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E&Bf in 1976, the Executive Committee of the National Council of Teachers of English

L'( h;I!E:TE) established a committee to explore the implications for English and reading programs
of minimg1 competency testing in schools. The reason, as Charles Cooper explains, is that
recently there has been a movement toward accountability and that has generated & renewed
interest in profiency exeminations. Because society has seen a slip in skills, whether real or
not, there is a call for some proof that the situation is being monitored. This need for order is
not something peculiar to any one group. It is a part of human nature. In the introduction to
The Mismeasure of Man, Stephen Jay Gould explains that “The mystique of science proclaims
that numbers are the ultimate test of objectivity” (26). It is this emphasis on statistics that
has led to the recent observation that there is a “flaw” in the educational system. Cooper
points out that between 1963 and 1980, the average score on the verbal section of the SAT
dropped from 478 to 424. While concern may be in order, there are some logical
explanations for this phenomenon. During this time, college populations changed with many
people entering that never would have gbne to college before. In addition, Cooper suggests thet
changes in curriculum, disrupted social and political customs, increased television viewing,
and broken homes also contributed to these figures. Interestingly, during this same time,
scores on College Entrance Examination Board Achievement Tests rose slightly in writing
profiency. The result is that, in Cooper's words, “the general public believes that there is e
lack of standards in the schools and that the high school diplome no ionger has any meaning” (

7).



This problem is not new. Albert R. Kitzhaber, in his 1953 doctoral dissertstion,
“Rhetoric in American Colleges: 1850-1900," said that the colleges in the late 19th century
were suffering from an epidemic of students failing entrance exams. Kitzhaber expiained that
the entrance exams got started because Harvard wishéd to delegate to the "lower" schools the
more “mechanical details” of writing. This delegating of responsibility wes inspired by the
Europesn system of education, which was based on the notion of higher lesrning; a student
should come to college well grounded in the fundsmentals, free to pursue higher learning. The
preparatory schools were under pressure to ready students for the entrance exams. Asa
result, students received a selectively narrow educstion, one that tried to second guess what
would be on the exam. But Freshmen who did get into the university then found that they were
unable to fulfill essignments-~- their knowledge being so selective. Even though students were
ill-prepared for the exams, the concept spread through the country. Kitzhaber related thet in
the 1890s everything came "to a boil.” Becsuse so many freshmen were failing entrance
exams or just berely pessing them, the freshman composition courses became more and more
important. New enroliment had also gone up tremendously during this period, adding an extra
burden to the system.

In 1891, the Board of Overseers of Hervard College appointed a committee of Chques
Francis Adams, E. L. Godk in, and Josiah Quincy, to study the problems in composition at
Harverd. The authors of the report argued that college teachers should not have to concern
themselves with “elementary” matters (style and correctness), and it was decided that
preparatory schools were to blame. Following this report, two more were issued, one in
1895 and one in 1897. The matter became & public one and in 1894, the Dial rana long
series of erticles about the state of English teaching in the colleges. The consequences were
both good and bad. “On the credit side, those articles centered attention on the inadequate
provisions for English training in the lower schools and no doubt did a good deal to help
establish English there in a prominent position” (Kitzhaber 78). On the debit side they

contributed significantly to an overemphasis on "mechenical correctness.”
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Kitzhaber esserted that there is nothing wrong with being reminded from time to time
about what we're doing with our students. But the tendency to head for “mechanical
correctness” everytime a flaw in the system is seen, works against the good of the profession
because it undermines the other éspects of writing that are very important. Edward White:
“There is no evidence that writing quality is the result of the accumulation of a series of
subskills" ( Teaching and Assessing 123). Lee Odell, in “Defining and Assessing Competence in
Writing, " says that adopting evaluation procedures thet refiect "trivial” understanding of
writing will do double harm. “They can misleed us about students’ skills as writers. . . and
they can misdirect the work we do s teachers of writing ( 112).

Most professionals agree that assessment needs to be done. However, what holds us
back is a general lack of agreement about what profiency is. As White argues, "Our students
rightly expect us to evaluate their writing products, and they need such evaluation in order to
improve" ( Teaching and Assessing 100).

Because students have the right as well as the desire to be evaluated, the solution is to
continue to search for better means of essessment. Lee Odel! writes, and others agree, that *
the surest way to get rid of invalid assessment procedures is to replace them with something
better™ ( 134).

Deciding what would be better holds us back. In fact, establishing what it is that we're
looking for, in terms of criteria for good writing, causes much disagreement. “Most feculty
tend to be unaware of the many unstated criteria they assume the students will understand”
(White, Teaching end Assessing, 100). Edward Hirsch, in The Philesophy of Composition,
says that "We cannot get reliable, independent agreement in the scoring of writing samples
unless we also get widespread agreement about the qualities of good writing. Apparently, that

is the sine qua non of a solution to the assessment problem™ ( 180).



This report will examine two well-known and several representative nationsl
standardized tests in order to understand what they messure, and more importantly, what they
don't. The criteria stated or implied in these tests will be then compared to those in placement
tests that have been written by people in the English profession, on a local level, and to some
of the criteria for good writing established in college composition textbooks, es well. By
bringing to bear some of the field's own advice about the criteria for good writing, this report
will aid in future discussion of testing. After all, without these criteria, standards will
remain unstated and writing tests will lack the “credibility” needed to take the place of, or be
provided in addition to, multiple choice tests.



