
Writing has been the main instructional development focus at Cove Creek School since there has been a drop in writing scores not only within Watauga County but also across the state of North Carolina.  No one can account for the reason in the score drop.  Some educators argue that maybe the test scores dropped because North Carolina switched from using a holistic scoring model to using and analytic scoring model, others would argue that the writing prompts were not developmentally appropriate, still others would argue that the students and teachers simply didn’t perform well.  Due to the fluctuation the of writing assessment and accountability standards in North Carolina over the past three years, there has been a push within Watauga County to develop extensive writing plans to address the analytic scoring model.  With direction from our principal, teachers at Cove Creek School have begun developing a writing plan.  Dr. Sherrill, the principal, appointed three teacher leaders and facilitators to lead the faculty in the writing plan development.  He selected a K-2 representative, 3-5 representatives, and a 6-8 representative.  I served as the 3-5 area representative.  The K-2 representative, 6-8 representative, and I have been working together to help facilitate the implementation of writing strategies into our school-wide writing plan that will help improve future student writing test scores and develop consistency in writing instruction school-wide.  One strategy that I would like to focus on developing with the teachers is an understanding of performance assessment and rubric development. 

  
Again this year the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction decided not to include writing scores in the calculations to determine which schools and teachers would receive ABC bonus money for the 2001-2002 school year.  Typically, in years past, writing scores were computed with math and reading scores to determine a school’s performance and showed which students performed at or above grade level.  Since 2002, the writing scores have continued not to be included in the school performance formula.  This school year (2004-2005) was supposed to be the projected year where writing scores would be included in school performance percentages.  However, in their February meeting, less than a month from the state writing test, the State Board of Education voted not to include writing scores for this school year in school accountability performance percentages to determine ABC bonuses.  

Since the last time that writing scores have been calculated into the North Carolina ABC standards the way the test is evaluated has changed. Most recently, assessment scoring has changed on the North Carolina Writing Assessment.  In 2003-2004 North Carolina implemented an analytical scoring model.  Now it is possible for a paper to receive scores ranged from 4-20.  Those scores are then placed into Levels I, II, III, and IV.  Level I (well-below standard) 4-7 points, Level II (slightly below standard) 8-11 points, Level III (at standard) 12-16 points, and Level IV (well above standard) 17-20 points.  This newly adopted analytical model has two components, a 1-4 score scale for content and a 0-2 score scale for conventions.  Two assessors determine a score for each component then the two content scores are added together and multiplied by two. The two conventions scores are added together and multiplied by one.  Finally, the conventions score and the content scores are added together to determine the total writing assessment score.  (Previously, North Carolina had a holistic scoring model.  Still there were two assessors, however the respective paper was given a 1-4 for content and a +/- for conventions.  Grammar did not have as much of an impact on the score of the paper under the holistic scoring model).

  Because of the recent changes and concerns about the writing assessment in North Carolina, some school systems and schools are scrambling to create and implement either a countywide or school-wide writing plan.  Some view not including writing scores this year as an extended opportunity to prepare for when writing scores 

are again included.  Still others believe that teachers’ approaches to writing instruction should change to address the issues of the new analytic scoring system.

II. Performance Assessment


In order to address the new assessment-scoring model, I feel that it is crucial for teachers to begin to create and use rubrics within their classroom to help students improve their performance.  Before understanding all the ins and outs of using rubrics in a classroom, teachers must understand performance assessment.  I would explain to the teachers that performance assessment is a type of evaluation where students demonstrate a specific task and form a unique response that shows the depth and breadth of their knowledge.  “Authentic (performance) assessments present the student with the full array of tasks that mirror the priorities and challenges found in the best instructional activities: conducting research; writing, revising and discussing papers; providing engaging oral analysis of a recent political event” (Wiggins, 1990). completing projects.  Students are required to use higher order thinking skills and perform with the knowledge they have acquired through instruction as opposed to simply recalling items and reinserting the answers when assessed.

III.  How Can Performance Assessment Be Measured?


Rubrics are the tool by which performance assessments can be measured.  Scoring rubrics help judge the quality of the performance product.  “Judgments concerning the quality of a given writing sample way depending upon the criteria established by the individual evaluator.  One evaluator may heavily weigh the evaluation process upon linguistic structure, while another evaluator may be more interested in the persuasiveness of the argument” (Moskal, 2000). Often grading performance assessments can be a very subjective process because one assessor may place more emphasis on a single part of the assessment.  However, when rubrics are designed properly they help to eliminate the subjectivity and the evaluation becomes more objective.


