek's experience re-enforces what was suggested by 

Conners, and, as will be seen, the distinction between 

composition studies and the liberal arts/literary studies 

continues to become more evident in the 1960s and 1970s. 
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The trend toward a distinct discipline, however, was 

not without its opponents, and the disagreements over the 

aims and purposes of freshman English were still not 

settled. In fact, the 1960s probably had more turmoil than 

any previous decade. Albert Kitzhaber argued in 1962 that 

courses in composition are "highly individualized" because 

"writing is an art" (62, p. 444). He admitted though that 

there was a need for research into the process of writing 

and a need for a modern theory of discourse. For the most 

part, the current-traditionalists were skeptical, at best, 

of the research that began to show up in the 1950s and 

1960s. Lee Holt in "Theme Grading Par Excellence" (55) 

attacks the statistical approaches to composition eval-

uation in a fictional satiric dialog between a reporter and 

a professor. The professor tells the reporter that he has 

found a solution for correcting freshman themes which will 

be the sensation of the academic world. He continues 

sarcastically, "It's so simple. In this day and age of 

computers, why English teachers should insist on old-

fashioned, wasteful methods is beyond me. We have shown by 

careful studies, based on a very large sample of themes, 

that the average freshman misspells 7.801 words out of each 

250, uses 1.624 dangling modifiers, .953 comma splices, and 

so on. It's all tabulated" (55, p. 7). Holt continues this 

dialog until the professor's plan is made to appear 
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ludicrous. Other evidence of the confusion and dis-

agreements is also evident in the work of William Main 

(72), Hermon Bowersox (8), Martin Kallich (60), and Edna 

Hays (46; 47; 48). 

Recently, James Kinneavy in A Theory of Discourse 

described the discipline of composition as being in a state 

of anarchy and "so clearly the step child of the English 

department that it is not a legitimate area of concern in 

graduate studies" (61, p. 1). Stephen and Susan Judy note 

that the current emphasis on a contemporary process 

approach to composition teaching and evaluation as opposed 

to the more established current-traditional approach began 

in the 1960s with "project English," and they describe the 

period as one of "ferment, discussion, and debate" (59, p. 

9). The main issue in the 1960s according to the Judy's was 

the debate over the content of the writing courses, while 

the debate in the 1970s appeared to be one of form versus 

process (59, pp. 10-11). Judy and Judy argue that the 1980s 

will be a decade of consolidation "in which the various, 

often conflicting, theories of the 1960s and the 1970s are 

reviewed, discussed, and, as possible, consolidated in 

well-founded writing programs" (59, p. 11). Further 

evidence of the growing discipline is the fact that the 

number of journals discussing these controversies increased 

dramatically in the twenty years between 1960 and 1980. Two 
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new journals were founded in the sixties, and six were 

established in the seventies (17, p. 349). In fact, one 

publication Research in the Teaching of English was 

founded in 1967 to provide a forum for "serious and 

carefully-executed empirical research" (17, p. 355) which 

had been absent in the field of English. The journal was 

new and different in that, as Conners put it, "it wants 

facts, ma'm, in so far as they can be ascertained by 

empirical methods" (17, p. 356). By 1971 the development of 

a new theory of discourse had been attempted, and for some 

it was achieved with Kinneavy's A Theory of Discourse, 

which divides discourse into four parts, reference, 

persuasive, literary, and expressive (61). Kinneavy argues 

that the aim of discourse is the controlling element. 

Although the theory was and is a new statement of a theory 

of discourse, it appears little more than a return to what 

I. A. Richards had many years earlier referred to in The 

Philosophy of Rhetoric as "the old Rhetoric... discussing 

the effects of different disposals of large parts of 

discourse" (91, p. 23)) which Richards later refers to as 

the "aims of discourse" (91, p. 28). In some ways this new 

theory is a criticism of the new approaches to composition. 

These apparent developments have not quieted the current-

traditionalists or liberal arts advocates. In some ways the 

return to the old rhetoric is similar to the anguished 
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pronouncements of Mortimer Adler, whose speech to the 1983 

convention of the National Council of Teachers of English 

was in some instances an exact repetition of what he had 

said in 1941. Adler stated, "English departments and 

English courses should be completely abolished...in favor 

of the restoration of a truly liberal curriculum" (14, p. 

145). Obviously nothing much has been settled. 

Even though the controversy has continued throughout 

the years since 1945, important studies have been conducted 

in composition evaluation. The literature since 1945 can be 

divided into two distinct areas of study for the purposes 

of this review. First are the studies which concern the 

methods and criteria of composition evaluation; second are 

the studies which investigate the reliability, consistency, 

and validity of composition evaluation. 

Methods and Criteria 1945-1984 

This section is divided into two parts. The various 

methods of composition evaluation used in the last forty 

years or so are discussed, after which the criteria that 

have been associated with the methods are considered. 

However, it must be pointed out, as Howard Pierson (87) 

did, that the research studies in writing during the 1950's 

and 1960's were not of exceptional quality nor were they 

numerous. Pierson counted the entries in Research in the 
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Teaching of English bibliographies which covered the years 

1966-1969 and found that out of 919 original studies only 

107 were in composition (87, p. 76). He says that the most 

serious deficiency in composition studies for that time was 

that studies to measure the change in writing abilities 

were especially weak (87, p. 76). He concludes by 

suggesting that about all that can be learned from the 

research of the fifties and sixties is tentatively that 

writing ability is related to class status or high 

intelligence, that girls write better than boys, that 

traditional grammar does not help in composition, that 

structural grammar helps sometimes, that intensive 

correction helps no more than a little correction, and that 

effective teaching appears to occur with explanation, 

writing, discussion, and revision (87, pp. 79-80). With 

Pierson's observations in mind, the specific studies can be 

reviewed in some perspective. 

In the last few years several methods of composition 

evaluation have gained prominence and have been bandied 

about in the literature. They include holistic evaluation, 

analytic scoring, primary trait scoring, computer assisted 

grading, and indirect assessment. The holistic method of 

evaluation seems to be one of the most popular forms of 

evaluating a piece of writing although there are apparently 

differing views as to what holistic evaluation entails. 
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Charles R. Cooper defines it as "a guided procedure for 

sorting or ranking written pieces" (18, p. 3). He further 

explains that the evaluator matches a piece of writing with 

another in a graded series of pieces or the evaluator 

scores the piece with respect to certain features important 

to that mode of writing. The scoring is quick, 

impressionistic, and is usually done after practice with 

other raters and with a scoring guide (18, p. 3). 

Cooper discusses seven types of holistic evaluations. 

The first of these, the essay scale, uses a series of 

complete writing selections arranged according to quality. 

The scorer tries to place the writing sample to be 

evaluated along the scale to match it with the scale 

selection most like it (18, pp. 4-7). The analytic scale, 

Cooper*s favorite, is the second type discussed. The scale 

usually lists numerous significant features or charac-

teristics of a particular kind of writing. One of the best 

known of this type was developed by Diederich from the 

judgments of the writing of college freshmen by academics 

and non-academics during the 1960's (18, p. 7). The scale 

is shown below.The number values indicate the relative 

weights or importance Diederich!s study gave to the various 

elements listed in the scale. The scale also has an 

explanation of the "High," "Middle," and "Low" terms (18, 

pp. 7-8). The development of the features included in this 
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scale will be briefly discussed in the sections of this 

report concerning criteria. 

General Merit 

Ideas 

Organization 

Wording 

Flavor 

Mechanics 

Usage 

Punctuation 

Spelling 

Handwriting 

Low 

2 

2 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

4 

4 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

2 

Middle 

6 8 

6 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

3 

High 

10 

8 10 

4 5 

4 5 

Total 

4 5 

4 5 

4 5 

4 5 

Total 

Cooper argues that analytic scales similar in theory to 

those of Diederich "can provide reliable scores for 

placement or summative evaluation, and...can be used to 

guide formative evaluation" (18, p. 8). 

Cooper is less excited about the other five methods he 

describes as holistic. The third scale discussed is the 

dichotomous scale which is a list of statements to which 

the scorer can respond with a yes or no. An example of a 
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dichotomous scale developed by Cohen (16) and several other 

teachers is presented in Appendix IV. 

Cooper doubts that Cohen's type of scale would be 

reliable for individuals but thinks it might be useful for 

distinguishing between groups of essays (18, p. 9). Cohen, 

however, concludes that the dichotomous scale can be used 

to measure the change in a student's ability to write 

compositions (16, p. 369). The fourth scale mentioned by 

Cooper as a guide in holistic evaluations is the feature 

analysis scale which, unlike the analytic scale and the 

dichotomous scale, concentrates on one aspect of a compo-

sition, like structure, voice, or details. It directs the 

rater to only one aspect of the composition, not to several 

of them (18, pp. 10-11). Primary trait, the fifth type 

Cooper mentions, is sometimes treated as one of the 

holistic methods and is at other times treated as a 

separate method. Cooper treats it as holistic even though 

it "guides the focus of the rater's attention on just those 

features of a piece which are relevant to the kind of dis-

course it is: to the special blend of audience, speaker 

role, purpose, and subject required by that kind of 

discourse and by the particular writing task. Furthermore, 

a unique quality of primary trait scoring is that the 

scoring guides are constructed for a particular writing 

task set in a full rhetorical context" (18, p. 11). Cooper 
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says that this kind of scale is going to have a great 

impact on the evaluation of writing and that it "is 

certainly the most sophisticated of the holistic eval-

uations" (18, p. 11). The sixth holistic evaluation is 

general impression marking, which Cooper asserts is the 

simplest since it requires no detailed discussion of 

characteristics and no adding up of scores or charac-

teristics. The scorers simply decide where to place a given 

piece of writing within the range of papers produced for 

that assignment (18, pp. 11-12). The Educational Testing 

Service and the College Entrance Examination Board have 

both used this method extensively, and in their adminis-

tration of the tests the raters must train carefully by 

reading and discussing many essays like the ones they plan 

to score. The ETS used a range of one to four for their 

English Composition Test in 1976 and a range of one to six 

in their Advanced Placement test in 1975 (18, p. 12). 

Cooper suggests that this method is closer to the analytic 

scale than it appears since in some cases scorers have used 

a rubric worked out in advance of the actual scoring (18, 

p. 12). Finally, Cooper briefly discusses Peter Elbow's 

"center of gravity" (29, pp. 35-37) response to student 

writing which is appropriate only for formative evaluation 

and thus not relevant to this study. 
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Cooper surveys the various kinds of holistic eval-

uation methods only to end up arguing for a greater use of 

analytic scales in composition evaluation and showing how 

the scales can be constructed. He also argues that analytic 

scales can guide college rater's evaluations on placement 

tests when these same raters will not accept standardized 

tests because they believe them to be invalid (18, p. 17). 

He also contends that the scores obtained can be reliable 

when the raters come from similar backgrounds and are 

trained carefully (18, p. 18). Cooper uses Stalnaker's 1934 

study, which is discussed earlier in this report, as 

partial support for his contentions about reliability 

including the statement that the possibility of reliable 

scores with these trained raters is an "incontrovertable 

empirical fact" (18, p. 18). As noted earlier, however, 

Stalnaker's study had serious flaws. Cooper also cites 

Follman and Anderson's "An Investigation of the Reliability 

of Five Procedures for Grading English Themes" (32). Cooper 

fails to report that the highest reliability reported in 

the Follman study was from a group that was told to 

"evaluate each essay according to your own judgment as to 

what constitutes writing ability...Don't use any system 

other than your own judgment" (32, p. 198). Follman and 

Anderson when surprized by their results, suggested only 

that the reliability was highest in that group because the 
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members had similar backgrounds. They do not point out that 

all the other raters had similar backgrounds and did not 

come up with scores as reliable even though they used 

scales. Follman and Anderson do not claim to have proven 

that homogeneous raters score more reliably; they only 

offer the supposition that it might be a factor in their 

study. It is apparent then that Cooper's assertion of an 

"incontrovertable empirical fact" is not quite incontro-

vertable. It also follows that his contention that 

homogeneous trained raters using holistic scales "can 

achieve nearly perfect agreement" (18, p. 19) is not as 

solid as he makes it appear. Cooper also fails to note 

weaknesses that have been pointed out by Richard Stiggins 

(108). First, analytic scoring is more time consuming than 

other forms of holistic scoring (108, p. 149). Second, 

there is the indication that analytic may produce a halo 

effect in that when a scorer is impressed with one aspect 

of a given piece and scores it high, he often will rate the 

other aspects higher than they deserve (108, p. 150). 

Holistic evaluation, especially analytic scoring, is 

valuable and Cooper presents one definition of its various 

forms. Other writers have also defined holistic evaluation 

in much the same way (13, p. 66; 37, p. 75; 52). 

Richard Lloyd-Jones, however, does not fully agree 

with Cooper's definition of holistic (69). He argues that 
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writing ability tests are either atomistic or holistic. The 

atomistic tests measure particular features that are 

usually associated with skill in writing or discourse; 

holistic tests, on the other hand, evaluate discourse only 

as whole works (69, p. 33). Lloyd-Jones places methods 

which use scales like the analytic ones of Cooper in the 

class of atomistic methods even though "they seem to apply 

to the whole discourse" (69, p. 35). Stephen and Susan Judy 

also recognize this same weakness in Cooper's definition. 

They note that the term holistic is not yet clearly defined 

and that the scoring guides seem to conflict with the 

origin of the term. Holistic derives from the philosophical 

system of holism, which contends that the whole is greater 

than the sum of its parts (59, p. 153). Richard Stiggins 

seems to agree with the them. He says that "in holistic 

scoring, raters review a paper for an overall or whole 

impression" (108, p. 146). He goes on to explain that the 

scorers do not use any predetermined set of criteria for 

the range of scores, and a paper assigned a particular 

score within a given range is assessed that score based on 

its relative merit when compared to other papers in the 

group from which it was drawn. The levels are determined by 

the set of papers or essays being scored, not by external 

standards (108, p. 147). Stiggins notes, as do Cooper, the 

Judys, and Lloyd-Jones, that all papers are read by two 
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readers and disagreements of more than a point are usually 

settled by a third reader (108, p. 146). 

Also included in Lloyd-Jones' group of atomistic 

methods are vocabulary tests, punctuation tests, and syn-

tactic measures like T-units (69, p. 34). Holistic methods 

for Lloyd-Jones are those that rely on the notion that a 

valid judgment of discourse is based on the examination of 

a piece of discourse as a whole, not just the sum of its 

parts (69, p. 36). Some holistic methods like the 

Educational Testing Service General Impression system 

accept the idea that one writing sample is representative 

of other writing samples by the same writer; however, 

primary trait scoring usually assumes that the writer of 

one kind of essay or writing sample may not be as profi-

cient when the writing task is altered. According to Lloyd-

Jones, "the goal of Primary Trait Scoring is to define 

precisely what segment of discourse will be evaluated... 

and to train readers to render holistic judgments 

accordingly....The chief steps...are to define the universe 

of discourse, to devise exercises which sample that 

universe, to ensure cooperation of the writers, to devise 

workable scoring guides, and to use the guides" (69, p. 

37 ). 

The discourse model used in Lloyd-Jones* scheme has 

three basic aims, as opposed to some models that have two 
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and some like Kinneavy's which have four. The three aims 

Lloyd-Jones uses are explanatory, expressive, and per-

suasive (69, pp. 37-38). Lloyd-Jones believed the scales 

should be developed based on the discourse model used, 

scoring guides composed of the writing assignment or 

exercise, a statement of the primary aim or rhetorical 

trait the exercise is intended to elicit, an estimate of 

how the writing assignment is related to the primary trait, 

a definition of "the shorthand which is to be used in 

reporting descriptions of the writing" (69, p. 45), samples 

of scored essays, and an explanations of why each sample 

essay received a particular score (69, p. 45). These guides 

or sample essays are used to train the scorers. Lloyd-

Jones argues that primary trait scoring can be more 

reliable than other methods because the source of unreli-

ability and/or invalidity with his system rests with the 

scoring guide not the scorer. One interesting aspect of the 

primary trait scoring advocated by Lloyd-Jones is that an 

essay might receive the highest score while being written 

in a nonstandard dialect (69, p. 45). He concludes, "unless 

we focus on one type of discourse at a time, we will be 

limited to a vague global view of the moon. The Primary 

Trait method doesn't offer shuttle rocket descriptions of 

writing, but it does suggest a research tool which might 
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permit more persuasive conclusions than we have yet been 

able to reach" (69, p. 47). 

