Writing to the Rubric

Lingering Effects of Traditional Standardized
Testing on Direct Writing Assessment

S SHE placed test materials, dic-
tionaries, and thesauruses strate-
gically on empty desks in prep-
aration for administering Penn-
sylvania’s state-mandated direct

By L.INDA MABRY

Performance assessment offers a way out of the factory and into writing assessment, a middle school teach-
. er awaiting her students said:
the classroom, the author points out. But to get there, we need fo
reconsider our mania for making test-based comparisons that See this box of laminated rubrics?
e R That’s the rubric the state uses to score
demand standardization. this test. I also score the writings of my

students in this class with it. Sometimes
I have students use it to score each oth-
er’s papers. They have to justify the scores
they give, so they are very familiar with
this rubric. They know what they have
to do today when they take the test.

But the test is not really a fair rep-
resentation of how well they can write.
They could do better if they had a choice
of topics and could do the sorts of things
we usualtly do. For instance, with these
papers over here, they picked a topic one
day in advance and could think about
it, Iook at some reference materials, take
some time planning and drafting, and
come up with a polished preduct. I was
very pleased with these papers.

I'm frustrated with the test. We've
done all of this preparation, and I've or-
ganized to the max so they can concen-
trate on their writing during the test time,
but my students will stifl score at only
about the state average. We're a rural
district, and we don’t have all the cur-
ricular options you find some places. T
have to teach literature and grammar as
well as writing, and I throw in spelling
— they’re not always going to have a
spell-checker handy. But my students
will be compared to some suburban stu-
dents who are in a writing-only curric-
ulum. When the scores are printed in
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the newspaper, people will think we’re
not doing a good job of teaching here.
It just doesn’t seem fair.!

The direct assessment of student achieve-
ment in writing — judging writing skill on
the basis of actual student writing instead
of multiple-choice test iterns — was sup-
posed to fit better with daily classroom ac-
tivities and objectives and was supposed
to provide a better basis for making valid
inferences about student learning. So what
has gone wrong when a state-mandated per-
formance assessment is threatening curric-
ulum, creating anxiety, and raising equity
concerns?

As part of the larger argument that tra-
ditional psychometric concepts and prac-
tices undermine new ideas and techniques
in assessment, I will argue that rubrics have
the power to undermine assessment. Scor-
ing rubrics are pivotal in operationalizing
large-scale and standards-based perform-
ance assessments in writing. Rubrics pro-
mote reliability in performance assessments
by standardizing scoring, but they also stan-
dardize writing. The standardization of a
skill that is fundamentally self-expressive
and individualistic obstructs its assessment.
And rubrics standardize the teaching of
writing, which jeopardizes the learning and
understanding of writing.

Operationalizing Standards
In Rubrics

Of the performance assessments in state
testing programs, direct writing assessment
is the most prevalent and longest-running.?
Currently, 38 states assess students’ writ-
ing skills through direct writing assess-
ments, and all 38 use a rubric to score stu-
dents’ performances.*

Rubrics. Frequently referred to as scor-
ing guides, assessment rubrics are rules
by which the quality of answers is deter-
mined. Each rubric is a “description of
student performance that clearly articu-
lates the requirements for each of the score
points.”* Rubrics are translations of visions
of desirable performance into specifica-
tions of exactly what is desirable. The use
of rubrics to score performance assessments
predates the current standards movement,
but rubrics are crucial in current implemen-
tations of academic standards.

Rubrics are artifacts of the psychomet-
ric tenet that good assessment begins with
careful thinking about what a test-taker
should know and how that knowledge should
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be appraised.® In standardized, norm-refer-
enced, multiple-choice testing, agreements
about what constitutes achievement are op-
erationalized in a table of specifications and
then in a test.* Similarly, in large-scale per-
formance assessment, agreements about
what constitutes achievement are opera-
tionalized in rubrics and in performance
items of various types. The strategy is pre-
dictive in that the performance of test-tak-
ers is anticipated, and it is preordinate in
that what will count as satisfactory per-
formance is determined before the test is
administered. This is an orderly, linear con-
ception of test development. But current
practice of standards-based assessment pre-
sents a contrastingly complicated scene with
a tangle of ideas about standards and ru-
brics.

