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A Practical Guide to Assessing English Language Learners

The field of writing assessment has developed considerably over the past 50
years. Teachers ask their students to write on a variety of topics and then assess
them on the message contained in the writing sample, the clarity and organiza-
tion of the message, and the mechanics (spelling, capitalization, and punctua-
tion} utilized (O'Malley & Valdez Pierce, 1996). This chapter explores the
practical issues that teachers face when evaluating the writing work of their
students.

Assessing writing skills is important because good writing ability is highly
sought by higher education institutions and employers. To this end, Ms. Wright
spends a lot of time ensuring that her writing assessment practices are valid
and reliable. She knows that any type of assessment should reflect the course
goals, so she starts the test development process by reviewing the course out-
comes and the specifications. Some of the things she does to ensure valid and

reliable writing assessment are:

¢ She avoids a "snapshot” approach of assessing writing ability
by giving students plenty of opportunities to practice a vari-
ety of writing skills.

e She practices multiple-measures writing assessment by using
tasks that focus both on product {midterm and final essays)
and process (writing portfolio).

e She gives frequent writing assessments because she knows
that assessment is more reliable when there are more sam-
ples to assess.

e She doesn't give students a choice of writing topic on impor-
tant exams like midterm and final because the marking will
be more difficult to standardize if she does.

e She avoids using a red pen to mark her students’ papers as
she feels it does more harm than good. When papers are
submitted electronically, she uses computerized marking
programs.

* Before marking begins, she identifies benchmark papers and
later shows them to students during instruction.

® She uses a well-established analytic marking scale at midterm
because several inexperienced teachers will be helping grade
papers.

® She makes sure that at least two teachers mark every writing
test.

Approaches to Writing Assessment

Two major approaches to writing assessment have been identified in the
literature—indirect and direct.

Indirect measures of writing assessment assess correct usage in sentence-level
constructions and assess spelling and punctuation via objective formats like
multiple choice and cloze tests. These measures are supposed to determine a
student’s knowledge of writing sub-skills such as grammar and sentence con-
struction, which are assumed to constitute components of writing ability. Indi-
rect writing assessment measures are more concerned with accuracy than
communication. In the past, tests such as TOEFL® used indirect writing assess-
ment where four sections of a sentence were underlined and marked as “A,"
"B,” "C," and "D." One of these contained an error, and students had to identify
the error.

Direct measures of writing assessment assess a student’s ability to communi-
cate through the written mode based on the actual production of written texts.
This type of writing assessment requires the student to produce the content;
find a way to organize the ideas; and use appropriate vocabulary, grammatical
conventions, and syntax. Direct writing assessment integrates all elements of

writing.

Considerations in Designing Writing
Assessment Tasks

According to Hyland (2003), the design of good writing assessment tests and
tasks involves four basic elements:

® Rubric: the instructions

® Prompt: the task

e Expected response. what the teacher intends students to do
with the task

® Post-task evaluation: assessing the effectiveness of the writing
task.

The first element of a good writing assessment is the rubric, the instructions
for carrying out the writing task. A rubric can also mean the set of criteria on
which a piece of work, such as a project, is evaluated, and it is used in this
sense in elementary education. Good writing instructions or rubrics should:

- 4 assessing Vriting [N
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Ewmmm_mwuﬂmﬁw to Assessing English Language Learners

Criteria of Good Writing Prompts
Each prompt you use in the assessment of writing should meet the fol-

lowing criteria:

¢ generate the desired type of writing, genre, or rhetorical
pattern

® get students involved in thinking and problem-solving

¢ be accessible, interesting, and challenging to students

® address topics that are meaningful, relevant, and motivating

¢ not require specialist background knowledge

® use appropriate signpost verbs

* be fair and provide equal opportunities for all students to
respond

® be clear, authentic, focused, and unambiguous

e specify an audience, a purpose, and a context

Source: Davidson, P., & Lloyd, D. [2005). Guidelines for developing a reading test. In D. Lloyd, P.
Davidson, & C. Coombe {Eds.), The fundamentals of language assessment: A practical guide for teachers
in the Gulf (pp. 53-63). Dubai: TESOL Arabia Publications.