Stephen and Susan Judy define primary trait scoring as 

a procedure in which "individual teachers or the faculty as 

a whole describe, in detail and possibly with supporting 

sample papers, the traits or features that ought to appear 

in students' writing" (59, p. 154). They are not sure 

whether to call primary trait scoring holistic or not. They 

also note that scorers usually make broad evaluation de-

cisions in three categories. The scorers decide if the 

essay does have the desired trait, does not have the 

desired trait, or the evaluator does not have enough infor-

mation to decide. For the Judys this removes some of the 

haziness of other scales like Diederich's (59, p. 154). 

Stiggins notes that primary trait scoring is much like what 

Cooper defines as holistic analytic scoring and what Lloyd-

Jones describes as atomistic analytic scoring. However, in 

"A Status Report on Writing Assessment" Stiggins provides 

perhaps the clearest definitions of holistic, analytic, and 

primary trait methods of scoring written work (108, pp. 

145-151). He points out while holistic scoring treats the 

whole essay without predetermined criteria, analytic 

scoring tries to identify several characteristics important 

to any writing in any situation; primary trait scoring, on 

the other hand, is "rhetorically and situationally 
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specific" (108, p. 150). He also states that it is based on 

the idea that every piece of writing is created with the 

audience in mind (108, p. 150). The advantage of primary 

trait scoring that Stiggins identifies is that it can 

provide more specific information about writer performance 

than holistic or analytic methods, but the disadvantage is 

that the complexity of the scoring system and the time and 

effort necessary to develop it may not be outweighed by the 

benefits gained (108, p. 151). Stiggins concludes that the 

choice of scoring method should be determined as a function 

of the purpose for scoring; diagnosis, he says, probably 

demands primary trait scoring; placement and guidance 

probably demand holistic as does admissions and 

certification (108, pp. 151-152). 

The methods discussed so for have been designed to 

measure writing ability by looking at essays or at writing 

samples of one sort or another. Although this study is 

primarily concerned with direct methods of evaluation of 

writing and with the consistency of those evaluations, one 

of the questions addressed by the study involves the 

preference of teachers with respect to the inclusion of 

writing samples in all assessments of writing. This 

question was included because there are individuals and 

organizations, especially testing companies, that argue 

that indirect methods are as valid and are more reliable 



78 

than direct methods even though many English teachers like 

Rose Najar argue that "a writing sample is indispensable" 

(81, pp. 29-32). For the reasons mentioned, a brief dis-

cussion of the indirect methods, which usually include 

multiple choice tests of some sort, is appropriate though 

it does not deal specifically with the evaluation of essays 

or writing samples. 

T. A. Koclanes writes that "the conclusions of re-

search in the area of essay evaluation would seem to be 

that the evaluations of writing exercises is an extremely 

hazardous affair for the ordinary English teacher, who 

should instead stick to the realm of objective tests of 

writing and exercises in proofreading, where he is 

relatively safe from the evils of subjectivity" (67, p. 

262). Stiggins in "A Comparison of Direct and Indirect 

Writing Assessment Methods" says that both direct and 

indirect methods can be valuable in assessment of writing 

but neither method is superior to the other since each can 

be appropriate according to the purpose of the assessment 

and the context in which the decisions about writing skill 

are made (107, p. 113). In a separate report, Stiggins 

(108) details the correlation of objective tests and 

writing sample scores for six objective tests developed 

between 1961 and 1981. The highest correlation for tests of 

college students was .67 and the lowest was .42. Stiggins 
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contends that these uneven correlations were due to the 

differences related to the focus of the tests, the charac-

teristics of the test exercises, and some aspects of test 

quality (108, p. 141). 

The inclusion and exclusion of writing samples in 

published tests of writing are also an indication of the 

controversy about direct and indirect measures of writing 

ability. It is interesting to note that between 1979 and 

1981 there was a significant increase in the number of 

published tests using writing samples as a part of the test 

along with an increase in the total number of new tests 

developed. Thirty-four new tests appeared between 1976-

1981, with nineteen of them developed between 1979 and 

1981. Prior to 1973, ninety-two percent of the published 

tests surveyed by Stiggins had no writing sample; of the 

tests developed between 1973 and 1975, none had a writing 

sample. The years 1976-1978 saw an increase to twenty 

percent of the tests with a sample. By 1981, the percentage 

had grown to fifty-eight (108, pp. 154-155). The emphasis 

on the skills tested by these published tests has also be-

gun to change. The more recently developed ones, those 

between 1979 and 1981, emphasize the more complex skills 

like organization while decreasing the emphasis on areas 

like spelling and mechanics (108, p. 156). The consensus of 

most of the research is that writing assessment for 
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suramative purposes can best be accomplished by a test which 

includes an objective section and a writing sample that is 

scored holistically, even though holistic scoring has 

recently come under attack by critics like Charney (13). 

This criticism will be discussed later in the report in the 

section on criteria used in the evaluation of composition. 

One other method of analyzing and evaluating student 

essays has recently begun to appear in the literature. 

Computer aided or assisted analysis of essays offers some 

new approaches to the assessment of writing. One of the 

earliest studies of the use of computers in this way was 

conducted by Ellis Page and was reported in the 

International Review of Education in 1968 (83). In his 

report Page predicted that computer-graded essays will "be-

come a major aspect of school life" (83, p. 212). Page and 

his investigators, on their first attempt, established a 

set of proxes which he defined as approximations of various 

intrinsic variables of interest that were identified by 

studying the criteria of experienced and knowledgeable 

essay scorers. For example, factors such as sentence 

length, word choice, or sentence complexity were set up as 

proxes for true intrinsic variables of interest to an essay 

scorer (83, p. 213). After establishing thirty of these 

proxes including things like number of paragraphs, number 

of commas, number of subordinate conjunctions, number of 
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spelling errors, and others, the computer's scores cor-

relation with the scores assigned by readers was .71. "All 

in all" Page commented, "the computer did a respectable 

'human expert' job in grading essays" (83, p. 217). In the 

correlations of judgments of 138 essays done by five 

judges, one of which was the computer, the scores of the 

judges are indistinguishable from one another (83, p. 217). 

And Page concludes that improved computer performance in 

this area, perhaps even better than the human expert, 

appears possible (83, p. 221). 

Jack Hiller and others (51) in 1969, after recognizing 

the work of Page, decided on a different approach to com-

puter assisted scoring of essays, one that would be helpful 

in formative evaluation. They attempted not only to 

simulate evaluator assigned scores but also to provide 

practical feedback on the student's performance (51. p. 

272). They isolated three stylistic categories or features 

which they believed could be identified by the presence of 

a single word or phrase. Hiller and his associates selected 

opinionation, vagueness, and specificity distinctions. They 

used Strunk and White's The Elements of Style as a guide 

for making their selections of specific words and/or 

phrases in all three categories (51, pp. 272-275). A total 

of 256 essays written by grades eight through twelve in 

1963 were graded by English teachers for each of five 
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traits: ideas-content, organization, style, mechanics, and 

creativity. The essays were then scored by computer to 

determine the total number of category items in each essay 

and a proportion for each; Pearson product moment corre-

lations were obtained for the proportions and totals with 

the five trait grades ( 5 1 , p. 2 7 5 ) . As researchers had 

expected the opinionation and vagueness scores were 

negatively correlated with the teachers' scores while 

specificity correlated positively. All correlations were 

significant at or above . 0 5 ; the totals in the three 

categories were significant at . 0 0 5 ( 5 1 , pp. 275 2 7 6 ) . 

Hiller also determined how well the three categories under 

study correlated with the five areas graded by the 

teachers. The highest correlation was . 4 9 with content-

ideas and the lowest . 26 with mechanics ( 5 1 , p. 2 8 0 ) . 

The more recent developments in computer evaluation of 

writing samples have followed the lines of Hiller. Perhaps 

the most representative of these new developments is the 

"Writer's Workbench" system developed by Bell Laboratories 

initially to help their engineers and executives write 

better and now being adapted and used by some schools in 

their freshman composition courses. Besides Bell's system 

there are others, like IBM's EPISTLE, the University of 

Michigan's JOURNALISM, and the Navy's CRES ( 7 1 ) . The 

"Writer's Workbench" is somewhat more complex than Hiller's 
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and has been adopted and put to use by Colorado State 

University in their freshman English course and as a 

school-wide editing system (73). As adapted by CSU, the 

system has eighteen different programs. Several of these 

assist in proofreading: spelling, grammar, punctuation, and 

diction. Others analyze for style including variety in 

sentence length, nominalizations, to be verbs, readability 

level, and so forth. It is claimed that the programs can 

even evaluate content (73, p. 2). To use the system, 

students simply type in their essays at a terminal, check 

for spelling errors, "and walk away with six or eight pages 

of analysis" (73, p. 3). After reviewing the analysis the 

student may return to the terminal and revise the essay as 

many times as necessary, each time receiving a new analysis 

(73, p. 3). CSU seems to have solved the logistical 

problems of making it possible for all students to gain 

access to terminals. The output from the system's 

"proofread" program provides the writer with information 

about possible misspellings with corrections supplied, 

possible punctuation errors with suggested corrections, and 

others (71, p. 106). The "style" program provides an 

abundance of information based on parts of speech analysis. 

Another program in the system provides the same information 

as the "style" program but in addition provides an inter-

pretation of the information as well (71, p. 107). This 
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program "compares the style values of the user's text 

against a set of standards and describes the differences in 

a two-to-three page output in English. Several sets of 

standards for composition are provided, since texts are 

written for different types of readers and for different 

purposes" (71, pp. 107-108). Several other programs in the 

system are also described but need not be included here. 

The authors do, however, conclude, "although the programs 

do not understand text, they nevertheless provide useful 

information about errors and style. This information can be 

used for document design, assessment, and potentially for 

writing instruction" (71, p. 109). The use for instruction 

has already begun, but the other benefits of the system 

have yet to be supported by carefully planned studies. 

None of the advocates for the use of computers in the 

grading or evaluation of writing argue for the elimination 

of the human reader, but there could be a strong temptation 

by some to do so since computers do not get tired, are 

faster, and, after the initial cost, are cheaper. The advo-

cates sometimes overlook some of the problems that might be 

associated with computer scoring and evaluation. Robert M. 

Hertz mentions some of them in "Problems of Computer-

Assisted Instruction in Composition" (49). Hertz criticizes 

Bell's "Writer's Workbench" specifically as an example of 

what can and cannot be effectively accomplished with 
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computers. He notes that the computer program cannot spot 

grammatical errors nor can it deal with meaning. He also 

suggests that it can only evaluate writing by the para-

meters built into the software, in this case The Elements 

of style and The Careful Writer. Hertz points out that when 

Lincoln's Gettysburg Address was run through the 

"Workbench," Lincoln was advised to shorten his sentences 

from an average of 26.7 words to around 15. When Dickens' 

first paragraph of A Tale of Two Cities was analyzed the 

program suggested that the sentence "It was the best of 

times, it was the worst of times ..." read "The times were 

the best and the worst, wise and foolish" (49, p. 63). 

Another impediment mentioned by Hertz is regimentation. 

What Hertz fears is that the parameters, if and when they 

can be embodied in the software, might limit and constrain 

(49, p. 63). Hertz is not opposed to the use of computers 

entirely, but he is opposed to their use to evaluate style 

and content. He also recognizes that the computer can aid 

the composition teacher by providing instruction and 

evaluation in the mechanics of writing like spelling and 

subject verb agreement (49, p. 64). 

What has happened since Page's initial attempts to 

come up with a program to grade writing samples is that a 

shift has occurred. The computer, especially the micros and 

the minis, has opened up a whole new area of formative 



86 

evaluation. Page's attempts to provide summative eval-

uation with the computer have turned into an abundance of 

works associated with the writing process. The journals are 

full of approaches that make use of the computer like those 

of Schwartz and Bridwell(96), Rodrigues and Rodrigues (92), 

Bean (6), Bruce Petersen (86), Kolter and Anandam (68), 

Breininger and Portch (9), Arms (4), Dainte (23), Hocking 

and Visniesky (54), Wresch (116), Schantz (94), and Finn 

(31). 

Because the scoring and evaluation done by computers 

is quantitative it would appear to be reliable; it is valid 

"since the variables identified are those of the essays 

themselves" (77. p. 155). Some investigators argue that the 

same cannot be said about the validity of indirect measures 

of writing ability which are not used to evaluate writing 

samples but are used for prediction and placement in 

college composition classes. According to Karen Greenberg, 

research and experience show that teachers object to 

indirect measures of writing skills because the tests "do 

not require students to perform the tasks which most 

teachers identify as components of writing" (42, p. 368). 

The Educational Testing Service, which produces many of the 

indirect scoring tests, agrees that English teachers think 

that the tests are too limiting, and are simply exercises 

in error hunting and indentification (42, p. 368). McColly 
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(77) agrees with scholars in literature and language who 

ignore the indirect measures because they are not measures 

of writing and therefore invalid. 

Some researchers do view indirect measures as valid 

and effective. J. Gordon Eaker acknowledges that the common 

argument against indirect testing is that teachers teach 

more in composition courses than is measured by the tests, 

but he answers that objection by contending, "a good test 

will still measure certain fundamentals that everyone 

should teach" (28, p. 82). A study conducted by Marilyn 

Culpepper and Rae Ramsdell indicated that for placement and 

advisement purposes an objective test was more effective 

and informative than an essay test given to the same 

students (22, p. 297). Richard Stiggins lists the advan-

tages and disadvantages of the indirect method (107, p. 

111). The advantages are high score reliability, low 

scoring costs, and control over the kinds of skills tested. 

The disadvantages listed are a reliance on testees' reading 

ability, lack of validity, and the artificial nature of the 

test with respect to real world writing tasks (107, pp. 

111-112). 

In the application of any of these methods of eval-

uation, various criteria must be established and used. In 

this review, it has been obvious that in the more than 

eighty years freshman English has existed, the division of 
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emphasis in evaluation has seemed to be between correctness 

and mechanics on the one hand and content and organization 

on the other. The relative weights given to one or the 

other has shifted back and forth. Two often cited studies 

conducted after 1945 have broken down these two broad areas 

into more than two. The single most cited study in 

composition research about the evaluation of essays and 

writing samples includes data concerning criteria used in 

the evaluation of essays. This study by Paul Diederich 

(25), conducted in 1961, was primarily concerned with the 

reliability of essay evaluations. Using information 

gathered in the reliability study, Diederich's analysis 

indicated that five clusters of factors determined 

distinctive judgments. In order of occurrence, the five 

were quality of ideas, usage and sentence structure, 

organization and analysis, wording and phrasing, and 

finally personality or style (25, pp. 7-9). These factors 

were similar to those arrived at by Remondino (90) in a 

study of the evaluation of the writing of Italian students 

several years earlier. Remondino's list of criteria in 

order of importance included first, readability, aesthetic 

arrangement and appearance; second, language usage; and 

third, content and arrangement (90, p. 250). 

The criteria on which judgments about writing are made 

have received further study since Remondino and Diederich 
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did their work. Elaine F. McNally's "A Study to Determine 

Through Content Analysis Selected Criteria for Open-Ended 

Examinations" revealed that many teachers, not just com-

position teachers, used criteria ranked in importance 

similar to that reported by Remondino and Diederich (80). 

McNally reported in 1978 that the two most common reasons 

given by Iowa and Ohio public school teachers and uni-

versity professors relating to grading decisions were the 

writer's ability to answer the essay question and ability 

to organize the content, while the ability to provide 

specific examples in a logical manner was also mentioned 

often; mechanical errors like usage and punctuation were 

mentioned less often (80, p. 12). 

Placement tests like the City University of New York's 

Writing Skills Assessment Test, the California State 

University and Colleges English Placement Test, and the New 

Jersey College Basic Skills Placement Test placed similar 

emphasis on developing ideas, providing supporting details, 

organization, and mastery of standard English conventions 

(42, p. 369). However, even with some agreement among re-

searchers and testing bodies, James Raymond noted that on 

the whole evaluators of writing have "not agreed on what it 

is we are trying to evaluate" (89, p. 399). Several re-

searchers contend that the experiences and expectations of 

an evaluator have a serious effect on the evaluation of a 
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writing sample (43, p. 297). Winifred Harris also provides 

evidence that evaluators of essays think that content and 

organization are the most significant criteria used in 

composition evaluation. However, Harris1 study presents an 

interesting contradiction. Harris determined that while 

high school English teachers report that content and 

organization are most important, their evaluation practices 

indicate that mechanics and usage play a more significant 

role than indicated by teacher opinion (45, pp. 179-180). 

Harris1 study revealed that the dominant factor in the 

teachers' judgments of writing ability was mechanics and 

usage followed closely by content and organization (45, p. 

