Validity and Reliability
Issues in the Direct
Assessment of Writing

Karen L. Greenberg

During the past decade, writing assessment programs have mushroomed
at American colleges and universities. Faced with legislative mandates to
certify and to credential students’ literacy skills, college writing teachers
have become more knowledgeable about writing assessment, and they are
trying to make writing tests parallel more closely their writing curricula
and pedagogy.

According to national surveys of post-secondary writing assessment
practices, writing teachers have developed and administered holistically-
scored essay tests of writing, which they prefer over all other types of
writing tests (CCCC Committee on Assessment; Greenberg, Wiener, and
Donovan; Lederman, Ryzewic, and Ribaudo). These surveys confirm the
growing consensus within our profession that the best way to assess
students' writing skills is through writing or "direct" assessment. While
thereis still nuch disagreement about what constitutes an effective writing
sample test, there is agreement that multiple-choice testing--the"indirect”
assessment that once dominated post secondary writing assessment--is no
longer adequate for our purposes; yet direct writing assessment continues
tobe challenged. This essay will elaborate on and respond to some of these
challenges and will speculate on future directions in writing assessment.

| The Reliability of Essay Test Scores

Most essay tests of writing are evaluated by holistic scoring, a procedure
based on the response of trained readers to a meaningful "whole" piece of
writing. Holistic scoring involves reading a writing sample for an overall
Impression of the writing and assigning the sample a score point value
based on a set of scoring criteria. Typically, holistic scoring systems use a
scoring scale or guide, created by composition faculty, that describes
Papers at different levels of competence (for examples, see Cooper;
Gl'eenberg, Wiener, and Donovan; White, 1985). In order for a holistic
_SCOring system to be of any value, it must be shown to be “reliable," that is,
it should yield the same relative magnitude of scores for the same group of
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writers under differing conditions. Reliability is an estimate of a test score's
accuracy and consistency, an estimate of the extent to which the score
measures the behavior being assessed rather than other sources of score
variance.

No test score is perfectly reliable because cvery testing situation
differs. Sources of error inherent in any measurement situation include
inconsistencies in the behavior of the person being assessed (e.g., illness,
lack of sleep), variability in the administration of the test (inadequate light,
insufficient space) and differences in raters' scoring behaviors (leniency,
harshness). This last source of error has been the focus of almost all direct
writing assessment programs, probably because it is subject to the greatest
control (i.e., raters can be trained to apply scale criteria more consistently).
Most programs calculate only an inter-rater scoring reliability--an estimate
of the extent to which readers agree on the scores assigned to essays.

The inter-rater reliability of holistic scores, and of essay tests in
general, has been under attack since 1916 when the College Entrancce
Examination Board (the College Board) added an hour-long essay test to its
Comprehensive Examination in English. The College Board--the country's
largest private testing agency and creator of multiple-choice tests of
writing--has published most of these attacks, and it has done so in rather
acrimonious terms: "The history of direct writing assessment is bleak. As
farback as 1880 itwasrecognized that the essay examination was beset with
the curse of unreliability” (Breland et al. 2).

During the first half of this century, essay tests did indeed have
relatively low inter-rater reliability correlations. As Thomas Hopkins
showed in 1921, the score that a student achieved on a College Board
English exam might depend more on"which year he appeared for the
examination, or on which person read his paper, than it would on what he
had written" (Godshalk et al. 2). Concern with reliability of essay tests
increased with the College Board's introduction of essay tests of achieve-
ment in the 1940s. 1In 1945, three College Board researchers examined data
from various College Board essay tests and wrote a report indicating thal
the reliability (.58-.59) was too low to meet College Board standards
(Noyes, Sale, and Stalnaker). The late 1940s and early 1950 were the heyday
of indirect "compaonent” measurement. Introductory college courses over-
flowed with thousands of World War IJ veterans who did not possess the
usually expected skills and knowledge, and faculty turned to multiple-
choice tests to screen and diagnose students (Ohimer 19). During the 1950s,

the College Board began commissioning studies to assess the "component
skills of writing ability" (Godshalk et al. 2). In 1950, Paul B. Diederich
examined the correlations between the grades assigned to writers by their
high school English teachers and the scores that the writers achieved on
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three types of tests: multiple-choice questions on the verbal sections of the
Scholastic Aptitude Test, an objective editing test, and the English Compo-
sitior'\ essay test. Diederich found that the SAT verbal score was the best
predictor of the teachers’ grade (“The 1950 Study”). In 1954, Edith Huddleston
mndpcted a similar analysis of the correlations between essays written by
763 _hlgh-school students and their English grades, their scores on multi ]t’.;-
chon.ce tests of composition, and their teachers' judgments of their wrign
abiht).’. Huddleston concluded that the multiple-choice measures werg
superior to essay tests because they had higher correlations with teachers'
grades.

