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1. Design and Implementation of the Writing Study
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Overview of the Writing Assessment Study

The goal of the Mellon Foundation Assessment Project, a multi-faceted giwvestyidy
of the Hamilton College class of 2005, was the assessment of the effectivEliemsl arts
education. The purpose of the Writing Assessment Study, one portion of the Assessment
Project, was to assess whether the quality of Hamilton students’ writingvegpover time.
The study’s main focus was the evaluation of four years of written assiga submitted by a
randomly selected group of 100 students in the class of 2005 (identified as “the Patagling S
in 2001-02 and continuing through 2004-05, Panel students were asked to provide an example of
their best writing for each year; in addition, as part of a series of multi-tderviews, Panel
students were interviewed about their writing experience at Hamilton. Incadiditpapers
written by Panel students, papers from other, non-Panel students also were usstlidythe
With student permission, faculty submitted entire class sets of non-Pane. phqméusion of the
non-Panel papers increased both the sample size and the statistical powendirtgs. fi

Over four years, an archive of student papers was developed. The final archiviedonsis
of the following categories of student papers: original high school paperawvnytfeanel
students and provided by the Admission Office, self-selected papers submitteddanel
students for some or all of the four college years, and class sets of non-Panetqibgmesl by
faculty with student permission. All students submitting papers were askelohndt sheir best
example for a given year of a standard essay, three to ten pages in lengthajorhg of papers
submitted fit these criteria. Some papers included in the study did not matctubstee form
or length, particularly Panel papers.

Collection of papers

The process of collecting papers was a more complicated endeavor than griginall
envisioned, both in the amount of time and effort required to collect papers and the annual
success of the collection effort (see “Limitations” discussion, belowler Adur years, the total
number of students represented in the final data set was 541; the total number ofglapted c
was 1,100.



Preparation of papers for evaluation

To prepare papers for evaluation, all identifying information was removed, eind ea
paper was given an eight digit code: six digits for the individual student 1D, gihéodithe
category of paper (described above), and one digit for the year the paper teasamit
evaluated. An additional code for each of the six evaluators also was added. The &tding sy
allowed for longitudinal assessments of individual students and cross-seabiomarsons of
cohorts of students across years.

The scoring rubric

The evaluators used a nine-item evaluation scale, “the rubric,” to scorefdhelpapers
evaluated over the four years of the study (final version attached). Thedargjuhe initial
version of the rubric was preserved throughout the study; some additions amnchtlamg of
rubric items were added each year. For example, when upper level paperolimgassessed,
item #8 was added (“Author demonstrated complexity of intellectual reach”). &vigian, the
evaluators found the rubric to be flexible enough to apply to all types and levels of writin
assessed. See below for further discussion of rubric changes.

Summary of papers eval uated

Approximately 1,100 papers were evaluated over four years. Almost all papers we
written by Hamilton College students in the class of 2005; some senior papetbédrolass of
2002 were included in the first year of the study to make an initial comparisontwhéedo
seniors. The 1,100 papers represented a wide range of undergraduate writing assidrame
high school essays to senior theses. Effort was made to include writing feorgesof
disciplines. For example, of the 186 senior papers evaluated in 2005, 70 were papers self-
selected by Panel members, and 116 papers were collected from philosophy, histamies;
biology, and sociology classes.

Summary of papers evaluated each year

2002: 351 papers evaluated
73 first year Panel papers; 72 high school papers; 128 first year English 110/150, non-
Panel papers; and 78 senior non-Panel papers, class of 2002

2003: 300 papers evaluated
60 sophomore Panel papers, 120 Sophomore Seminar non-Panel papers, and 120
sophomore non-Panel papers

2004: 228 papers evaluated
53 junior Panel papers; 96 junior non-Panel papers; 47 high school non-Panel papers
(class of '05); and 32 non-Panel senior theses, class of 2004



2005: 189 papers evaluated
70 senior Panel papers; 3 Panel papers from previous years; and 116 non-Panel senior
papers (entire senior theses were not included, but some thesis sections weee.ncl

The assessment process

For each of the four years of the study, six outside evaluators and the Direbtor of t
Writing Assessment Study met at Hamilton College for three days in June fesesmsment
workshop. The group first participated in a group norming session, consisting ofyreadi
scoring, and discussing the scoring of one or more student papers and discussindctisligppl
of the scoring rubric. Over the next two days, the six evaluators read and scdesd papers,
each reader evaluating approximately 75 pages of student writing eachtdatotal number of
papers read varied somewhat depending on the length of the papers to be read. Across the four
years of the study, the papers became longer, and the number of paperscesatratesed.

