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Research Findings

Writing Assessment in the Inclusion Classroom

It is useless to discuss writing assessment without also considering the instruction that leads to the production of a writing sample.  In the inclusion (mainstreamed) classroom, the educator must consider the diverse needs of her students, including those classified as learning disabled (LD), as well as the legal requirements of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEA).  IDEA, as of the 1997 revision, governs not only educational opportunities for LD students but also improved outcomes for those students.  This change put increased pressure on educators and schools to make sure LD students are actually improving their skills over time (Nelson and Van Meter, 2002, p. 35).

Therefore, in order to produce meaningful writing assessments that will test and inform instruction, the educator must first teach writing in a meaningful, research-defensible fashion.  The purpose of this project is to determine: 

1. The special needs of LD students in writing;

2. Types of writing instruction that have been proven to work with LD students;

3. Types of writing assessment;

4. Methods of scoring writing samples;

5. Ways of using assessments to inform intervention and future instruction;

6. Taking all the previous items into account, how to meet, in a practical way, the needs of LD students in the general education classroom. 

Needs of the Learning Disabled (LD) Student

· LD students lack strategies to deal with all the complicated processes that go into writing, but their writing performance can be improved with the right instructional strategies (Schumaker and Deshler, 2003, p. 130).

· Teachers should start students with relatively easy tasks, since LD students usually have a history of failure – they need to experience success in order to build confidence, self-esteem, and lower-level skills (Schumaker and Deshler, 2003, p. 135).

· For the same reasons, the instructor should take the role of a coach, not a judge (Townsend and Fu, 1997, p. 72).

· LD students can also be easily overwhelmed by the curriculum.  “Students learn more when we teach less – but teach it well” (Dempster, 1993).

· Students, particularly LD, benefit from frequent, targeted feedback (Schumaker and Deshler, 2003, p. 133 and 135 - 136).

· Students may feel that their first draft is unchangeable – it is either good or bad, end of story.  The instructor needs to explicitly model and teach techniques for substantially revising a paper (revisiting ideas and perspectives, not just correcting grammar and mechanics) so that the student can learn to feel comfortable working through multiple drafts (Townsend and Fu, 1997, p. 72).

· Traditionally, LD writing assessment has focused on the low-level, mechanical aspects of writing, such as word counts and correct word sequences; however, LD students need to learn (and benefit from) process writing, just like “regular” students (Berninger and Hooper, 1993, p. 591).

· “Regular” students can benefit from the same techniques recommended for LD students.  Berninger and Hooper (1993) oppose singling out only “LD” students as needing writing remediation for the following reasons:

1. Referral bias may result in LD students remaining unidentified for special services;

2. Many students have undiagnosed writing deficiencies; and

3. The entire school-aged population (as discussed elsewhere in these findings) needs improvement in writing (Berninger and Hooper, 1993, p. 590). 

Effective Methods of Writing Instruction

· Although many authorities urge a constructivist (implicit) approach to instruction, research shows that students learn more cognitive and writing strategies through direct (explicit) instruction.  Explicit instruction allows for modeling, guided and independent practice, feedback, and shaping.  As the students gain skills and confidence, the instructor can gradually remove the scaffolding and move to more implicit instruction (Schumaker and Deshler, 2003, p. 130 – 131 and 135).

· The successful writing program will be systematic, aligned horizontally and vertically, and mastery-based (Schumaker and Deshler, 2003, p. 135 and 140).

· Tasks should be broken down into short steps with short names and a mnemonic device that helps the student remember the steps (Schumaker and Deshler, 2003, p. 131).  For example, the math department at my school teaches the students “RBUCS”: Read the problem completely; Bracket the question; Underline pertinent information; Circle key terms; and Solve the problem.  They created a poster with the steps and a reproduction of the Starbucks logo.  The association of the mnemonic device with a well-known corporation helps the students remember the steps in the problem-solving process.