National Standardized Tests

Because national tests like the SAT and the ACT are taken by so many students and the
results made so obvious in the press, it is not difficult to understand why the public becomes
overly “test conscious.” According to Charles Cooper, the primary goa! of the tests is to
predict a student's grades in the first year of college. Study books produced by the testing
services echo Cooper’s assertion that the tests are designed to predict student progress. Yet, it
is the tendency of the public, who are not always aware of the goals of testing, to meke out of
these tests much more then is intended. This is where the harm is done because multipie choice
tests are only able to measure a limited number of English skills. A pamphlet called Common
Sense angd Testing in English , written by an NCTE committee during the summer of 1974,
says that "Standerdized tests have traditionally dealt with the more easily measuresable aspects
of English instruction, to the neglect of the full range of activities involying thoughts,
feelings, and attitudes” ( 1). The committee, made up of English university faculty,
Educational Testing service professionals, and high school teachers, suggests that “tests have a
way of determining educational priorities, and the incressed use of standardized tests hes
regrettably shrunk the list of priorities available for people to consider” ( 1). In addition to
forming the committee on testing, NCTE drafted two resolutions at its 1977 annual meeting.
These resolutions, though they deal directly with competency testing, can also be useful in 8
general discussion of asaessment. One of these regards "excessive focus on sub-skills.” The

| delegation was “Resolved that NCTE condemn the transformation of the English Language Arts
Curriculum from a holistic concern for language development to sequenced but isolsted and
often unrelated sets of reading and writing skills .. .” (Cooper 19) Though these comments by
professionals at the NCTE ennua! meeting do not directly eddress themselves to multiple choice
tests, one can see thet these are the types of tests that isolete skills. It would appear from
these statements that the multiple choice test, without the benefit of other forms of testing, is

an inefficient measurement of students’ English skills. In fact, in its February, 1979, issue
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of "Support For Learning and Teaching of English” (SLATE) newsletter, NCTE indicated that the
direct method of assessing writing is most appropriste because it allows adequate exemination
of student skills. This committee says that: "1)We have to ask students towrite; 2) We have
to ask readers to make judgments sbout the quality of students’ writing; and 3) We must
demonstrate that these judgments are reliable” (Meredith and Williams 11).

Despite the advice being given by professionals in the field of English, most national tests
sre still multiple choice. It's not difficult to see why the multiple choice test is ﬁopular. For
test experts, especially, this test is cost-worthy and produces credible results, even if the
results don't include a!l thet they could. Because the National Testing Service et Princeton
mekes available samples of the SAT and the College Board Achievement Tests, and because these
two series of tests are some of the best known of the national tests, this report will begin by

focussing on these.



The SAT (Scholastic Aptitude Test)

The SAT tests examined in this report originsted in & booklet, printed in 1983, of
actual tests that have been administered by the College Board in years past. The introduction
to the publication explains that the motive for publishing the booklet is to make the public
more aware of the tests. Certainly, the Board is to be given credit for this effort.
Unfortunately, when copies of the tests fall into students’ hands, the students often study them
to the exclusion of broader , more inclusive kinds of things. The test then becomes, as NCTE
warns, & determiner of education when used in this way, even though the study book lets do
warn against this. As important as the mechanics of writing are, this tendency of students to
gear themselves towards “success” on national tests, makes them forget crucis! aspects of
writing. As Lee Odell werns, an over-concentration on the mechanical tesks of writing will
encourage the student to ignore the fact that "in order to write effectively, one must have
something to be communicated end one must be able to discover whet he or she wishes to say”
(102). While the SAT is designed specifically to determine a student’s success in college, it is
not, as the book let says, the "measure of other factors and abilities-- such as creativity,
special talents, and motivation . . .” (Odell 102). It is these "special talents, * however, that
Odell and others are concerned with.

In the SAT study book lets are a series of sample tests, each divided into six
sections, representing various subject areas. One section among the six is called the "Test of
Standard Written English, " an ironic title considering that it includes no writing. The
questions on the Test of Standard Written English are said to measure three skill areas: use of
basic gremmar - - subject- verb agreement, pronoun agreement, and verb tense;
sentence structures - - complete and incomplete sentences, connections between parts,

etc.; and choice of words - - recognizing appropristeness of words used.



These skill areas are condensed into two types of questions called “usege questions”
and "sentence correction questions.” The usage questions are designed so that students
jdentify usage errors in the sample sentences. For example, if the sample sentence reads,
"Most peaple listen to the weather forecast every day, but they know hardly nothing th |
forces that influence westher,” ( SAT 56) then the student is supposed to recognize that the
phrase "hardly nothing” is incorrect. The usage questions are said to measure the “ability to
recognize and use language that is clear, effective and correct according to standerds of written
English, the kind of English found in Composition textbooks™ ( SAT 29). Incontrast, the
sentence correction questions ask students to go beyond the recognition of incorrect
usage, asking them to correct sentences by choosing an appropriate phrase. The instructions
for this exercise read: “Select the answer thet produces the most effective sentence, one thet
is clear and exact, without awkwardness or ambiguity . . ." (SAT 31).

A sentence correction question might read as follows:

Young people are not rejecting merriage, but some postponing it.

(A) some postponing it

(B) some are postponing it

(C) it is postponed by some of them

(D) 1t is being postponed

{E) some having postponed it { SAT 59).

In this case, the correct answer would be (B).

Following are a few more examples of first, usage questions and then sentence

correction questions:



Usage:
Until recently, Americans drank five cups of coffee for every cup
A B c

cup of tea but now they are drinking more of it. Noerror (SAT 57) .
D E

The student would answer thet (D) is incorrect, and though the student
does not have to identify the reason why, this phrase is incorrect because of
the unclear antecedent of "it.”

Another:

in her novels, Nella Larson focused on the problems of young
A

black women which lived in Europe and Americs during the
B c D
1920's. Noerror (SAT 57).
E

The student should choose (B) because "which"” is incorrect.
Sentence Correction:

Many inferior films earn a great deal of money for their producers, some extremely
good ones do not.

(A) Many inferior films earn

(B) Many an inferior film sarns

(C) with many inferior films which earn
(D) However, many inferior films earn

(E) Although many inferior films earn ( SAT 60).

The correct response would be (E) because there is a need for the conditional,
“aithough.”

Another:

Being as jt was g full moon, the tides were exceptionally high when the storm
struck.

(A) Being as it was 8 full moon

(B) With the moon s full

(C) Due to there being & full moon

(D) The moon was full

(E) Because the moon was full ( SAT 33).

The correct response would be (E).



in the preceding examples the answers have been fairly evident. What happens when
there is some embiguity in a choice, when several answers might work in the sentence? The
example that follows reflects this problem:

A number of parents are concerned about the protection of high school sthletes and the
many injuries being reported

(A) athletes and the many injuries being reported

(B) athletes and numerous reports of injuries

(C) athletes because of reports of numerous injuries

(D) sthletes, but many injuries are being reported

(E) athletes, numerous injuries have been reported ( SAT 60).

