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MEASURING COMPLEX [
ACHIEVEMENT: ESSAY QUESTIONS!

Obijectives

From this chapter you should be able to:
1. Describe the uses of essay questions.
2. Describe the advantages and limitations of essay questions.
3. Distinguish between restricted-response and extended-response essays.
4. Construct essay questions.
5. Construct scoring rubrics for essays.

S ome important learning outcomes may best be measured by the use of open-ended’;
essay questions or other types of performance assessments, Essay questions provide the
freedom of response that is needed to adequalely assess the ability of students to formy-|
late problems; organize, integrate, and evaluate ideas and information; and apply knowl-
edge and skills,

Up to this point, our main concern has been with objective test items, We noted that such’
items can measure a variety of learning outcomes, from simple to complex, and that the |
interpretive exercise is especially useful for measuring complex achievement. Despite this*
wide applicability of objective-item types, there remain significant instructional outcomes |
for which no satisfactory objective measurements have been devised. These include such’
outcomes as the ability to recall, organize, and integrate ideas; the ability to express one- &
self in writing; and the ability to create rather than merely identify interpretations and’"
applications of data. Such outcomes require less structuring of responses than objective ;
test items, and it is in the measurement of these cutcomes that written essays and other}
performance-based assessments are of greatest value. :

In this chapter, we consider the most familiar form of performance-based assess-
ment: the essay question. Other types of performance-based assessments (which include
gathering information, making oral presentations, conducting experiments, repairing ot}
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manipulating equipment, and so on) are considered in Chapter 11, Purposeful collections

of student work into portfolios, which may include a wide variety of different types of

¢ assessments (e.g., written essays and other types of performance assessments), are consid-

¥ ered in Chapter 12, Teacher observations, peer appraisals, and self-reports are considered
* in Chapter 13,

RMS AND USES OF ESSAY QUESTIONS

We focus our discussion of the essay question on its use in the measurement of complex
achievement. We recognize, however, that many teachers use €s55ay questions (o measure
knowledge of factual information, It certainly can be useful to ask students to generte,
in their own words, the plot of a story, the causes of a historical event, or the steps in
£ asclentific process, all of which may be provided by a text. Aithough measuring such

& knowledge of factual information with essay questions is useful and valid, it does not tap
the full potential of essay questions.

The distinctive feature of essay questions is the freedom of response. Students are
free to construct, relate, and present ideas in their own words, Although this freedom en-
hances the value of essay questions as a measure of complex achievement, it introduces
scoring difficulties that make essays inefficient as a measure of factual knowledge. For
most purposes, knowledge of factual information can be more efficiently measured by
some type of objective item. Essay questions should be used primarily to measure those
learning outcomes that are not readily measured by objective test items, The special fea-
tures of essay questions can be utilized most fully when their shortcomings are offset by
the need for such measurement. Learning outcomes concerned with the abilities to con-
ceptualize, construct, organize, integrate, relate, and evaluate ideas require the freedom
of response and the originality provided by essay questions and other performance as-
sessments. In addition, these outcomes are of such great educational significance that the
expenditure of energy in the difficult and time-consuming task of evaluating the answers
can be easily justified.

_ Essay tests and other performance-based assessments can also be justified on the
grounds that the performances required correspond more closely to the larger instruc-
tional goals and objectives than discrete factual-knowledge questions, Indeed, the valid-
ity of measurement of complex achievement may be enhanced by the use of essay tests
and other performance-based assessments. Furthermore, tests send a message of what is
important to learn and be able to do. Just consider how frequently teachers are asked the
question, “Will this be on the test?" The form of the assessment provides a model. Thus,
It is often argued that if you want students to be able to communicate in writing, then
they not only need to be encouraged to write but also have to be required to do so when
it counts,

As implied by the previous comments, essay assessments can be useful ways of as-
sessing student understanding and ability to organize and apply information in a content
area such as history, civics, literature, sclence, or mathematics. In any of these or other

content areas, the essay assessment allows teachers to evaluate how well students can

communicate ideas. Essay assessments are, of course, also widely used where the main
focus is on evaluating student writing without regard to any particular subject matter




Part il Classroom Tests and Assessments

content. In the latter case, the emphasis is more likely to be on the form of the writigg
distinguishing, for example, between narrative essays, expository essays, and persuasive
essays. Essay assessments may also be used to focus teacher and student attention on i
writing process itself through the use of various prewriting activities (e.g., discussion, li§§
ing and organizing ideas, constructing outlines, and clarification of audience) as well
the initial drafting and revision of essays. 3

The freedom of response provided by essay questions is not an all-or-nothing affil
but, rather, a matter of degree. At one extreme, the response is almost as restricted as!ti
in t.he short-answer objective item, in which a sentence or two may be all that is require
At the other extreme, students are given almost complete freedom in constructing;thel
responses. The written essay may be several pages in length. Where the emphasis is.a8
the writing process itself, the essay responses may include prewriting responses suchid
notes, lists of ideas, and outlines as well as initfal drafts and revisicns. Although variation
in freedom of response tend to fall along a continuum between these extremes,
questions can be convenienty ciassified into two types: restricted-response questlons
extended-response questions or assignments.