· The Center for Research on Learning breaks down the writing process through three main categories: the Sentence Writing Strategy, the Paragraph Writing Strategy, and the Theme Writing Strategy.  Each strategy is then further broken down into smaller, mastery-learning type units.  When implemented on a systematic, district-wide basis (in one example, from second to fifth grade), scores on the state writing assessment improved astronomically.  High school students who learned the strategies, even in part, scored significantly higher than the district average (Schumaker and Deshler, 2003).  The demonstrated success of this system of explicit instruction argues for its implementation nationwide.

· Graphic organizers are helpful in all steps of the writing process, from brainstorming to assessment (Schumaker and Deshler, 2003, p. 133).

· Writing activities should be linked to “real-life issues that students care about” (Kern, Andre, Schilke, Barton, and McGuire, 2003, p. 817).

· Use a high-interest story that will inspire and direct students’ writing (Kern, Andre, Schilke, Barton, and McGuire, 2003, p. 817).

· Prior to a writing assessment exercise, read similar texts with the class.  Have students brainstorm elements that make the texts good.  This gives the students a basis for their own writing, as well as for productive peer critique (Townsend and Fu, 1997, p. 72).

· Teachers should write along with their students to model the process and to show that the teacher herself places a value on the writing assignment.  Also, this gives the teacher a chance to try out the assignment and make sure it makes sense (Kern, Andre, Schilke, Barton, and McGuire, 2003, p. 817).

Methods of Writing Assessment: Direct and Indirect

· There are two types of writing assessment: direct and indirect.  Direct writing assessment involves the student actually producing a writing sample (like the Composition portion of the TAKS ELA test).  Indirect assessment measures competency through multiple-choice items (like the Revise and Edit portion of the TAKS ELA test).  Indirect assessment has traditionally been accepted as more valid, but direct assessment can be equally valid under the right conditions (Miller and Crocker, 1990, p. 286).

· Indirect and some direct assessment (with analytic or primary trait scoring) can help identify particular areas in which the individual needs improvement (Miller and Crocker, 1990, p. 289).

· A combination of direct and indirect assessment can help paint a complete picture of a student’s writing strengths and weaknesses (Miller and Crocker, 1990, p. 292).

Scoring Methods for Direct Writing Assessment

· There are three basic types of scoring for direct writing assessments: holistic, analytic, and primary trait (Miller and Crocker, 1990, p. 286).

· Holistic scoring assigns a single score for the paper’s overall quality (Miller and Crocker, 1990, p. 286).

· Holistic scoring, however, offers no diagnostic information for future individual instruction (Miller and Crocker, 1990, p. 288).

· Analytic scoring breaks the score down based on features such as ideas and content, organization, and sentence fluency.  The individual scores may be equal or weighed according to their relative importance (Miller and Crocker, 1990, p. 286).

· Analytic scoring allows a stronger link between assessment and instruction due to its segregation of the score according to separate writing traits (Crawford, Helwig, and Tindal, 2004, p. 58 – 59).

· The reliability of analytic scoring is improved when two or more scorers rate the writing sample and when they are allowed to augment the scores with pluses (+) and minuses (-) (Crawford, Helwig, and Tindal, 2004, p. 58 – 59; Penny, Johnson, and Gordon, 2000).

· Primary trait scoring measures how well the writing sample achieves its purpose, whether persuasive, expository, etc. (Miller and Crocker, 1990, p. 286).

· More research is needed to produce direct writing assessments that will track small improvements over time, especially for secondary students.  There are no sufficient measures yet for the complex writing demanded in high school (Crawford, Helwig, and Tindal, 2004, p. 63; Isaacson, 1999).

Issues to Consider When Developing Writing Assessments

· Miller and Crocker posit the following seven criteria for good writing prompts:

1. “Prompts must be thought provoking and allow some latitude for expression.

2. “Prompts must be specific enough that all examinees are responding to a common theme or a common core of content.

3. “Prompts must provide structure so that examinees know what is expected of their responses.  For example, prompts should include specific instructions such as ‘address both sides of the issue’ or ‘give examples.’

4. “In developing prompts, many options exist in terms of the intended audience and mode of discourse . . . [such as] narrating, explaining, describing, reporting, and persuading.