Teachers should craft a rubric to evaluate the performance assessment before the students are actually assessed.  The purpose in this sequence is to develop the best performance assessment possible by initially becoming intimately familiar with the goals and objectives or learning targets to be measured.  The deep knowledge and understanding of what the students should be getting out of instruction, creates a deeper learning experience because instruction is better planned and thought through to match the learning targets.  Next, after teachers decide on their learning targets then create a plan of instruction, the teacher may assign a performance activity for which they should clearly establish the purpose of the activity.  

Scoring rubrics should then be given to and discussed with students so they are clear on what the expectations are for the specific task so students understand the evaluative criteria by which their performance will be assessed.  Effective scoring rubrics should include: “evaluative criteria in determining the quality of a student’s response; descriptions of qualitative differences for the evaluative criteria, and whether holistic or analytic scoring model will be used.” (Popham p.183)   By creating rubrics with these three features performance expectations are clearly established with the goal of improving students performance and teacher evaluation.  “A move toward more authentic tasks and outcomes thus improves teaching and learning: students have greater clarity about their obligations (and are asked to master more engaging tasks), and teachers can come to believe that assessment results are both meaningful and useful in improving instruction.” (Wiggins, 1990). 

IV. Types of Rubrics


Three main types of rubrics exist, task-specific rubrics, hypergeneral rubrics, and a skill-focused rubric.  Task specific rubrics are those that have task specific evaluative criteria.  These types of rubrics are not the best way to assess student performance because task-specific rubrics place more emphasis on the task as compared to the skill. In addition, task-specific rubrics do not benefit teachers in improving instruction either because what is measured is at a particular task as opposed to “student’s abilities to generalize the skills they acquire.”  

Hypergeneral rubrics are those that are on the opposite end of the spectrum from that of task-specific rubrics.  Hypergeneral rubrics are those that have very broad evaluative criteria.  These rubrics do not clearly state teacher’s expectations for student performance nor can they effectively be used to improve instructional planning.  “Such rubrics do not give the teacher meaningfully clarified descriptions of the criteria that are to be used in evaluating the quality of students’ performances.” (Popham p.270).  


Skill-focused rubrics are those that can be found on the continuum between general and task specific rubrics. Skill-focused rubrics are not so specific they don’t measure an assimilation of skills and yet are not so vague that expectations are not clear. Teachers should try to reach the goal of developing skill-focused rubrics.  The evaluative criteria for skill-focused rubrics are skills that are instructionally worthy (depth and breadth), encourage assimilation of skills learned throughout an instructional unit, and make clear teacher expectations.  In addition, skill-focused rubrics provide better information so teachers can improve their instruction. 

V. Analytic vs. Holistic

Since the State of North Carolina has switched their assessment of writing scores from a holistic model to an analytic model, in my professional development workshop, I will address the differences between the two. The new grammar/conventions component in the analytic writing rubric has yet to be applied to determine ABC bonus money since 2002.  Due to these changes when teachers are creating rubrics to assess different modes of writing, teachers should be mindful to create a component in their writing rubrics to address the new value added to scoring based on grammar and conventions.     When writing scores are once again factored back into North Carolina’s accountability standards, hopefully teachers who have been exposed to analytic/holistic scoring rubric will be more prepared to address these changes with students in their classrooms when creating their own writing rubrics.

IV. Steps to Developing Rubrics

After teachers have been exposed to performance assessment and the tools needed to evaluate performance assessment, and they understand the different types of rubrics enabling them to have a better idea of what criteria makes a good rubric.  At this stage of the workshop I will give teachers “pointers” on how to construct a rubric.  

1. Teacher determines learning targets centered on the North Carolina                    Standard Course of Study.

2. Determine from work samples if possible, what criteria constitutes the best sore and what lack of evidence warrants a low score.  Identify components for success in accomplishing the task.  Characteristics of good and bad performance.

3. Design a rubric that is short and simple a good range of items varies from 4-15.  The written and verbal explanations of each criterion should be clear and developmentally appropriate.

4. Decide on how many levels of scoring.  Each rubric item should focus on a different skill. 

X. Conclusion

Teachers will then get the opportunity to work in groups to develop a rubric following the steps above.  Hopefully, through guided practice teachers will feel more comfortable in using performance assessment and scoring rubrics.  Once teachers can get over the nuts and bolts hurdle of developing rubrics, hopefully as a school we can measure the benefits in improved writing scores and most of all improved learning and instruction where expectations are clear.  I hope teachers will view the work that goes into rubric development as a pay off.  Being clear with students what you as the teacher expect from their learning products encourages students to think more deeply, creates a question and answer dialogue between students, teachers, and parents where everyone knows what learning outcomes are expected.

