RESEARCH ON INTERACTION BETWEEN
WRITERS AND READERS IN LARGE SCALE
WRITING ASSESSMENT

Speakers: Leo Rigsby, Temple University
Francis Sullivan, Temple University

Introducer/Recorder: Carter Daniel, Rutgers Graduate
School of Management, N.J,

The two studies described in this session deal with the
questions "How does students' writing change over time?"
and "How can writers establish coherence for their readers?"
Leo Rigsby of Temple's Sociology Department spoke first,
For his study, he analyzed writing samples from three points
in the undergraduate careers of 382 students: a placement
essay written before the beginning of the first year, an essay
written as part of the final exam in Freshman Composition,
and a sophomore level proficiency exam. Graders were
carefully trained to score essays, and training occurred in
several sessions over a period of a week to establish criteria
for marking errors and to ensure uniformity in evaluation.

Any study of this kind, Rigsby noted, is beset by great
difficulties. In his, for example, only 92 of the original 382
students actually completed all three writing tasks, thus
reducing the sample size and opening the possibility of bias
in the results. Moreover, although the first and third writing
samples were controlled by a writing program administrator
and thus were homogeneous, the second was controlled by
course instructors and was much more heterogeneous. The
three writing tasks were, therefore, not fully comparable.
Finally, because evaluative criteria had to be subjective in
the extreme--for example, whether the thesis was developed
by appropriate logical methods, whether needed definitions
were omitted, whether unnecessarily blunt or indirect
statements were made--the opportunity for inconsistency in
evaluation was always present, especially because the same
readers were not available to read all three sets of essays.

Rigsby's analysis showed some evidence that fewer errors
appeared in the proficiency essays than in the placement
essays, suggesting that writing improves over time. To
avoid the potential bias caused by the fact that writers
become more "selected” over time (those who wrote the
second and third samples had already survived in the
university for a year or more), he looked at the fixed set of
students (i.e., those who took part in both the first and the
last writing tasks). Comparison of writing for these
students revealed that error rates did not decrease but instead
actually increased slightly. When these results were
examined separately for men and women, they showed a
reversal in gender differences over time. Whereas women
made fewer errors than men on the placement essays, men
actually made fewer errors on the proficiency exams. In
interpreting the results, Rigsby noted that the pattern of
increased error rates is consistent with other researchers'
observations that old errors reappear in students' writing as
the writing tasks become more difficult. As for the differing
error rates in men's and women's writing, he speculated that
these patterns of change reflect persisting differences between
men and women in socialization patterns and socially
constructed goals for which education may be more or less
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relevant. The pattern is also consistent with conclusions
from previous research that women exhibit less change in
response to many kinds of educational tasks than men do,
because of women's greater tendency to do as well as
possible on educational tasks from the beginning.

Frank Sullivan, of the English Language Enrichment
Center at Temple, then discussed his study of the ways in
which readers respond to writers' attempts to establish
coherence in their placement-test essays. Sullivan found
three statistically significant patterns of interactions between
writers and readers: first, readers evaluated positively the
essays of writers who "over-identified" information by
including details they had reason to think were redundant for
readers. Sometimes this happened because the writers had to
identify information for two sets of readers with different
amounts of knowledge about the topic--the readers named in
the topic question and those who actually read the essays.
For instance, reference to "the School Board of Emmaus
High School" would be clear to the fictitious readers in the
assignment but not for the people actually reading the
students’ papers. In other cases, over-identification seemed
to function as a way for readers to establish writers'
identities as students who know things. For example,
although a reference to "Oedipus Rex" or "the Russian
Revolution" would suffice to identify what the writer meant,
readers responded more positively to "Sophocles' 'Oedipus
Rex" or "the Russian Revolution of 1917." Sullivan also
found that readers reacted positively to writing which
contained references to things that could have been more
substantively and concisely identified, such as "anything to
do with books that contain foul language,” "some sort of
program,” or "a book report following questions written up
by the school." This kind of representation seemed to
function as a way for readers to identify with writers who
could act as if they had something to write about, even when
they didn't.
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Rigsby and Sullivan, continued from page 18

Finally, Sullivan found that readers reacted negatively to
uses of "I" and "you," especially in such phrases as "I
belicve that you." This interaction occurred only on
borderline essays, those in which a change in score would
result in a change in placement. What, from the writers’'
viewpoint, may have represented an overt establishment of
sincerity and equality, from the readers’ standpoint seems to
have been interpreted as an unnecessary redundancy.
Sullivan concluded that in this situation readers use
linguistic forms both to interpret a text's message and to
construct an identity for the writer, an identity that then
serves as the basis for evaluating coherence and choosing the
appropriate writing course for the student.



