Lee Odell

NEW QUESTIONS FOR EVALUATORS
OF WRITING

Over the past twenty years, we have learned a great
deal about ways to evaluate student writing reliably,
fairly, and efficiently. T However, there are three areas to
which we still pay far too little attention.

The first of these areas is the selection of topics for
students to write about. Most evaluators take some pains
to identify topics that students will find interesting and
challenging. But we give too little thought to this sort of
question: What are the conceptual demands of the topics
we assign? What kind of thinking do the topics require?
What strategies must writers employ to formulate their
ideas, feelings, or reactions concerning a given topic?
The importance of asking these questions becomes
especially clear when we consider a writing assessment
thatallows students to write in responsetoeitherofthese
assertions:

“Much of the instruction that goes on in
public school classrooms does not ade-
quately prepare students for college.”

“There should be a mandatory jail sentence
of atleastone yearforany person convicted
of possessing more than three ounces of
marijuana.”

These assertions (and the topics they raise) seem
similarin at least two respects. Both statements invite the
request to “agree or disagree with this statement.”
Moreover, either statement might provoke a strong
response from a writer. But the two topics differin at least
one important way. The first raises questions of fact. To
express agreement or disagreement, a student would
need to recall specific school experiences and determine
_ whether the information/skills/attitudes resulting from
those experiences are consistent with information/
skills/attitudes required in college classes. By contrast,
the word should in the second assertion raises not only
questions of fact but questions of principle, morality, and
legal precedent.

Classical rhetoric makes the distinction between
questions of fact, definition, and degree. And James
Moffett has made a strong argument that writing about
what might or should happen is quite a different matter
from writing about what has already happened. All of us
know of these distinctions but too frequently we fail to
consider them in assigning topics. Consequently we
undermine at least two of our purposes in evaluating
students’ writing. If students are doing substantially
different writing tasks, it seems unfair to rank order their
writing; we cannot say that one student's writing is more
or less skillful than another's unless students are writing
about topics that require similar skills. Further, we cannot
determine whether student writing is improving if the
demands of the topic we assign early in the term are
significantly different from the demands of a topic we
assign late in the term.

We cannot guarantee that all students will perceive a
given topic exactly as we do. But perhaps we can avoid
making students’ lives needlessly difficult if we try to
determine whether different topics make comparable
demands of students. To make such a determination, we
might follow several procedures. If we have made a
practice of allowing students to choose from among
. several topics, we might review papers from previous
years, asking: Do students consistently choose some -
topics and igriore others? Do students who-choose topic
X consistently receive higher grades than do students
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who choose topic Y? We might also compare and contrast
some of the most successful papers about two or more
different topics. Better yet, we ourselves mighttry to write
on each of these topics. But whether we examine
students’ writing or our own, we need to ask such
questions as these: Do different topics require writers to
draw upon different sources of information? Does one
topic require writers to be particularly conscious of their
own or someone else's assumptions? Does one topic
invite chronological thinking whereas another invites
analogical thought?

Asecondissue towhich evaluators are likely to pay too
little attention concerns audience and purpose. With
some exceptions, evaluators simply identify topics for
students to write about and ignore such guestions as
these: What rhetorical purpose are students to achieve in
their writing? What are the characteristics of the
audience they are to address? One response to the first
question is to claim that we have made purpose
reasonably clear when we ask students to “agree or
disagree” or to “explain your point of view and support it
with evidence.” But sometimes when we ask students to
"agree or disagree” with topics about which they feel very
strongly, they write expressive discourse rather than the
persuasive discourse which we may have hoped for. That
is, they may articulate their own views (perhaps using
emotional language and presenting only those facts that
support their point of view) while failing to enlist the
audience's sympathy, establish some common ground
with the reader, or anticipate the audience's objections to
what the writer is saying. My point, then, is that we need
either to give students explicit information about their
purpose or help them specify clearly their purpose in
writing. Both the writer and the evaluator need to know
whether the writer is trying to convey information, to
express his/her reactions or personal conclusions, or to
change the reader's thinking about a specific topic.

In addition to a clear sense of purpose, both the writer
and the evaluator must understand the characteristics of
the audience the writer is addressing. As was the case
with purpose, we have our reasons for not indicating the
characteristics of the audience students are addressing.
Students, we tell ourselves are writing academic
discourse and they should know that any reader of such
discourse has certain expectations. Or more specifically,
we may argue that students know they are writing for
English teachers and that they should accomodate the
expectations of that audience. In some respects, these
claims are entirely reasonable. An academic audience
will (or should) have certain expectations about the
conventions of standard written English. And most
academic audiences would accept the general principle
that student writing should reflect clear thinking. But
different academic audiences may vary widely in the
criteria by which they judge students’ writing. 2

This variation may also be true of a specific reader.
About some subjects, a reader may know a greatdeal and
may, therefore, not need or may even be irritated by
certain kinds of elaboration. For other subjects, about
which the reader knows very little, the reader may needa
great deal of background information and elaboration. A
similar variation mayalso appearinareadersbiasesona
given topic or the reader's attitude toward the writer.
Consequently, both writer and evaluator must have some
shared answers to these questions: How much does the
intended audience know about the subject at hand? What
sort of biases might the reader have? What is the reader's
attitude toward the writer?

One final matter that evaluators tend to overlook is
this: How do procedures for evaluating writing relate to
the ways writing is actually taught? Unless writing
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teachers emphasize the need to adapt writing to suit
one's audience and purpose, there is little reason to
believe students will benefit from an evaluator's attempt
to clarify audience and purpose. If students have
received instruction in only, say, writing persuasively to
an unsympathetic audience, there is little reason to
expect them to do well on a writing task that asks for
expressive writing intended for a familiar, sympathetic
audience. Unless we are careful to relate the evaluation
of writing to the teaching of writing, our evaluation may
tell us only that students are doing poorly with tasks on
which we have no reason to expect them to do well.
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