Developing a good writing prompt requires that you use the appropriate
signpost term to match the rhetorical pattern you are using. Some of the most

common signpost terms are:

Describe:  give a detailed account

Discuss: argue a thesis, identifying pros and cons
Explain: state and interpret

Compare:  show similarities between two things
Contrast: show the differences between two things
Analyze: identify main points and evaluate them
Define: provide the definition and exemplify

Summarize: produce a concise account of the main ideas,
omitting details and examples

Outline: provide a summary of main points and
sub-headings

Evaluate: appraise the worth or value of something

A third essential element of good writing assessment is the expected
response, a description of what the teacher intends students to do with the writ-
ing task. Before communicating information on the expected response to stu-
dents, the teacher must have a clear picture of the type of response the
assessment task should generate.

L . 7 Zssessing Writing NG

Finally, whatever way you choose to assess writing, evaluate the effectivenes:
of your writing tasks/tests. According to Hyland (2003), good writing tasks are
likely to produce positive responses to the following questions:

¢ Did the prompt discriminate well among my students?

e Were the essays easy to read and evaluate?

e Were students able to write to their potential and show what
they knew?

Issues in Writing Assessment

Time Allocation

Teachers often ask how much time students should be given to complete writing
tasks. Although timing would depend on whether you are assessing process or
product, a good rule of thumb is provided by Jacobs, Zinkgraf, Wormuth,
Hartfiel, & Hughey, et al. (1981). In their research on the Michigan Composition
Test, they state that allowing 30 minutes is probably sufficient time for most stu-
dents to produce an adequate sample of writing (p. 19). With process-oriented
writing or portfolios, much more time should be allocated for assessment tasks.

Process versus Product

In recent years, there has been a shift toward the process of writing rather than
on the written product. Some writing tests assess the whole writing process,
from brainstorming activities to the final draft or finished product. In using this
process approach, students usually have to submit their work in a portfolio that
includes all draft material. A more traditional way to assess writing is through
a product approach. This is usually accomplished through a timed essay at the
middle and end-point of the semester. It is recommended that teachers use a
combination of the two approaches in their writing assessment, but the
approach ultimately depends on the course objectives.

Use of Technology

Technology has the potential to affect writing assessment. Students writing on
computers regularly use spell and grammar checker, a thesaurus, or online dic-
tionaries as tools. .

As writing assessment increasingly takes place electronically, access to
these tools becomes an issue. If students using computers have access to spell
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IEEI # Fractical Guide to Assessing English Language Learners

® Teach good writing strategies by providing students with
enough space for an outline, a draft, and the finished product.

® In ESL/EFL classrooms, be aware of cultural differences and
sensitivities. Avoid contentious issues that might offend or
disadvantage students.

Authentic Writing Assessment

Student-Teacher Conferences

Teachers can learn a lot about their students' writing habits through student-
teacher conferences, which can also provide important assessment opportuni-
ties. The questions teachers might ask during conferences include:

e How did you select this topic?

® What did you do to generate content for this writing?

® Before you started writing, did you make a plan or an outline?

¢ During the editing phase, what types of errors did you find in
your writing?

* What do you feel are your strengths in writing?

® What do you find difficult in writing?

* What would you like to improve about your writing?

Self-Assessment

Two self-assessment techniques can be used in writing assessment—dialogue
journals and learning logs. Dialogue journals require students to regularly make
entries addressed to the teacher on topics of their choice. The teacher writes
back, modeling appropriate language use but not correcting the students' lan-
guage. Dialogue journals can be in a paper/pencil or electronic format. Students
typically write in class for a five- to ten-minute period at the beginning or end
of the class. If you want to use dialogue journals in your classes, don‘t assess
students on language accuracy. Instead, Peyton and Reed (1990} recommend
that you assess students on areas like topic initiation, elaboration, variety, use
of different genres, expressions of interests and attitudes, and awareness about
the writing process. Learning logs document time students spend on various

writing activities.

“ — - . 4: Assessing “Writing H

Peer Assessment

Peer assessment, yet another assessment technique, involves the students in the
evaluation of writing. One advantage of peer assessment is that it eases the
marking burden on the teacher. Teachers do not need to mark every single
piece of student writing, but it is important that students receive regular feed-
back on what they produce. Students can use checklists, scoring rubrics, or sim-
ple questions for peer assessment. The major rationale for peer assessment is
that when students learn to evaluate the work of their peers, they are extending

their own learning opportunities.