In this study, evaluators used a nine-item rating scale to assess studegtquatity
across five years. Despite limitations to the study's design, the findmgdeoan unusually
complete picture of the quality of college student writing across timeudests at a highly
selective liberal arts college. Discussion of the specific streagthémitations of the study
follows.

Strengths of the Study Design

The evaluators

The outside evaluators were highly experienced writing program facuty an
administrators with recognized expertise in the field; all were frontutistns with student
bodies and curricula similar to Hamilton’s. All six of the evaluators partegofatr all four
years, a factor greatly increasing the reliability of the scorifige evaluators expressed strong
loyalty to the study, in large part due to their recognition of the study’s pdtesitia for
writing administrators and faculty at other liberal arts institutions.eMaduators formed a
strong group bond. They recognized the value of the study; they shared a commadrninrtezes
teaching of undergraduate writing; and they enjoyed being together. The graweEssations
extended far beyond the specifics of the study, and individuals continue to contact oha other
advice on professional and other concerns.



Multiple years of study

Four years of student papers were needed to measure the learning of individués stude
across time. There were additional benefits to a four-year project. @&iztion errors
decreased over time. In addition, multiple years of working together alltheesvaluators to
develop a sustained connection to each other and to the study. Finally, multiplefiezad the
evaluators the opportunity to modify the rubric to fit the changing nature of studéngwri
across four years (see discussion “Rubric flexibility”).

If the assessment had been scheduled for a single year, with multigeofgrpers
collected in advance, perhaps the data collection errors could not have been @addiesse
evaluators would not have connected as closely with each other and would not havedetethe s
commitment to the study, and evaluator burnout might have occurred if all 1,100 papers had
been evaluated in a single year. In addition, the rubric would not have been tested agd. adjust
For these reasons, it is likely that taking multiple years to evaluatglayears of student
writing produced more reliable findings.

Over time, the evaluators developed remarkable consistency in scoring. vatyHest
group scoring session, they produced a wide range of scores due to differingtatiens of
the rubric items. Through four years of collaboration, they came to a shared undegsténdi
what each item measured. At the time of the final group scoring session,vgemeesmarkably
consistent.

Rubric flexibility

Because the study spanned four years and the scoring rubric had soméylexibil
language and design, the evaluators were able to refine the rubric e a result, they
created a fair, usable tool for assessing undergraduate papers rangihgfr@athool essays to
senior papers in a number of disciplines.

The initial version of the rubric was a more mechanical, barebones rubric, although
words such as “effectively” and “wise” allowed for some flexibility amgng. During the initial
meeting of the evaluators, the evaluators scored and discussed severalpstoelent As a result
of this exercise, the initial version of the rubric was revised prior to beginmngssessment of
the first year’'s paper set. Each year thereafter, evaluators madesai changes during the
initial group scoring session. Care was taken to add only additional explanatugdanthe
original language of the first rubric was maintained across the fots.y&ae rubric changes
allowed the evaluators to assess complexities of composition that were yjatcadunted for in
the initial rubric. In other words, the evaluators molded the rubric over timedotrefiiting
professionals’ understanding about how to evaluate writing, even when using a quantitat
scoring rubric, which is not the typical way writing professionals evaluatmsg.

For some rubric items, the evaluators agreed verbally what the item etakasiar
example, for item #7 (“Author developed an interesting theme or argument”), thediaan of



item #7 has the identical wording as the initial version, but the evaluators agrieaity\en the
application of the item. The group concurred that the emphasis should be on the author’s
development of an idea, not on thateresting aspect, which is subjective. The evaluators agreed
that the mechanics of the punctuation of quotations fell under item #1, but the use of textual
evidence in an argument fell under item #5 (“Author used evidence effectivelgd.eQirely

new item was added two years into the study; item #8 (“Author demonstrated cibyrgfiex
intellectual reach”) was added as higher level papers were introducederkt8it the

evaluators agreed that the emphasis was on thensaril to measure the writer’'s attempt to
work with serious sources and to attempt significant analysis.