One might choase (A) or (C) without a problem {n sentence form. The student,
though, is forced to make e decision, which usually involves trying to second guess the test
exsminer. The choices made are not of the writing variety but of the "out-thinking” or
"second guessing” variety. The problem witﬁ multiple choice tests is thet the only outlet for
choice is in which answer to choose. By their design, the tests do not allow the student to
make choices of his own, according to his own writing style. The problem with this is that, as
Ode!l points out, understanding a student’s judgment is a part of understanding how to assess
his writing sbilities.
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In addition to being able to recognize error, the students must learn how to interpret and
correct errors, which are not skills encouraged by these exercises. it is possible that the
application of these same editorial judgments in a student's own piece of work might prove to
be more worthwhile in the long run, in predicting the student’s writing skills. That these
exercises ask the students to become aware of language and sentence structure is good, but the
fact is that they also encourage a rigid interpretation of these points of grammar, without
considering that there are other options available. Lee Odell believes that “ the 'textbook’
definition of competence does not account for all of the choices writers make, even when they
are on their best linguistic behavior” ( 102-3).

College Board Achievement Tests

These tests are not as well known as the SAT or the ACT, but they are used by some
colleges as placement devices. They are considered in conjunction with a student’s high school
record, recommendations, and scores on national tests, such as the SAT, for placement
purposes. English is among five general subject aress. The English tests are designed for both
composition and literature. There are two versions of the composition test, including one
which has 90 multipie choice questions and another with the combination of 70 multiple
choice questions and a 20-minute essay. The essay version is offered only once 8 year, in
December. The test that is exclusively muitiple choice is offered three times a year. It is
difficult to understand why these versions are interchangeable.
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Like the SAT tests, the Achievement tests are published in a book let for the public.
in the introduction, the College Board says that the English test is designed to measure skills
that are acquired throughout a lifetime. The test is designed to gauge skills like consistency,
| expressing ideas logically, being clear and precise, and following conventions.
There are three types of multiple choice questions. One type tests students' "ability to detect
error in underlined portions of sentences” (College Board 18). These are similar to the usage
portion of the SAT.

An example,
If | am reading the editorial correct, the mayor is deliberately
Mmdimim of the?ax reform bill until after the
Novem%er elections. ﬂg_gﬂ:mE (College B 28). °

The student should choose (B), because “correct” needs an "ly"
ending. The student icbntifigs but does not correct the error.

Another type of multiple choice question is one that asks the student to identify errors
in sentences and to select a revision. This type parallels the ssntama structure questions on
the SAT.

Many state universities continued to expand during

the1970s despite clesr signs of decline in the number of
18 to 20 yesr olds.

(A) despite clear signs of a decline.

(B) even though clear signs of a decline.
(C) with clear signs of a decline

(D) however clesrly the declines

(E) when there was clear signs of decline {College B 31).
The student would choose (A) as the appropriate correction.

_]2..



The third type of question is not seen on the SAT. The student is given an acceptable
sentence and asked to rephrase it in a specific way. The student is also told that if more than
one good sentence could be mede, he should consider making it retain as much as possible of the
original mesning of the sentence; he should choose the most natural phrasing and construction;
and he should make sure that it meets the standsrds of written English. It appears that this
exercise wishes to gauge a student's rhetorical choices, given a set of rules to follow.

Owing to her political skill, Ms. French had many supporters.
Begin with: Many people supported.
(A) so

(B) while
(C) although

(D) because

(E) end

The student should answer with (D). The sentence then reads,
“Many people supported Ms. French because she was politically skillful.”
(College B 34).
Ancther example:

Coming to the city as a young man, he found a job as & newspaper reporter.
Change: Coming to He came.

(A) and so he found

(B) and found

(C) and there he found

(D) and then finding

(E) and had found ( College 34).

The answer would include (B) and would read, “"He came to the city

as 8 young men and found a job s a newspaper reporter.”

This exercise, in a limited sense, asks students to make similar rhetorical choices to
those they might made in their own piece of writing. Yet, es is the case with all of the
exercises on national tests, the students are required to make very specific responses to very
specific requests.
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The essay test, given only one time & year, is a8 20 minute piece of writing,

requiring students to write about 8 chosen topic. The topic is flexible enough to aliow variety.

~The essay is scored holistically, by two readers, unless there is some discrepancy, when a

| third réader is required. The booklet says that the readers look at the tests for spelling,

punctuation, organization, choice of words, end “the host of other characteristics of writing
that are considered” (21). It is unfortunate that the "hest” of other considerations are not
mentioned because these are the very criteria which this report is attempting to pin down.
The purpose for the essay examination, eccording to the College Board, is to determine whether
the student is writing on the level he will need to in college. There is a dichotomy here,
because a 20 minute writing sample may be able to give some indication of a student's ability,
but certainly, it cannot represent the type of writing the student will do in college, as will be

seen later in this report.
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The student is told that he should express thoughts clearly and effectively and that,
while length is not important, one paragraph will probably not be adequate. The sample topic
included is one from December 4, 1982, and it resds, “People seldom stand up for what they
truly believe; instead they merely go along with the popular view" (College B 21). The
directions that follow the passage ere, "Do you agree or disagree with this statement? Write
an essay in which you support your opinion with specific examples from history,
contemporary affairs, 1it., or personal observation” (College B 21). Given the time
constraints that are imposed upon a student during testing, Edward White would support the
notion that only one general topic should be given. He says, that given the time constraints,
the student cannot be expected to have to construct his own writing assignment before he can
begin. If the student has to do this, he must fece, “considerable guesswork about teacher’s
implicit demands and concealed criteria” ( 105). While this essay question, given the
constraints, might satisfy some English professionals, others would be asking questions about
audience and the "writing situation.” This is the crux of the problem. There is yet no
widespread agreement upon what criteria must be met in order to conclude whether & test is
adequate or not. The following discussion of writing tests, which are used for placement at
some colleges, may be more helpful in ascertaining good writing criteria.
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Writing Tests ( for Placement)

Kathleen Kiefer, who teaches at Colorado State University, says that “if our testing
reflects our emphasis on producing focused, fully detailed, and coherent texts, then we must
test writing and not recognition of error or accepted usege” ( 1). She also points out that while
many students do well on standardized tests, thet does not insure that they can write well. The
fact that standardized tests ere not always able to predict “actusl writing"” abilities has made
English teachers increasingly more involved in testing student’s writing abilities. At the first
National Testing Network in Writing conference, held in March 1982, in New York City,
Marie Lederman, James Hill, and Edward White, during panel discussion, and lster in
published conference proceedings, essert that “English feculty must be involved from the
beginning in development, maintenance, and contro! of testing programs” (3). White
reinforces this in his recent book on assessment.