Portfolio-Based Assessment

Portfolio-based assessment examines multiple pieces of writing produced over
time under different constraints rather than a single essay written in a specified
time period. For assessment purposes, a portfolio is a collection of student writ-
ing over time that shows the stages in the writing process a text has gone
through and thus the stages of the writers' growth. Portfolios reflect accom-
plishment relative to specific instructional goals or objectives. Portfolios can
showcase a student's best work or display a collection of both drafts and final
products to demonstrate progress and continued improvement.

Characteristics of a Portfolio

Several well-known testers have put forth lists of characteristics that exemplify
good portfolios. For instance, Paulson, Paulson, and Meyer (1991) believe that
portfolios must include student participation in four important areas: (1) the
selection of portfolio contents, {2) the guidelines for selection, {3) the criteria for
judging merit, and (4} evidence of student reflection.

By including reflection as part of the portfolio process, students are asked
to think about their needs, goals, weaknesses, and strengths in language learn-
ing. They are also asked to select their best work and explain why it was bene-
ficial to them. Learner reflection allows students to contribute their own
insights about their learning to the assessment process. Santos (1997) says it
best: “without reflection, the portfolio remains ‘a folder of all my papers.'”
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Figure 2. CEPA Writing Descriptors

[

—
.

Overall meaning of complex communication adequately conveyed

Main and subsidiary points are clear and well organized, but may contain minor
irrelevancies or inappropriacies.

A range of cohesive devices used, though not always accurately.

Generally accurate use of sentence structure, though range of complex sentences is
limited.

Vocabulary choice generally adequate, but may be inadequate to express a wide
range of ideas with precision.

Most of the time, appropriate choice of werds, idioms and register gives the text a
feeling of fluency.

Occasional errors in spelling may still occur,

Uses capital letters, periods, commas, apostrophes, parentheses, and bullets, with
only occasional unobtrusive arrors.

®

Qverall meaning of simple and more complex communication adequately conveyed,
though clarity will vary.

Organization of text contributes to overall clarity.

Range of cohesive devices is attempted.

Simple sentences are generally correct: some complex sentences may be used, but
not often accurately.

Errors in subject-verb agreement may still occur.

Viocabulary generally appropriate.

Appropriate choice of words, idioms and register accasionally gives glimpses of
fluency.

Spelling errors still intrude but do not impair meaning.

Uses capital letters, periods, commas, and apastrophes appropriately, with only
occasional errors.

Meaning clear in straightforward communications; where content is more complex,
meaning comes through only intermittently.

Simple cohesive devices used appropriately

Can construct simple sentences but errors in subject-verb agreement and word
order are frequent.

Appropriate choice of basic tenses.

Range of vocabulary becomes wider, but may be inappropriate.

Text is stilted.

Spelling errors intrude though words are mainly recognizable with effort.

Uses capital letters and periods almost without error: commas and apostrophes
missing or misused

Meaning only clear in short, simple communications: becomes unclear if content
becomes more complex.

Little or no evidence of cohesive devices.

Attempts simple sentences with some awareness of, but limited control of, basic
sentence structure and v.ord order.

‘Yocabulary limited to simplest personal or work-related topics.

Spelling of familiar words is generally accurate, but unfamiliar vwords may be
unrecognizable.

4: Assessing E:E

2 | = Can convey anly the simplest ideas.
* Begirs to produce a few short sentences and phrases independently, but with little

or no control of sentence structure.

Vocabulary limited to common words.

Can spell a few common words accurately.

¢ Some evidence of punctuation, but usually inaccurate.
Can copy sentences accurately.

Can write legibly.

Can convey information by positioning words correctly (e.g., name, title).
Essentially unable to make sentences or multi-word messages.

Can write words from memory in a limited range (e.g., name, address, job).

Can form letters accurately and independently, but confuses upper and lower case
except when copying.

Can copy words accurately but cannot spell words not given.

Text is so short that only evidence of letter formation or word copying can be
assessed.

0 | Any of the following
e No sample available.
* Whole text appears to be copied or memorized and bears no relation to the topic.

* lllegible.

Uses capital letters and periods most of the time.