180). In this same study, sentence structure and diction 

were found to be the least important aspects of a teacher1s 

actual grading practices. 

The relative theoretical importance of various 

criteria can also be ranked by looking at evaluation 

scales. The Diederich scale mentioned earlier places twice 

as much emphasis on ideas (content) and organization as any 

other criterion. The California Essay Scale is divided into 

three equal parts, "Content," "Organization," and 

"Mechanics" (32, pp. 192-193) as is Cohen's (16, p. 369). 

Thus, content and organization account for more than 66% of 

the total score on these two scales. The "Cleveland 

Composition Rating Scale" assigns 50% to content, 30% to 
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style, and 20% to conventions or mechanics (32, p. 193). 

There is a need to find out what a large sample of freshman 

composition teachers do evaluate and how much emphasis is 

placed on the various criteria. 

Perhaps the most rigorous study concerning the 

criteria actually used in the evaluation of essays was the 

one conducted by Sara Freedman and Robert Calfee which 

attempted to determine the qualities of essays which affect 

the raters' evaluations (37). Freedman and Calfee had a set 

of eight essays evaluated by four raters. The results of 

the first reading dealt with three factors which might 

influence the holistic evaluation, the essay itself, the 

rater, and the context of the evaluation including the 

training of the raters. The results indicated that more 

than 80% of the score was a result of the essay itself. The 

major portion of the remaining 20% was the result of which 

trainer the rater had been trained by and the effects of 

topic on the rater (37, pp. 80-84). The investigators then 

attempted to discover what factors within the essays 

accounted for the the ratings. The essays were rewritten to 

reflect actual strengths and weaknesses in student writing 

using idea development, organization, sentence structure, 

and mechanics as the areas of weakness and strength (37, p. 

85). After retraining the raters to achieve .86 to .96 

reliabilities, the rewritten essays were evaluated and an 
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analysis of variance calculated with the scores. The ANOVA 

revealed that three of the four rewriting factors strongly 

influenced the raters. Idea development had the strongest 

effect with organization second and mechanics third; 

sentence structure was not statistically significant as a 

factor (37, p. 87). Freedman and Calfee also discovered 

that two interactions had a significant effect, with the 

factor of organization common to both interactions. Strong 

sentence structure and good mechanics combined with good 

organization increased scores more significantly, but, if 

an essay was weak in organization, neither good sentence 

structure nor excellent mechanics factors had much effect 

on the score (37, p. 88). All statistically significant 

factors in this study were significant equal to or greater 

than .001 except the interaction of organization and 

sentence structure which had a significance level greater 

than .01. This study was carefully planned to eliminate any 

confounding variables and provides convincing evidence that 

idea development and organization are major factors in 

holistic evaluations of essays. 

There are those who still question the use of holistic 

scoring of essays. Davida Charney (13) questions the 

validity of using holistic scoring methods and bases much 

of her criticism on the lack of consistent and agreed—upon 

criteria. She notes two crucial areas of concern. First is 
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the problem of formulation of criteria, and second is the 

problem of adherence to the criteria by scorers once the 

criteria have been established. She points out that there 

are two general procedures for establishing criteria. The 

first is inductive or implicit with either readers or test 

organizers arriving at criteria by weighing sample papers 

against each other rather than against any set of criteria. 

The criteria with this method might never be explicitly 

stated. The second method is to formulate an explicit set 

of criteria prior to the rating session and to provide 

scorers with it (13, p. 72). Charney finds fault with both 

methods arguing that simply because a set of criteria 

developed by a group of raters or by the test makers is 

likely to satisfy that particular group, it does not mean 

that it will satisfy other writing experts (13, p. 73). She 

goes on to say, "A given set of criteria devised by one set 

of experts is no more valid than a different set of 

standards, arrived at by a different group of experts. Why 

should one set be imposed rather than another?" (13, p. 

73). Charney contends that selection of acceptable criteria 

is at best difficult; the other problem is that even if 

criteria are arrived at and agreed to, getting trained 

readers to adhere to the criteria is also a dilemma. She 

refers to several studies which reveal that evaluators are 

distracted by superficial characteristics of essays like 
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physical appearance, handwriting, word choice, essay 

length, and spelling. "It is" she says, "disconcerting to 

find holistic scores...so directly predictable by such 

mundane quantitative measures" (13, p. 75). Charney 

concludes that the problem of criteria is crucial to the 

valid holistic scoring of essays and that a systematic 

exploration of criteria is necessary (13, p. 79). 

Reliability and Consistency in Composition Evaluation 

Although Charney's criticism of holistic scoring of 

essays and other writing samples was based on questions of 

criteria and validity, she points out early in the essay 

that many studies assume that holistic scoring of writing 

samples is more valid than measuring writing indirectly. 

This assumption is based on the high face validity of 

rating an actual piece of writing; it seems intuitively 

more valid (13, p. 67). Discussions earlier in this chapter 

of the various methods of evaluation currently appearing in 

the literature and used by teachers and testing firms 

touched on the validity of holistic evaluations and the 

increased use of writing samples in the published writing 

tests. Charney defines a valid measurement as one which 

"assesses what it claims to assess" and a reliable 

measurement as one "capable of replication under equivalent 

conditions" (13, p. 67). This section reviews studies that 

report the reliabilities of holistic scores. 
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Much of the early concern with the reliability of 

evaluations of writing ability using writing samples has 

been based on two studies—one by C. Remondino in 1959 in 

Italy (90, p. 242) and another, more popular one, by P. 

Diederich in 1961 in the United States (25, p. 5). The 

study by Remondino attempted to answer a question posed by 

several current investigators in composition evaluation 

research, "Are there any consistent factors that can be 

found and how can markers discriminate between these 

parameters in a normal school composition?" (90, p. 245). 

Remondino argued that this question required an answer 

because earlier research in scholastic achievement showed 

that reliability and validity were increased by means of 

objective tests or ratings and thus the rating of compo-

sitions would be more reliable and valid if consistent 

factors could be determined. Remondino did not indicate 

that there was any quantitative evidence to support his 

implication that the assessment then being applied was 

unreliable or invalid. 

The study by Diederich in 1961 did produce some evi-

dence of unreliability in the evaluation of student writing 

when readers were asked to judge the writing samples of 

students holistically. Diederich had 300 writing samples 

composed by first month college writing students from three 

different schools graded by readers from six different 



96 

occupational fields. Academic readers included English 

teachers, social science teachers, and natural science 

teachers. He also had writers, lawyers, and business 

executives as readers. All readers were instructed to sort 

papers into nine piles based on general merit. Diederich 

found that "out of 300 essays graded, 101 received every 

grade from 1 to 9; 94 percent received either seven, eight, 

or nine different grades; and no essay received less than 

five different grades from fifty-three readers" (25, p. 6). 

He also found that the highest correlation was among 

English teachers and that that correlation was only .41 

(77, p. 150). 

Diederich's solution to the reliability problem, as 

well as Remondino's, was to suggest development of an 

analytical scale by which writing samples could be judged 

giving more weight to those factors identified in their 

respective studies as being most significant in the deter-

mination of grades. However, in 1977 E. D. Hirsch argued in 

The Philosophy of Composition that Remondino's and 

Diederich's contributions to the assessment problem was not 

their scales for grading but was that their work "proved 

two significant facts: (1) that we disagree widely in our 

holistic judgments of writing, and (2) that the basis of 

our disagreements seems to lie in the different weights 
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which we attach to a few traits of writing" (52, pp. 

181-182). 

Other writers in the field appear to agree with 

Hirsch's conclusion and much controversy and discussion 

about the evaluation of writing assumes that what Hirsch 

concludes about the Diederich and Remondino studies is 

valid. The assumption that current writing assessment and 

evaluation is unreliable and invalid is made with little 

more evidence than those two studies. For example, Mina P. 

Shaughnessy commented in Errors and Expectations, 

"Definitions of proficiency in writing vary widely from 

school to school and from teacher to teacher, with the 

widest agreement at the lower rungs of the skills ladder 

and the widest divergencies at the upper rungs, where 

the stylistic preferences come into play" (99, p. 277). 

Shaughnessy makes this statement with no references or 

evidence to support it. Later studies by Witte in 1981 

(115) and Winters in 1980 (113) lend support to her 

contention by pointing out that the differences in existing 

methods of evaluation can produce different evaluations. 

One problem with most of these studies is that they were 

conducted with relatively few evaluators, many of whom were 

not randomly selected. None of these studies was national 

in scope. Neither Remondino nor Diederich used random 

samples of evaluators. Diederich even noted that the papers 
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were graded by "distinguished readers in six occupational 

fields" and that these readers were "outstanding people who 

were deeply concerned about the way students write" (25, p. 

5). He seemed unconcerned in his report that this selection 

might affect his results. Winters' study was concerned with 

the predictability of various rating scales rather than 

the reliability of evaluators, and Witte's study examined 

the types of writing sample or test used in freshman 

composition courses for evaluation purposes. Winters' study 

supports Shaughnessy in that evaluators trained in the use 

of a particular scale did evaluate papers differently when 

compared to trained evaluators using another scale. It does 

not necessarily follow, however, that evaluators in a 

larger population many of whom may be untrained in a 

specific evaluation procedure will be as inconsistent. In 

Witte's study, all that was demonstrated was that different 

departments use different approaches to determine writing 

proficiency. Some use objective tests, some in-class 

essays, and some outside-class essays. In this case also, 

it does not follow that teachers in these departments when 

asked to grade the same writing sample would produce 

significantly different grades. Quellmalz (88) also studied 

the results of several rating methods and determined that 

different scales and/or different rating methods resulted 

in discrepant classification of the student producing the 
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writing sample as either a master or a non-master of 

writing skills. Quellmalz further argues that raters using 

the same scale but trained at different times arrive at 

different classifications of the same student based on the 

same writing samples (88, p.33). The studies reported by 

Quellmalz, Edys, and Others in "Studies in Test Design: 

Annual Report" provide the strongest case to support the 

idea that there are significant variances in evaluator 

assessments of student writing. 

One study which dealt specifically with the problem of 

consistent grading on a wide scale and which has not 

received as much attention as Diederich's suggested that 

there is little significant difference in the actual eval-

uation of writing especially at the college level. George 

Abraham reported in 1978 in "A Comparison of Freshman 

Composition Grading Standards Between Public Two-year and 

Four-year Institutions of Higher Education in the Southern 

Association of Colleges and Schools" that no significant 

differences existed in the grading standards applied to 

writing samples submitted to 120 freshman composition 

directors in public two-year and four-year member insti-

tutions of the Southern Association; moreover, the results 

showed a general agreement between the two groups (1, p. 

14). Other than Quellmalz's study noted earlier, there is 

little recent direct evidence to suggest that the 
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evaluation of writing in courses of freshman composition is 

inconsistent. However, there is an apparent conflict about 

the degree of inconsistency/reliability of the evaluation 

of composition between the Abraham's relatively unnoted 

study and Diederich's more widely noted study. Diederich's 

study cannot be assumed to be superior simply because of 

its familiarity. Much of its popularity can be attributed 

to its funding by the Educational Testing Service, its 

publication by the NCTE in 1974, and its use by ETS to 

support their standardized tests of writing proficiency. 

In 1951, however, Douglas Finlayson (30) offered data 

which suggests that scorers of essays even when untrained 

and not given specific scales to use in the evaluation of 

compositions, can achieve acceptable reliability or 

consistency. In Finlayson's study two sets of essays, X and 

Y, were scored by six scorers on a scale of zero to twenty 

with each scorer working independently. The mean scores for 

one set of essays, the X set, ranged from 7.6 to 11.4 (30, 

p. 128). The mean intercorrelations from marker to marker 

on the 197 X essays was .74. Two of the scorers had corre-

lations of .90 with the other scorers (30, p. 129). On a 

rescoring of all 397 essays two months later, the rescore 

correlations ranged from a low of .73 to a high of .97 on 

the X essays and a low of .77 to a high of .96 on the Y 

essays. The score rescore mean correlation was .939 (30, p. 
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129). Finlayson suggests that several scorers, three or 

more, scoring at least two essays by each writer can 

achieve a test retest reliability of .88 (30, p. 129). 

Other studies also show that consistent evaluations 

can be made both by trained scorers using scales and by 

untrained scorers using their own individual criteria. 

Follman and Anderson's study mentioned earlier revealed 

that the use of different rating scales did not have a 

significant effect on scores (32). In fact the highest 

average correlation among scorers was in the group that had 

each scorer use his or her own individual judgment (32, p. 

197). A study by Klein and Hart shows that there was a high 

degree of agreement on how essays should be qualitatively 

ordered with a mean reliability of .96. In the same study, 

the average correlation between scorer's grades and the 

mean grades of the other scorers was .76 ( 66, p. 201). 

Cohen also argues that scorers using his scale are 

consistent (16, p. 362-364). Freedman contends that after 

training reliability ratings for scorers in her study 

ranged from .86 to .96 (37). In another study, Freedman 

also contends that readers can consistently agree with each 

other on scores they assign to writing samples (35, p. 

249). Stewart and Leaman also report high rater consistency 

by high school teachers in the evaluation of essays. Donna 

Gorrell notes that three raters, all English teachers, 
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achieved rater reliabilities of .81 to .88 on two sets of 

essays (39, p. 267). 

Few studies discuss characteristics of the evaluator 

which could have some effect on the evaluator's assessment 

of a writing sample. Specific training of an evaluator or 

evaluators to use a specific rating or grading scale has 

been shown to produce more reliable assessment of writing 

ability by Diederich (25, p. 4), Steele (104, p. 6), 

Winters (113, p. 10), and Quellmalz (88, p. 9) among 

others. However, there could conceivably be other factors 

or combinations of factors besides training on a specific 

scale that might also be used to insure more reliable 

assessments. There appear to be no other recent studies 

which attempt to establish the degree of consistency of 

evaluation of writing actually being performed in higher 

education or which attempt to determine characteristics of 

evaluators of freshman composition that could produce 

acceptably consistent and/or reliable assessments of 

freshman writing skills. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODS AND PROCEDURES 

This study was conducted in the Spring of 1984 and 

used a survey that included five writing samples to be 

evaluated by the recipients. This chapter has three 

sections: population and sample; survey instrument and 

survey procedures; and procedures for analysis of data. 

Population and Sample 

A random sample of the membership of the College 

Section of the National Council of Teachers of English 

(NCTE) was selected. Permission to use the mailing list 

was obtained from Bud Kuehn of the NCTE staff, and after 

reviewing the questionnaire, NCTE agreed to provide a 

computer-selected random sample of 600 names and addresses 

from the approximately 9,500 members of the College 

Section of NCTE. The labels with the names and addresses 

from NCTE were placed in a large box and mixed by three 

different people on two separate occasions. Six bundles of 

100 each were drawn from the box. The six bundles of 

labels were then placed back in the box and then each 

bundle drawn from the box was matched with a slip of paper 
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drawn from another box with six slips in it. Each slip of 

paper was labeled with either Af B, C, D, E, or F. The 

bundle matched with slip A got writing sample A; the 

bundle matched with slip B got writing sample B and so 

forth. A statistical description of the respondents is 

included in Appendix I. 

Worth noting here is that of the 386 respondents 

29.5% were from two-year colleges, 41.2% from colleges, 

and 19.7% from universities. The remaining 9.6% either did 

not respond to the question or were from high schools or 

other kinds of schools. The respondents from institutions 

with more than 10,000 students made up 32.1% of the total; 

20.2% were from institutions with enroll- ments from 1,000 

to 4,000. The third largest group of respondents came from 

institutions with enrollments from 4,001 to 6,000 and 

accounted for 12.4% of the total. The degree held by the 

largest percentage of respondents was a doctorate, about 

43%. One hundred thirteen or 29.3% had a Master's plus 24 

hours, while 69 or 17.9% had at least a Master's. Four 

respondents had Associate degrees and six had a Bachelor's 

degree. Forty-six percent of the respondents had more than 

thirteen years teaching experience. Thirteen percent had 

ten to twelve years of experience. Forty percent were over 

forty-five years old and 64% taught classes that ranged in 

size from twenty-one to thirty students. Of the 
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respondents 65.1% were teaching at least one section of 

freshman composition. Of the 28.8% not teaching freshman 

composition during the spring of 1984, more than 90% had 

taught at least one section during the previous five 

years. 

Survey Instrument and Procedures 

The questionnaire used in this study is included in 

Appendix III. The six writing samples are in Appendix IV. 

