General Education Writing Assessment Pilot Project

University Writing Committee

Purpose: 

Increasingly, it is clear that the national movement to assess student learning is being recognized as an essential part of the educational process.  Academic publications and national higher ed. conferences regularly feature the efforts of those departments and schools that have developed and actualized plans for assessment.  This document is intended to serve three purposes.  The first is to identify the history and purpose of the Vincennes University Writing Committee and its effort to develop a plan for assessing student writing.  The second is to identify the method by which the University will assess student writing.  The third goal is to describe a pilot project intended to make the proposed method concrete, and ideally, initiate an annual process by which VU can measure the success of its students as writers and discover what we as educators need to know to improve that writing.  It is essential that, as an academic institution, we know what levels of writing ability our graduates achieve and to what degree or how many of our students we would characterize as graduating at successful levels of writing skill.  The plan described here is intended to enable VU to discover both.

Background:

During the 2004 VU professional development week, Prof. Mark Wiley (English and Director of Professional Development at California State University at Long Beach) presented workshops at VU for the English Dept. and later for a group of twenty-seven faculty representing every division and Jasper.  The purpose of these workshops was to develop English department and University writing rubrics for assessing student writing, including writing completed in the writing intensive courses.  The goal of each session was to find common writing values, an activity that is crucial for establishing clear and definite University writing objectives or outcomes.  Based on the evaluations, especially from the campus-wide workshop, the rubric building effort was a success; faculty thought the idea of a common rubric would be a good idea for instruction, for assuring more consistency in writing standards across campus, and for explaining grading to students.  100% of the evaluations completed in the campus-wide session indicated that raters agreed or strongly agreed that the activity was useful, and write in comments were all very positive. 

The responsibility for further development and refinement of the rubrics has been placed in the hands of the University Writing Committee.  This committee is again made up of people from across the campus and Jasper: Ed Lee and Bill Clark from Technology; Mary Bowen, Anita Pinkston, and Larry Stearns from Business/Public Service; Jeanne Melchior from Jasper; Chris Keegan and Micah Bowman from Health Sciences and Human Performance; Ren Simmons and Jay Bardole from Math/Science; Chuck Reinhart, Rob Evans, Dan Miller, Tyson Simms, and Mike Gress from Humanities; and Phillip Pierpont, Assistant Provost for Curriculum Development and Tom Wood, Coordinator of Assessment.  Kim Meeks, from Institutional Research, has served as Secretary, and Lillian Klipsch and John Rogers have also made contributions.

This group has been meeting to discuss the goals of the University Writing Committee, work with the rubrics to practice assessing papers, and plan the General Education Writing Assessment pilot project for the summer of 2005.  The goals of the Committee are the following: (1) Improve student writing, critical thinking, and other writing-related skills such as reading, resource analysis, and library usage; (2) Develop a shared understanding of writing values among faculty in order to improve writing instruction and student writing activities across campus; (3) Improve faculty cohesion through a shared commitment to developing student writing skills; (4) Improve student understanding of the connection between general education and professional expertise; and (5) Satisfy general education accountability requirements as expected by North Central.  It is important to recognize that this last goal is important for assessment, but the effort described below is an effort focused on student learning and faculty development, first and foremost.  The project plan is to use papers written for writing intensive classes (rather than some artificial writing task or an objective test), applying the holistic rubric to determine the overall levels of student success and the analytic rubric to determine success with specific writing skills.   This plan was first described at the Association for General and Liberal Studies Conference in October, and has been further discussed and refined by the group since.  In December, the Committee applied for a mini-grant to fund the work of faculty to do the assessment work during the summer of 2005. 

Theoretical Underpinnings of the Plan:

The assessment plan has been guided by a number of influences.  First, the plan is similar to an assessment plan being implemented at California State University, Long Beach (as well as other institutions across the country).  Mark Wiley was asked to lead a discussion of the rubrics and their use is because CSULB is working to do assessment using course specific writing activities rather than their current university-wide graduation writing exam.  He provided justification for this assessment process using information from an article published in College Composition and Communication entitled “Toward a New Theory of Writing Assessment,” written by Brian Huot.  The article identifies “five principles for a new theory and practice of writing assessment.”   

1. Site-based--that is, it is developed specifically for the needs of a specific institution and addressing local concerns.

2. Locally controlled—institutional responsibility for development, updates, and validation.

3. Context-sensitive--the assessment focuses on the specific objectives of the institution and reflects the cultural and social environment of the institution.

4. Rhetorically-based--all writing assignments, scoring criteria, writing environments and reading procedures adhere to writing principles reflective of standards of thoughtful expression and reflective interpretation recognized as appropriate for writers in the major.