Similar conclusions were reached by Paul Diederich is
lea_gu§§ John French and Sydell Carlton inytheir 1961 studcv oafniit::rzgr
reh‘ablllty. They asked fifty-three academic and nonacademic professional
writers to sort into nine piles 300 essays written by college freshmen. Usin
factor. ana!ysis, the researchers discovered five clusters of reade.rs whcg)
were judging the essays on five basic characteristics: ideas, reasonin
form,'ﬂavor, and mechanics. They also found that the reader's who werg ’
most influenced by one of the five characteristics also favored two or thre:
;‘)af Cttlt':e other characteristics; the average inter-correlation among the five
unaczse ;:':&.21. The researchers concluded that this low correlation was

.However, many teachers believed that a test of writin g ability should
require stud‘ents tq write, and they found support for their belief in a
lc;iyinhprceih;nswe review of research in written composition done in 1963 by
ing t;l; Shi)arildocl.g Rlc.hard L]pyd-]on{es, and Lowell Schoer. After detail-
s ey oh conc}mgs in multiple-choice testing, Braddock, Lloyd-jones,
i Thnote .ﬂaws in several (?f the College Board studies described
sta_nde;rds ey pointed out t}.\at Diederich never gave his readers any
Sarprioed tﬁrtctlgtena for ]u.dgmg the essays, so he should not have been
nose ad ereaders did not often agree with each other and he should
i, sst:}seu tlc';ls dlsagree.ment to condemn holistic scoring procedures
Huddlees ; y do use scoring gu.ldes) (43). They also noted that none of
e o e: meafsures included ¥tem§ onlogic, detail, focus or clarity and
bl an;y-fmmutle essay.tqplcs did not give students an opportunity
Jonmy a};d i ormulate their ideas (42). In addition, Braddock, Lloyd-
writix;g oo toer commented that defenders of multiple-choice tests of
they oo o overlook or regard as suspicious the high reliabilities that
Wit dinsome qf their studies of essay testing” (41). They concluded
question that still needs answering today:

In how many schools has objective testing been a
good predictor of success in composition classes



precisely because those classes have emphasized
grammatical and mechanical matters with little orno
emphasisoncentralidea, analysis, organization, and
content? (43)

At the same time that Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, and Schoer were
writing their criticisms of multiple-choice tests, the College Board was
commissioning the most comprehensive study of essay tests to date, a
study that was to influence the way in which writing was assessed in
America for the next two decades. Fred Godshalk, Frances Swineford, and
William Coffman examined a sample of 646 high-school students, each of
whom wrote five free-writing samples (two 40-minute essays and three 20-
minute paragraphs) that were holistically scored by five readers. The
researchers summed the scores on each of these writing samples and
examined their correlations with the students’ scores on multiple-choice
tests and on editing tests. The results led the researchers to two major
conclusions: (1) the scores on these students' multiple-choice usage and
sentence construction tests correlated highly with their writing sample
scores and (2) the scores on the 20-minute writing samples were as reliable
as the scores on the 40-minute samples (Godshalk et al. 40-41).
These conclusions came to define writing assessment, as noted in a
recent College Board publication: "This study [by Godshalk et al.] was
considered for some time the quintessential study of writing assessment.
The findings of this study led to the use of multiple-choice usage and
sentence correction items as the primary testing devices in the College
Board's English Composition Achievement Test and in other composition
tests” (Breland et al. 3). Almost twenty-five years passed before the College
Board commissioned another comprehensive study of direct and indirect
writing assessment. During those years, multiple-choice tests continued to
dominate writing assessment, but essay tests of writing began to gain
popularity. In 1978, Rexford Brown, the coordinator of the first National
Assessment of Educational Progress, pointed out the weaknesses in current
methods of assessing writing ability, Commenting on the growing dissat-
isfaction of writing teachers with multiple-choice tests, he noted that their

high reliability is often illusory:

Of course these tests correlate with writing ability
and predict academic success; but the number of cars
or television sets or bathrooms in one's family also
correlate with his writing ability, and parental edu-
cation is one of the best predictors there is. All
existing objective tests of writing are very similar to
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LQ. tests; even the best of them can only test readin
proofreafimg, editing, logic, and guessing skills. The%
cannot distinguish between proofreading errors and
process errors, reading problems and scribal stutter
failure to consider audience or lack of interest inl
materials manufactured by someone else.(3)

r.tinBr.ov;ll? also no.ted the in\{idious influences of multiple-choice tests of
writing: they require a passive mental, state whereas writing sample
:S(E:uie active .r?ental processes, they focus on and give undue importaic:
e less significant components of writin i
o the & (usage, spelling, and -
tion); and they are often culturally and linguistically biasegd 4) PTL;:E tJ:'::t

did th; lir9\18\(/)ersxt'y 's essay test (White, Teaching and Assessing).
o ret m};ﬂ . d{ gﬁl{:z:;fn}f;lglsl :trj.léiailolleges z:jcross the country were developing
. : y-scored essay tests of writing for vari
purposes, including determining placement, diagnosin strgenOr o
Z;v:ea;:;)eesrses, Vz:]nc.i certifying proficiency (CCCC Comg;itteegon Asstzg.-_s\;zgg
e tg,the glneir, apd Donovan). The College Board was quick t(;
e AN Boardec inein the use of multiple-choice writing assessment. In
]one; Maronre IViom.rmssu)ned Hunter Breland, Roberta Camp, Robert
o t(,) oo ng1 are theorrerll; ;rluil DF)naId Rockto replicate the "Godshalk* study
writing e Hities of essay and of multiple-choice measures of
erteF:irxt}(;lsi stt;dy, 267 stude.nts.from six colleges and universities each
expositin andy On two topics in three modes (narration-description
it and ana{)erssasmn), amfl eachessay was holisticall y scored by three
mechamn 1 ! (}j,csz for errorsin grammar, usage, sentence structure, and
multiple-c}.\ojce " 1t ion, tbe researchers examined students' scores on six
e e ‘s S, tbenr course grades, and their teachers’ ratin s of
g skills. Their search indicated that the essay scores had lg;v;r

Correlatj i i
Of exeny (t)er‘;st;k%ut:ﬁ:here 1rf\ tt}l;llS College Board challenge to the reliability
- any of the earli dies--was i
of i : er studies--was there any d )
ether nsers of essay tests should strive for "perfect?, rjlcal:jlls;
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Obviously, multiple-choice scores will always be more consistent than . L
choice testing in order to fee| that students’ test scores are reliable

scores on essay tests simply because machines can score a multiple-choice Currently, many writi
answer more accurately than humans can score a piece of writing. How- scoring c}r,i,t eria tﬁa ' r]l. 'Ng programs have essay test wr iting tasks and
ever, a "correct/incorrect" score on a multiple-choice test can never reflect to score reliab] Ins m:imate sources of random error and enable readers
the subjective, social process of writing evaluation as it genuinely occurs in scoring manua},.that o };lthe Educational Testing Service has produced a
the academy and in the "real world.” Indeed, as Ed White recently pointed reliabilities of their enables teachers all over the country to im prove the
out, there can never be one "true" score for a piece of writing: : Response Testing Te:;s)ayHt;’fjereadmng (ETS Quality Assurance Free-
. ; ; VEer, as administrators and teachers

But when we evaluate student writing (not to speak zil g;ior}lligigr tt};e trcelllat?gtle?s of their essay tests, they must 51multane<§(1)§ll;

of writing programs or high schools), we sometimes validity and rel; :bz’va id laltles. Stephen Wiseman's 1956 comment about

find differences of opinion that cannot be resolved that, over the pas tlti:vy still holds true today: "There seems to be no doubt

and where the concept of the true score makes no sl ov:rly but steI: dilv i (;1 or three decades, educational psychologists have

sense....Some disagreements (within limits) should ense of validi y intlated the 'mportance of reliability, perhaps at the

not be called error, since, as with the arts, we do not &P validity” ("Symposium" 178).