The questionnaire and the six writing samples were 

developed with the cooperation and help of five freshman 

composition teachers at Texas Southmost College. Two of 

these instructors have Ph.D. degrees in English, one from 

The University of Texas and one from North Texas State 

University. The others have a minimum of an MA in English, 

one from The University of Houston, one from Pan American 

University, and one from The University of Chicago. Eleven 

other teachers at TSC participated in the pilot study and 

made suggestions for revisions and rewording of the 

questionnaire. For example, question seven concerning the 

number of hours of education in composition and/or 

rhetoric was suggested. Also, question eight, which 

concerned the method of evaluation used by the teacher, 

did not have a "d. Other (Please Explain)" response in the 

pilot study. Eight of the participants in the pilot study 

wrote on their forms that they thought that an opportunity 
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to explain any other method not mentioned in the responses 

provided was necessary. 

The five writing samples developed contain various 

combinations of problems common to freshman writers and 

are variations of one essay. Writing Sample A and Writing 

Sample B contain the same mechanical and usage errors, one 

underlining omission, seven misspellings but involving 

only three words, one hyphen error which amounts to a 

misspelling, and one comma splice. Sample C contains the 

same errors as Sample A and B with several additional 

errors in mechanics and usage. The additional errors are 

two more misspellings, one fragment, one subject/verb 

agreement error, and one verb tense error (missing 

auxiliary). Writing Sample D has no mechanical and usage 

errors but was purposely disorganized. Writing Sample E 

has most specific and concrete details removed and they 

are replaced by vague, general statements. Writing Sample 

F was evaluated by seven composition teachers as an A 

essay. 

A pilot study was conducted in January, 1984. A 

questionnaire including the various writing samples was 

distributed to the eleven participants and each was timed 

to determine the completion time. The average was 7.3 

minutes. The results of the pilot study indicated in 

several cases the direction of the hypotheses as discussed 
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in the rationale of each hypothesis in Chapter I. The 

results were calculated in the same manner as described in 

the section on analysis of data. Some of the results were 

not meaningful because of the small sample size. After 

approval of the proposal in February 1984, the mailings 

were begun. 

The letter of transmittal (Appendix V), the ques-

tionnaire (Appendix III), the appropriate writing sample, 

and a stamped return envelope were mailed the second week 

of March. Each of the 600 letters was individually 

printed, addressed and signed. The printing and addressing 

of the letters and envelopes were completed with Radio 

Shack's "Superscripsit" software, a TRS-80 microcomputer, 

and a DWP-II letter quality printer. The copies of the 

questionnaire and writing samples were commercially made 

on 201b bond paper. A follow-up letter and questionnaire 

were mailed to each of the non-respondents two weeks after 

the first mailing. All mailings were sent first class. A 

total of 386 responses were received less than a week 

after the second mailing. This total is above the 370 

suggested for a population of 10,000 to insure that the 

sample proportion will be within .05 of the population 

proportion with a 95% level of confidence (2, p. 198). 
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Procedures for Analysis of Data 

The data gathered in this study were analyzed in 

several ways. First, the characteristics and opinions of 

the teachers who were surveyed are reported in Appendix I 

with frequency distributions for type of institution, size 

of institution, highest degree held, number of years 

teaching, method of evaluation, single most important 

grading factor, number of sections taught, number of hours 

of formal course work in composition and/or rhetoric, age, 

gender, and class size. Second, each hypothesis was tested 

as described in the following paragraphs. All computations 

were made using the Statistical Package for the Social 

Sciences unless otherwise noted (3). 

Hypotheses 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6 were tested using the 

"Multiple Regression Analysis: Subprogram Regression" of 

the SPSS (3). Responses of groups receiving writing 

samples A and B were used in the calculations since 

samples A and B were identical and since combining the 

groups produced a much larger sample. There was no 

significant difference in the mean scores assigned by the 

two groups. 

Hypotheses 7, 8, 9, 10, and 11 were tested using data 

from frequency distributions computed by SPSS and, when 

appropriate, the test for significant differences in 

proportions discussed in Clark and Schkade (1, p. 326-
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328). To test Hypothesis 7, the frequency distribution for 

each of the six groups is reported, and the largest 

proportion from question 4 on the questionnaire is 

compared to the same criterion proportion reported in 

question 15. For Hypothesis 8, the responses to question 4 

from all six groups were combined and the proportions 

examined. The testing of Hypothesis 9 involved each of the 

six groups taken one at a time. The proportions of the 

responses to question 15 were examined with respect to the 

major weakness of each writing sample. The Clark and 

Schkade (1) test for significance was applied to the 

responses from all respondents in the six groups in order 

to test Hypothesis 10. To test Hypothesis 11, the same 

procedure was applied to the responses to question 8 

concerning the preferred method of evaluation as was 

applied in testing Hypothesis 10. 

Hypotheses 12 and 13 were tested using the "Analysis 

of Variance and Covariance: Subprogram ANOVA and Oneway" 

of the SPSS. Subprogram "Oneway" was used in testing both 

hypotheses. The combined responses from the groups 

evaluating writing samples A and B were used to provide a 

large sample for analysis for testing both hypotheses. For 

Hypothesis 12, the responses to question 14, scores given 

to the writing sample, and the possible responses to 

question 9, grading scale used, were the variables in the 
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analysis. The variables in the analysis of variance used 

to test Hypothesis 13 were essay grade (question 14) and 

school type (question 1). 

Hypothesis 14 was tested with "Subprogram t-Test: 

Comparison of Sample Means" from SPSS. The mean scores 

computed for each of the writing samples designed to be 

weak in mechanics (Samples and C) were compared to the 

writing sample designed to be weak in organization (Sample 

D) and the writing sample weak in ideas expressed (Sample 

E). The mean score from the writing samples weak in 

organization and ideas (D + E) was compared to the mean 

score for the samples designed to be weak in mechanics (B 

+ C). 

Hypothesis 15 concerning the range of scores assessed 

each of the writing samples by the six groups of respon-

dents was evaluated using data from the frequency 

distribution of the scores. 

Hypothesis 16 was tested by comparing the appropriate 

variances of the respondents who evaluated writing samples 

A or B to determine if there was a significant difference 

in the scores (question 14) of those evaluators with six 

or more hours of education in composition and/or rhetoric 

and those with fewer than six hours (question 7). The test 
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for significance used, as discussed by Clark and Schkade 

(1 , p. 326 - 328), was an F test. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

The findings are presented for each hypothesis in the 

order they were presented in Chapter I. Each hypothesis is 

restated; the appropriate data are presented and the appro-

priate hypotheses are tested in the null and discussed. 

Hypotheses 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6 

The first six hypotheses were tested with a multiple 

regression analysis. Since the respondents who received 

Writing Sample A and Writing Sample B evaluated identical 

essays, the groups were combined to create a larger sample 

than would be possible by taking any single group. A total 

m cases are included in the multiple regression 

computations. The dependent variable in the regression 

analysis is the score assigned (questionnaire item 14). 

Table I discussed below contains the number and percentage 

of responses regarding the dependent variable. The 

independent variables in the regression analysis were 

degree held (Hypothesis 1), years of teaching experience 

(Hypothesis 2), number of sections currently taught 

(Hypothesis 3), evaluator's gender (Hypothesis 4), 

evaluator's age (Hypothesis 5), and size of institution in 
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which the evaluator is employed (Hypothesis 6). Tables 

11,111, IV, V, VI, and VII present the number and 

percentage of respondents for each of the six independent 

variables. 

The scores assigned to Writing Samples A and B appear 

in Table I. 

TABLE I 

SCORES ASSIGNED GROUPS A + B 

Score Number Percent 

F- 0 0.0 
F 
F+ 

2 
1 

1.7 
0.8 

D- 0 0.0 
D 9 7.4 
D+ 5 4.1 
C- 24 19.8 
C 21 17.4 
C+ 23 19.0 
B- 16 13.2 
B 14 11.6 
B+ 4 3.3 
A- 2 1.7 
A 0 0.0 
A+ 0 0.0 

Total 121 100.00 

Mean = 8.37 Mode = 7.00 

A total of 135 questionnaires were returned that 

evaluated samples A and B. Of those 135, 121 responded to 
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question 14 which asked for the score given to the writing 

sample. In the calculations for mean and mode, the letter 

grades were assigned values from 1 to 15 where A+ = 15 and 

F- = 1. A score of C then would equal 7. A study of Table I 

reveals that the writing sample evaluated by these teachers 

had a mean score of 8.37 or about a C. The mode was 7.00 or 

a Ĉ .. More than half the evaluators (55.2%) gave the sample 

a score of C^, C, or C+. The range was quite large with the 

highest grade an A- and the lowest an F. 

TABLE II 

DEGREE HELD BY EVALUATOR 
GROUPS A + B 

Degree Number Percent 

Associate 1 0.8 

Bachelor 3 2.4 

Master 21 16.8 

Master+24 40 32.0 

Doctor 60 48.0 

Total 125 100.00 

A review of Table II shows that the largest number of 

respondents to this question had a doctorate (48.0%), with 

the next largest group having a Master's plus at least 24 
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hours. It is surprising that there was one response that 

indicated only an associate degree, since most community 

colleges, colleges, and universities require people with 

advanced degrees to teach freshman composition. 

Table III presents the number and percentage of years 

of teaching experience of the respondents evaluating 

writing samples A and B. 

TABLE III 

YEARS OF TEACHING EXPERIENCE 
GROUPS A + B 

Years Number Percent 

1 - 3 13 10.8 

4-6 16 13.3 

7-9 14 11.8 

10-12 13 10.8 

13 or more 64 53.3 

Total 120 100.00 

The respondents in this combined group are experienced 

teachers of freshman composition with more 53.3% having 

more than 13 years experience. Sixty-four percent have at 

least 10 years experience. 
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Table IV contains information concerning the number of 

sections taught in the spring of 1984 by the respondents 

who evaluated writing samples A or B. 

TABLE IV 

SECTIONS TAUGHT SPRING 1984 
GROUPS A + B 

No. Sec. Number Percent 

One 26 20.8 

Two 29 23.2 

Three 14 11.2 

Four 10 8.0 

Over Four 6 4.8 

None 40 32.0 

Total 125 100.00 

Although the largest number of respondents reported 

that they were not teaching freshman composition during the 

spring of 1984, more than 90% of those not teaching 

reported that they had taught at least one section during 

the previous five years. Of those teaching during the 

spring of 1984, 23.2% taught only two sections while 24% 

taught three or more sections. The percentage of 

respondents teaching more than four sections was 4.8%. 
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Table V includes the number and percentage of males 

and females who evaluated samples A and B. 

TABLE V 

GENDER OF EVALUATOR 
GROUPS A + B 

Number Percent 

Female 71 57.3 

Male 53 42.7 

Total 122 100.00 

The results for this group are similar to those of all 

386 respondents. Females responded to the questionnaire in 

larger numbers than did males. 

Table VI provides data on the ages of the respondents 

who evaluated samples A and B. Of note here is that more 

than 65% of the respondents were 40 years old or older. 

This again is similar to the overall pattern of responses 

in the survey. Table VII contains information regarding the 

size of the institution where the respondents teach. The 

data indicates that the respondents come from institutions 

of various sizes, with the largest percentage of responses 

(31.7%) coming from persons in institutions of more than 

10,000 students. 
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AGE: GROUPS A + B 
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Age Number Percent 

26-30 3 2.5 

31-34 9 7.4 

35-39 30 24.6 

40-44 24 17.8 

45-50 26 21.3 

50+ 30 24.6 

Total 122 100.00 

The information in Tables I, II, III, iv, V, VI, and 

VII is provided to make the multiple regression analysis of 

these variables more meaningful. 

The results of the multiple regression analysis are 

shown in Table VIII. An F—ratio was computed to determine 

if the Multiple R of .32 was significant. The F-Ratio 

equaled 2.02 with degrees of freedom of 6 and 105. It was 

not significant at the .05 level. An R SQ of .10 suggests 

that, at best, 10% of the scores can be predicted by the 

variables used in this regression analysis. 
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SIZE OF EVALUATOR'S INSTITUTION 
GROUPS A AND B 
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Size Number Percent 

1000 or less 20 16.3 

1001-4000 22 17.9 

4001-6000 14 11.4 

6001-8000 13 10.6 

8001-10000 15 12.2 

10000 or more 39 31.7 

Total 123 100.00 

Also, the adjusted R Square, which was calculated to 

be .05, indicates that the corresponding population 

predictions are estimated at only 5%. 

The Beta Weights in Table IX also reveal that the 

single most important variable contributing to the small 

predictive value of the combined variables was school size. 

The size of the school was positively correlated with the 

scores assigned; in other words, the larger the school the 

higher the grades. The correlation of school size with 

scores was significant at the .05 level. 
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REGRESSION ANALYSIS: ESSAY SCORE WITH DEGREE HELD, 
TEACHING EXPERIENCE, SECTIONS TAUGHT, GENDER, 

AGE, AND SIZE OF SCHOOL 
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Ind. Variable Mu 1. R R SQ Beta 

School Size .21 .04 .22 
Degree Held .25 .06 .12 
Teaching Experience .28 .08 .14 
Sections Taught .23 .05 .08 
Gender .32 .10 .15 
Age .32 .10 .00 

Multiple R = 0.32 
R Square = .10 
Adjusted R Square = .05 

Size was also the best predictor of the group with a 

Beta of .22; however, it was still not useful for 

predictive purposes. 

Hypothesis 1, which stated that a positive correlation 

will exist between scores assigned and degree held by the 

evaluator, must be rejected since there was not a signi-

ficant positive correlation between the degree held by the 

evaluator and the score assessed. There was, in fact, a 

slight negative correlation. Hypothesis 2 concerning years 

of experience must also be rejected since there was not a 

significant positive correlation; there was a slight nega-

tive correlation which was not significant, as a study of 
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Table IX shows. Hypothesis 3 must be rejected since there 

was not a significant negative correlation between essay 

score and the number of sections taught. 

TABLE IX 

BETA WEIGHTS AND R VALUES FOR THE 
VARIABLES IN REGRESSION 

Variable 

Size 
Sections Taught 
Degree Held 
Years Experience 
Gender 
Age 

Beta R P 

.22 .21 5.17 

.08 .11 0.71 

.12 -.09 1.43 

.14 -.15 1.50 

.15 .11 2.47 

.00 .09 0.00 

Hypothesis 4, that no significant correlation between 

the evaluator1 s gender and the scores assigned will exist, 

must also be rejected. Based on the data obtained, 

Hypothesis 6 must also be rejected and it must be noted 

that there was a significant positive correlation between 

the size of the institution where the evaluator worked and 

the score assessed; while positive the correlation was too 

small to be useful in prediction. Of the first six hypo-

theses, only Hypothesis 5 can be accepted since there was 

no significant correlation between the age of the evaluator 

and the essay score. 
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Hypothesis 7 

Hypothesis 7 stated that there would be no significant 

differences in the criteria that teachers report should be 

used and the criteria they reportedly used. The proportions 

or percentages were tested using the test for significant 

differences in proportion as discussed in Clark and Schkade 

(1, pp. 236-237). The percentage of persons reporting that 

they thought a given criterion was most important (question 

4) was compared to the criterion reported as actually used 

to evaluate the writing sample in the questionnaire 

(question 15 ). 

Tables X, XI, XII, XIII, XIV, and XV show the number 

and percentages for each of the six groups. The 

significance of the proportions in each group will be 

discussed with the presentation of each of the tables. A 

discussion of Hypothesis 7 with respect to the data p e 

sented follows the discussions of the individual groups. 

The responses of the group scoring Writing Sample A 

are presented in Table X. The z calculated for the group 

evaluating Writing Sample A was 0.36. This figure suggests 

that for this group there was no significant difference 

between the proportion of respondents who thought that the 

single most important criterion in scoring any essay was 
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organization and the respondents reporting having actually 

used organization as the single most important criterion. 

TABLE X 

NUMBER AND PERCENT OF RESPONSES ON REPORTED 
AND ACTUAL EVALUATION CRITERIA 

WRITING SAMPLE A 

Criteria Reported Actual 

N % N % 

Details 
Organization 
Style 
Ideas 
Sen. Strct. 
Spelling 
Neatness 
Punctuation 
Word/Diction 
Other 

6 
22 
1 
21 
1 
0 
0 
0 
0 
10 

9.8 
36.1 
1.6 
34.4 
1.6 
0.0 
0.0 
0.0 
0.0 
16.4 

10 
22 
2 
16 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
6 

17.9 
39.3 
3.6 
28.6 
0.0 
0.0 
0.0 
0.0 
0.0 
10.6 

Totals 61 99.9 56 100.0 

The results from the group scoring Writing Sample B 

are presented in Table XI. The single criterion chosen in 

this group was "Ideas Expressed," with 39.3% of the 

respondents replying that they thought ideas expressed 

should be the major criterion for scoring writing samples. 

