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After the Roard of Regents
adopted the recommendation to field-
test the ACT Writing Sample as one
measure for proficiency admissions to
the Montana University System, the
Steering Commiitee made several design
decisions. The type of writing (o be
tested, the wriling prompts, and the scor-
ing rubric have been selected tor the
first administration of the field test in
April 2001 Nane of those choices were
taken lightly and all of themn could be
subject to adjustments for the second
field test. I'he tollowing explains each
of those decisions.

Why does the test sample persuasive
writing?

In fact, most college writing is
persuasive and virtually all upper
division and graduate-level university
writing is persuasive. In literature, the
social sciences, history, philosophy, and
hard sciences, academic writers take a
position about the meaning or signifi-
cance of a subject and then defend that
position by providing credible evidence.
College instructors are constantly saying
to their students, "What's your claim?
What evidence do you have to support
that claim?" According to our experts,
the universities engage in little exposi-
tory writing. However, even if exposi-
tory exercises constituted the more Lypi-
cal form in college settings, one can still
argue for persuasion’s content validity.
Persuasion and exposition are not mutu-
ally exclusive forms. Doesn’t all per-
suasion rely on strong exposition, and
isn't the best exposition at some level
deeply persuasive? Doesn’t each mode
rely on similar writing proficiencies?

If the ability to persuade were
the only consideration, we would be us-
ing what 1¢ termed “Primary Trait Scor-
ing." However, we are using the mode
of persuasion as a vehicle to prompt a

1SSUES Newsletter 2
FEBRUARY 2001

Questions and Answers About Test Design

piece of writing that allows us to measure compe-
tencies common to both expository and persua-
sive modes: organization, development, fluency,
and language conventions. Those four areas of
competency can be taught and demonstrated
through narrative, descriptive, expository, or per-
suasive expression.

One reason the committee selected per-
suasion was that students may be able to demon-
strate their proficiencies better in the persuasive
mode. Given the limited time to respond. the per-
suasive prompt truly “prompts,” leading the
writer easily, perhaps even too zasily, to the de-
velopment and organization of ideas that are such
big challenges to the person trying to demonstrate
writing proficiencies in 50 minutes. Because ex-
position tends to have a fuzzier purpose and a
broader array of organizational and developmen-
tal choices, our tear was that the writer would
lose too much time fiddling with the choices, the
possibilities, and the experimentation peculiar to
exposition. The writer will be more directed with
persuasion. We were satisfied with the ways per-
suasion lends itself to a variety of authentic con-
texts that are equally accessible to a wide range of
Montana students. Having to take a stand on a
position 1o a person authorized to act provides a
real purpose that crosses experiences sometimes
divided by culture, gender, geography, and demo-
graphics.

Why does the prompt ask for letter format?

After the pretense of the prompt, the re-
sponse is in fact not a letter, but a persuasive es-
say. However, the letter format helps students
focus on audience, and therefore, gives them a
jump start on their writing. For those with a well-
established writing assessment program, the letter
format might seem like a digression at the upper
levels, You may be expecting something of an
"AP" nature, credit challenge with critical read-
ing/thinking rather than a measure of basic profi-
ciency. However, since we are offering this op-
portunity to all juniors, we believe that the letter
format will make the writing accessible to a wider
audience. Development, style, fluency, and lan-
guage usage can be assessed from a challenging
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i the rubric of choice

! for external

| assessment.

"letter" prompt as well as an essay. We might
find that we will need to clarify the elements of
the rubric as we proceed and likewise modify the
prompts. This revision cycle is a part of the de-
velopment of a useful, efficient assessment.

Why will the test use holistic scoring?

I he holistic rubric was chosen to match
the purpose of this assessment and in considera-
tion of time constraints. Holistic and analvtic ru-
brics serve different purposes. Holistic rubrics
are used in large-scale assessments; analytic ru-
brics are used to grade papers and give students
specific feedback on the strengths and weak-
nesses of particular pieces of writing. The pur-
pose of the scorer in the present circumstance is
to establish for the Montana University System
that the student has the writing proficiency neces-
sary to engage in college-level academic experi-
ences. A secondary purpose is to give schools
and students feedback about how they are doing
with respect 1o writing. Although Six Traits may
be the rubric of choice for instructional purposes,
holistic scoring is the rubric of choice for external
assessment (e.g., AP exams, writing placement
exams at most Montana colleges. junior gating
exams, etc.).

In addition, holistic ratings allow more
rapid scoring. During this phase of the pilot, we
will be scoring approximately S 600 writing sam-
ples. Holistic scoring takes perhaps half the time
required for diagnostic scoring. During the field
test, most schoals are testing all of their juniors
and some seniors. Once (if) the test is instituted,
only those students applving to a four-year unit of
the Montana University System will take the test.
By that time, we will have more trained scorers
and they will not be limited to one day of scoring.

The holistic rubric we developed is
hased on an analytic rubric, condensed into a nar-
rative form. We also have the same features in an
analytic rubric for use by teachers in their school
settings. In fact, we hope to provide scores on the
analytical scale for the lowest-rated papers. This
ean provide a vehicle for local follow-up scoring
of the other papers on an analvtical scale. Allow-
ing teachers involved in the scoring to see the
possibilities of scoring and the ditferent purposes
of holistic versus analytical scales may initiate
further staff development of teachers. Many dis-
tricts do not have a writing assessment system.
Their experience with this process might encour-
age more to obtain Six Traits training or similar
professional development.

We are simply Inoking for a level of pro-
ficiency that ensures students can produce the
kind of writing required in many college courses.
Diagnostic feedback, though helpful, may not be
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feasible given our time and budget constraints

and may be more helpful if provided by the
school district. In fact. we're encouraging school
districts to re-score the writing samples using
their own rubrics at this stage of the pilot. That
data can help us determine whether the holistic
rubric can provide an accurate assessment of pro-
ficiency.

Will this test impact the K-12 curriculum?

Although Montana’s Content Standards
in Writing for K-12 education require that stu-

dents learn to write for many audiences. styles,
and purposes. this test was never intended to as-
sess the entire K-12 writing curriculum. [igher
education represents one of those audiences and
admissions (or an application) represents one of
those purposes. College freshmen, job applicants,
the general public, and students doing upper-
division college work need the ability to write
persuasively.

While we want students to be ready for
this writing assessment, one external prompt will
not transform a district’s writing program. How-
ever, the dialogue surrounding and development
of this assessment will help teachers better pre-
pare prospective university students. If this im-
pacts the K-12 curriculum in schools where many
students do not score well by increasing the num-
ber of persuasive writing assignments, then fewer
students will struggle as freshmen in college.
Hopefully. this experience will open the dialogue
among teachers and administrators, making writ-
ing instruction a topic of concern to evervone.

What will happen if these prompts appear not
to be valid and the rubric is not useful?

This is a field test. The main reason the
committee chose ACT was their willingness to
work with us in a field-test design. Many of the
committee’s decisions were made because we
wish to begin with ACT’s established reliability
and validity. That doesn’t mean that we won’t
find at the end of this year or next that we have ta
make some modifications. Perhaps they will be
big ones - like moving from holistic to six-trait
scoring or adding an appeal mechanism that is
totally different. Maybe they will be little ones —
like changing the letter format. But in order for
us, and all those involved at the school level, to
make good decisions, we need to look at the re-
sults, both empirical and anecdotal, with an open
mind. That’s why we encourage college and K-
12 participation and dialogue through the Writing
Proficiency Website: www.montana.edu/mus/
Writing%20Proficiencv/index.htm.