A-rhetorical assessment

The evaluators assessed each paper apart from the paper’s rhetored! cbime
evaluators had no knowledge of the assignment, the intended audience, the class, or the student
(year, major, etc.). A significant advantage to this feature was that the baitiiog excellence
was set quite high: papers had to succeed strictly on their own merits. Theossaasessed
only the writing; the texts had to be complete for the reader in order to megdrsi® An
additional advantage was that the evaluators were not responsible for wesgtang apart
from the text, a responsibility that would have been a daunting challenge. dalbyiswith the
number of papers used in the study, it would have been very difficult to collect andenadéinag
contextual information.

Range of disciplines

The focus of the study was assessment of student writing across fayroygdhe study
also assessed writing across a range of disciplines. For example,rdsedesoove, the 186
senior papers evaluated in 2005 included 70 papers self-selected by Panel members and 116
papers collected from philosophy, history, economics, biology, and sociology classeswabe
a comparable distribution of papers across a range of disciplines in the ailseayevell.
Funding

The Mellon Foundation committed significant funds for this study; these funds were
necessary for a study as complex as this one to succeed.

Wor kshop design

The assessment workshops were well designed and allowed time for socatiding
relaxation during the three days.



Limitations of the Study Design

Unequal disciplinary representation of student writing

Effort was made to collect papers from across the disciplines; however, maey of t
papers came from the humanities and, to a lesser extent, the social sciémneesitcbme
reflects the form and distribution of writing assignments across the diwsplMWhen designing
the study, we chose to include only standard essays for evaluation, eliminbéntypes of
student assignments such as laboratory reports, creative writing, etc.

To some extent, the unequal disciplinary representatitite study reflects the nature of
the distribution of writing across the curriculum at Hamilton. All Hamilton sttglare required
to take a minimum of three writing intensive (WI) courses in the first treaesyand students
take a mean of six WI courses. Each semester approximately 120 W crerséfered from
across the curriculum and across levels. In addition, many other, non-WI cogtgds riting
assignments. For all of these reasons, we anticipated that more students watliddpapers
in more departments than actually seemed to happen. We failed to anticipatertbatudents
in some years would not have papers to submit that fit our criteria for submissiaddional
limitation to paper collection is that it appears that less writing israsifpr the sophomore and
junior years, particularly outside of the humanities.

Other difficulties with collection of papers

Other difficulties with paper collection included students studying off-camgtudents
leaving the college, lack of student response to requests for papers, poor photocopying,
submission of the same paper for two categories, poor timing of requests for pagehse
submission of papers not fitting the study criteria (e.g., journal entfreseiview). Of the 100
students originally selected as the Panel group, 82 students graduated froneteefoal years
later. In the second year of the study, we discovered too late that 56 students haddstlmi
or more papers for multiple categories. In these cases, Panel submiss@kept@nd non-
Panel submissions dropped. To some extent, the collectors of papers learned oveatorte t
certain problems, and the collection process became more effective.

Samplesize

The total number of students represented in the final data set was 541; the totalofumber
papers collected was approximately 1,100.

The original design for the study was to collect across four years 400 Ratezitst
papers, one paper per year for the 100 Panel students. Due to the difficultiectmgqiiepers
described above, the final sample of Panel papers differed considerabipé&onginal design.
In the final sample, variation occurred in the number of papers of each type. Fpieexhe
final sample contained nineteen Panel papers for all five years (high dotoagh college), 22



Panel papers for all four college years, 44 Panel papers for either thoee colfege years, and
52 Panel papers for three or four years with the high school essay included. Amongitile pos
paired comparisons of Panel students by year, 51 Panel students submityedffiastd senior
year papers, the largest set of pairs for Panel students.