really have a true score, even in theory. Yet if we . 1

y y | The Validity of Essay Test Scores

imagine that we are seeking to approximate a true
score, we exaggerate the negative effects of disagree-

ment and distort the meaning of the scores we do A
achieve. ("Language and Reality" 192) loral research. Determining any test's valid; involves findi .
establish the extent to which performance g\ t}‘:: t\eg: ?(l).lrdrg;g evzjdence ©
In other words, the differences in readers’ judgments of a writing . Z‘;mal behavnor‘or. knowledge that the test user wants to mea}s)Lc::e SCt)(t)) e
san:iple are often Fsimply that-—deligera;e dig{e.rences, n;:t r;r_\qo;ln o.rAnor} ! hjs?g r;o gloer ;Z,;hdclity of multiple-choice writing assessment have | (])ic-
random errors. Forty years ago, Stephen Wiseman, the British critic o e aces, many English teachers have claimed i
indirect assessment, asserted this point: "It is arguable that, vaid?d tt:cl’loll;‘:etest§ ofwrltmg oversimplify and trivializewrih'ng aE; tl'lt:i:er?euz}gﬁ-lf_
markers are experienced teachers, lack of high inter-correlation is desir- instruem'onz'e rules of grammar, spelling, and punctuation and f 1y
able, since it points to adversity of viewpoint in the judgment ofI:Iorxl\(plex _S::f;hl;\ememorizing discrete bits of language (Witte et a] ;1 oster
i i 'all- 'ni (" ing" € sourc ri . .y o
1216a6t)erxal...and the total mark gives a truer 'all-around’ picture” ("Marking content, its relationShie; t(;f tﬁ\e Jii:;ce]fqr any test's validity include its
. . er ymg ”ConSfruct,” e e

Reliability is a continuum. In their selected summaries of research, gfdld Scores on related “criterion” measures (Ameri and its ablhty fo
Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, and Schoer cited essay test inter-rater scorer S0ciation 1-4). "Content-related validity" d erican Psychological
reliabilities ran ing from 87 to 96 (41-42), Over the past decade, as faculty 2 test reflects a specific domain of cont v repends on the extent to which
experience witl% scoring e'ssay tésts has gliown, many colleges ar'id univer- t‘:\:tﬁtl}]\g courses to which the test i act(t):ckfgctl){lrltdtahri; izzte?’a;}clﬁ COI;tent of the
sities have been able to achieve respectable inter-rater reliabilities on the of ert?;; lg little evihde.nce for the content validity of muItipT:chaO‘iS: ? tetd
scoring of their writing samples. For example, at The City University of ecause their "content” js English grammar and ests
New York (which requires a university-wide single-samp}e writing tes_»t Wl‘iﬁn;aggles \what most teachers considegr the imPortal;fta %eohrtl::te Og

that is scored holistically by two readers), the annual audlts_ of appro.xx- (Brossell. B Il‘ileb"the processes of composing, revising, and editin id N
mately 2,000 essays per year have revealed inter-rater correlations ranging ment; C » “ridgeman and Carlson; Brown: Cccc Cofrl1mittee o E . eés
from .75 to .88 over the past seven years (Ryzewic 25). Similarly, single- Uchi.J oop‘er,' angley et al; Gere; GrEenberg, Wiener, and 1131 5885~
sample, double-reader reliabilities on the Freshman English Equivalenc()jl Mggtez’f I;}l]leCé:_s; N Ys:and; Odell). , onovan;

inati iforni iversi . . es idi .
from 64 to. 84 over a six year period (Whive, ‘Comparison and Contrast’ el elated validity - theextent o siach 8 (2 15 focused on
rom . . , mulg ; - entto which scores on e
- ple-choice tests correlate wi N essay testsand on
3y with other measures that
purport to assessy

291). Administrators of writing programs need not resort to multiple-
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writing ability; and almost every study of criterion validity done in the past
four decades has focused on the correlation between test scores and course
grades. While course grade is a reasonable criterion variable for tests that
are designed for admissions purposes (like the tests of the College Board
and the Educational Testing Service), it is not an appropriate criterion for
placement, competency, and proficiency testing. A student's grade in an
English or a composition course results from many variables besides
writing ability (including student motivation, attendance, and diligence).
Further, a serious problem with focusing exclusively on criterion
validity is that one can easily lose sight of the skills or abilities being taught
and assessed. As Rex Brown pointed out, there is a high correlation
between the number of bathrooms in one's home and the grade he or she
is assigned in a composition or English class, but that does not mean we
should consider “quantity of bathrooms" a valid measure of writing ability.
More important than criterion validity is the evidence for a measure's
"construct-related validity." In essence, construct validity is the degree to
which a test score measures the psychological or cognitive construct that
the test is intended to measure. To determine the construct validity of a
writing test, one attempts to identify the factors underlying people's
performance on the test. This is a hypothesis-testing activity, rooted in
theories about the ways in which writing ability manifests itself. Because
of the inadequacy of our profession's current heterogeneous theories of the
nature of writing ability, however, the construct validity of most writing
tests is very questionable. Only a handful of test developers have tried to
analyze the domain of abilities, skills, understandings, and awareness that
comprise the construct of writing ability (see Bridgeman and Carlsor;
Faigley etal.; Gorman, Purves, and Degenhart; and Witte for some excellent
attemnpts at defining this construct.) Unfortunately, even the best analyses
result in taxonomies of the domain, and, as Arthur Applebee has noted,
“There is no widely accepted taxonomy of types of writing, and certainly
none that holds up to empirical examination of the kinds of tasks on which
students can be expected to perform similarly well (or poorly)“(7).