Standards. A decade ago, the widely
admired standards of the National Coun-
cil of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM)
declared consensual notions about what
and how mathematics should be taught
and about which student understandings
and skills should be promoted in educa-
tional settings.” The success, utility, and
impact of the NCTM standards motivat-
ed educators in other subject areas to de-
velop their own content standards, often
in areas, such as history/social studies and
English/language arts, where there was less
consensus.? At the federal level, when re-
ceipt of Title I funding was made contin-
gent upon reporting of student achieve-
ment by performance standards, 35 states
were granted waivers in order to develop
state standards by September 1997.% Cur-
rently, every state save fowa has adopted
or is currently developing standards.”Like
rubrics, standards resonate with tradition-
al measurement because they involve ad-
vance thinking about what should be as-
sessed and how.

At the conceptual level, a distinction
is drawn between content standards, per-
formance standards, and delivery or op-
portunity-to-learn standards. Robert Linn"
has stated the general understanding of
these terms: Content standards articulate
the concepts and skills students should be
taught and should learn; they tell what to
assess. Performance standards describe
more explicitly and more concretely what
students should demonstrate in order to
show proficiency. Delivery standards, ar-
guably the most important in terms of eq-
uity,”? are the most problematic to imple-
ment;” they define the quality of education-
al opportunitics and resources that must

be provided to students. In the abstract,
the differences between these types of stan-
dards are clear.

Crippling ambiguities. At the 1997
meeting of the American Educational Re-
search Association (AERA), several na-
tionally prominent measurement experts
and others well informed about state-lev-
el assessment were asked: Is there a dif-
ference in practice between content and
performance standards? Or does specify-
ing performance levels for the purpose of
scoring in effect transform content stan-
dards into performance standards? At the
conceptual level, the definitions are clear.
But in an ongoing study of state-mandat-
ed performance assessment, when person-
nel in state education agencies were asked
whether their states had content or per-
formance standards, respondents frequent-
Iy answered that their states had content
standards but sent the researchers copies
of performance standards or rubrics." Some
state standards appeared to be amalgams,
statements of what it was hoped students
might learn (i.e., content standards) inter-
laced with statements of how well students
were expected to perform (i.e., perform-
ance standards). The experts uniformly con-
firmed that the distinctions had indeed be-
come blurred in practice.

An insignificant matter, perhaps. If we
have good assessment and are able to com-
municate with one another about it, what
we call our standards might be immaterial.
But close examination reveals that, among
important players in high-stakes contexts,
common measurement terms are not simi-
larly used and sometimes not understood.
Communication is obstructed to such an
extent that answers to the most basic ques-
tions on carefully constructed surveys fail
to elicit accurate information even on a
matter as straightforward as whether or
not a state has implemented performance
assessment. The shallowness of understand-
ing about assessment in some state edu-
cation agencies suggests an alarming de-
pendence on test development companics
and the need for response from the meas-
urement community.’

Confusions in direct writing assessment.
Using the term standard at two levels in-
vites confusion. Writing rubrics typically
specify both what students should know
and hAow well they should perform. Cri-
teria tell the what. The how well is vari-
ously called standards, performance levels,
or performance standards. Finer grained
than the more superordinate content stan-




dards or performance standards, the stan-
dards in rubrics are specific descriptions
of performance levels, stipulations of de-
tails expected in the performances of test-
takers, or categories into which test-takers’
performances are grouped. For example,
Vermont’s “Analytic Assessment Guide”
for writing portfolios lists its criteriaas 1)
purpose, 2) organization, 3) details, 4) voice/
tone, and 5) usage, mechanics, grammar.,
It lists its standards as 1) extensively, 2)
frequently, 3) sometimes, and 4) rarely.®
Kentucky’s “Holistic Scoring Guide” for
writing assessment lists its criteria as 1)
purpose/andience, 2) idea development/
support, 3) organization, 4) sentences, 5)
language, and 6) correctness. It lists its stan-
dards as 1) distinguished, 2) proficient, 3)
apprentice, and 4) novice."”

Often, a rubric is presented as a matrix
in which the criteria and the standards form
horizontal and vertical axes. For each cell
in the matrix, an anchoring description may
be provided and a student paper offered
as a benchmark to help scorers match per-
formance levels for each criterion with test-
takers’ writings. Some rubrics are present-
ed as check lists or perfermance levels
that have both criteria and standards em-
bedded.

The use of the term holistic to describe
some rubrics also suggests confusion. Ho-
listic evaluation prioritizes the total effect
of a piece of writing, the irreducibility of
the whole, in contrast to analytic evalua-
ticn, which highlights separate components
and might perhaps be followed by an eval-
uative synthesis of these constituent cle-
ments. In specifying the criteria by which
student performance will be judged, writ-
ing rubrics focus attention on those com-
ponents more than on the overall effect of
the writing.