The limitations in the number of Panel papers were offset somewhat by palerted
from non-Panel students and especially by the collection of papers from paerofor the
same student, Panel and non-Panel combined. In the end, it was possible to make same-stude
paired comparisons between freshmen to senior papers for 67 students; sophomore to senior
papers for 90 students; junior to senior papers for 54 students; freshmen to junior pajiers fo
students, and sophomore to junior papers for 58 students. The same-student paired comparisons
increased the sample size and the statistical power of the study’s findings

A-rhetorical assessment

The a-rhetorical nature of the assessment process was a limitatvetl as a strength of
the writing study. The evaluators sometimes felt that it was moreutiffo evaluate a paper not
knowing its rhetorical context; this factor became more crucial with tpgel papers that
involved more discipline-specific knowledge, analysis, and sources. The eahgddo
assume that the writer had followed the assignment, fully answered thegueséd
appropriate sources, etc. On the whole, the evaluators did not evaluate writrwuasea
instructor could and would.

Rubric limitations

Evaluation rubrics need to be sufficiently general to be useful for wide-rasigidigs,
but their usefulness decreases as student writers compose more spesahysd At upper
levels, students are not necessarily writing for a general audience intaamire form.
Standards become increasingly more discipline-based, and general egadess able to judge
upper level assignments, e.g., judge the difference between a score of 5 ardéGaor a
rubric item. When evaluating upper level papers, the need for greater knowletigapminary
conventions, of what counts as best evidence, and for a greater understanding of gaper topi
becomes far more important. Generalist evaluators maybe too forgiving, or tooditegnar
look for qualities not central to the assignment. The evaluators expressed coatctreirt
effectiveness as readers sometimes was compromised when readingwggagers outside
their field of study. Especially as they evaluated progressively more@etv@apers, the
evaluators became more aware of their dependence upon their professionas iastrtbeir
intuitive sense of the logic and coherence of good writing.

This difficulty in scoring higher-level papers may account for the lactatistically
significant difference between junior and senior year papers. The typapeast collected and
evaluated for senior year, mostly short papers rather than senior thagedsonhave affected
this finding. Seniors may not put their best effort into shorter assignments.



A related concern was how accurately the rubric measured student improoserent
time. There is the danger of over-simplification when trying to use a istalg to measure the
complex conceptual task of learning to write well. Related to this is the combether the
rubric could account for students’ efforts to meet more complex challentgesyasdvance
through levels of study. Could an individual student’s scores over time chamgeiie, in
fact, the student is achieving gains as a writer? As with the a-rhétwatose of the evaluation,
the bar for demonstration of writing excellence was set high, which may iyapeessed finding
some actual improvement in student writing.

Despite these real concerns about the elasticity of the rubric, the evalegiressed
confidence that that they were able to make reliable and valid judgmentssal@rit writing
across time. They found that the rubric allowed for the evaluation of the studelitiysbaitin to
compose correct, clear text and to meet the challenges of higher-legahassis. The earlier
items on the rubric measured the surface features of writing, while &ates iheasured
intellectual reach and maturity.

The rubric should have a NA (“not applicable”) option for each of the items. The rubric
reflects assumptions about ‘typical’ papers that sometimes do not apply éengibit “Author
used evidence effectively,” is not applicable to papers with no references tte@asrces).

Findings of the study

See separate report for a summary of findings.
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2. Summary Results of the Writing Study
(Danid F. Chambliss)

1. Ouroverall conclusion is that Hamilton students do, indeed, improve in their
writing from high school through college until their senior year. The improveraentssto be
greatest in the move from high school to college, but there are demonstrable ments/each
year thereafter at least until the junior year, although the size of impeowdon any individual
year is not great. Within the college years the improvement is “softetsoes producing
results that are not statistically significant for any particygaar. From the junior to the senior
year, we found no improvement.

These findings hold true across the entire range of measured items in ourinberic (
different factors), although the gains were greater in some areas thher ofhe major gains
seem to come early in the college career. We made comparisons in varioulsotlays
longitudinal and cross-sectional, among various samples and configurations of oandata,
every case we found improvement, although in some cases change was noabyatist
significant.

In general, our conclusion, then, is that students exhibit noticeable improvements in
writing from high school to college and over the course of their college careggitisemay not
be huge, but they are clearly detectable even by outside “blind” readers who do not kmow wha
they are reading, nor the purpose for which the paper was written.

In effect,very roughly speaking, an educated outsider could be handed five papers by the
same student, one paper from each of the past five years; and the readaygicalty) sort the
papers into the correct sequence, except for the junior versus senior papers.