To repeat, the evidence for the construct validity of a test of writing
grows out of its conceptual framework. The strategy for obtaining this
evidence is to build a theoretical model of the writing process and then to
examine the dimensions of the process that the test taps. This is the method
that College Board researchers used in arecentatternpt to provide evidence
for construct validity of multiple-choice tests of writing (Breland et al.).
Using factor analytic techniques, College Board researchers tested a series
of hypothesized models of writing ability: a single-factor model ("general
writing ability"); a three-factor model (“narrative, expository, and persua-
sive writing abilities"); and a hierarchical model (“general writing ability"
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o .
less expensive to develo

tests: Faculty who share idea

i arr x - 3
and “narrative, éxpository, and persuasive writing abilities in response to

. 45). 'I.'hey found that the

expression” (45).

This finding calls into i i
. : g question the practice of assessin iti ili
w;th a issmgie writing sampleand also echoes recent evidet;gczzlht;?%vzisg]ty
:blh'lzc Crolo asingle constructbutrather is 2 composite of several sityati, o
pl:;e < ar}s‘téucts (Applebee, Langer, and Mullis; Bridgemanand Carls?)rl:T
yetal; Gormanetal.; Lucas; Purves et al.). If writing ability does va '
it should be assessed by twrg

across discourse modes, the implication is that
s that require writing to construct or to

or more tasks (including task
communi ' .

o gca::r?tlz stknowled 8€, Writing to convince readers to feel or to so
ers, how e\; r di dg O éntertain, and so for th). The College Board research
san’1p1e mutleﬁ, h ;m :ot reach this conclusion, possibly because a multi-
. ' ~comain essay test is expensive, and . a i k
Increase in validity might not be “cost-effective": s they pointed out, the

Although smal) increments in validity are possible

with additional readin

gs [of essays], the i
cost of these additional readings isy v]ery hi;ar?;:}
sequently, one way to reduce the costof essay assess-

ments is to combine them with . s
assessment. (Breland et al. 59)  multiple-choice

However, while multiple-

choice t
tests, they ave costly e ests cost less to score than do essay

velop. Because of recent “truth-in-testing"

P essay tests.

veorne major advantage over i i
multiple-ch
s and work together to dev y oot

Essay tests of writing ha

shape an exam that is



ing and revising across a wide range of communicative contexts and tasks
(Camp, "The Writing Folder"). Moreover, this process sends the message
that the construct of "writing" means developing and revising extended
pieces of discourse, not filling in blanks in multiple-choice exercises or on
computer screens. [t communicates to everyoneinvolved--students, teach-
ers, parents, and legislators--our profession's beliefs about the nature of
writing and about how writing is taught and learned.

Further, multi-sample writing tests enable teachers to evaluate parts
of the writing processes that so many of us emphasize in our curricula. Ag
LeoRuthand Sandy Murphy have pointed out, it is possible to design large-
scale writing tests that preserve more of the steps of "real” writing than
normally occur in most testing situations (113-114). For example, in
England’s version of a national assessment of writing, teachers administer-
ing the test introduce the writing task and discuss it before students begin
writing. In addition, three samples of writing, each involving different
types of tasks, are collected (113). In Ontario, Canada, students have two
days to take theijr writing assessment. On the first day, students generate
and record ideas; and on the second day, they write and revise their essays
(114).