Because of what English teachers know about writing, Paul Diederich says that,
"8s & test of writing ability, no test is as convincing to teachers of English, to teachers in other
gepartments, to prospective employers, and to the public as actus! samples of each student's
writing, especislly if the writing is done under test conditions in which one can be sure that
each semple is the students own unaided work” ( 1). The fact thet writing samples are more
likely to gain assent with English teachers, might explain why none of the placement tests
examined in this report, rely solely on multiple choice testing. Amaong college writing tests,
the most used method is comprised of & written sample in combination with other methods of
testing.

-|6-



Before examining the tests, it is important to be awsre of some of the ways that tests are
scored because the scoring can provide clues as to what good writing criteria are being sought
out. Some methods include primary trait scoring of a writing sample, identifying the
presence or absence of traits required by the rhetorical situation in the writing assignment;
analytical scoring, focusingon problems which are not specific to a given writing
sssignment { mechanics, word choice); discourse scoring, using counts of T-units, cohesive
ties, and other discourse units; and holistic scoring, in which an overall picture is gathered
on the piece of writing.

-17_



Primary Trait Scoring

ins Mullis, an associate director of National Assessment at the Educational Testing
Service, Princeton, defines primary trait scoring as a method based on the theory that writing
is addressed to an audience, and done for & purpose. The degrees of the writer's success are
measuresble in increments. In her erticle in Educstiong] Measurement: 1ssues and Practice ,
she says there are three modes of discourse which have established the foundation for primery
trait scoring. These aress are informational, persuasive, and literary, or imaginative writing
where audience needs are different. In addition, the writer's purpose is different. Thus, the
prompt used for the test must provide the student with & purpose to eddress and an audience to
recognize. If the students' writing fails to address these aspects appropristely, their writing
sample falls short. Mullis gives one example of & prompt thet asks the student towritetoa
landlord about keeping & puppy. The assessment scale includes four levels: level one
indicating 1ittle evidence of skill; level two indicating marginal evidence of skill; level three
indicating competent or solid performance; and level four, indicating a very good performance.
Each time the assessment scale is used, the decision has to be made about what a "very good”
performance is. This is sometimes done by comparing the essays in one group of papers and
setting “range finders"” by which to measure all other papers. A college is likely to adap! this

form of scoring places value on a student's ability ta recognize a purpose, and adjust his ideas

for 8 particular audience.
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Analytic Scoring

In analytic scoring Ina Mullis mentions that single characteristics of writing are
identified and each is rated according to quality. She cites a system of Psul Diederich's where
eight items are under consideration, these being "ideas, organization, wording, flevor, usage,
punctuation, spelling and handwriting” ( 3). Each of these is rated on a five point scale and
ratings for ideas and organization receive & double score. Because these criteria have been
singled out, it isn’t difficult to see what good writing involves, in this frameweork. it is
encouraging to see that in Diederich’s system, anyway, ideas and organizetion are emphasized
over the mechanical details of writing. The University of 111inois hes a system with five areass
of assessment which include focus, measuring clarity with which the writer presents idess;
support, measuring the detail end reasoning; organization, measuring logical flow of ideas;
mechanics, measuring standard English skills; and an overal! "global” judgment of the
composition. Each characteristic is graded separately on a six point scale. Once again, this is
an adaptable system and varies from college to college.

Mullis emphasizes that results are ususlly better if the writing samples are

directed toward particular purposes end audiences. She admits that often with anslytic testing
the concern centers on charecteristics of grammar and usage, these being the easiest to rate,

over such things es focus and organization.
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Discourse Scoring

This type of scoring centers on the use of T-units, cohesive ties and other discourse
units for assessment. The “T-unit,” the most well- known of the discourse scoring tools, is
an index of syntactic complexity and was developed by Kellogg Hunt, in 1964. As defined by
Hunt, the T-unit is, "a main clause plus 8!l subordinate clauss and nonclausal structures
sttached or embedded in it.” The discourse approach to testing came about as & resuit of much
research in composition studies that was being done in the 60s and 70s. Stephen Witte points
out that in the 60s, people such as Francis Christensen, Kenneth Pike and Willis Pitkin were
studying levels of discourse, including functional slots, semantic levels of generality,
discourse “blocs,” snd relationships across sentence boundaries. Each “bloc™ and each level of
generality varies from theory to theory. One can desl with a piece of discourse as small s a t-
unit or es large &s a paragraph. One advantage to this approach is that no longer does one have
to consider writing in terms of sentences only.

Tests that measure t-units, as well s other discourse approaches, ere like the
multiple choice tests, in that they bresk writing down into messureable pieces, but
unfortunately the pieces don't add up to the whole picture of writing ability or success. It is
not difficult to see why holistic grading has become & mainstay in assessment among English
professionals because it seeks to measure the whole piece of writing, even if some of the

aspects that are being measured remain unnamed.
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Holistic Scoring

Edward White ssys the philosophy behind "holisticism " maintains that “writing
must be seen as a whole, and that the eveluating of writing cannot be split -1_nta & sequence of
objective activities, because holisticism reinforces the vision of reading'and writirig as
intensely human activities involving the full self” { Holisticism 40_9). While holistic scoring
does provide a philosophy that is agreeable to many English professionals, because it does
account for the humenistic nature of writing, there are still problems. Davide Charney
asserts that "The issue of criteris is central to the problems of holistic ratings es a valid
means to evaluate writing ability” ( 79). Good writing criteria must be available for holistic
scoring to be successful. However, Miles Myers explains that even better than having the
characteristics of a good piece of writing, is to have 8 good piece of writing available to
compare the students’ writing to. He cites Paul Diederich's success with using this approach.
While it is undoubtedly easier to use models for grading, without having the criteria for “good”
writing aveilable, there is always a question of validity and there is always a question of what
is being messured. '