2. Our findings are based on sevaeliffierent analyses of the data: (a) Longitudinal
comparisons using only random-sample panelists who submitted papers for alafive ye
(including high school) of the study. There were only 18 such people. (b) Pair-wise
comparisons for any individual who submitted papers in more than one year — such comparisons
are therefore also longitudinal, comparing an individual with herself. These usomsaake
advantage of the fact that we have such papers both from panel members and frgtadghés
whose papers were submittedmasse by professors teaching certain courses. The pair-wise
comparison analyses were made possible by our long-term strategy wigcagadrchive of over
1,000 student papers in the course of our study. (c) Cross-sectional analyses canpapsg
(for instance, seniors and first years) of papers written during the sahenaic year, that is,
different individuals being compared in class-year groups; these anakysedone in the
study’s first year, when longitudinal data were not yet available.

3. Oursampling assumptions in this study were fairly conservative. First, we started
with a random sample (the panel), and made an effort to collect papers frontildestss
individually solicited, in each of four years. Our collection methods improved oveotinge of



the study; by the fourth year, we were getting papers from a faityd@gcentage (78%) of the
panelists remaining at Hamilton. Second, in the early years of the stuely,collecting high
school papers for the entire Class of 2005 and many first year papers féashatscwell, we
leaned in the direction of getting the best possible papers: (a) The high schoeweger
submitted with college applications, and so presumably were the best papardehésdtad.
(b) Many of the first year papers came from English 110 and English 150 classdsare
significantly focused on good writing, and in which the students’ papers can reasomably
expected to be fairly carefully done. In later years of the study, many papiees came from
any class with high proportions of students in the Class of 2005, so that writing qughtybe
less of a focus for the students. This approach, which we took quite deliberatedgtatdished
to “make it difficult” for students to demonstrate improvement in their writing the2course of
a career, at least for non-panel papers. Finally, in our data, some resulsisireadly
significant and some are not, but even when improvements are not statistgraflgast they
quite consistently fall in the direction of improvement. The only exception to thissdedbe
the “junior to senior year” findings, in which there is no improvement.

4, Based on comments from the writing evaluatorsyubec may become less
reliable, in the technical sense of that word, with more advanced students. d&sgaluat
commented that in highly specialized areas (papers done probably by more aduate@d)s
the rubric, designed to evaluate general writing skills, became hargglyo there were more
ambiguities in evaluation for such papers. This could have blurred differencezbehe
junior and senior year, but we have no way of knowing.

5. Future analyses: Now that the five-year longitudinal evaluation of students’
writing has been completed, we would like to correlate these data with otherah@wrmbout
these students. For instance, we conducted interviews with most panel studentsoirtimeast
years at Hamilton, often asking them about writing: how it was taught, whdethéey had
learned, and so on. We can now integrate that database with the database of thie objecti
writing study, and discover how self-report relates to objective progvéescan also link these
data to student transcript information, GPA, writing intensive courses takkthealike. So far
as we know, no such data — longitudinal, combining objective with subjective analysis, and
drawn on a large sample — have previously been available at a college such gmnHamil
Lessons from the analysis of such data could be exceptionally valuable.
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3. Scoring Rubric
Hamilton College

Below are nine statements that describe characteristics of effectiirg.
A score of 1 indicates that a pagempletely fails to meet the criterion.
A score of 7 indicates that a papempletely meets the criterion of evaluation.

Please evaluate the paper according to these criteria.

1. Writer edited to correct misspellings and other obvious mechanical errors.
(spelling, capitals, apostrophes, mechanics of documentation, punctuation tibgapta)

2. Writer followed standard conventions of grammar and usage.

(grammatical rules, general punctuation, possessives, tense, danglifignsatbrrect word choice,
e.g., affect/effect, ...)

3. Writer omitted needless words and chose words wisely.
(concise expression, correct use of idioms, effective diction, appedpriainstructed sentences,
including appropriate integration of quotations,...)
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5. Writer used evidence effectively.

(appropriate evidence, sufficient evidence, clear identioatf sources, responsible attribution of
sources, evidence analyzed, evidence and claims logically related, soendhldagjple points of view
considered if appropriate, ...)

7. Writer_developed an interesting theme or argument.

8. Writer demonstrated complexity of intellectual reach.
(critical thinking, insight, originality, ambitiousness, ...)

(Suggestion: add NA to scale.)

12