Producing a single score appears to be
enough to satisfy rubric developers that a
score is holistic. But when the awarding
of an overall score is the result of aggre-
gating subscores on components, the sin-
gle final score is a product of analytic scor-
ing. Although it is possible to derive a ho-
listic score from a list of discrete criteria,
strategies that focus on criteria are funda-
mentally analytic in character because they
focus on components. Because rubrics to
assess writing prescribe the criteria by which
papers are o be judged, claims of their ho-
lism rarely sarvive analysis.

It is not semantic hairsplitting to dif-
ferentiate between holistic scoring and ana-
Iytic scoring. One implication of the fail-

ure to distinguish between the two is that
traditional large-scale achievement test-
ing has been so analytic for so long that
even a basic understanding of a holistic
approach appears to be missing. That ho-
listic scoring might be an improvement
over analytic scoring is apparent from two
observations regarding evaluative check
lists: first, the criteria on a check list must
predict every important feature of perform-
ance (although it is doubtful that the hun-
dreds of thousands of individual perform-
ances elicited by large-scale testing can
be adequately predicted); second, failure
to weight items appropriately on the check
list yields invalid judgments.”® When test
scores carry such high stakes as school
takeovers, the loss of jobs, and the denial
of diplomas and opportunities for higher
education, invalidity is intolerable.

Validity and Reliability
With Rubrics

Rubrics offer both explication and com-
plication. Rubrics tend to improve inter-
rater reliability, the likelihood that differ-
ent raters will award similar scores. But
the consistency is not achieved because
rubrics provide a vehicle for expressing
naturally occurring agreement.” Rather,
rubrics limit the scope of variability of
scores. That is, rubrics improve interrater
reliability partly by directing all scorers
to judge student writing according to the
same few criteria, a sameness that encour-
ages agreement in scores. And writing ru-
brics typically incorporate attenuated meas-
urement scales of three to six performance
levels, which offer a scorer few choices.
The fewer the choices, the fewer the pos-

sibilities for disagreement among scorers,
and the fewer but more serious the meas-
urement errors.” Agreement is further en-
hanced because scorers are trained to use
rubrics uniformly and are monitcred as
they do so, their continued employment
contingent on a record of awarding con-
sistent scores.

Although rubrics promote reliability,
they may simuitaneously undermine va-
lidity, the more important determinant of
the quality of an assessment. Writing ru-
brics can fail to predict the actual features
of a student’s writing, thereby creating a
mismatch between scoring criteria and ac-
tual performance. In cases in which the
overall effect of a student performance is
achieved by means not anticipated in the
scoring criteria, criterial analysis of the gual-
ity of writing will deflect a scorer’s atten-
tion away from the actual writing, and the
score will not support valid inferences about
the student’s achievement.

In fraditional measurement thinking,
reliability is supposed to suppott validi-
ty. Measurement textbooks uniformly
proclaim that reliability is necessary but
not sufficient for validity. But consistency
among scorers can reflect collective tun-
nel vision rather than informed consensus
about the quality of student writing. Forced
attention to features anticipated by a ru-
bric rather than to actual features of stu-
dent work can yield inappropriate or in-
accurate scores and lead to invalid infer-
ences regarding student achievement.

Domain appropriateness. Rubrics pre-
sent another potential threat to validity in
the assessment of writing. Prespecifica-
tion of scoring criteria is consistent with
traditional principles of test development

“Honey, e-mail Bobby and tell him dinner’s ready.”
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— the long-standing practices of articu-
lation of constructs, purposes, topics, for-
mats, and difficuity levels before test con-
struction — and with the traditional prac-
tice of standardizing across test-takers and
contexts. But complying with prespeci-
fied criteria and common standards works
against creative self-expression, which is
the essence of skiliful writing. Because
they restrict the flexibility scorers need in
order to identify and commend unique
strengths and skills, rubrics used for scor-
ing large-scale, standardized performance
assessments in writing not only undermine
validity but are fundamentally domain-
inappropriate, not sufficiently relevant to
and representative of the domain of writ-
ing*

Choice of criteria. Writing rubrics typ-
ically feature four to six criteria that give
priority to the mechanical, format, and or-
ganizational aspects of writing rather than
to the more substantial aspects such as
content, logic, compelling presentation,
vivid description, figurative use of lan-
guage, depth of character, or significance
of theme. It may be that low-level criteria
dominate writing rubrics because agreement
among scorers is more easily achieved with
regard to such matters as spelling and or-
ganization than to less tangible consider-
ations, such as whether the writing is per-
suasive or whether the metaphors deepen
areader’s understanding. At least one em-
pirical study has shown that attention to
form-dominated criteria on Texas writing
rubrics blocked attention to the substance
of writing when the state’s benchmark for
a perfect paper failed to address the spe-
cific topic stated in the writing prompt.”