Another problem with holistic grading, s Ina Mullis points out, is that while
holistic scoring can provide information about the range of overall writing quality exhibited,
it cannot provide specific prescriptive or diegnostic information. Edward White would agree
that the best test, will engage the student on not only an "individual” but alsc & "social” level,
where both overall writing quality and mechanics are valued and messured. White goes on to
say that, "we should attempt to measure anything we call ‘'writing ability’ by more than one
writing ssmple and in more than one writing model” (Assessment 118). Despite the flaws
with holistic grading, it is undeniable that the philosophy upon which it is based, will continue
to be important in the assessment issue because assessment research continues to lead towerds

examination of writing as a whole picture approach.
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The Tests

These tests have been chosen primerily because the results have been made accessible
to the public in articies, and because they represent the veriety of tests being done today. The
orger in which the tests are presented and the choice of tests, is not significant. The purpose
of this exsmination is not to compare the tests to one another, so much es it is to try to locate
good writing criteria based in the tests themselves. Because of the nature of assessment, the
fact that it requires ongoing studies into the best methods avai ?able, many of these tests are
still in the gevelopment stages.

Colorado State University’s Placement Test

This test is based solidly on holistics. Not only is the writing graded in this way but
also the student himself is evaluated holistically. The program thet Kethleen Kiefer describes
includes & pre- test and post-test, each written during & one hour session. The students are
given & rhetorical situstion, such as writing about a teacher that they admire or dislike. The
pre- and post- tests ere graded at the same time, with no distinctions made, and the teachers
use a holistic scale, considering six features of the writing. Unfortuately, these six items are
not made available in the article. Even without to the scale though, some aspects of the
_test situation are clear. For exampie, the test is considered along with all of the work the
student hes produced during the semester, as well s his attitude and perceived achievement,
so that the criteria that are established for good writing not only encourage viewing the
writing as a whole but also the individual as a whole. After all of the results are evalusted, the
students are placed, during the second semester of school, into various classes, according to
their needs. One must bear in mind, that understanding students as individuals is a luxury
that national standardized tests do not have but that teachers, because they're in contact with
each student, cen iake advantage of in assessing them.
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The Ontario Test of English Achievement

Unlike the Colorado State test, the Ontario Test of English Achievement was designed
for a11 of the universities and colleges in Ontario, with each university individualizing its use.
In addition, this test has several components, including & language and skills section and 8
writing sample. With the wide variety of'stucbnts entering the universities, it was decided
that skills had to be assessed before classes could be formed. Since the committee perceived
that there were more aspects of English than could be tested, they chose four components they
thought to be critical to success in college and these are, reading ability, writing ability,
ability to plan and develop a theme, and competence in using mechanics of language. The latter
three sections of the test will be the focus here. In the thesis development section, there is g
series of multiple~choice questions, with a four options response. The questions ask students
to identify the essay outlines, supporting arguments, theses, and topic sentences. The
committee explains that because some people feel that "writing flows naturally and should not
suffer obstruction as & result of rules of format, structure, etc.,” (Evans 7) this test will not
seem appropriate to some. After heated debate on whether or not to include this section on the
test, it was decided that, ". . . it is not that all good writing follows a set of implicit or explicit
rules; rather it is thet the majority of university students benefit from knowing how to
structure a formal essay” (Evans 7). In the text of the report, the authors do not allude to
what makes up a “formal essay.” One might call to mind a piece of writing with an
introduction, paragraphs with thesis statements and support, and a conclusion that restates
the thesis, but one cannot be sure without seeing the prompts.
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The language section of the test consists of 40 multiple-choice items administered
during 25 minutes. The four sub-sections of the test include spelling, grammar, diction/
usage and sentence structure. The writing section provides & topic that is expository in
nature, allowing for persuasion or argumentation, thet is written in a S0- minute period.
After some experimentation with different rhetorical situations, the committee chose three
different prompts for students to write in response to. These prompts are not included in their
report. The essays are scored holistically on a scale of one to ten by two scorers. The writing
prompts and the criteria involved in this scale are not mentioned in the report.

What is especially interesting about the reporf on this test is that the commitiee
thought it important not only to show what criteria are being measured, in the various sub-
tests, but also to show that & body of criteria had to be left out in the interest of time and
resources. Clearly, the committee is not uneware of the criteria they felt it most important
to include. The first sub-test, that focusses on thesis development, emphasizes the importande
of having something to say, knowing what it is and being able to recognize whether the idea is
being fully supported or not. This might be captured under the single word “focus.” The
second sub-test measures the mechanics of writing, and is not unlike the SAT, or any other
standardized test, but is at least not used exclusively. The third section, with 8 writing
sample, is difficult o judge because the scale for holistic scoring is not made public. What is
clear, though, is that the test designers see value in the students having a rhetorical situation
to which the purpose and the audience are outlined and the appropristeness of the student’s
written response to these is measured. The committee gives students a prescribed topic to
follow rather then turning them free to design their own writing situstion.
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New Jersey Basic Skills Placement Test

All freshman entering New Jersey Public colleges are required to take the New
Jersey Basic Skills Placement Test, which was first introduced in 1978. The test, primarily
multiple choice, also includes &8 20-minute essay question. Many private colleges have
elected to use the test as well. Like the Ontario test, this is not an admissions but rather a
placement test. !t consists of five multiple choice sections with @ 20- minute free-response
essay question. The responses to the essay question are scored by two readers on a four point
scale. The composition score is composed of scores from the sections on sentence structure,
logical relationships, and the essay. An example of an essay response question is, "The
communities and neighborhoods we live in have various concerns, such as high taxes, repeated
power failures, water pollution, the clearing of roads in winter, new highway construction,
new parks and playgrounds, better strest lighting, or increased police and fire protection.

"In a well-organized essay, write about & concern in your community or
neighborhood, preferably one that has affected or may affect you, etc” (Hecht 2). What is
meant exactly by “well-organized” is not made clear in the report.

One can see thet the test allows the students to choose something that is
particularly important to them. The gosl here is, as Frank D'Angelo says, to let the student
find his own pressing matters to write about. Indirectly, the student is provided with an
audience 1o write 1o, because it will be those who also live in her community, thet will share
in the concern being shared by the student.