5. Accessibility--all procedures and rationales for assignments and all scoring criteria and examples of quality writing are open and available to all faculty assessing writing and students being assessed.
In addition to Huot’s article, the approach will employ strategies described in an article produced by the Washington State Office of Educational Assessment entitled “Assessing Disciplinary-Based Writing of Washington’s College Seniors: A Pilot Project.”  The assessment process described is similar to VU’s use of writing intensive courses and doing assessment of papers written in major courses, referred to as “embedded” assignments rather than “add-on” activities.  This “performance-based” assessment, using writing done in a naturalistic setting, asks students to use writing to model what they have learned and to integrate their knowledge and skills in complex writing performances.  (See also Syracuse University’s website, The Center for Support of Teaching and Learning, where the same assessment principles and methods discussed by Huot and the Washington project are stressed.)  The Washington project is of particular interest because of the method of using groups to assess papers rather than expecting each assessor to work separately.  This approach is also suggested in Huot’s essay.  The advantage of the method is that it allows for discussion of content, critical thinking, and rhetorical principles appropriate to a discipline by including faculty from the disciplines sharing the assignment.  Faculty can provide discipline-based information about appropriate content, critical thinking, and style.  The method requires groups of reviewers to discuss the strengths and weaknesses of a paper after it is read aloud.  Each person scores the paper; then, the group determines a final score after a discussion of the paper and their individual scores.  The method avoids the trap of assessment efforts that focus on inter-rater reliability and limit assessment to a narrow field of agreed upon criteria, which usually means grammar.  The second advantage is faculty development; the approach stressed by Mark Wiley encourages faculty discussion of good writing, building greater understanding and commitment to quality writing at the same time assessment responsibilities are being met.  

Finally, VU’s approach uses ideas and suggestions from a variety of recent writings on assessment, such as the writing of Thomas Angelo, specifically his article “Doing Assessment As If Learning Matters Most.”  The current literature on assessment emphasizes learning as the front-burner issue in the activity, with accountability concerns being an important, but secondary concern.  Assessment should not focus on data collection so much producing sound data that leads to improved methods of instruction and increased student success.

The Pilot Project and the Assessment Method:

The more specific details of the VU writing assessment pilot project (which will ideally serve as the model for the annual assessment activity) include using ten faculty from across campus and Jasper to assess 100 papers during a week this summer.  The papers will be taken from at least five different writing intensive classes, with the plan being that the papers will ideally represent work from every division.  The papers submitted for review will be documented papers, and the faculty who submit papers will make up part of the ten assessors.  According to the mini-grant, each participant will be paid $700 dollars for what will be a week’s work.

The assessment will begin with faculty working together on the first group of papers, in order to make sure that everyone understands the process and begins to develop a common understanding of the rubric.  Each paper will be scored twice, each time using both the holistic and analytic rubrics.  The first scoring will be by each participant as the paper is read aloud; the second scoring will be by the group producing a final score that reflects the group’s discussion of the paper and comments by the instructor.  The holistic rubric scores are intended to give an evaluation of students’ overall writing ability, and the analytic rubric score will focus on student success regarding a narrowly defined set of writing skills.  For the pilot project the skills of focused study are numbers 3 (standards of written English, concern for grammar, spelling, punctuation, and mechanics), 5 (accurate representation of sources), and 10 (good analysis, reasoning, critical thinking reflected in the content) on the analytic rubric.
As the activity progresses, the formation of two groups of five faculty will complete the project.  Instructors supplying papers will always work with the group evaluating his or her students’ papers, ensuring that the assessment is sensitive to the assignment, style, content, resources, and critical thinking appropriate to the major and the profession, as well as conventional standards of good writing practice. Final evaluations will be collected and tabulated for University review.

Standards of Success:

For the purposes of the pilot project, the Committee has established the following goals:

Holistic Scores:

   10% of students will be found to write at level 4;

   40% of students will be found to write at level 3;

   98% of students will be found to write at level 2;

     2% of students will be found to write below level 2.

Analytic Rubric scores will focus on (skill or skills to be named by the group)

   10% of students will be found to write at level 4;

   30% of students will be found to write at level 3;

   80% of students will be found to write at level 2;

   98% of students will be found to write at level 1;

     2% of students will be found to write below level 1 .

Paper Requirements for Faculty Providing Papers:

The papers collected from writing intensive classes should be documented papers that attempt to solve a problem or defend a position.  In order to answer questions about sources, the students should be asked to submit copies of sources used and documented.  Internet sources and pages of books used for summaries or quotes should be copied in order to allow assessors to evaluate the use of sources.  Assignment sheets should require these be submitted with the paper.  Faculty will bring the original paper and sources to the assessment.