When compared to the criterion reported as actually used, 

the calculated z score was 0.93. This suggests that there 
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were no significant differences in the actual scoring 

criterion as reported and the scoring criterion teachers 

who scored Writing Sample B reported should be used. 

TABLE XI 

NUMBER AND PERCENT OF RESPONSES ON REPORTED 
AND ACTUAL EVALUATION CRITERIA 

WRITING SAMPLE B 

Criteria Reported Actual 

N % N % 

Details 
Organization 
Style 
Ideas 
Sen. Strct. 
Spelling 
Neatness 
Punctuation 
Word/Diction 
Other 

5 
12 
1 

24 
4 
0 
0 
0 
0 

15 

8.2 
19.7 
1.6 

39.3 
6.6 
0.0 
0.0 
0.0 
0.0 

24.6 

10 
11 
1 

18 
1 
0 
0 
0 
0 

17 

17.3 
19.0 
1.7 

31.0 
1.7 
0.0 
0.0 
0.0 
0.0 

29.3 

Totals 61 100.0 58 100.0 

The data from those respondents who scored Writing 

Sample C are presented in Table XII. The single criterion 

which received the most responses in this group was, as it 

was with the previous group, "Ideas Expressed," with 44.4%. 

The calculations for this group resulted in a jz score of 

2.77. This z is significant at the .01 level indicating 

that there was a significant difference in the proportions 
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of responses. This group by their responses to question 4 

on the questionnaire reported that the most important cri-

terion that should be used is ideas expressed, but a 

significant proportion of those who said that did not re-

port that that criterion was used in scoring Writing Sample 

C. Writing Sample C contained the largest number of 

mechanical and usage errors of the six samples. 

TABLE XII 

NUMBER AND PERCENT OF RESPONSES ON REPORTED 
AND ACTUAL EVALUATION CRITERIA 

WRITING SAMPLE C 

Criteria Reported Actual 

N % N % 

Details 6 11.1 8 15.7 

Organization 8 14.8 8 15.7 

Style 3 5.6 4 7.8 

Ideas 24 44.4 10 19 .6 

Sen. Strct. 2 3.7 4 7.8 

Spelling 0 0.0 0 0.0 
A A 

Neatness 0 0.0 0 0.0 

Punctuation 0 0.0 0 0.0 

Word/Diction 0 0.0 0 0.0 

Other 11 20.4 17 33 .3 

Totals 54 100.0 51 100.0 

It is possible that the numerous superficial errors 

distracted the scorers, as has been suggested in the 
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literature by Charney (1, p. 75). If that is the case, and 

it appears to be, since the responses to other categories 

like "Sentence Structure," "Style," and "Other" are higher 

in response to question 15 on the questionnaire than most 

of the other groups, then a significant proportion of this 

group of teachers reports that they did not assess the 

writing sample based on their stated criterion prior to 

scoring. 

The responses of the teachers scoring Writing Sample D 

appear in Table XIII. Writing Sample D was designed to be 

weak in organization. Thirty-seven percent of this group 

reported in response to question 4 that they thought "Ideas 

Expressed" was the single most important factor in scoring 

a writing sample; however, in scoring writing sample D, 

only 1.9% reported using it as the major criterion. The 

calculated z for the difference in proportions was 4.61 

which is significant at .01 level. The fact that this essay 

was weak in organization had an effect on the responses 

since the change in proportion of teachers reporting 

"Organization" as the single most important factor shifted 

significantly. As a study of Table XIII reveals, 33.3% 

initially thought that organization was the single most 

important factor, but 63% reported in question 15 that they 

actually used organization as the major factor to assess 

the score on this writing sample. Obviously the writing 
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sample itself had an effect on the criterion determined to 

be most important by the evaluators. 

TABLE XIII 

NUMBER AND PERCENT OF RESPONSES ON REPORTED 
AND ACTUAL EVALUATION CRITERIA 

WRITING SAMPLE D 

Criteria Reported Actual 

N % N % 

Details 4 7.4 3 5.6 

Organization 18 33.3 34 63.0 

Style 1 1.9 0 0.0 

Ideas 20 37.0 1 1.9 

Sen. Strct. 1 1.9 0 0.0 

Spelling 0 0.0 0 0.0 

Neatness 0 0.0 0 0.0 

Punctuation 0 0.0 0 0.0 

Word/Diction 0 0.0 2 3.7 

Other 10 18.5 14 25.9 

Totals 54 100.0 54 100.0 

More discussion about this group and their responses 

appears in the comments concerning Hypothesis 9. Based on 

the findings in this particular group, as in the previous 

group, rejection of Hypothesis 7 must be considered. 

The evaluators of Writing Sample E also selected 

"Ideas Expressed" as the single most important factor that 

should be used in the evaluation of writing samples. In 
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response to question 4, 33.3% chose "Ideas Expressed." In 

response to question 15, 28.1% chose "Ideas Expressed." The 

data from the responses of the teachers who scored Writing 

Sample E are included in Table XIV. 

TABLE XIV 

NUMBER AND PERCENT OF RESPONSES ON REPORTED 
AND ACTUAL EVALUATION CRITERIA 

WRITING SAMPLE E 

Criteria Reported Actual 

N % N % 

Details 7 10.6 2 3.1 
Organization 18 28.8 18 28.1 
Style 0 0.0 5 7.8 
Ideas 22 33.3 18 28.1 
Sen. Strct. 4 6.7 7 10.9 
Spelling 0 0.0 0 0.0 
Neatness 0 0.0 0 0.0 
Punctuation 0 0.0 0 0.0 
Word/Diction 0 0.0 0 0.0 
Other 14 21.2 12 18.8 

Totals 66 100.0 64 100.0 

The calculations show that there was no significant 

difference in the two proportions of respondents replying 

to question 4 and question 15 that "Ideas Expressed" was 

the single most important criterion. The score for the 

two proportions was 0.90, which is not significant. Since 
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this writing sample was designed to be weak in details, the 

test of significance was also applied to the responses in 

that category. The calculated z_ for the proportions was 

1.70 which was not significant at the .05 level. It is 

worth noting, however, that there was a drop of about 7% in 

"Supporting Details" responses from 10.6% to 3.1%. This 

drop will be considered in the discussion of Hypothesis 9. 

Table XV contains the number and percentage of re-

sponses in the group of teachers who scored Writing Sample 

F which was designed to be evaluated as an A essay. Again, 

"Ideas Expressed" received the highest percentage of 

responses both in question 4 (51.9%) and question 15 

(34.5%). The calculated value for z when comparing the two 

proportions is 1.93 which is very close to the necessary 

1.96 for significance at the .05 level; nevertheless, the 

value of z for these proportions is not significant. In 

summary, the data presented in the previous paragraphs 

shows that of the six groups studied the proportions were 

not significantly different in the groups that evaluated 

writing samples A, B, E, and F. There were significant 

differences in the proportions in the groups that evaluated 

writing samples C, D. 
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NUMBER AND PERCENT OF RESPONSES ON REPORTED 
AND ACTUAL EVALUATION CRITERIA 

WRITING SAMPLE F 

Criteria Reported Actual 

N % N % 

Details 7 13.0 13 23.6 
Organization 12 22.2 13 23.6 
Style 0 0.0 2 3.6 

Ideas 28 51.9 19 34.5 
Sen. Strct. 1 1.9 1 1.8 

Spelling 0 0.0 1 1.8 

Neatness 0 0.0 0 0.0 

Punctuation 0 0.0 0 0.0 

Word/Diction 0 0.0 1 1.8 
Other 6 11.1 5 9.1 

Totals 54 100.0 55 100.0 

Table XVI provides a summary of the z scores of each 

group. In the the two groups where there were significant 

differences, the writing samples were designed to be weak 

in specific ways and this may have affected the way the 

essays were evaluated and the criteria used to evaluate the 

samples. However, the samples were not necessarily 

abnormal. The results indicate that the writing sample 

evaluated has an effect on the criteria actually used to 

assess its value. It is also clear that weaknesses in 
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organization significantly alter the evaluator's criteria 

on a particular writing sample. 

TABLE XVI 

SUMMARY OF z SCORES FOR PROPORTIONS REPORTED 
VS ACTUAL: WRITING SAMPLES A, B, 

Cf D, E, AND F 

Group z 

Writing Sample A 0.36 
Writing Sample B 0.93 
Writing Sample C 2.77* 
Writing Sample D 4.61* 
Writing Sample E 0.90 

Writing Sample F 1.93 

*Significant at .01 

The mixed results do indicate that more investigation 

is needed in this area. But, based on the data, Hypothesis 

7 must be rejected since in two cases there were signi-

ficant differences in the proportions reported in response 

to question 4 and to question 15. 

Hypothesis 8 

Hypothesis 8 was included in this study to attempt to 

validate the conclusions of other studies like those of 

Diederich and McNally mentioned in Chapter II. Neither of 

those studies used a broad random sample. The hypothesis is 

that teachers will report that ideas expressed and organi-

zation are the most important factors or criteria in the 

evaluation of writing samples, and that factors like 



144 

spelling, punctuation, sentence structure, neatness, and 

diction are least important. The data were obtained from 

the 350 responses to question 4 on the questionnaire. The 

number and percentage for each criterion are listed in 

Table XVII. 

TABLE XVII 

SCORES ASSIGNED WRITING SAMPLES A + B 

Criterion Number Percent 

Ideas Expressed 139 36.0 
Organization 91 23.6 
Supp. Details 35 9.1 
Sentence Struc. 13 3.4 
Style 6 1.6 

Spelling 0 0.0 
Neatness 0 0.0 
Diction 0 0.0 
Punctuation 0 0.0 
Other 66 17.1 

Total 350 100.00 

It is apparent from the data in Table XVII that the 

majority of teachers responding indicated that "Ideas 

Expressed" and "Organization" are most important since 

together they account for 59.6% of the total responses. 

"Ideas Expressed" with 36% alone is the largest of all when 

"Organization" is excluded. The third largest response was 
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"Other" which yielded several written responses on the 

questionnaire. Most of the written responses stated that 

the respondents either used a combination of several 

factors or that they determined the factors based on the 

assignment or on what had been taught in class prior to the 

writing assignment. Several respondents noted on their 

questionnaire that even though they made a selection of a 

single criterion they did not like being forced into that 

kind of decision and did not like picking a single factor. 

These comments might be a partial explanation for the mixed 

responses in the several groups that were tested in 

Hypothesis 7. It is worth noting that not a single 

respondent picked "Spelling," "Neatness," "Punctuation," or 

"Diction" as the single most important factor. The most 

popular factors were "Ideas Expressed" and "Organization." 

The middle ground was held by "Details" with 9.1% and 

"Other" with 17.1%. Hypothesis 8 should therefore be 

accepted as valid. 

Hypothesis 9 

Writing samples C, D, E, were used to attempt to 

determine if teachers of freshman composition recognize the 

major weakness in a writing sample. The hypothesis is that 

teachers will recognize the major weakness in a writing 

sample. Writing Sample C was designed to be weak in 
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mechanics. Writing Sample D was designed to be weak in 

organization, and Writing Sample E was designed to be weak 

in ideas expressed and details. The data to test this 

hypothesis was obtained from question 15 on the ques-

tionnaire for each of the appropriate the writing samples. 

The data collected from the responses to question 15 

from the respondents who evaluated Writing Sample C is 

presented in Table XVIII. 

TABLE XVIII 

MAJOR DETERMINING FACTOR AS INDICATOR 
OF MAJOR WEAKNESS WRITING 

SAMPLE C 

Factor Number Percent 

Sup. Details 8 15.7 
Organization 8 15.7 
Style 4 7.8 
Ideas Expressed 10 19.6 
Sentence Struc. 4 7.8 
Punctuation 0 0.0 
Diction 0 0.0 
Neatness 0 0.0 
Spelling 0 0.0 
Other 17 33.2 

Total 51 100.00 

The evaluators of Writing Sample C did not indicate 

that spelling was a major factor in their assessments even 
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though this sample had a total of nine spelling errors. 

They also did not indicate that punctuation was a major 

factor in the assessment even though the sample had two 

serious punctuation errors—a comma splice and a fragment. 

The sample had other mechanical errors, but none seem to 

have affected the way the teachers responded to question 15 

since ideas expressed, organization, and details received 

the highest percentage of responses. Teachers were 

apparently responding to the positive aspects of this 

sample when answering question 15. 

TABLE XIX 

MAJOR DETERMINING FACTOR AS INDICATOR 
OF MAJOR WEAKNESS WRITING 

SAMPLE D 

Factor Number Percent 

Sup. Details 3 5.6 
Organization 34 63.0 
Style 0 0.0 
Ideas Expressed 1 1.9 
Sentence Struc. 0 0.0 
Punctuation 0 0.0 
Diction 2 3.7 
Neatness 0 0.0 
Spelling 0 0.0 
Other 14 25.9 

Total 54 100.00 
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The evaluators of Writing Sample D, which was designed 

to be free of punctuation and usage errors and was 

purposely disorganized, responded as shown in Table XIX. 

The results in Table XIX indicate that the evaluators 

recognize the organization problems of this essay with more 

than 63% responding that organization was the single most 

important factor in determining the score for Writing 

Sample D. Since this writing sample had the lowest mean 

score of the six samples, 5.7 where a grade of D= 6 and D+= 

7, the responses to writing sample D offer the strongest 

support for the hypothesis that teachers do recognize the 

major weakness in a writing sample. 

Writing Sample E was designed to be weak in ideas 

expressed and in supporting details. It had no punctuation 

or usage errors and was well organized. The responses 

concerning the single determining factor reported by the 

evaluators in this group are presented in Table XX. The 

responses presented in Table XX are difficult to interpret. 

Since the writing sample was well organized, the 18 

responses in that category are not necessarily a sign that 

the evaluators failed to notice the lack of details; the 

responses that identified "Ideas Expressed" as a major 

factor suggest that at least as many recognized it as the 

single most important factor for this sample. 
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MAJOR DETERMINING FACTOR AS INDICATOR 
OF MAJOR WEAKNESS WRITING 

SAMPLE E 
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Factor Number Percent 

Sup. Details 2 3.1 
Organization 18 28.1 
Style 5 7.8 
Ideas Expressed 18 28.1 
Sentence Struc. 7 10.9 
Punctuation 0 0.0 
Diction 2 3.1 
Neatness 0 0.0 
Spelling 0 0.0 
Other 12 18.8 

Total 64 100.00 

The responses of the two different groups that 

evaluated Writing Samples D and E suggest that the 

importance of organization is more heavily weighted by 

evaluators than any other single factor, even though, as 

was observed in the data discussions in the section on 

Hypothesis 8, it was reported by the combined groups that 

"Ideas Expressed" was the most popular single factor with 

organization second. 

The data collected from the three groups concerning 

the evaluators' ability to recognize the major weakness in 
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a writing sample and to report that weakness as the major 

factor was not clearly supported except in the responses to 

Writing Sample D. Based on the data, it is impossible to 

accept Hypothesis 9 as valid, but it also cannot be 

dismissed as invalid. More research is needed to determine 

its validity. 

Hypothesis 10 

The data presented in Table XXI regarding Hypothesis 

10 are conclusive. Hypothesis 10 stated that a significant 

proportion of teachers would indicate that they think a 

writing sample should be a major part of any writing 

assessment. 

TABLE XXI 

WRITING SAMPLE INCLUSION AS MAJOR PART 
OF WRITING ASSESSMENT 

Include Sample? Yes No Total 

Number 351 7 358 

Percent 98 2 100 

The data clearly indicate that a large majority of 

teachers report that a writing sample should be a major 
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part of any writing assessment. Using the test for 

significance given by Clark and Schkade with a population 

proportion estimated at .50 (2, p. 235) the calculated z 

score was 20.0 which is well above that necessary for 

significance at the .01 level. Hypothesis 10, then, can be 

accepted as stated. 

Hypothesis 11 

The responses to question 8 which provided information 

regarding Hypothesis 11—that a significant proportion of 

teachers would indicate that they used the holistic method 

for evaluating freshman writing—are presented in Table 

XXII. 

TABLE XXII 

EVALUATION METHOD USED 

Method Number Percent 

Holistic 254 71.3 
Primary Trait 17 4.8 
Error Count 15 4.2 
Other 70 19.7 

Total 356 100.0 



152 

Again, as with Hypothesis 10, the results were 

conclusive since more than 71% of the responses to question 

8 indicated the the evaluation method used was holistic. 