The logical relationships section of the exam asks students to categorize idess, use
appropriate connectives, make analogies and recognize principles of organization through
multiple choice testing. These are primarily criteria of coherence and organization, which

have been seen before.
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Parkland Community

College's Placement Test

Joseph Harris, the spokesmen for Parkland community college, explains thet the
testing occurs during & two-week class, English 100, and after two weeks, the administrators
total the results and place students in the appropriate classes. During the class students are
subjected to an essay test, skills tests and a cloze test. Students are exempt from the class who
have successfully completed Engiish 099. During the first day of classes, students write what
is called a “practice paragraph,” which is handed in and returned before the student writes the
diagnostic test paragraph, on the fourth day of the course. An example of a topic is the
“sdvantage of apartment living," or the “disadvantage of apartment living.” The students are
asked to under1ine the sentence which stetes the main idea of the paragraph, and to list only
one single supporting idea for the paragraph. Finally, a suitable conclusion is to be reached.
For the disgnostic paragraph written in class, students ere given a topic, are asked to develop
their idess, and before turning in the paper, are to number each sentence in the essay. There
are three major aress thet are examined in the paragraphs: content and structure, grammar
and mechanics, and style. After the papers are examined, they ere greded as either

unacceptable, sccepiable, or superior.
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Besides writing a practice and final paragraph, students take what is known as a
"tloze test,” which asks them to fill in the blanks in a passage from which every fifth word has
been removed. It {s thought that the “cloze” test will provide students with practice in making
rhetorical choices. They do this by deciding which words will complete the sentences alresdy
provided. Following this, they are asked to complete an exercise where they look st thesis
statements and paragraphs that are “successful” and compare them to paragraphs that are not
successful and ascertain the reason. A paragraph is successful, according to the directions, if
“the topic statement states the main idea and is general; the body of the paragraph develaps the
topic sentence by giving speciﬂc information and examples; and the concluding statement
brings the development of the main idea to 8 satisfactory close” ( J. Harris 16). The students
write out answers to such questions as "Why did this topic sentence fail to capture the rest of
the fdees in the paragraph?”

These concepts about successful psragraphing, presented in this two- week course at
Parkland Community College, are present also in the paragraph that Alexander Bain described
over & hundred years ago. There is nothing wrong with keeping a system if it works, no matter
how old it is, and one can see uses for the Bain paragraph. The problem mvelopslwmn
students believe that this type of paragraph, the “"theme in miniature,” is the only acceptable
means of putting ideas on paper. If one picks up any number of books, articles, or essays, he
can see that most paragraphs are exceptions to Bain's rule. There are paragraphs that have no
“topic sentence” in the pure sense and there are paragraphs that are one sentence long. What
results from a narrow concept of paragraphing is that even if a student is given a "free” topic
to write on, he will be unable to let his ideas dictate style. In this sense, telling someone how
to paragraph limits his rhetorical choices.

The last test that students take is an English Usage test, very much like that in many
of the standardized tests, where they're esked to identify proper English usage.
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TexasA & M.'s

Placement Test

Motivated by the reported success of using the cloze test to measure non-native
spesker's English abilities, the authors of the report on Texes A. & M's placement test,
Helmut Esau and Carlson Yost, are in the stages of designing a cloze test for native speskers of
English. Their version of the cloze test removes twenty-five words from a prose passage. The
items deleted are chosen randomly. This test was first administered to one hundred fifty first
and second semester freshman students during 1977 and 1978. In addition to taking this test,
students wrote an essay on a topic relsted to the cloze passage. Some of the essays were class
assignments in English thet ended up being used for placement as well. The esssys were graded
holistically, by two readers, with the scores of high pass, pass, marginal pass, and fail. These
categories would be determined somewhat, by the papers thet are turned in to the readers.
They compared the results of the claze tests to the results with the essays and discovered that
there was no correlation in scores. Their conclusion was that, with the cloze test, they were
not measuring “students' overall writing ability, but rether some quantity 1ike verbal ability,
which is necessary but not sufficient to write a passing essay” (Esau 5). In conclusion, the
skills measured by the cloze test, identifying petterns and proper usage, are only a small part
of the oversl| skills needed for & good piece of writing. These other skills are what we continue

to look for.
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Ferris State College's Placement Exam

During orientation period in the summers, incoming freshmen at Ferris State
CoNege write an essay that is used for placement. This test is then graded holistically. John
Alexender and Fred Swartz, the test designers, hope that having incoming freshmen write,
before they are even officially students, will give the public the message that writing rather
than merely correct usage should be the judge of English skills. Alexander, who is the head of
the Department of Languages and Litersture, also says thet this evaluation process is & way of
getting English teachers involved in assessment, on & larger scale. One of the conclusions
drawn, when establishing this assessment program, was that a writing sample alone was
insufficient to judge abilities. Some of the problems encountered with the holistic grading of
writing samples, were that average samples received higher ratings when preceded by a block
of poor essays, and handwriting actuslly became influential in determining writing ability.
The biggest problem was agresment on “good writing” criteria.

After these initial difficulties the group decided to attempt computer analysis of
writing samples, when such discrepancies were found in the holistic evaluation. T-units were
introguced into the assessment procedure because of the conversion that could be made to
computer analysis. ACT scores, holistically graded writing samples, and evaluation by
computer, were all combined fo try to ascertain students’ abilities, but nothing was resolved
except that, as the group decided, “In the minds of most members of the English profession,
placement decisions cannot rest solely on scores gathered from national testing practices of the
SAT and ACT. . . on the other hand, for those speciglists in educational administration, writing
samples will not gain easy acceptance since for all the effort and time expended no studies have
85 yet appeared revealing any significant increase in placement accuracy™ { Alexander 12).
Certainly, without knowing what it is we're looking for, any form of assessment will fall
short. The one clear conclusion established by this report, is that a standardized test does not
reflect & student's writing potential.
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Conclusion

The majority of these tests provide a for a writing ssmple with some other form of
testing. This says two things: first, that the English professionals thet design placement tests,
want to test writing ability with a writing sample; secondly, that because there is not yet
concensus on what should appear in thet writing sample, the testers back thesé up with other
sorts of tests. The evaluation of these tests together, does provide an outline, a rough sketch,
though, of a few good writing criteria. Among these criteria are & need for focus, organization,
audience and clarity of purpose. |ndeed these criterfa should be held in equal if not superior
importance to mechanical detail. A minority, unfortunately, still place & large emphasis on
mechanics and correctness. Most English professionals would agree, that mechanics and
correctness are only a small part of the overall picture of writing success. Making sure that
writing skills are tested by writing samples is an important step in the right direction.
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Composition Textbooks