Multi-sample portfolio tests seem more relevant to our theories about
the construct of writing and to our classroom practices than do other
writing assessment measures, However, questions about the scoring of
these tests remain unresolved. Is holistic scoring the most appropriate
method of rating writing samples? Are holistic ratings based on the
consistent application of mutually agreed-upon substantive criteria for
"good writing"? Researchers have not addressed these questions exten-
sively, and the results of existing research are contradictory. Several
studies indicated that holistic scores correlate strongly with "superficial®
aspects of writing, such as handwriting, spelling, word choice, and errors
(Greenberg, 1981; McColly; Nold and Freedman; Neilson and Piche).
However, the essays being scored in these studies were quite brief (written
in time periods ranging from twenty to sixty minutes), and one can argue
that readers were predisposed to attend to these salient but superficial
errors. To my knowledge, no one has yet analyzed the holistic scores of
raters who evaluate tests that require writers to do extensive revision or t©
write multi-sample portfolios.

The question of substantive criteria for "good writing " relates directly
to the issue of construct validity. Lacking a theoretical model of effective
writing ability, most test developers fall back on descriptions of text
characteristics for inclusion as criteria in holistic scoring guides. An
examination of these guides reveals that many of them are quite similar.
indicating some professional consensus about the characteristics of effec-

l6

tive writi.ng across a wide variety of tasks and testing purposes. Neverthe-
less, the t:.leS described in the criteria on current holistic scoring guides do
not provn?le anadequate definition of “good writing" or of the many factors
that .contrﬂzfute to effective writing in different contexts. Cri teria on holistic
scoring guides cannot accommodate many of the cognitive and social
f,letenpmants of effective writing, not the least of whichinclude the writer's
intentions and the situational expectations of the writer and of otential
readers. Nor can holistic criteria assess a writer's composing prolcaesses r
the' ways in which these processes--and products--vary in relation to tl?e
writer's purpose, audience, role, topic, and context. But should they?
Fivxdence for validity depends on the purpose for which the as}’s;rss-
ment mstrumfer_\t isused. Accordingto the surveys cited earlier, most post-
secondary writing assessment in Americais done for entry-levei placer!;ent
purposes (CCCC Committee on Assessment; Greenberg, Wiener, and
l?to;ndovan; I_edf.rman, Ryzewic, and Ribaudo). The second n{ost ﬁ'equlentl
tc;a t ﬂ{::;’r;);ssﬁ 1Cs eg) iIc\ear:pfzcti}f\‘at sn‘xtt.ﬂents have mastered the competencie}s’
Y P icwnting course, The
the majority of the respondents wh(g)se schools usﬁe?rl:;}i’:éfiﬁzifgig
essay tests for th_ese purposes were "very satisfied” with the results of the

;vllgtténi g)l;xar?:sa.sh addih';)n% h}?lisﬁcally-scored essay tests may provide a
Sessment of the writing skills of minori
multiple-choice testing can i nie State neran

provide. The California State Universi
research (mentioned earlier) indi lack, Moxicar,
. icated that many more Black, Mexi
. . y can-
American, and Astan-American students than white students received tlr:e

o .
m:nt:x;:.lsaélrz;ea}g :_issessm_ents of stydepts‘ writing competence or improve-
gy et ;?t pomtc'ed outin hisrecent review of research on holistic
:combed ot paeed f(i) question anq explore the particular problems associ-
olisticalls pe;n ¢ uses of holistic scoring" (208). What we have now,
We st - yd cored essay tes‘ts, serve our limited purposes very well. What
\ ee —a multi-draft instrument that adequately represents writi
t dxscou{se domains for different purposes and for differlen %
communities--is an inchoate vision that many of us share "

17



The Implications of These Challenges for Our
Profession

Writing teachers are asked to do more assessing than are any other
humanities colleagues, yet many of us are particularly subject to insecurity
about our ability to understand and manipulate data. It is no coincidence
that most of the research on writing and writing assessment that followed
the 1966 publication of the College Board's "Godshalk" study borrowed the
quantitative empiricism of research in the physical sciences. This reverence
for objective data diminished in the early 1980s, partially in response to the
publication of Janet Emig's contextualized research and her scathing
indictments of empirical and experimental research. One of the recent
outgrowths of the trend toward contextualized research on writing was a
consensus about the need for naturalistic, context-rich, qualitative models
of evaluating students' writing. Current portfolio measures come closest
to capturing these models.

Those of us who are committed to the direct assessment of writing
understand that we do not have to model our programs on multiple-choice
assessments, that there is no need to create the"perfect” essay test. Readers
will always differ in their judgments of the quality of a piece of writing;
there isno one "right” or “true” judgment of a person’s writing ability. If we
accept that writing is a multidimensional, situational construct that fluctu-
ates across a wide variety of contexts, then we must also respect the
complexity of teaching and testing it.
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