The £ score was again computed but with a population value 

of .25 since there were four possibilities for response. 

The score of 20.1 was well above that necessary for 

significance at the level of .01. Of those who responded 

"Other," several wrote comments. Most of the comments can 

be summed up in one terse comment written by one of the 

respondents. It read, "I jus reads 'em and grades 'em!" 

Hypothesis 12 

The contention of Hypothesis 12 was that significant 

differences in the variances of scores assigned by teachers 

who report using rating scales will exist when teachers 

using the same scales are grouped together and compared to 

groups using different scales. The results of the analysis 

of variance comparing the responses given by those teachers 

evaluating writing samples A and B are shown in Table 

XXIII. The variables used in the analysis were writing sam-

ple grade/score and the grading scale reportedly used. 

Since the probability value of F was 0.31, there was not a 

significant difference in the variances of the groups that 

used a particular rating scale when compared to others 

using a different scale or to those who used no scale. 
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TABLE XXIII 

ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE: GRADING SCALE 
AND WRITING SAMPLE SCORE 

Source df SS MS F 

Between 3 15.69 5.23 1.12 

Within 105 453.04 4.31 

Total 108 468.73 

Probability of F = 0.31 

The number of respondents that used scales and the 

corresponding mean score for the writing sample are shown 

in Table XXIV. The very small number of respondents who 

reported using scales was surprising since there is and has 

been much written about the use of scales as noted in the 

review of the literature. Even more surprising were some of 

the written comments that appeared on the questionnaire in 

response to the inquiry about which scale was used. Several 

teachers wrote that they had never heard of some of the 

scales even though they had been teaching composition for 

many years. 
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TABLE XXIV 

NUMBER OF RESPONDENTS USING GRADING SCALES AND MEAN 
SCORE FOR THOSE EVALUATORS USING EACH SCALE: 

WRITING SAMPLES A + B 

Scale Used Number Mean 

None 102 8.36 
ETS Gen. Impress. 6 9.50 
Diederich 1 11.00 
Primary Trait 2 7.50 

The small number of responses also makes this analysis 

of less value than one which included a large number of re-

spondents who used the various scales. However, the results 

for the total sample of 386 showed that 300 did not use any 

grading scale. Based on the analysis of the data from this 

group, Hypothesis 12 must be rejected, but the few evalu-

ators who reported using grading scales must be taken into 

account. 

Hypothesis 13 

Hypothesis 13—that no significant differences would 

exist in the mean scores assigned on a single writing 

sample by teachers in community colleges, colleges, and 

universities—was tested by comparing the mean scores of 

evaluators of writing samples A + B. Table XXV includes the 
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number and percentage of scores from each of the three 

types of institutions surveyed. 

TABLE XXV 

FREQUENCIES OF SCORES ASSIGNED BY EVALUATORS IN 
COMMUNITY COLLEGES, COLLEGES, 

AND UNIVERSITIES 

Grade Com. Coll. College University Other 

N % N % N % N % 

A+ 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 
A 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 
A- 2 4.8 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 
B+ 2 4.8 1 1.9 1 5.0 0 0.0 
B 6 14.3 7 13.2 1 5.0 0 0.0 
B- 5 11.9 8 15.1 3 15.0 0 0.0 
C+ 8 19.0 10 18.9 3 15.0 2 40.0 
C 4 9.5 12 22.6 5 25.0 0 0.0 
C- 9 21.4 9 17.0 5 25.0 1 20.0 
D+ 3 7.1 1 1.9 0 0.0 0 0.0 
D 1 2.4 5 9.4 1 5.0 2 40.0 
D- 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 
F+ 1 2.4 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 
F 1 2.4 0 0.0 1 5.0 0 0.0 
F- 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 0 0.0 

Totals 

Mean* 

42 100.0 53 100.0 20 100.0 5 100.0 Totals 

Mean* =8. 60 = 8.47 = 8.10 = 7.00 

*Where A+=15, A=14, A-=13 ... C=8, ...D=5, ...F=2. 

A review of Table XXV shows that the range is greatest 

with the community college evaluations, from an F to A-. 
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The group with the smallest range is the college group, 

from a D to a B. Community college teachers assessed two F 

grades when other groups assessed only one. No college or 

university evaluator assigned a grade higher than B+. 

Community college evaluators also had the highest mean 

score (8.60) about half way between a C and a C+. The mean 

scores for college evaluators was 8.47, for university 

evaluators 8.10. The mean score of the small group that 

responded "Other" to institution type was 7.00 which is 

surprising because most of that group was composed of high 

school teachers or teachers from technical schools that did 

not offer college transfer courses. 

The percentage of each grade assigned by each 

institution group is presented in Table XXVI. The data in 

Tables XXV and XXVI provided the basis for the analysis of 

variance of writing sample by institution type. The results 

of the analysis of variance are shown in Table XXVII. The 

results of the analysis of variance supports Hypothesis 13. 

Based on the data there appear to be no significant 

differences in the mean scores assigned on a single writing 

sample by teachers in community colleges, colleges, and 

universities who graded writing samples A and B. 
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PERCENTAGE OF GRADES ASSIGNED BY INSTITUTION TYPE 
COMMUNITY COLLEGES, COLLEGES, 

AND UNIVERSITIES 
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Grade Com. Coll. % College % University % 

A+ 0.0 0.0 0.0 

A 0.0 0.0 0.0 

A- 100.0 0.0 0.0 

B+ 50.0 25.0 25.0 

B 42.9 50.0 7.1 

B- 31.2 50.0 18.8 

C+ 34.8 43.5 13.0* 

C 19.0 57.2 23.8 

C- 37.5 37.5 20.8* 

D+ 75.0 25.0 0.0 

D 11.1 55.6 11.1* 

D- 0.0 0.0 0.0 

F+ 100.0 0.0 0.0 

F 50.0 0.0 50.0 

F-

X ml . 

0.0 0.0 0.0 

"Other" and not included in this table. 
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TABLE XXVII 

ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE OF WRITING SAMPLE 
SCORE BY INSTITUTION TYPE 

Source df SS MS F-ratio 

Between 3 13.47 4.49 1.02 
Within 116 513.13 4.42 

Probability of F = 0.39 

Apparently the type of institution a teacher is 

employed in has little effect on the scores assigned to 

freshman composition. 

Hypothesis 14 

To evaluate Hypothesis 14 the mean scores of writing 

samples B, C, D, and E were compared in various com-

binations and tested using the "Subprogram t-Test: 

Comparison of Sample Means" from SPSS to determine if 

teachers, in contrast to what they report they practice, 

assigned lower scores to the writing samples that were weak 

in mechanics and usage (B and C) than to the samples weak 

in organization and ideas expressed (D and E). The results 

of the t-tests are shown in Tables XXVIII, XXIX, and XXX. 
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A review of Table XXVIII shows the results from the 

comparison of mean scores for writing samples designed to 

be weak in mechanics and usage (B and C) compared to the 

sample weak in organization (D). 

TABLE XXVIII 

t-TEST: MEAN SCORES WRITING SAMPLES B+C 
AND WRITING SAMPLE D 

Writing Sample Mean SD 

B + C 7 .84 2.48 

D 5 .74 2.12 

df = 163 t = 5.63 Prob. < 0.001 

The null hypothesis that there are no significant 

differences can be rejected since t = 5.63 and is 

significant at well above .01. Since the mean scores for 

the samples weak in mechanics and usage were higher than 

the mean score for the sample weak in organization it would 

appear that Hypothesis 14 based on the results from this 

group might be rejected, but the data from the other groups 

must also be examined before any decisions are made. 

Table XXIX contains the t-test results when the mean 

score of Writing sample E, weak in ideas expressed, is 
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compared to the mean score of writing samples weak in 

mechanics and usage (B + C). 

TABLE XXIX 

t-TEST: MEAN SCORES WRITING SAMPLES B+C 
AND WRITING SAMPLE E 

Writing Sample Mean SD 

B + C 7.84 2.48 

E 6.43 2.55 

df = 174 t = 3.94 Prob. < 0.000 

Again as in the previous comparison, the samples with 

the mechanical and usage errors had the higher mean score. 

Although the difference in mean scores was significant, the 

direction was not the same as had been hypothesized. 

Finally, when the scores from samples B + C were 

compared to D + E, the results were also significant but 

not in the direction hypothesized. Also, when the mean of 

Sample B (Mean=8.41) was compared to the mean of Sample D 

(Mean=5.74), t = 6.47 and was significant at 0.000 but 

again not in the direction hypothesized. The same was true 

for the results when Sample C (Mean=7.21) was compared to 

Sample E (Mean=6.43) with a t of 1.74 and df of 116. 
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For all combinations of groups tested, teachers scored 

writing samples weak in mechanics and usage higher than the 

samples weak in ideas expressed and samples weak in 

organization. Hypothesis 14—that teachers, in contrast to 

what they report, will score writing samples weak in 

mechanics and usage lower than writing samples weak in 

organization and ideas expressed—must be rejected based on 

the data examined. The results obtained in this study 

contradict the results of Winifred Harris (1) unless the 

practices of high school evaluators are markedly different 

from those of college evaluators. Based on the data 

obtained from these writing samples, it would appear that 

teachers do grade what they claim to grade. 

Hypothesis 15 

The range of scores assigned a writing sample was the 

concern of Hypothesis 15 and data from all six writing 

samples were examined. Hypothesis 15 stated that the range 

of scores on the same writing sample would not deviate more 

than one letter grade from the mode. Frequency distri-

butions for the scores on each writing sample will be 

presented and discussed beginning with the scores on 

Writing Sample A and ending with Writing Sample F. Table 

XXX contains the distribution of grades assigned to Writing 

Sample A. 
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GRADE FREQUENCIES WRITING SAMPLE A 
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Grade Frequency Percent 

A 1 1.7 
B 17 26.9 
C 35 55.6 
D 7 11.1 
F 3 4.8 

Total 63 100.0 

For Writing Sample A, 93.6% of the evaluators were 

within one letter grade of the mode. Even though this does 

not meet the hypothesized level it comes exceedingly close. 

Nevertheless, in this group there were 6.4% outside the 

range stated in the hypothesis. Table XXXI presents the 

data for Writing Sample B which it will be remembered is 

identical to Sample A. The frequencies of the group that 

evaluated Writing Sample B parallel the frequencies in the 

previous group almost exactly; however, 98.3% of this group 

came within one letter grade of the mode. As with the 

previous group, the evaluators of Writing Sample A, the 

range exceeds that hypothesized but is extremely close. 
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TABLE XXXI 

GRADE FREQUENCIES WRITING SAMPLE B 

Grade Frequency Percent 

A 1 1.7 
B 17 29.3 
C 33 56.9 
D 7 12.1 
F 0 0.0 

Total 58 100.0 

Table XXXII includes the frequencies of the scores 

assigned to Writing sample C, the sample weakest in 

mechanics and usage. 

TABLE XXXII 

GRADE FREQUENCIES WRITING SAMPLE C 

Grade Frequency Percent 

A 0 0.0 
B 5 9.4 
C 29 54.7 
D 17 32.1 
F 2 3.8 

Total 53 100.0 
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In this sample 96.2% of the grades fall within one 

letter grade of the mode with 54.7% assigning a grade of C 

to the writing sample. Table XXXIII provides data on 

another group. 

TABLE XXXIII 

GRADE FREQUENCIES WRITING SAMPLE D 

Grade Frequency Percent 

A 0 0.0 
B 3 5.6 
C 19 35.2 
D 21 38.9 
F 11 20.3 

Total 54 100.0 

For Writing Sample D the 94.4% of the grades within 

one letter grade of the mode is as high as the three 

previous groups even though this sample was designed to be 

weak in organization. The data so far suggest that there is 

little real difference in the percentage of agreement. 

The data in Table XXXIV are the frequencies for the 

scores on Writing Sample E. There was less agreement on 

this sample than Sample D even though each was 
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designed to have a specific weakness. Sample E was weak 

ideas expressed. 

TABLE XXXIV 

GRADE FREQUENCIES WRITING SAMPLE E 

in 

Grade Frequency Percent 

A 0 0.0 
B 8 12.3 
C 22 33.8 
D 28 43.1 
F 7 10.8 

Total 65 100.0 

For Sample E the percentage drops below 90. Only 87.7% 

of the scores on this sample are within the one letter 

grade range of the mode. 

Table XXXV contains the frequencies for Writing Sample 

F which was designed to be a writing sample that should 

receive a grade of A. As a study of the table shows only 

13% of the evaluators awarded the sample an A. For this 

group the scores within the one letter grade range made up 

87.0% of the total. The sample did not receive the grade it 

was designed to receive although it did have the highest 

mean score (9.2) of the six samples. The fact that the mean 

was not higher may suggest that the graders were hesitant 
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to assign grades at either extreme. 

TABLE XXXV 

GRADE FREQUENCIES WRITING SAMPLE F 

Grade Frequency Percent 

A 7 13.0 
B 16 29.6 
C 28 51.8 
D 3 5.6 
F 0 0.0 

Total 54 100.0 

Table XXXVI provides a summary of the percentage of 

each group that fell inside the one letter grade range. 

TABLE XXXVI 

PERCENT OF EACH GROUP WITHIN ONE LETTER GRADE 
RANGE OF MODE OF EACH GROUP 

Group Mode Percent Within Range 

A C 93.6 
B C 98.3 
C C 96.2 
D D 94.4 
E D 87.7 
F C 87.3 
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Even though the results obtained in this study do not 

technically support the hypothesis that the scores on any 

single writing sample will not deviate one letter grade 

from the mode, the percentages that remained within one 

letter grade of the mode are encouraging and do suggest 

that teachers of freshman composition are as not wildly 

erratic in the assessment of writing as one might think. 

Hypothesis 16 

Hypothesis 16 was tested in the null form which is: no 

significant variance will exist in the scores assigned by 

teachers with six or more hours of formal education in 

composition and/or rhetoric and the scores assigned by 

teachers with less than six hours of education in compo-

sition and/or rhetoric. The results of the analysis of 

variance are presented in Table XXXVII. The null hypothesis 

is retained since the F ratio was not significant at the 

.Oo level, in fact, based on the evidence in Table XXXVII, 

the variances are so close that the test of significance 

seems out of place. One explanation for the lack of 

difference is that, as has been apparent throughout the 

study, teacners simply did not vary much in their evalu-

ations of writing samples, and their relative consistency 

apparently has nothing to do with training in composition 

and/or rhetoric. 
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SIGNIFICANCE OF DIFFERENCE IN VARIANCE OF SCORES 
BETWEEN 6 OR MORE HOURS AND FEWER THAN 6 HOURS 

PREPARATION IN COMPOSITION AND/OR RHETORIC 
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Group Mean Variance df 

6+ HOURS 8.06 4.44 47 

5 OR LESS 8.58 4.39 72 

F = 1.01 Not sig at .05 level 

Since the data provided earlier demonstrated that the 

evaluators for the most part had more than a few years 

experience, a study might be made to see if experience has 

a significant effect on the variance of scores although it 

apparently does not with the groups in this study as was 

demonstrated in Hypothesis 5. 
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CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 

Summary 

This study investigated the consistency of evaluations 

made by teachers of freshman composition, the criteria used 

by teachers of freshman composition, several reported 

evaluation practices, and selected demographic charac-

teristics of freshman composition teachers in community 

colleges, colleges, and universities in the United States. 

The purposes were to describe the evaluator factors that 

might affect composition evaluation, to describe and rank 

reported criteria, to describe and rank criteria used, to 

assess the consistency of evaluations, and to identify 

relationships between the score assigned writing samples 

and the evaluator's institution type, degree held, hours of 

education in rhetoric and/or composition, experience, 

method of evaluation, sections taught, age, and gender. 

A random sample of the College Section of the National 

Council of Teachers of English was used to obtain 600 names 

and addresses for this study. Each was mailed a ques-

tionnaire including one of six writing samples to be 
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evaluated and scored. More than 60% responded. The data 

were then compiled and each hypothesis tested. The 

hypotheses, the results, and conclusions are summarized in 

the following paragraphs. 

Hypotheses 1^ _2, ̂ 3, 4^ 5.* and 6. 

The first six hypotheses are presented together since 

they were tested using a multiple regression analysis. One 

hundred eleven cases were included. The six hypotheses are 

stated below followed by a summary of the results of the 

regression analysis and the validity of each hypothesis 

based on those results. The groupings of hypotheses in this 

section corresponds to the groupings in Chapter I. 

Hypothesis 1: A significant positive correlation will 

exist between the scores assigned and the degree held by 

the teacher, with the higher degreed teachers assigning the 

higher scores. 