Analytical Marking Scales

In analytic marking, “raters provide separate assessments for each of a number
of aspects of performance” (Hamp-Lyons, 1991). Scorers mark selected aspects
of a piece of writing and assign point values to quantifiable criteria. Analytic
marking scales are generally more effective with inexperienced teachers and
more reliable for scales with a larger point range.

A number of advantages have been identified with analytic marking. First,
unlike holistic marking scales, analytical writing scales provide teachers with a
“profile” of their students’ strengths and weaknesses in writing, which is very
useful for diagnostic feedback. Second, analytic marking is very reliable if done
with a population of inexperienced teachers who have had little training and
who grade under short time constraints (Heaton, 1990). Finally, training raters
is easier because the scales are explicit and detailed.

Just as there are advantages to analytic marking, educators point out a
number of disadvantages associated with it. Analytic marking is perceived to be
more time consuming because it requires teachers to rate various aspects of a
student’s essay. It also necessitates a set of specific criteria to be written and
scorers to be trained in frequent calibration sessions to ensure that inter-marker
differences are reduced to increase validity. Also, teachers tend to focus on spe-
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Ten Things to Remember about

Writing Assessment

-

10.

Give students multiple writing assessment opportunities.

Provide plenty of opportunities for students at all levels to practice the type of writing that
you expect them to do on the writing test. Often teachers avoid writing until exam time
because it is a lot of work to individually mark several drafts of the same essay.

Test a variety of writing skills and create tasks of varying lengths.

Take more than one sample of students’ writing. This reduces the variation in perform-
ance that might occur from task to task. It is widely believed that the performance on
one task is not representative of students’ overall writing ability, The more samples of
writing ability on the test, the more reliable the test.

Develop prompts that are appropriate for the students.

The prompts you select or develop should invite the desired type of writing. They should
be realistic and sensitive to the cultural background of the student. Choose subjects
within the realm of your students’ experience.

Evaluate all answers to one question before going on to the next.
This practice prevents a shifting of standards from one guestion to the next and helps
the rater mark more consistently.

Mark only what the student has written.
Don't be influenced by other factors in addition to the guality of the work, such as the
quality or legibility of the handwriting.

Have a systematic approach for dealing with marking discrepancies.
One such approach might be to take the average of the two raters for a small discrep-
ancy and utilize a third rater if there is a big discrepancy.

Get students involved.

Get students involved in developing and marking their writing tests. Have them suggest
prompts they'd like to write on and get them involved in peer assessment. Share what-
ever scoring criteria and rubrics you use with students. Transparency can help students
internalize the rubric so that it becomes a natural part of their editing process.

Provide students with diagnostic feedback.

Use writing assessment results to identify what students can and cannot do well and
provide this information to students. With analytic marking scales, you will have access
to a profile to give students feedback. With holistic marking scales, be sure to take notes
on students’ strengths and areas for improvement,

Practice blind or double blind marking.

Mark essays without looking at students’ names since the general impression we have of
our students is a potential form of bias. Some teachers mark on the basis of how well
they know the student and his or her abilities. It is not uncommon for a teacher to give
a higher score to a poorly written script of a good or above-average student by rational-
izing that "Juan is really a good student even though he didn’t show it on this essay.
Maybe he was tired or not feeling well.” This is known as the hala effect. Have students
put their names on the back of their papers or issue each student a candidate number
to prevent this practice.

Calibrate and recalibrate.

The best way to achieve inter-rater reliability is to practice. Start early in the academic year by
employing the marking criteria and scale in non-test situations. Make students aware from
the outset of the criteria and expectations for their work. Reliability can be increased by using
multiple marking, which reduces the scope for error that is inherent in a single score.

| = 4 Assessing Viing N

Extension Activity

Mr. Knott has been asked to contribute a writing prompt for the next midterm test.
The course objectives focused on description. Here is the prompt he developed. What
aspects of the prompt are good? What aspects of the prompt might prove problematic?

E3 MIDTERM EXAM
WRITING SECTION

VERSION C
Student Name: Teacher:
1.D. Number: Period/Class Time:
WRITING: DESCRIPTION 10 pts. total

Write a detailed description of the petral pump in the picture.

15 meters
display

1 meter +

.5 meters

0 meters -