Imposition of prompts. Rubrics are some-
times used to assess writings collected in
portfolios. In large-scale programs, how-
ever, direct writing assessment is more of-
ten “on demand.” That is, the assessment
provides students with a “prompt,” a top-
ic or question to which students are to re-
spond within an immediate testing period.
The Religious Right has chjected to prompts
eliciting a degree of student self-revelation.
Consequently, procedures for developing
prompts typically take great care to include
public input and to avoid any prompts that
might be construed to be invasions of stu-
dent privacy.”

Yet by avoiding topics involving stu-
dents’ values, perspectives, or accounts of
personal activities, some prompts have be-
come so spiritless and bland that it is dif-
ficult to imagine that students might be
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motivated to do their best writing in re-
sponse.® The imposition of both an ex-
ternal prompt and external criteria can in-
troduce a deadly distance between the writ-
er and the subject, denying a young writer
authority over the most basic aspects of
the writing task — what to write about and
how to make the writing good. This ruin-
ous combination raises a serious question
of validity: a student’s achievement can-
not be assessed if the task elicits a lack-
luster, indifferent response that does not
reflect the student’s achievement or no-
tions of quality.

Importance of reliability. In our increas-
ingly high-stakes testing environments, re-
liability is necessary to promote confidence
that test scores properly facilitate the dis-
tribution of privileges and resources. Re-
liability is alsc necessary to preempt liti-
gation regarding the property rights asso-
ciated with score-based decisions such as
the denial of high schoo!l diplomas.® Not
coincidentally, there is growing presump-
tion that good performance assessment
requires a rubric. So scoring rubrics have
become pivotal in operationalizing large-
scale and standards-based performance as-
sessments, typical in scoring not enly writ-
ing but all types of constructed-response
items.

Today’s complex environment for per-
formance assessment is freighted with
irony. Rubrics discourage attention to the
very student writings that direct writing
assessments elicit. And as agents of stan-
dardization, writing rubrics make direct
writing assessments more like the multi-
ple-choice tests they were meant to im-
prove upon, thus rendering “alternative”
assessment something of a misnomer.”®

The Monitor Becomes the Goal

In 1921 Edward Thorndike, who has
been called the father of educational meas-
urement, responded to criticism of newly
developed standardized tests:

It will be said that learning should
be for learning’s sake, that too much at-
tention is given already in this country
to marks, prizes, degrees and the like,
that students work too much for marks
rather than for real achievement. . . .
Students will work for marks and de-
grees if we have them. We can have
none, or we can have such as are worth
working for.”

Today, with educational accountabili-
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ty grounded in high-stakes assessment,
the prescience of Thorndike’s early crit-
ics is cvident: test scores have come to
dominate education. Not every student
(and not every educator) thinks the scores
are “worth working for,” but, threatened
with high stakes, few dare to act as if learn-
ing were more important than test scores.

In traditional measurement, testing is
routinely described as supporting cduca-
tion, monitoring student progress, inform-
ing teachers, and helping them plan cur-
riculum and instruction. The implication,
at least, is that a student’s test results should
facilitate recognition of his or her level of
achievement and should help target in-
struction. But standardized achievement
testing has proven not very diagnostic, not
very sensitive to individual attainment, not
very helpful in prescribing appropriate re-
mediation, and not very supportive of teach-
ing or learning. Instead, contemporary crit-
ics have condemned the tests for bias, dis-
tortion of curriculum, misalignment with
current learning theory and best practice
in pedagogy, misallocation of educational
resources, deprofessionalization of teach-
ers, demoralization of students, and en-
trenchment of social and political inequi-
ties.” To the extent that new assessments
fail to escape the force field of old meas-
urement ideas and practices, they are sub-
ject to the same charges. High stakes con-
centrate attention on test scores and lock
in these negative consequences. Produc-
tion of test scores overwhelms education
as the mission of the school.