Restricted-Response Essay Questions

The restricted-response question usually limits both the content and the response. i
content is usually restricted by the scope of the topic to be discussed. Limitations on tg
form of response are generally indicated in the question:

EXAMPLES Describe two situations that demonstrate the application of the law of supply and demand.

Do not use those examples discussed in class. 3

State the main differences between the Vietnam War and previous wars in which the Unlted
States has participated. |

Why is the barometer one of the most useful instruments for forecasting weather? Answer in. e
briet paragraph.

Write the verbal Instructions you would give to a frisnd on the telephone so that the friend couid
draw a triangle on a piece of graph paper with sides that have relative lengths of 3, 4, and 5 i

What is measured on an essay such as the one asking students to state the differen¢
between the Vietnam War and previous wars depends on a student’s previous insti
tional experiences. If the textbook or recent class presentations have explicitly discuss
ways in which the Vietnam War was different from previous wars, then the student’s|tas
is simply to demonstrate an understanding of this matetial and to put it in his or her. o
words. That is, the essay question is simply a measure of comprehension. If the: eis
question presents the student with his or her first opportunity to think about the Vietr
War in terms of differences from previous wars, however, then the essay requires anz :-
and higher-level thinking, o

Another way of restricting responses in essay questions is to base the qpestioﬁ
specific problems. For this purpose, introductory material like that used in interpreli
exercises can be presented. Such items differ from objective interpretive exercises!t
by the fact that essay questions are used instead of multiple-choice or true—false item L
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o)

_'t PLE There s a broad consensus among medical scientists that smoking is damaging to the health
b of both smokers and those who are exposed to cigarette smoke on a regular basis. Some cities
have passed laws banning smoking inside all public buildings. Some people have argued against
such regulations on the grounds that gm : 18
smokers.
(A) Indicate whether you agree or disagree with the underlined part of the last statement.
(B) Suppart your position.

Because the restricted-response question is more structured than the extended-
response essay considered next, it is most useful for measuring learning outcomes requir-
ing the interpretation and application of data in a specific area. In fact, any of the learning
outcomes measured by an objective interpretive exercise also can be measured by a
restricted-response essay question. The difference is that the interpretive exercise requires
students to select the answer, whereas the restricted-response question requires them to
supply it In some instances, the objective interpretive exercise is favored because of the
ease and reliability of scoring. In other situations, the restricted-response essay question
is better because of its more direct relevance to the learning outcome (e.g., the ability to
formulate valid conclusions).

Although restricting students’ responses to essay questions makes it possible to mea-
sure more specific learning outcomes, these same restrictions make them less valuable as
a measure of those learning outcomes emphasizing integration, organization, and origi-
nality. Restricting the scope of the topic to be discussed and indicating the nature of
the desired response limit the student’s opportunity to demonstrate these behaviors. For
higher-order learning outcomes, greater freedom of response is needed.

4 ended-Response Essays

The extended-response question or assignment allows students to select any factual infor-
mation that they think is pertinent, to organize the answer in accordance with their best
judgment, and to integrate and evaluate ideas as they deem appropriate. This freedom
enables them to demonstrate their ability to analyze problems, organize their ideas, de-
scribe in their own words, and/or develop a coherent argument. If analysis, organization,
integration, creative expression, and evaluation skills are emphasized in the grading of
the essays as well as in instruction, this form of assessment also makes clear the value
] that is placed on these higher-order skills. On the other hand, this same freedom that
3 enables the demonstration of creative expression and other higher-order skills makes the
A extended-response question inefficient for measuring more specific learning outcomes
b and introduces scoring difficulties:

T e T ST T

S EXAMPLES Imagine that you and a friend found a magic wand. Write a story about an adventure that you
; and your friend had with the magic wand.

Compare developments in international relations fn the administrations of President William
Clinton and President George W. Bush. Cite examplas when possible.
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Evaluate the significance of the sea captain's pursuit of the white whale in Moby Dick. .