Hypothesis 2: A significant positive correlation will 

exist between the number of years experience teaching 

freshman composition and the scores assigned to a writing 

sample, with the higher scores being assigned by the more 

experienced teachers. 

Discussion: Degree held and years of experience 

apparently had no significant effect on the scores assigned 

on a writing sample. In fact, both had a slight negative 

correlation with grade; neither of the correlations was 
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significant. Hypotheses 1 and 2 were both rejected based on 

the data in this study. 

Hypothesis 3: A significant negative correlation will 

exist between the scores assigned to a writing sample and 

the number of sections currently taught with the lower 

scores being awarded by the teachers with the larger number 

of sections. 

Discussion: The correlation between sections taught 

and score assigned was a slight positive one, but it was 

not significant. The correlation was so small that it is 

probably safe to say that there is no correlation between 

the number of sections taught and the score assigned on a 

writing sample. 

Hypothesis 4: No significant correlation will exist 

between the assigned scores and the evaluator's gender. 

Hypothesis 5: No significant correlation will exist 

between the assigned scores and the evaluator's age. 

Hypothesis 6: No significant correlation will exist 

between the score assigned and the size of the institution 

where the teacher works. 

Discussion: The analysis supported two of these three 

hypotheses. The evaluator's sex and age proved to have the 

lowest correlations and the lowest Beta weights in the 

regression analysis. School size, however, had the highest 

Beta and the highest correlation (R = .21). This 
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correlation was statistically significant. Based on these 

results, Hypothesis 6 must be rejected because the 

correlation was in a positive direction which was not 

hypo thes i z ed. 

The results of the regression analysis with the six 

variables included had a Multiple R of only .32 which is 

not significant at the .05 level. The results also indicate 

that at best these six variables can predict only 10% of 

the score for the group examined. The adjusted percentage 

for the population is only 5%. One conclusion that can be 

made concerning the results is that none of these factors 

appears to be viable for selecting scorers for writing 

samples. 

Hypothesis 1_ 

Hypothesis 7: No significant differences will exist in 

the criteria teachers report should be used and the 

criteria reportedly used in grading a writing sample. 

Discussion: The data from six different groups grading 

the six different writing samples were examined and tested 

for significant differences in proportions between what 

teachers reported should be used and what they reported 

using. The results for each group were presented. The 

results of the comparisons revealed that in only two groups 

were there significant differences in what teachers 

reported as the criteria that should be used and the 
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criteria that was reported to be used. The group that 

scored Writing Sample C, the weakest in mechanics and 

usage, and the group that scored Writing Sample D, the 

weakest in organization, had percentages that were 

significant at the .01 level. The results in the other 

groups were not significant. These mixed results indicate 

that the writing sample itself has an effect on the 

criteria actually used to evaluate it. It is also clear 

that weaknesses in organization significantly alter the 

evaluator's criteria on a particular writing sample. The 

results also suggest that more study into this area is 

needed to determine if this pattern is widespread. Based on 

the data, Hypothesis 7 must be rejected since in two cases 

there were significant differences in the proportions. 

Hypothesis 8̂  

Hypothesis 8: Teachers will report that ideas 

expressed and organization are the most important factors 

in the evaluation of writing and that factors like 

spelling, punctuation, diction, sentence structure, and 

neatness which are associated with mechanics and usage are 

less important. 

Discussion: Ideas expressed and organization were 

found to be the most important factors as reported by the 

respondents to the questionnaire. Together these two 

factors accounted for 59.6% of the total responses. Ideas 
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expressed with 36% had a larger percentage than all the 

other categories combined if the responses to organization 

are not included. One interesting result of the inves-

tigation in this area was that there were several written 

responses included when a respondent answered "Other." Most 

of the respondents wrote that they used a combination of 

factors or that they determine the factors based on the 

assignment or what had been taught in class. Respondents 

who did check a specific answer also made several comments. 

Several noted that even though they made a selection they 

did not like being forced into choosing a single factor. It 

is worth noting that not a single respondent picked 

spelling, neatness, punctuation, or diction as the single 

most important factor. Hypothesis 8 was supported by the 

data and was accepted. 

Hypothesis £ 

Hypothesis 9; Teachers will recognize the major weak-

ness in a writing sample and will report that weakness as 

the major factor in determining the grade for that writing 

sample. 

Discussion: The writing samples weak in mechanics, 

weak in organization, and weak in ideas expressed were used 

to determine if teachers recognized the weakness in a 

writing sample. The data examined indicated that teachers 

recognize a sample that is clearly weak in organization and 
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that they do report organization as the major factor in 

determining the sample grade. However, the data do not 

indicate that teachers recognize and report that mechanical 

weaknesses are the major factor. The results on the writing 

sample that was weak in ideas expressed suggest that 

teachers recognize that factor and report it. These mixed 

results make accepting Hypothesis 9 impossible; never-

theless, the data are not conclusive and more study is 

necessary in this area. 

Hypothesis 10 

Hypothesis 10: A significant proportion of teachers 

will indicate that they think a writing sample should be a 

major part of any writing assessment. 

Discussion: The data clearly indicate that a large 

majority of teachers report that a writing sample should be 

a major part of any writing assessment since 98% of the 

respondents indicated a writing sample should be used. The 

test of significance indicated that the proportion was 

significant. Hypothesis 10 was accepted. 

Hypothesis 11 

Hypothesis 11: A significant proportion of teachers 

will indicate that they use an holistic method for eval-

uating freshman writing. 
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Discussion: The results here were conclusive and 

supported the hypothesis. Those who said they used the 

holistic method accounted for 71.3% of the responses. The 

second highest percentage was "Other" with 19.7%. The 

results were significant at the .01 level. The popularity 

of the holistic method is apparent from these data, and the 

results when compared with the responses in Hypothesis 12 

clearly indicate the preference for judging writing samples 

as a whole and not breaking them up into their component 

parts. 

Hypothesis 12 

Hypothesis 12: Significant differences in the vari-

ances of the scores assigned by teachers who report using 

rating scales will exist when teachers using the same 

scales are grouped and compared to groups using different 

scales. 

Discussion: The results of the analysis of variance 

comparing scorers who used various scales and those who 

used no scale indicate that there were no significant 

differences in the scores assigned by the groups using the 

various scales. However, there were so few respondents who 

reported using scales that these results may be ques-

tionable. In the group of 111 used to test this hypothesis, 

there were only 9 who reported using a scale of any kind. 

Of the 386 respondents to the questionnaire 300 reported 
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that they did not use a grading scale. Based on the data 

Hypothesis 12 must be rejected. The important discovery 

here, it appears, is that so few teachers use a grading 

scale despite the proliferation of discussions about them 

in the literature. 

Hypothesis 13 

Hypothesis 13: No significant differences will exist 

in the mean scores assigned on a single writing sample by 

teachers in community colleges, colleges, and universities. 

Discussion: The results of the analysis of variance 

supports Hypothesis 13. Based on the data there appear to 

be no significant differences in the mean scores assigned 

on a single writing sample. Apparently the type of insti-

tution where a teacher works has little effect on the 

scores assigned to a writing sample. It would seem that 

if college freshman English courses are primarily writing 

skills courses and if teachers do in fact grade as these 

data indicate then there should be no hesitancy on the part 

of institutions to transfer the credits earned in college 

freshman composition classes and to forego the practice of 

requiring transfer students to take writing skills tests. 

Hypothesis 14 

Hypothesis 14: Teachers, in contrast to what they 

report they practice, will assign lower scores to the 
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writing samples weak in mechanics and usage than to samples 

that are weak in ideas expressed and weak in organization. 

Discussion: The results of the various t-tests 

comparing the mean scores of samples weak in mechanics and 

usage and the samples weak in organization and ideas 

expressed indicate that with every group and every sample 

the hypothesis cannot be supported. In every group the 

teachers scored the writing sample weak in organization 

lower than the sample weak in mechanics. In every group the 

sample weak in ideas expressed was scored lower than the 

sample weak in mechanics. All differences were significant 

beyond the .001 level. Based on the data, Hypothesis 14 

must be rejected. Unless the practices of high school 

teachers are markedly different from those of college 

freshman teachers, the results of this study contradict the 

results of Winifred Harris who argued that evaluators do 

not practice what they preach (2). 

Hypothesis 15 

Hypothesis 15: The range of scores assigned by 

teachers on the same writing sample will not deviate more 

than one letter grade from the mode. 

Discussion: The percentage of scores that deviated one 

letter grade or less for each of the six writing samples 

was calculated. The lowest percentage of agreement within 
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one letter grade was 87.7%, the highest 98.3%. Two of the 

six groups had fewer than 90.0% of the evaluators within 

one letter grade of the mode. Hypothesis 15 must be 

rejected because there were scores outside the one letter 

grade range in each of the groups of grades. The rejection 

of this hypothesis does not necessarily mean that evalu-

ators are inconsistent. These evaluators were from all 

parts of the United States and from all kinds of schools 

with varying degrees of experience and expertise. No set of 

criteria was suggested for their use and they had no oppor-

tunity to discuss criteria. For these raters to achieve 

agreement more than 85% of the time though not statis-

tically significant is commendable and reassuring when the 

complexity of the evaluation of writing is taken into 

consideration. Figuring out what the composition teacher 

wants is much the same regardless of who the teacher is. 

These results suggest that extensive training programs may 

not be necessary for the large scale assessment of writing 

and that teachers of composition are not as inconsistent or 

different in their evaluations as conventional wisdom would 

have it or as students seem to believe. 

Hypothesis 16 

Hypothesis 16: Less variance will exist in the scores 

assigned by teachers with six or more hours formal 

education in rhetoric and/or composition than in the scores 
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assigned by teachers with fewer than six hours preparation. 

Discussion: The results of the analysis of variance 

indicate that there was not a significant difference in the 

variance of the scores assigned by teachers with more than 

six hours when compared to teachers with fewer than six 

hours. One possible explanation for these results, as has 

been apparent in the earlier results, is that teachers 

simply do not vary much in their assessments of writing 

samples and the number of hours of education in composition 

and/or rhetoric simply has little effect. 

Comments and Conclusions 

As is obvious from the discussions of the various 

hypotheses, predictions about the evaluation of writing 

based on characteristics of an evaluator appear to be 

almost useless. The consistency of the evaluators in this 

study is noteworthy; teachers from various parts of the 

country, teaching in all kinds of schools, and using their 

own individual grading criteria did not differ appreciably 

in their scoring of the writing samples. There were cases, 

especially with Writing Sample F, the sample designed to be 

an evaluated as an A essay, where the score assigned did 

not match what had been anticipated. This lack of agreement 

with what had been anticipated may indicate that the eval-

uators avoided assigning either exceptionally high scores 

or exceptionally low scores to any of the six samples. The 
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avoidance for awarding high grades has been noted by 

Diederich and this study to some extent may confirm his 

suspicions. (1, p. 49) There was, however, general agree-

ment with anticipated relative merit for the six essays. 

The rankings by mean scores for the six corresponded to 

what had been expected in that Writing Sample F had the 

highest mean score (9.2) with samples B (8.4), A (8.3), C 

(7.2), E (6.4), and D (5.7) having lower mean scores. 

Teachers did agree with the ranking that had been designed 

into the writing samples although the mean score for the 

sample designed to be an A was only about a C+. 

Looking at the results of the whole study, it 

appears that there is more agreement than disagreement 

among teachers of freshman composition and the comments of 

researchers like James Raymond (4) that teachers need to 

agree on what it is they are evaluating are not entirely 

accurate. Teachers agree that organization and ideas 

expressed are the most important criteria and apparently 

evaluate accordingly. They agree that a writing sample 

should be a major part of any assessment of writing skills. 

Teachers also do not for the most part use grading scales, 

and they evaluate what they claim to evaluate. Teachers of 

writing are not 100% consistent but in evaluating something 

as complex as writing ability the percentage of agreement 

and the lack of significant variances in this study 
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indicate that on the whole the evaluations being conducted 

in freshman composition in community colleges, colleges, 

and universities are equivalent and that lack of consis-

tency of evaluation is not as serious as supposed. 

Suggestions for Further Research 

The observations and findings of this study provide a 

basis for further research. First, a follow-up study might 

be conducted with the respondents to the survey to deter-

mine if the same sample were sent to them again if they 

would assign the same score to the same sample. There are 

indications in some of the literature that evaluators vary 

from one grading session to another. A similar approach 

with the same respondents might send them a summary of the 

scores that were assigned to the writing sample they scored 

and then ask them to explain their score and also give them 

an opportunity to change their score. This approach might 

use the Delphi Technique to determine the stability of each 

evaluator's score. (3, pp. 114-115) 

Another possibility is to repeat this study with 

different writing samples. The samples might be more 

extreme in their makeup. For example, the difference 

between the worst sample and the best sample might be 

greater to attempt to determine if there is a tendency in 

the evaluators to assign scores in the middle rather than 
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at the extremes. Also, a study which attempts to repeat 

this one should have a question that directly asks the 

evaluator to identify the major weakness in a sample in 

addition to asking what the major determining factor was. 

Since it was obvious in the findings that teachers of 

composition do not use grading scales and in many cases are 

not familiar with them, a study to determine why scales are 

not popular and why they are not used might be made. A 

study involving teachers in the use of scales and the 

effects of scales on grading might also be worthwhile. In 

connection with this it might be interesting to find out 

how English teachers define the various methods of 

evaluation since there was some uncertainty about what the 

terms holistic and primary trait mean. Because many of the 

respondents to the questionnaire used in this study wrote 

comments, a study which asked for comments about methods of 

evaluation might be well received and provide an abundance 

of detailed data about how teachers evaluate. 

Finally, in the face of all the talk about lowered 

standards and the almost continuous wail of the public to 

do something about Johnny's writing, it might prove 

revealing to take the essays that Copeland and Rideout 

included in their description of English A at Harvard, 

remove the obvious elements of the antiquated style, send 

them to teachers to determine the grade they would receive 
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by today's standards, and compare those grades with the 

grades assigned in the early 1900s. 

Closing Comments 

Probably the most important finding of this study is 

one that cannot be quantified and one that is gratifying. 

The respondents to the questionnaire in almost every case 

had comments, recommendations and concerns about the 

evaluation of writing. It is the sincerity, knowledge, and 

labor reflected in the comments that will ensure that the 

evaluation of writing is not taken lightly and involves 

more than just a visceral reaction. 
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APPENDIX I 

FREQUENCY DISTRIBUTIONS FOR RESPONSES 
TO QUESTIONS 1 THROUGH 17 FOR 386 

RESPONDENTS TO QUESTIONNAIRE 
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School Type 
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Type Number % 

Comm. College 114 29.5 
College 159 41.2 
University 76 19.7 
No Response 23 6.0 

Total 386 100.0 

School Size 

Size Number % 

1000 or Fewer 42 10.9 
1001-4000 78 20.2 
4001-6000 48 12.4 
6001-8000 29 7.5 
8001-10000 38 9.8 
10000 or More 124 32.1 
No Response 27 7.0 

Total 386 100.0 
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Number of Sections Taught by Respondents 
Spring 1984 

Sections Taught Number % 

One 79 20.5 

Two 83 21.5 
Three 54 14.9 
Four 22 5.7 
More Than Four 13 3.4 
None 111 28.8 
No Response 24 6.2 

Total 386 100.0 

Degree Held 

Degree Number % 

Associate 4 1.0 
Bachelor 6 1.6 
Master 69 17.9 
Master + 24 113 29.3 
Doctorate 169 43.8 
No Response 25 6.5 

Total 386 100.0 



Years Experience 
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Years Number % 

1 - 3 32 8.3 
4 - 6 46 11.9 
7 - 9 45 11.7 
10 - 12 52 13.5 
13 or More 178 46.1 
No Response 33 8.5 

Total 386 100.0 

Semester Hours of Education in 
Composition and/or Rhetoric 

Hours Number % 

0 - 2 146 37.8 
3 - 5 76 19.7 
6 - 8 56 14.5 
9 - 1 1 26 6.7 
12 or More 55 14.2 
No Response 27 7.0 

Total 386 100.0 



Gender of Respondents 
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Gender Number % 

Male 156 40.4 
Female 204 52.8 
No Response 26 6.8 

Total 386 100.0 

Age of Respondents 

Age Number % 

26 - 30 10 2.6 
31 - 34 33 8.5 
35 - 39 77 19.9 
40 - 44 72 18.7 
45 - 50 74 19.2 
Over 50 88 22.8 
No Response 32 8.3 

Total 386 100.0 

i ...... 