Effects of Rubrics on Teaching

Similarly, as the crucial mechanism for
determining scores in direct writing as-
sessment, rubrics overwhelm the writing
curriculum. The powerlessness of educa-
tors to resist the implacable influence of
state testing in general and of writing ru-
brics in particular was apparent in observa-
tions of local administration of state-man-
dated performance assessments in Penn-
sylvania, Michigan, and Indiana in 1998.%
Teachers know, of course, that they will be
excoriated if they succumb to pressure to
“teach to the test” — a familiar accusation
that many teachers interviewed in these
three states repeated and denied. But evi-
dence to the contrary was unmistakable.
In some classrooms, state writing rubrics
were accorded unprecedented priority, as
indicated in the extended quotation with
which I opened this article.




In other cases, the influence of tests
and rubrics was more subtle. An urban el-
ementary school principal in Indiana ex-
plicitly denied that state performance as-
sessments constrained focal teaching but
nevertheless admitted, “Consciously or un-
consciously, our teachers probably teach
in a way that will help students perform
well on the test” She elaborated:

This year, for the first time, we re-
ceived information for teachers — one
book for grades 1-3 and another for grades
4-6 — about teaching methods to help
raise scores, and a book to help with re-
mediation for math and reading. That
was a first. It was helpful. Nobody said
we have to use them, but they could be
valuable resources for the teachers. . . .

[Our district assessment coordina-
tor] says over and over not to use test-
specific materials, that it’s not ethical
to do so. . . . We used to use [test-spe-
cific student preparation materials] four
or five years ago, like everyone else in
the state does. But there was publicity,
and we were told we couldn’t use {them].
We got rid of all of those materials; we
got them totally out of the building. It
was upsetting at first when we learned
that other school corporations were [stifl}
using those materials, but now we ac-
ceptit. Nothing we do will ever be good
enough for the media or for the mayor.

Teachers are under a lot of stress be-
cause of {state law that provides that}
teachers in our district are evaluated on
the basis of test scores. Any time you
put that much importance on a test, pco-
ple are going to feel — whether it’s re-
ality or not — that their jobs are on the
fine, and they may give extra help. That’s
what [ think happened in this case {of
a student whose test scores improved
from the Sth percentile in the fall to the
56th percentile in the spring], although
we go through training about all of the
ethical testing practices.®

In some cases, teaching to the test and
writing to the rubric were described in the
more socially acceptable language of cur-
ricular alignment. A rural high school Eng-
lish teacher in Michigan said that he had
thought about his students’ scores from pre-
vious years and had subsequently changed
his teaching. Then he suffered feelings of
internal conflict:

The test is valid, so okay. But in the
back of my mind, I was worrying, “Am
I teaching to the test?” And 1 hate that.
To me, if you're teaching for a test,
you're not teaching. So, that’s a nag-

ging feeling.

The writing test is valid; it’s a great
test. [But] there’s a problem with grad-
ing the test. Even kids who have gotten
A’s in my composition classes — and
’m a very tough teacher, a very tough
grader — got awful scores. The num-
ber of students who were classified as
nonproficient on the test was horren-
dous. Many of these kids had straight
A’s. I don’t know what the criteria are.
Even our salutatorian was scored as non-
proficient. I don’t get it. So I'm not sure
what they’re looking for.®

When asked whether explicit efforts
were made to align the curriculum with
the test, this teacher said otherwise, but
then he indicated that curriculum deci-
sions at the school were, in fact, informed
by test requirements and results. With bet-
ter information, he said he would do more
to match his teaching to the state’s direct
writing assessment, despite the “superfi-
ciality” of rubric criteria, which, under oth-
er circumstances, “were not things I'd pick
out for teaching.” He continued, “Some-
times [ get the impression the rubrics were
written by people whe haven’t been in a
high school English classroom since Moses
was a baby. They don’t know what guali-
ty 1s in a student paper.” He also com-
plained that “the scale docsn’t help us un-
derstand what we could do better”” But the
results “are printed in the newspapers, and
people look at them and say we’re not teach-
ing fwell]. . . . That’s not true.”