Edward White says that * . . . writing research, like research in any emerging field,
is extremely important . . . The portion of it thet turns out to be significant, and no one can
quite be sure which research thet will be, becomes the new knowledge of the discipline,
determining its textbooks as well 8s its directions” (Assessment 171). Each textbook includes
many criteria for "good writing.” The predominent criteris tend to be dupiicated across the
texts. with the many threads running through composition research, two are at once apparent.
One of these is & renewed Interest in the principles of ancient rhetoric, and with that en
interest particularly in audience and in the way ideas are generated. This interest has ledto a
focus on invention techniques, or heuristics, by which students can generate ideas for writing.
Another major thread involves the philosophy that writing is 8 “process,” and as such, 8
writer goes through & prewriting, writing and revising stage sometimes similtaneously,
sometimes not. The “process” approach is connected with the rhetoric to the extent that
invention is important in both cases.

Both of these threads are sesmingly at odds with assessment, as we now know it,
because each calls for the opportunity to plan, think, write and rewrite, actions which are not
provided for on limited, timed exems. With this theory in mind, some English teachers, such
as Russell Meyer, have tried to come up with tests that allow for 8 writing environment thet
includes time for invention and revision. Meyer, who teaches at the University of Missouri et
Columbia, has been involved in a study in the 1ast few years, thet allows placement exams to be
written at home, under the same conditions that a normal composition assignment would be
written. Of course, the obvious problem with this approach, is that you run the risk of a
student using someone else’s work. If this problem can be solved, it might provide an

interesting alternative.
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The interest in these two threads of thought have given a noticeable uniformity to
the purposes with which many authors have approached writing composition textbooks in
recent years. Some of the predominant criteris will be categorized and divided, with suthors
appearing in the verious appropriate categories. |

The Writing Situation

The “writing situation” simply means that a writer must have a purpose for
writing. This sounds simplistic but, in fect, 1t is an idea that is ignored in many writing
assignments and situations. Because one must have the means of finding fdeas and situations,
invention theory became important.

Process and Thought in Composition, by Frank D'Angelo, tells the student that “a
writing sttuation must take into account a need (an urgency), the occasion, the place, the
writer, the writer's purpose, etc. .. " (4). Janet Emig, Janice Lauer, Gene Montague and
Andrea Lunsford would agree with D'Angelo, and their own advice to students is that "primary
to meaningful writing is the discovery and communication of a significant focus to which aims
and modes are subordinate . . . that meaningful writing grows from & writer's own pressing
questions” (xvi). Because it is the nature of tests to be timed and restricted, they rarely
afford students the opportunity for free choice and consequently for “immediacy.” One can
understand a testers' motivation for dictating a uniform assignment because of some students’
tendency to sidestep chal!énging themselves. Even though avoiding a challenging topic, the
unambitious student may be as equally rewarded as the ambitious student. This translates into
a testers’ nightmare, because of the obvious discrepancies in the level of difficulty between
two essays. T & student cannot respond well to the given writing situation, there is a need for
him to have the opportunity to write several essays, addressed to various writing situations
and topics. Edward White, among others, supports this view.
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Writing to Audience

Perhaps because of the new - found interest in the ancient tradition of rhetoric,
sudience is a major focus in many rg:ent textbooks. The audience is to be moved, changed and
ultimately persuaded to adopt the writer's perspective. in fact, it might seem that when
anyone bothers to communicate an ides, the hope is that someone will be changed. One can reach
an audience in a variety of ways, such as with intellect, with personality, or with language. In
the second edition of The Contemporary Writer, W. Ross Winterowd tells students that "The
writing instruction in the book is based on the simple but crucial notion thet a writer conveys
meanings and intentions through language structures to an audience of readers” (vi). Jeff
Rackham simply says that "writing is an act of communicstion with a reader.” Linds Flower,
in Problem Solving Strategies for Writers, suggests that if writers are offered writing
options for addressing readers in the real world, the result is that “such writing . . . goes
beyond traditional persuasions and means helping readers to comprehend and remember fully
what you have to say” (vi). Flower also emphasizes that good writing is functional and goes
beyond “mere” correctness to meet the needs of the reader. When readers are impatient,
language difficulty may distract them from content. Writers should make their prose "easy 0
read, their points easy to see, and their arguments logically presented” (2). The difficulty for
Flower's readers fs that she writes about a "logically presented argument,” but does not
provide the criteria necessary for understanding what she means.
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Audience 1s so important that, some teachers would say that the success of a piece of
writing 1s based entirely upon audience response. Barbara Walvoord mentions that “writing
is effective when 1t accomplishes its purpose for its audienu_a" (2). And some say, that if the
language is not precise, the effect will be lost for the audience Legueit, Mead and Charvat, in
the eighth edition of the Prentice~Hall Handbook For Writers, 1982, push students to
consider language especially: "Written English communicates through the precision of its
diction, the orderliness of its sentence and paragraph structure end the relative fullness of
detall. If it is to be taken seriously by a general audience, it must observe the conventions of
spelling, punctustion and grammar. In short, writers do conform to certain standards to get
their meaning across” (9). Because audience s important, both in the classroom and in
testing the students must be mede aware of an audience they are writing to and their response
to this audience should be noted.
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Writing as Discovery