In order to give the assessors a clean copy of the paper, faculty should ask students to attach the paper to an e-mail as a Word document; these papers can then be saved to a disc and copied, depending on which papers are selected for assessment.  The discs can be saved for future reference or review of past assessment activities, including studies of qualitative improvements in student writing.  Discs will have the obvious advantage of making storage much simpler.  A permission-for-use form will be provided to the students for their signature. The form will make it clear that all references to the author will be removed from the papers, whether the papers are being used for the assessment or for other purposes.

Validity:

Validity of the process will be built around the concepts of “accessibility” identified above and “coherence.”  Accessibility refers to the openness of the process, the standards, and the evaluation process.   The current plan is to develop a University Writing component for the website.  The site will include rubrics and sample papers evaluated using the rubrics.  Sample papers and rubric scores will be provided, and sample papers’ strengths and weaknesses will be clearly identified and explained.  Students and faulty will be able to use these as a reference. Additionally, each department or faculty member could use papers that have been evaluated during the assessment process to show students the standards of success; a sample of papers organized by scores could be placed on the website or on Blackboard.

Additionally, faculty development activities will be provided to increase common understanding of the rubrics and their application.  This understanding will also be developed as faculty rotate through the assessment process; the current assumption is that all faculty teaching writing intensive classes are potential participants in the annual assessment process, both as providers of papers and as assessors.  As common understanding of the writing values and objectives is taken into the classroom and made part of writing expectations and assignments, a true “community” understanding will ideally emerge and a more coherent assessment will occur.  

Short and Long Term Plans and Possibilities:

The most immediate and most important activity to follow will be the report of the results of the activity.  That report will include both the results in terms of raw data and an evaluation of the results.  The report will also identify instructional issues that need to be addressed and appropriate faculty development activities.

This initial experience is also intended to help clarify and guide the long range writing assessment plan.  That is, it will help us assess the assessment method.  Part of the report to the faculty will include what worked and what didn’t, what part of the method described above should remain the same and what needs to be adjusted or changed.  The activity, to be successful, must identify how many students do and do not write well and what is needed to improve student writing; the assessment method will be judged on its ability to do these.  After identifying strengths and weakness, the Committee can adjust the process as needed.

A second goal that can begin next fall will be to strengthen the connections between the English Dept. and the University Writing Committee, especially refining the rubrics to standardize writing terminology across the campus.  As it is, the writing values of both the English Dept. and the University are essentially the same; however, the language used in the rubrics could to be made more similar.  Eventually, more coordination between English Dept. composition committees would strengthen student understanding of the writing process, and ensure that training in composition courses is reinforced in other courses.

As suggested above in the “validity” section, the development of a writing website will occur. This activity can begin next year, but will be ongoing.  Administrative support has been given for the development of a writing website that can be used by all faculty and students.  As faculty assess papers using the rubrics, they can provide sample papers and comments as models for students.  This will ideally reduce the questions about what is expected for successful writing and will clarify grading criteria and terminology.  It will also, as stated above, create a more common set of writing objectives, and ideally improve the success of student writers as they see and write according to agreed upon VU community writing values.

Another part of the long-range plans is to establish a University Writing Coordinator position.  This person will chair the University Writing Committee, organize the annual assessments, write and present the reports following the assessment activities, assist with the development of the writing website, and plan the faculty development activities.  The importance of this position is that it will give this initiative a committed person who can facilitate the coherent understanding of our writing values and the methods used to actualize the same.  This person will be able to work with faculty from across campus and bring new people to the process, while maintaining some consistency in the effort.

One other possible change would be to have the University Writing Coordinator facilitate the assessment process during the school year.  It is possible that faculty could be identified to work during a specified time each week throughout a semester; thus the assessment activity could be accomplished during either the fall or spring semester rather than waiting until the summer and trying to find a time agreeable for 10 people.

Another possible future activity is the involvement of members of the business community as assessors.  The advantage of using outside assessors is to give the evaluation a perspective of the writing, research, and critical thinking skills employers want to see in our graduates.

Conclusion:

The most important point to be emphasized about the process described above is that this is an effort to improve student writing by using groups of faculty discussing student writing in order to discover what is needed for improvement of student writing.  The primary focus is student learning.  What is hoped for is that the process will allow faculty to discuss writing together, rather than working with different or unclear ideas and standards of good writing. Through the dialogue about good writing, we discover more about each other’s expectations and how to move all of our students to successful levels of understanding and application of our writing values.  The first step in this process was to identify the common writing values of faculty from across campus, and the rubrics reflect the identified values.  This has begun as a “community” effort, and a central feature of the plan is to continue that community feeling by working in groups to assess.  Finally, when we, as a community, can say that a sufficient number of our students write successfully according to those common values, we can feel more confident in our claim to be a quality institution.