This was only one of many instances
in which it appeared that rubric-driven
writing curticula were overriding teacher-
driven writing cursicula that might well
have been superior. It is also an example
of deprofessionalization, of teachers ef-
fectively being prevented from making de-
cisions about curriculum and pedagogy for
their students and being punished for try-
ing to do what state testing demanded.®

Professional development. The impact
of testing on teaching was also apparent
in the widespread redirection of profes-
sional development. The benign label of
professional development masked the du-
bious legitimacy of providing training that,
instead of being designed to increase teach-
ers’ knowledge of the principles and prac-
tices of measurement, was intended to help
them improve students’ scores on state as-
scssments. A district administrator in ru-
ral Michigan, for example, proudly described
protessional development sessions in which
teachers in curriculum teams at every grade

fevel throughout the district were trained
in student test-taking skills and methods
for combating stress, were assigned to re-
view sample test items and the results of
previous tests, and were required to devel-
op instructional vnits that corresponded
to the state test. External consultants had
been hired for “the most serious profes-
sional development,” which was targeted
to writing ™

A middie school teacher in rural Indi-
ana recounted just such a session in her
school:

The principal got all the teachers
who administered the ISTEP {Indiana
Statewide Testing for Educational Prog-
ress] together and had them participate
in their own testing session. The teach-
ers were given test questions that were
similar to the test questions found on the
third-, sixth-, eighth-, and 10th-grade tests.
He did this so that we could be acquaint-
ed with the types of questions the stu-
dents were asked to respond to and so
that we could experience some of the
same feelings the students do when they
take the tests.™

Teachers are thus trained to comply
with test requirements and to make stu-
dent writing conform to assessment ru-
brics. This is not training that encourages
teachers to consider critically whether stu-
dent achievement is helped or hurt by the
tests or to judge whether the impact of
state assessments on curriculum should
be welcomed or opposed. Training teach-
ers to conform to the tests is a mechanism
for co-opting them, for undermining their
capacity to resist the tests and the rubrics,
and especially for raising scores, which
will become public.

Public reporting. When scores are ag-
gregated, ranked, and reported in the me-
dia, all testing becomes high-stakes test-
ing. When high stakes are associated with
test scores, educators act to protect their
careers, to insulate themselves from pub-
lic humihation and their schools from fund-
ing cuts, and to safeguard their students’
educational opportunities and morale. When
states and districts provide training and
test-preparation materials that imply that
asscssment results arc of paramount im-
portance, educators are encouraged to be-
Leve that aligning curricula and pedagogy
to the tests is expected and desirable. When
writing rubrics are provided in advance or
become familiar through experience, teach-
ers teach students to write to the rubrics.
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In this way, instruction is corrupted by as-
sessment.

Effects of Rubrics on Learning

Often, it is in the name of equity that
students are given copies of the rubrics by
which their writing will be scored. Some
rubrics are even printed in test booklets.
On the face of it, it does seem reasonable
and fair to provide students with infor-
mation about the expectations that they
will be asked to meet. It is less obvious
that doing so permits rubrics to set the
boundaries of creative expression. Rubrics
are designed to function as scoring guide-
lines, but they also serve as arbiters of qual-
ity and agents of control. Moreover, the
control is not limited to assessment epi-
sodes but influences curriculum choices,
restricts pedagogical repertoires, and re-
strains student expression and understand-
ing.

Research in Illinois has documented
that direct writing assessment scored with
arubric yielded formulaic writing by stu-
dents and simplification and homogeniza-
tion of the writing process.*” The Illinois
writing rubric indicated that a student should
be credited for providing several points of
support for his or her thesis. But examina-
tion of benchmark essays revealed that as-
sessors were ignoring whether the points
offered by a student actually supported the
thesis and whether the student’s paper ex-
hibited coherence overall. Compliance with
the rubric tended to yield higher scores but
produced “vacuous” writing. Performance
was rewarded on the stated criteria only,
and those criteria were insufficient to en-
sure good writing.

In declaring performance standards,
rubrics both compel and constrain student
performance. It is unfortunate that the ru-
brics in current use demand compliance
to dismembered definitions of writing. Per-
haps rubrics could be devised that have the
comprehensiveness and flexibility to ac-
commodate different genres, voices, and
styles of writing. But perhaps writing is
too personal and varied an enterprise to
be amenable to scoring by rubric.

