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13 Best Practices in Writing Assessment ROBERT C. CALFEE and ROXANNE GREITZ MILLER



We begin this chapter with three snapshots to ground our discussion in the realities of practice. Each snapshot reflects several classroom experiences that we have shaped into an integrated portrait: Samuel had delivered his first show-and-tell report earlier in the morning. Now he sat beside Ms. Hancock as she reviewed the notes she had made at the time. Sam was small for his age and a bit shy, and talking in front of the entire class had been a challenge, but he had made it! His topic had been his new baby sister. After announcing that she had come home from the hospital, he was at a loss about what to say next. Ms. Hancock prompted him with a few questions. What kind of hair did she have? What kind of noises did she make? What did she do? Samuel had something to say about each of these matters. Ms. Hancock has written four sentences from Samuel's words: "Martha is my new sister. She is bald. She gurgles. She mostly sleeps." Samuel has completed his first academic project, which will appear in the upper lefthand section of the weekly parent newsletter. His parents show delight as reads his report to them, and it sets the stage for the upcoming parent-teacher conference. June has been a voracious reader since preschool and started a personal journal in second grade. As a fourth grader, she has already 265
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STRATEGIES FOR TEACHING AND written several brief papers, but now she faces a different ..,u,cu.u:;n!.!'f> : Her teacher, Mr. Buchers, has announced that the March ao:s~ 1 gn,.. ment will be a research paper. Students must first select a curre · · nt events topic for background reading. Both the reading and will be expository rather than personal narrative. Mr. Buchers is enrap~ured by history a~d s~ent time d~ring the fall and spring· ducmg _stude~ts to hist~ncal analysis. Now the class is going study history m the mak~~g! ~r. Buchers _explains that he is pushing the class; this ty~e of wntmg 1s generally mtroduced in fifth or sixth grade, but he thmks they are up to it, so he is giving them a head start. !he assignment will take 2 or 3 weeks to complete; they will work m small groups. Mr. Buchers reviews some basics: how to materials in the library and on the computer and how to take notes for the report. June is considering "Can a woman be President?" as her topic. Her parents have different positions; her father is inclined to support the idea, but her mother is less sure. June agrees with her father but knows that she must consider both sides of the issue. It will be a different kind of writing and reading for her. Tom and Chizuko have been good friends since they met in ninthgrade math. As they near the end of high school, the SAT writing test looms large on the horizon. They both enjoy math and "'"' ·.,. .... ,.,._, but are less comfortable with composition assignments and neither did espec~ally well _on the PSAT writing test. They n~w study together, usmg matenals from the College Board website as a guide: "Brainstorm, collect information, organize, do a rough draft, revise and refine, read more, and write more" (www.collegeboard.com). Great advice, but how should one use it during an on-dc~man~j timed test? Math seems simpler to them-analyze the problem, work out the answer, and that's it. Writing is so mushy, with never enough time to make sure that everything is exactly right. And no one seems to teach writing! English class is about novels and pl and their other teachers expect students already to know how write.



These snapshots capture the range of writing scenarios that studetlts. experience during their school years. By the end of elementary schoo students seldom write unless they have to and then only because it "counts." In high school, writing begins to count a lot, across the board and over the long run. The College Board advice about effective .. ,...;... i_,.,.,.. is certainly on target. Best practices should follow these guidelines, but too often neither students nor teachers can find the time. Standards ha to be met, content has to be covered, and the textbook has to be ished. Writing is included in the standards, but the responsibility for ac:,.. quiring skill rests largely on students' shoulders. In the element:anr grades, reading has priority; in many classes, as much as half the
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demic day is devoted to the basal reader. By thed middhl~ hschool ye_ar s, deal with more than 100 students every ay, w 1c means 1Itt1e teac h ers . . . . . portunity for mdividua~Izatlon o~ any s_ort. . . .. 0 p 0 r assignment in this chapter 1s to discuss best practices m wnt1ng uent a task that poses a twofold challenge for teachers-first, the assess m ' . .. d · k"ll · task of providing authentic opp~rtumt~es for stu ents to acq~tre s 1 m · · while covering an ever-mcreasmg array of other curnculum dewntmg f . second the overriding pressures to ensure that students per orm d mans, ' . n the standardized tests that have become the pnmary accountwe 11 o f . 1 ability index. As we complete this chapter, ew state testmg s_rstems re y .gnificant degree on performance tests for measunng student to anY Sl . d d d .. achievement. Multiple-choice tests dommate, an on- eman wntlng tests (including the SAT) generally contravene the counsel provided by the College Board. . We assume that we are writing for teachers who are wnters and u understand the importance of establishing both audience and t ha t Yo . . " purpose. We have framed our audience as " teachers w ho are wnters her than "writing teachers." Ideally, every teacher, across all grades rat . f" and subject matters, should incorporate writing as an mtegra1part o Instruction because writing reveals thinking (Miller & Calfee, 2004) and can serve as a critical source of information for both teacher and _student. Writing takes time and patience, which can be a challenge m a daily curriculum packed with objectives an? standard~. 'Ye assume t_hat our audience has some freedom, although It may be hm1ted, to dev1ate from the official schedule and the patience required to help students reflect on their learning. Our purpose is to survey assessment concepts and techniques su~ported by research and practical experience and to sugges~ ways to fit these ideas into the realities of policies that, although well mtended, often conflict with best practices. The advice from the College Board illustrates this point; it captures many facets of best practices, _b~t the real SAT assessment permits none of these elements. We have hm1ted space for presenting how-to details, but we will provide selected references to help apply the ideas. The chapter is organized around three topics. First, we describe the concept of embedded classroom writing assessments designed to inform instruction and provide evidence about learning. The bottom line here is the recommendation that writing tasks (instruction and assessment) be designed to support the learning of significant academic topics (Urquhart & Mciver, 2005). Next, we present several contrasts that emerge from this perspective: process versus product, formative versus summative evaluation, and assessment versus testing. Finally, we review a se_t of building blocks that is essential to all writing assessments, especially
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STRATEGIES FOR TEACHING AND



those that are classroom-based: the prompt, the procedures, and rubrics. As you have probably realized from the scenarios and the cussion thus far, our focus will be on composing more than rne:cntznt.r: 
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