5. “The content of prompts should be within the realm of general experience of all examinees and should not provide an advantage to any particular subgroup, whether by race, gender, or culture.

6. “Prompts should avoid issues that are controversial either politically or socially (e.g., abortion or capital punishment) to reduce the possibility that raters might be biased against compositions that express views conflicting with their own beliefs.

7. “Expectations for length, time limits, and scoring criteria should be clearly stated in the prompts.”  (Miller and Crocker, 1990, p. 287 – 288).

· If students are given multiple prompts to choose from, the prompts should all be of equal difficulty and cognitive level (Miller and Crocker, 1990, p. 288).

· The instructor must clearly define the student’s Expected Response (ER).  The gap between the ER and the Observed Response (OR) will indicate weaknesses that need to be remediated (Nelson and Van Meter, 2002, p. 37).

· The instructor should actively observe the student during the writing process in order to determine his strengths and weaknesses during planning, research, organization, and so forth (Nelson and Van Meter, 2002, p. 47).

· Rather than providing more time than students actually need for a writing assessment, the instructor should use that time to collect multiple writing samples (Crawford, Helwig, and Tindal, 2004, p. 139).

· When evaluating their classroom-based assessments, instructors should consider the following seven criteria:

1. “Does the assessment measure important learning outcomes?

2. “Does the assessment address more than one of the three decision functions of assessment: instructional placement, formative evaluation, and diagnosis? 

3. “Does the assessment provide clear descriptions of student performance that can be linked to instructional actions? 

4. “Is the assessment compatible with a variety of instructional models? 

5. “Is the assessment feasible? 

6. “Does the assessment communicate the goals of learning to teachers and students? 
7. “Does the assessment generate accurate, meaningful information?” (Fuchs, 1994, as quoted in Isaacson, 1999, p. 37)

· Formative assessment is most effective with numerous, frequent measures, as opposed to a small number of long writing assignments (Isaacson, 1999, p. 46).

· Involving students in setting their own goals for achievement in writing and in determining criteria for assessment gives the individual student ownership of the process (Townsend and Fu, 1997, p. 72).

Factors that Boost Scores on NAEP Writing

· Certain elements of process writing, such as planning, multiple drafts, and portfolio tracking, are associated with higher scores on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) Writing Assessment (“U.S. Student Writing”, 2000, p. 3).

· Frequency of writing practice, frequency of computer usage, types and amounts of reading materials in the home, and discussing studies at home are also associated with higher NAEP writing scores (“U.S. Student Writing”, 2000, p. 3).

· Demographic groups that tend to score higher are girls, Asians/Pacific Islanders, whites, students whose parents are more highly educated or have higher (than poverty) incomes, and students who attend non-public schools (“U.S. Student Writing”, 2000, p. 3).

· According to Carol Santa, former president of the International Reading Association (IRA), says that students need to write daily, especially with multiple drafts (“U.S. Student Writing”, 2000, p. 3).

Using Assessments to Inform Intervention and Future Instruction

· Writing assessments should be used to “establish appropriate intervention goals and benchmarks, to guide the intervention process, and to evaluate therapeutic outcomes” (Nelson and Van Meter, 2002, p. 35).

· Per IDEA, the LD student’s Individual Education Plan (IEP) developed by his or her Admission, Review, and Dismissal (ARD) committee will include annual goals broken down in measurable short-term objectives.  The general education teacher is responsible not just for helping the LD student meet these goals but also for being able to document what types of instruction and assessment were used and how the student has progressed under the instructor’s care (Nelson and Van Meter, 2002, p. 35).

· The instructor needs to use writing assessments to determine individual students’ weaknesses, then produce subsequent instruction to address and remediate those weaknesses (Nelson and Van Meter, 2002, p. 35).

· Once the weaknesses, or “missed cues” (inferences or connections the student failed to make), are identified, the instructor should give the student elaborated feedback that makes clear to the student what he missed and how he can improve it or avoid it next time (Nelson and Van Meter, 2002, p. 37).