The value that writing has for the individual 1s a difficult thing to weigh indeed,
especially because the growth goes on subconciousty most of the time. Yet, it isa major trend
in textbooks to direct the writer towsrds writing for learning, and for self evaluation, as well
as for communication. The “process” approach to writing, which encourages s writer's self
growth, derives from the work of D, Gordon Rohman at Michigan State. Rohman's work is
described by Richard Young in "Invention: A Topographical Survey.” Rohmaen's defines the
concept of pre-writing, which like classical invention, views the composing process as
“"linear and mentalistic.” Tmé concept presumes that, “. .. Different things happen at
different stages in the process of putting things into words and words onto paper. .. We
divided the process at the point where the ‘writing ides’ is ready for the words and the page:
everything before thet we called 'Pre-Writing,’ everything after ‘Writing,' and ‘Re-Writing.
.."(Young, 17). In the “process” philosaph&, the writer's exploration of his own feelings
and attitudes, in the "prewriting stege,” is an important part of the communication. In
accordance with Rohman's approach, Janet Emig and others say that "meaningful writing
grows from a writer's own pressing questions” (xvi). Frank D'Angelo is emphatic about self-
growth saying that even if writing were not an important social or public activity, it would
stil} be of value for the individual because it “facilitates thought.” He says that writing can
“enable you to make connections, see relationships, despen perception, solve problems and
give order toyour expsrience” (3). Anne Ruggles Gere explains that writing can help students
see things in themselves that they didn't know they knew. Linda Flower says that because
writers build their own representations of meaning, “writing is a form of thinking.” In
testing, it is difficult to measure this aspect of writing - - in fact, | suspect thet this is the
area of "good writing” that eludes us most because measur-ing growth in someone’s inner self is

something none of us isable todo.”
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Revision in Writing

This is another sres difficult to measure in testing becsuse, up to now, very few tests
have allowed students the luxury of revising. White points out that any effort to create a test
that allows revision hes failed because many students did not know what to do. They set about
recopying word for word the text in front of them. This becomes & vicious circle, because even
though revision has worked its way into the philosophy of composition, and it is very
definitely encompessed in the “process” approach, it has not been around long enough for most
students to know what to do. Nevertheless, many of the textbooks place grest emphasis on
revision. One of the ways that the revision process takes place has been described, and Linda
Flower uses this in her textbook, as the transformation of “writer-based prose” to “reader-
based prose.” That is, sometime during the process of writing, after the writer has
established with himself what it is he wants to say, he transforms the piece of writing into
something an audience can read and understand. With most writers, this happens through
constant revision. Charles Cooper and Rise Axelrod mention that “Experienced writers know
that strong writing does not alweys emerge in o first draft. Writers are revisers” (5). Oere
suggests that if one accepts the connection between writing and lesrning, "it makes it
impossible to learn to write all at one time" (26). One can apply this to the revision process,
when each time the writer learns to write a little better. Finally, Lenora Woodman and
Thomas Adier suggest that because writing is "a dynamic process that weaves back and forth
between thought and words . . . revising occurs during the actual composing process, &s well as
after the first draft” (7).

Most teachers realize, that even with the emphasis placed on revision, many
students sit down the night before & paper is due and write the final dreft. It will not be until
revision is firmly established in composition, and students see the benefit in revision, thet it
will be transferred successfully to testing.
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Conclusion

The recent interest in competency testing has revived some old questions about
testing, questions that surfaced as long es a hundred years ago at Harvard. While it is
sometimes tempting to throw up our hands and give up the issue of testing writing completely,
gs Edward White explains that isn't possible because assessment is expected and desired by
students and teachers alike. Likewise, White asserts thet a teacher who concerns himself with
assessment, will not only learn a lot about testing but also about what he's asking students to
do with their writing. The point is, if we can take what we already use in the classroom, and
apply it to new testing situations as they develop, we will test what we want to teach, instesd of
teaching what we want to test.

In addition to this, everytime the assessment crisis is renewed, we must fight the urge
to go "back to basics,” if what that means is testing correctness only. The better approach is to
make assessment a part of ongoing research so that when crisis comes, there is more to work
with than multiple choice tests. As has been pointed out in this report, multiple choice tests
are insufficient measures of English skills when used alone. Instead, tests should include a
writing sample, and in addition to this, tests should include mare then one typeof
measurement. After all, writing is a complex process, with many components that contribute
to its "success.” Still, the problem of how to judge the writing sample persists. We have
discovered, that while the holistic approach has its flaws, it is a step in the right direction
because it doesn't seek to reduce the piece of writing to & series of "sub skills.” In addition to
grading holistically, experts have also found that the next step must be to look at the person
holistically, and thet means evaluating several pieces of writing. This is valuable from the
standpoint that one can measure a student's ability to recognize different sudiences, different
purposes and different modes of writing.
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Beyond this, understanding the criteris for good writing adds all the more
credibility to hotistic scoring. However, even though these change and our opinions about
writing change, it is still possible to administer writing tests. As long &s students and
teachers are aware of what tests ere measuring, how the results will be used, and what the
limitations are, testing can still be used effectively. {n order to improve assessment, however,
collections of writing samples should be added to the tests, and, more importantly for the long
term, assessment research must continue.

All of this is not to downplay the importance of usage end grammar. In fact,
there is no doubt that grammar and style are crucisl for they serve as the package for our
idess; however, if that package is empty, it doesn't matter how pleasingly it is wrapped. If &
student has something to say, and he is aware of the sudience he wants to reach, we must count
the message even more crucial than his delivery. This is a convincing enough reason to test
writing with writing, and to continue to better understand what makes writing successful.
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ABSTRACT

Testing has become an inevitable part of the educational system because of our need to rank and
verify students’ abilities. With the importance placed upon tests, students and teachers must know
the criteria being tested. Good writing criteria are not yet established, which makes testing
difficult, unless one chooses to rely only upon mechanical matters. Mechanics are easily evaluated
on multiple choice tests. However, a rising number of English professionsls now designing end
implementing placement tests argue that a test measuring writing skills must include writing
samples. The present situation revesls a dichotomy between criteria stressed in classroom
writing and criteria stressed in testing situations. This is a frustrating, perheps even a defeating
situation for students trying to learn to write.

Two national tests, the SAT and the College Board Achievement Test, which are primarily
multiple choice, are reviewed here. They contrast signicantly with placement tests, designed and
implemented at various universities by English faculty. These tests are composed of a combination
of measurement devices, namely writing ssmples and multiple choice questions. The designers of
these tests, while not agreeing on the criteria of good writing, have established that writing
criteria cannot be measured by either multiple choice or written test alone. The last section of the
report examines the criteria for good writing presented in composition textbooks and identifies
those areas where a consensus exists.

This study yields the following conclusions:

1) 1t must be understood that without some kind of consensus about good writing criteris,
there will be no test of writing thet is valid. Professionals should work together to establish a
common set of criteria. :

2) Teachers of English must extend their involvement in assessment to insure that writing
tests adequately test the criteria of good writing.

3) Because writing is such & rich and complex task, testing methods by themselves will always
be unable to completely determine 8 writer's ability.