The Shackles of
Psychometric Habit

The move toward direct writing assess-
ment is a move in the direction of au-
thenticity and validity. Clearly, standard-
ized multiple-choice testing presents a va-
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lidity problem for assessing writing. Mul-
tiple-choice items about different aspects
of writing incorrectly imply that good writ-
ing is the sum of such components as speli-
ing, vocabulary, grammar, word choice, and
sentence structure and that the ability to
answer multiple-choice items on these top-
ics is a measure of the ability to write well.
But standardizing scoring with a writing
rubric also presents a validity problem. Ru-
brics incorrectly imply that good writing
is the sum of the criteria on the rubric, that
the criteria on the rubric are sufficient for
good writing, and that writing that does
not conform to the criteria on the rubric
is not good.

Standardization is essential to large-
scale testing. Standardization of direct writ-
ing assessments promotes reliability in scor-
ing and facilitates the comparison of stu-
dents, schools, and districts. Thus standard-
ization caters to the insatiable public ap-
petite for rankings. And there’s the rub.
Rubrics standardize scoring, and so they
standardize writing. But standardized writ-
ing, by definition, is not good writing be-
cause good writing features individual ex-
pression, which is not standardized. The
standardizaticn of any skill that is funda-
mentally individual obstructs its assess-
ment. And this presents a validity prob-
lem because the assessment fails to pro-
duce scores that support valid inferences
about students’ writing achievement. Maore
specifically, it is a problem of construct
validity — testing not the construct of writ-
ing achievement but the construct of com-
pliance to the rubric.

If writing were scored in a truly holis-
tic manner, using trained professional judg-
ment, there would be less prespecification
of criteria and more flexibility in scoring.
Students would be evaluated more on what
they actually write than on how well their
writing matched the scoring criteria. But
there would also be more variability in the
scores. Such a situation would be authen-
tic — in the world outside schools, crit-
ics of writing do not always agree — but
psychometricaily intolerable. When push
comes to shove in scoring direct writing
assessments, reliability takes precedence
over validity.

Because evidence of validity is always
incomplete® and because of the traditional
assumption that reliability is a prerequi-
site for validity, test developers have long
concentrated more on providing evidence
of the reliability of tests than on provid-
ing evidence of their validity. Developers

of large-scale performance assessment pro-
grams have likewise worked hard to pro-
duce evidence of reliability. The develop-
ment of rubrics and the training and mon-
itoring of scorers for the consistent use of
the rubrics is critical 1o the plan. But de-
spite concerted efforts, the record indicates
that reliability in performance assessment
is fiendishly difficult to achieve.”” €aught
in old psychometric habits and assump-
tions, developers and evaluators of perform-
ance assessments react to the difficulty by
pressing still harder for reliability.

Recognition and reconsideration are
needed instead. The public needs to re-
consider its demand for high stakes and
merciless comparisons. The measurement
community needs to reconsider the impor-
tance of reliability where it is attained at
the expense of validity. General recogni-
tion is needed of the destructiveness of
standardization to writing and to the teach-
ing of writing.

Education has long tried to break the
bonds of the industrial metaphor. But ed-
ucation is heavily shackied by punitive,
test-driven school reform. Other means of
accountability have been offered,” but test-
ing increasingly drives educational account-
ability and reform.* Now found in direct
writing assessment and other types of per-
formance assessment as well as in multi-
ple-choice testing, standardization is partly
a response to the large scale of these as-
sessments and partly a matter of habit. Per-
formance assessment offers a way out of
the factory and into the classroom. But to
get there, we need to reconsider our mania
for making test-based comparisons that
demand standardization. Such standardi-
zation now unfailingly involves the use of
rubrics in assessing writing or of construct-
ed responses in other subjects. Thought-
ful reconsideration of these issues was ap-
parent in the rationale offered by Nebras-
ka when it discontinued state testing in
1996-97:

We understand what is occurring na-
tionally and that in many ways we may
appear to be way behind other states in
the use of state-centered assessment and
reporting systems. . . . However, we are
also absent all the pitfalls and problems
of such systems. . . . There is an expres-
sion used by some of our ranchers that
states, “You can weigh the calf as much
as you want, but it won’t grow unless
you feed it.” . . . A lot of what is being
done nationally with the design of rath-



er heavy-handed, high-stakes account-
ability systems we believe is nonproduc-
tive at best and counterproductive and
dead-ended at worst. We agree that we
need to clarify the vision, determine our
goals and expectations (our standards},
determine how we will best measure
success once we've defined it, and then
ensure that the resources necessary to
succeed are committed. Only then does
it make sense to put the assessment piece
in place. Some will choose to use assess-
ment to drive reform; we are among those
who believe that we should use assess-
ment to reflect reform.©
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