· The next crucial step is to allow the student either to revise his work or practice the same skills on a new assignment so that he can correct his previous mistakes and reinforce the lesson (Nelson and Van Meter, 2002, p. 37).

· The instructor should also look for strengths the student can build on and support improvement in the weak areas (Nelson and Van Meter, 2002, p. 40 and 42).  For example, a student with strong oral communication skills and weak writing skills could dictate ideas to the instructor or another student.

· Overall, there are four factors that will contribute to assessments that successfully inform instruction:

1. Teaching the student how to assess his own work and allowing frequent practice in self-assessment;

2. Frequent testing;

3. Targeted and elaborated feedback on assessment results; and

4. Opportunities for success at multiple stages in the writing process (Isaacson, 1999, p. 46).

· Classroom-based assessments should offer both the teacher and the student opportunities to reflect on the progress so that the teacher can make instructional decisions and the student can “internalize the standards of performance” (Isaacson, 1999, p. 47).

Practicality of LD Strategies in the General Education Classroom

· It is difficult, if not impossible, for the general education teacher to meet all LD needs in the classroom.  However, relatively short periods of individual instruction with the resource teacher can help greatly (Schumaker and Deshler, 2003, p. 133).
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Question ‘What it represents Procedures
1. What language skills are  Expected Consider language skills and strategies that effective
required? Response [ER]  language users must use to complete the task.
2. What does the student Observed Describe by working with the student using dynamic
currently do? Response [OR]  assessment procedures.
3. What might the student Mismatch between Establish instructional goals and benchmarks
learn to do differently? ER and OR grounded in the general education curriculum to
target areas of mismatch.
4. How should the curricular Bridge from Use dynamic assessment evidence to design
task be modified? OR to ER interventions that include scaffolding and task

modifications if necessary.
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6 Trait Scoring Guide
	Traits
	5
	3
	1

	Ideas & Content[image: image6.png]



	The writing is clear, specific, and full of the kinds of details that keep a reader's attention.
	The reader can usually figure out what the writer means. Some parts promise to be interesting if the writer would tell a little more.
	The reader has a hard time figuring out what the writer means. Or else, the writer does not yet have much to say about this topic.

	Organization
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	The organization enhances and showcases the central idea or theme. The order, structure, or presentation is compelling and moves the reader through the text.
	The organizational structure is strong enough to move the reader from point to point without undue confusion.
	The writing lacks a clear sense of direction. Ideas, details or events seem strung together in a random, haphazard fashion-or else there is no identifiable internal structure at all. More than one of the following problems is likely to be evident.

	Voice
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	The writer speaks directly to the reader in a way that is individualistic, expressive & engaging. Clearly, the writer is involved in the text and is writing to be read.
	The writer seems sincere, but not genuinely engaged, committed, or involved. The result is pleasant and sometimes even personable, but short of compelling.
	The writer seems indifferent, uninvolved or distanced from the topic and/or the audience. The writing seems flat, lifeless or mechanical; depending on the topic, it may be overly technical or jargonistic.

	Word Choice
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	Words convey the intended message in an interesting, precise, and natural way. The writing is full and rich, yet concise.
	The language is functional, even if it lacks punch; it does get the message across.
	The writer struggles with a limited vocabulary, searching for words to convey meaning. 

	Sentence Fluency
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	The writing has an easy flow & rhythm when read aloud. Sentences are well built, with consistently strong and varied structure that makes expressive oral reading easy & enjoyable.
	The text hums along efficiently for the most part, though it may lack a certain rhythm or grace. It tends to be more pleasant of businesslike than musical, more mechanical than fluid.
	The paper is difficult to follow or to read aloud. Sentences tend to be choppy, incomplete, rambling irregular, or just very awkward.

	Conventions
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	Even careful reading reveals no glaring errors. The conventions are used so well that they make it easier to read the paper.
	The reader notices some mistakes. They are a little bothersome, but they do not slow the reader down too much.
	Mistakes really get in the way of understanding the writing. The reader has to read once to "decode", and then again to get all the meaning.
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