Freshman Composition Class Size 
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Class Size Number % 

Fewer than 15 12 3.1 

16 - 20 63 16.3 

21 - 25 163 42.2 

26 - 30 85 22.0 

31 - 35 19 4.9 

More than 35 5 1.3 

No Response 39 10.2 

Total 386 100.0 



193 

APPENDIX II 

DICHOTOMOUS GRADING SCALE 
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Score Sheet 

Yes No 
Content I. 

Organization II. 

Mechanics III. 

1. Ideas themselves are insightful. 
2. Ideas are creative or original. 
3. Ideas are rational or logical. 
4. Ideas are expressed with 

clarity. 

5. There is a thesis. 
[ 6. Order of thesis is followed 

throughout the essay. 
7. Thesis is adequately 

developed. 
8. Every paragraph is relevant to 

the thesis. 
9. Each paragraph has a controlling 

idea. 
10.Each paragraph is developed with 

relevant and concrete 
details. 

11.The details that are included are 
well ordered. 

12.There are many misspellings. 
~ 13.There are serious punctuation 

errors. 
14.Punctuation errors are 

excessive. 
15.There are errors in use of 

verbs. 
16.There are errors in use of 

pronouns. 
17.There are errors in use of 

modifiers. 
18.There are distracting errors in 

word usage. 
19.The sentences are awkward. 

Code No. 
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APPENDIX III 

QUESTIONNAIRE WITHOUT WRITING SAMPLE 

Please Return to: Wayne Moore 
44 Thornhill Trail 
Brownsville, Texas 78521 

All data gathered from this study will be used in summary 
form and in no case will any respondent be identified. 

Please circle the item that most accurately describes the 
institution where you now teach, your professional 
background, and your practices in the evaluation of writing. 

1. Type of institution you now teach in. 

a. Two-year college 

b. College offering bachelors and masters but 
doctorates in no more than three fields 

c. University offering doctorates in three or more 
fields. 

d. Other (Please Explain) 

2. Size of institution 

a. Less than 1,000 
b. 1,001 — 4,000 
c. 4,001 -- 6,000 
d. 6,001 — 8,000 
f. 8,001 — 10,000 
g. More than 10,000 
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3. How many sections of freshman composition are you now 
teaching? 

a. 1 
b. 2 
c. 3 
d. 4 
e. more than 4 
f. NONE 

If your answer is NONE, have you taught any freshman 
composition courses in the last 5 years? YES NO 

4. Which of the following do you think is the single most 
important factor in determining a grade for an essay? Please 
circle only one. 

a. supporting details b. spelling 
c. organization d. style 
e. neatness f. punctuation 
g. ideas expressed h. wording/diction 
i. sentence structure j. other (please explain) 

5. What is your highest degree? 

a. Associate 
b. Bachelors 
c. Masters 
d. Masters + at least 24 hours 
e. Doctorate 

6. How many years experience do you have teaching freshman 
composition? 

a. 1 - 3 
b. 4 - 6 
c. 7 - 9 
d. 10 - 12 
e. 13 + 

7. How many formal semester hours training have you had in 
the teaching of rhetoric and/or composition? 

a. 0 - 2 
b. 3 - 5 
c. 6 - 8 
d. 9 - 11 
e. 12 + 
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8. What method of evaluation of writing do you use in your 
teaching? 

a. Holistic 
b. Primary trait 
c. Error Count 
d. Other (please describe) 

9. If you currently use one of the following grading scales 
or procedures in your classes, please circle it. If not, 
circle none. 

a. NONE 
b. ETS General Impression Procedure 
c. Diederich Analytical Scale 
d. Hirsch's Analysis of Relative Readability 
e. Lloyd Jones' Primary Trait Scoring 

10. Do you use some other published grading scale? 

a. YES b. NO 

If yes, what is the name of the grading scale? 

11. Sex? 

a. FEMALE b. MALE 

12. What is your age? 

13. Do you think a writing sample should be the major part 
of any assessment of writing skill? 

a. NO b. YES 
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Please assign a letter grade to the following student essay. 
Grade the essay as if it were the final essay written in 
your semester length freshman composition course. The 
student had 50 minutes to write the essay. The topic was "A 
Neighborhood Problem." You may or may not mark the errors in 
the essay. 

14. Please circle the grade you assigned to this essay. 
A+ A A-
B+ B B-
C+ C C-
D+ D D-
F+ F F-

15. In the essay you just graded, what single factor was the 
most influential in your evaluation? 

a. style b. neatness 
b. ideas expressed d. spelling 
e. punctuation f. organization 
g. sentence structure h. wording/diction 
i. supporting details j. other(please explain) 

16. Does your department have written guidelines for the 
evaluation of freshman composition? 

a. YES b. NO 

17. What is your usual class size in freshman composition? 
a. less than 15 
b. 16-20 
c. 21-25 
d. 26-30 
e. 31-35 
f. more than 35 

Please return to: Wayne Moore 
44 Thornhill Trail 
Brownsville, Texas 78521 
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APPENDIX IV 

WRITING SAMPLES A, Bf C, D, E, AND F 
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Writing Sample A and B 

In the Herald this morning there was a story about a 
two year old boy who was hit by a car in front of his 
house yesterday; next to that story was one about a house 
burglary. These two stories reminded me of the problems my 
neighborhood has been having for the past three years, 
speeding traffic and break-ins. 

Three of my neighbors have been burgularized just in 
the last year. The Garcia's, who live in the house next 
door, lost a TV, six rifles, two stereos, jewelry, silver, 
and two cameras last weekend. The losses amounted to more 
than $3000. The police said there was little hope of re-
covering any of the lost goods. This break—in occurred 
after the neighborhood had set up a "Crime Watch" as 
suggested by the police after two earlier burgerlaries. 
The two earlier ones resulted in the loss of over $5000 
each. The first happened to the Knopp's who live six 
houses down the street. They were asleep when they heard 
their car being started in the garage. By the time Mr. 
Knopp got down stairs the burgerlars had left in his car. 
They had also taken guns, silver, and a camera. The car 
was later found stripped. The Brewer's were out of town 
for the weekend when their house was broken in to. Their 
losses were the most severe. The burgerlars used a moving 
van to completely empty their house of furniture and any-
thing else of value. 

The other problem my neighborhood has had is with 
speeders. There are about 15 kids on our block and most of 
them play in the front yards and ride bikes in the street. 
We have had two close calls with speeders screeching to a 
halt to miss children who were crossing the steet. My dad 
became so mad that he began sitting outside and writing 
down license numbers of cars he thought were going to 
fast. Most of these speeders were not from our neighbor-
hood since our street is a short cut to a shopping center 
a few blocks away. Last week my dad got so mad he followed 
one of the speeders to the center and attempted to hold 
him until the police arrived, the driver left but the 
police said they would visit him. The most serious inci-
dent with a speeder happened last week when one of them 
failed to make the curve at the end of the block because 
the street was wet and he was going to fast. He ruined the 
left side of his Mustang and knocked down a light pole. 

The neighborhood has become fed up with these pro-
blems and we hope the "Crime Watch" will help. We have 
also asked the city to install a couple of stop signs to 
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help slow down the speeders. The police have also started 
setting up radar once in a while in the neighborhood. We 
beleive these actions might help. 
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Writing Sample C 

In the Herald this morning there was a story about a 
two year old boy who was hit by a car in front of his 
house yesterday; next to that story was one about a house 
burglary. These two stories reminded me of the problems my 
neighborhood been having for the past three years, 
speeding traffic and breakins. 

Three of my neighbors have been burgularized just in 
the last year. The Garcia's, who live in the house next 
door, lost a TV, six rifle's, two stereo's, jewelry, 
silver, and two cameras last weekend. The losses amounted 
to more than $3000. The police said there was little hope 
of recovering any of the lost goods. This breakin occurred 
after the neighborhood had set up a "Crime Watch" as 
suggested by the police after two earlier burgerlaries. 
The two earlier ones resulted in the loss of over $5000 
each. The first happened to the Knopp's who live six 
houses down the street. They were asleep when they heard 
their car being started in the garage. By the time Mr. 
Knopp got down stairs the burgalars had left in his car. 
They had also taken guns, silver, and a camera. The car 
was later found stripped. The Brewer's were out of town 
for the weekend when their house was broken in to. Their 
losses were the most severe. The burgarlars used a moving 
van to completely empty their house of furniture and any-
thing else of value. 

The other problem my neighborhood has had is with 
speeders. There is about 15 kids on our block and most of 
them play in the front yards and ride bikes in the street. 
We have had two close calls with speeders screeching to a 
halt to miss children who were crossing the steet. My dad 
became so mad that he began sitting outside and writing 
down license numbers of cars he thought were going to 
fast. Most of these speeders were not from our neighbor-
hood since our street is a short cut to a shopping center 
a few blocks away. Last week my dad got so mad he followed 
one of the speeders to the center and attempted to hold 
him until the police arrived, the driver left but the 
police said they would visit him. The most serious inci-
dent with a speeder happen last week. When one of them 
failed to make the curve at the end of the block because 
the street was wet and he was going to fast. He ruined the 
left side of his Mustang and knocked down a light pole. 

The neighborhood has become fed up with these pro-
blems and we hope the "Crime Watch" will help. We have 
also asked the city to install a couple of stop signs to 
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help slow down the speeders. The police have also started 
setting up radar once in a while in the neighborhood. We 
beleive these actions might help. 
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Writing Sample D 

Three of my neighbors have been burglarized just in 
the last year. In the Herald this morning there was a 
story about a two year old boy who was hit by a car in 
front of his house yesterday, next to that story was one 
about a house burglary. The other problem my neighborhood 
has had is with speeders. 

The Garcia's, who live in the house next door, lost a 
TV, six rifles, two stereos, jewelry, silver, and two 
cameras last weekend. The losses amounted to more than 
$3000. The police said there was little hope of recovering 
any of the lost goods. This break-in occurred after the 
neighborhood had set up a "Crime Watch" as suggested by 
the police after two earlier burglaries. The two earlier 
ones resulted in the loss of over $5000 each. The first 
happened to the Knopp's who live six houses down the 
street. They were asleep when they heard their car being 
started in the garage. By the time Mr. Knopp got down 
stairs, the burglars had left in his car. They had also 
taken guns, silver, and a camera. The car was later found 
stripped. The neighborhood has become fed up with these 
problems and we hope the "Crime Watch" will help. These 
two stories reminded me of the problems my neighborhood 
has been having for the past three years, speeding traffic 
and break—ins. The Brewer's were out of town for the 
weekend when their house was broken in to. 

There are about 15 kids on our block and most of 
them play in the front yards and ride bikes in the street. 
We have had two close calls with speeders screeching to a 
halt to miss children who were crossing the steet. My dad 
became so mad that he began sitting outside and writing 
down license numbers of cars he thought were going too 
fast. Most of these speeders were not from our neighbor-
hood since our street is a short cut to a shopping center 
a few blocks away. The police have started setting up 
radar once in a while in the neighborhood. Last week my 
dad got so mad he followed one of the speeders to the 
center and attempted to hold him until the police arrived. 
The driver left but the police said they would visit him. 
We have also asked the city to install a couple of stop 
signs to help slow down the speeders. The most serious 
incident with a speeder happened last week when one of 
them failed to make the curve at the end of the block 
because the street was wet and he was going too fast. He 
ruined the left side of his Mustang and knocked down a 
light pole. The Brewer's losses were the most severe. The 
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burglars used a moving van to completely empty their house 
of furniture and anything else of value. 
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Writing Sample E 

In the newspaper there was a story about this child 
who was hit by an auto in front of his house; next to that 
story was one about a house burglary. These two stories 
reminded me of the problems of neighborhoods. Neighbor-
hoods usually have very many problems. 

Burglaries are a problem in some neighborhoods. Some 
people lose a TV, rifles, stereos, jewelry, silver, and 
cameras. The losses can sometimes amount to a lot of 
money. The police always say there is little hope of 
recovering any of the lost goods. These break-ins occur 
sometimes after the neighborhood has set up a "Crime 
Watch" as suggested by the police. Some burglaries result 
in the loss of a lot. They can even happen when the people 
who own the house are asleep. They might even hear their 
car being started in the garage. By the time they get down 
the stairs the burglars can be gone in the people's car. 
The burglars can also take very many other things of 
value. The car might later be found stripped. Sometimes 
people are out of town for a while when their house is 
broken in to. Their losses are usually the most severe. 
The burglars use some kind of truck to completely empty 
their house of anything of value. 

The other problem of neighborhoods is with speeders. 
Usually there are a lot of kids on a block and most of 
them play in the front yards and play things in the 
street. Close calls can occur when speeders come to a halt 
to miss children who are crossing the street. People 
become so mad that they begin sitting outside and writing 
down license numbers of cars they think are going too 
fast. Most of these speeders are not from the 
neighborhood. They are often just taking a short cut 
someplace or just cruising somewhere. People get so mad 
they follow one of the speeders and attempt to hold him 
until the police arrive. The driver usually leaves but the 
police say they will visit him. The most serious incident 
with a speeder happens when one of them fails to make a 
curve at the end of a block because the street is wet and 
he is going too fast. He can ruin his car and anything 
else in the way. 

The neighborhoods have become fed up with these pro-
blems. They ask the city to do something to help with 
these problems. The police have started some things in 
some towns. I think these actions might help. 
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Writing SampleF 

In the Herald this morning there was a story about a 
two-year-old boy who was hit by a car in front of his 
house yesterday; next to that story was one about a house 
burglary. These two stories reminded me of the problems my 
neighborhood has been having for the past three years, 
speeding traffic and break-ins. 

Three of my neighbors have been burglarized just in 
the last year. The Garcia's, who live in the house next 
door, lost a TV, six rifles, two stereos, jewelry, silver, 
and two cameras last weekend. The losses amounted to more 
than $3000. The police said there was little hope of 
recovering any of the lost goods. This break-in occurred 
after the neighborhood had set up a "Crime Watch" as 
suggested by the police after two earlier burglaries. The 
two earlier ones resulted in the loss of over $5000 each. 
The first happened to the Knopp's who live six houses down 
the street. They were asleep when they heard their car 
being started in the garage. By the time Mr. Knopp got 
down stairs, the burglars had left in his car. They had 
also taken guns, silver, and a camera. The car was later 
found stripped. The Brewer's were out of town for the 
weekend when their house was broken in to. Their losses 
were the most severe. The burglars used a moving van to 
completely empty their house of furniture and anything 
else of value. 

The other problem my neighborhood has had is with 
speeders. There are about 15 kids on our block and most of 
them play in the front yards and ride bikes in the street. 
We have had two close calls with speeders screeching to a 
halt to miss children who were crossing the steet. My dad 
became so mad that he began sitting outside and writing 
down license numbers of cars he thought were going too 
fast. Most of these speeders were not from our neighbor-
hood since our street is a short cut to a shopping center 
a few blocks away. Last week my dad got so mad he followed 
one of the speeders to the center and attempted to hold 
him until the police arrived. The driver left but the 
police said they would visit him. The most serious inci-
dent with a speeder happened last week when one of them 
failed to make the curve at the end of the block because 
the street was wet and he was going too fast. He ruined 
the left side of his Mustang and knocked down a light 
pole. 

The neighborhood has become fed up with these pro-
blems and we hope the "Crime Watch" will help. We have 
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Wayne Moore 
44 Thornhill Trail 
Brownsville, Texas 78521 

Professor /FIRSTNAME/ /LASTNAME/ 
/NUMBER/ /STREET/ 
/CITY/ /STATE/ 
/LINE/ 

Dear Professor /LASTNAME/: 

The attached materials concerned with the evaluation of 
freshman composition are part of a national study being 
carried on at North Texas State University. The study is an 
attempt to determine the present status of evaluation 
practices of freshman composition teachers, the criteria for 
evaluation, and the relationships of the background and type 
of institution of evaluators to their evaluation practices. 
The results of this study will provide specific current data 
about the reliability and validity of many of the evaluation 
practices of freshman composition teachers. 

Your name was selected from the membership of the College 
Section of the National Council of Teachers of English. The 
form and writing sample enclosed have been pilot tested and 
required an average of 7.3 minutes to complete. 

It will be appreciated if you complete and return the 
ni&terials in the enclosed stamped envelope as soon as 
possible. In no case will individual responses be mentioned 
m the study; only summary data will be reported. 

I welcome any comments you may have about the study and will 
be pleased to send you a summary of the results if you wish. 

Thank you for your cooperation. 

Sincerely, 

Wayne Moore 

Enc. 
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also asked the city to install a couple of stop signs to 
help slow down the speeders. The police have also started 
setting up radar once in a while in the neighborhood. We 
believe these actions might help. 
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