Describe the influence of Mendel's laws of heredity on the development of biology as a science) |

Write a scientific evaluation of the Copemican theory of the solar systam. Include scientific
observations that support your statements.

The need 1o measure a student’s global attack on a problem can be easily defend et
The thinking and problem-solving skills measured by objective interpretive exercises ant
restricted-response essay questions seldom function in isolation. In a natural situa
they operate together in a manner that includes more than a sum of the skills invol
These skills interact with one another and with the knowledge and understanding thg
problem requires. Thus, it is not just the skills we are measuring but also how they funge
tion together. 1

Both teachers and test specialists agree that the extended-response question doey
require complex behaviors that cannot be measured by more objective means. But they
often differ in their level of concern about the difficulty of scoring extended written e
sponses in a way that can satisfactorily measure these behaviors. Test specialists poin
out that unless considerable attention is given to the choice of questions and to sco ing
procedures, the scoring may be too unreliable to yield defensible measurement, Neverthe:
less, many teachers continue to use the extended-response question to measure student]
achievement without adequate attention to the complexities involved in the construction
and scoring of such questions. Neither a hard-line measurement position that rejects ex:
tended essays as an approach to measurement nor one that ignores the difficulties of 5COE
ing seems to contribute much to the valid measurement of student achievement. It seent
more sensible to identify the complex skills we want to measure, formulate questions that
elicit these skills, evaluate the results as reliably as we can, and then use these admit I
limited data as the best evidence we have available. '

SUMMARY COMPARISON OF LEARNING
OUTCOMES MEASURED

The restricted-response essay question can measure a variety of complex learning ouft
comes similar to those measured by the objective interpretive exercise. The main di
ference is that the interpretive exercise requires students to select the answer, and .t
restricted-response question requires the student to supply the answer. In comparisct
extended-response essay assessments measure more general learning outcomes, suelf
as the abilities to organize, integrate, evaluate, and express ideas, They may be usedig
measure writing skills as well as the understanding and ability to apply subject-mas
conient knowledge. A comparison of the types of complex learning outcomes measurdl
by each of these types of assessment is presented in Tzble 10,1, The learning outcomes!is
the table, of course, merely suggest the types of learning outcomes that may be measured]
With slight modifications, an infinite variety of outcomes can be stated in each area, 3
freedom of response to essay questions is a matter of degree, and thus the functions ofithé
restricted-response question and the extended-response question often overlap,
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3
sbie 10.1
]_ypas of complex leaming outcomes measured by essay questions and objective interpretive exercises

Type of Assessment item Examples of Complex Learning Outcormes That Can Be Measured

Oojective Interpretive exercises Ability to—

: * identify cause-and-effect relationships
i * identify the application of principles
* dentify the relevance of arguments
* identify tenable hypothases

v

T

identify valid conclusions
identify unstated assumptions
identify the limitations of data
* identify the adequacy of procedures
(and similar outcomes based on the pupil's ability o sefect the answer)

iRestricted-response essay questions  Abllity to—
i explain cause-and-effect relationships
describe applications of principles
present relevant argumenis
formulate tenable hypotheses
formulate valid conclusions
R state necessary assumptions
E: describs the limitations of data
g * explain methods and procedures
by (and similar outcomes based on the pupll's ability to supply the answer)

[Extanded-response essays Ability to—

produce, organize, and express ideas
integrate learnings in different areas
create original forms (e.g., designing an experiment)
summarize (e.g., writing a summary of a story)
construct creative stories (e.g., narrative essays)
explain concepts or principles {(e.g., expository essay)

* persuade a reader (e.g., persuasive essay)

{and similar cutcomes based on a pupil’s ability to write an essay for

a given purpose)

ey g ] [P g

'ADVANTAGES AND LIMITATIONS
JOF ESSAY QUESTIONS

‘Advantages

b A major advantage of the essay question is that it measures complex learning outcomes
that cannot be measured by other means. But the use of essay questions does not
3 guarantee the measurement of complex achievement. To do so, essay questions must

be as carefully constructed as objective test items. The course objectives pertinent to
complex achievement must be defined in terms of specific learning outcomes, and
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the essay questions must be phrased in a way that will require students to engage o
the targeted thinking skills. When a table of specifications is used in planning for tig
assessment, it is simply a matter of constructing the questions in accordance with'the
specifications. '
A second advantage of the extended-response essay is its emphasis on the integratioa
and application of thinking and problem-solving skills. Although objective items St.lr;i:i:-h
the interpretive exercise can be designed to measure various aspects of complex achieye
ment, the ability to integrate and apply these skills in a general autack on a problem is best
measured by extended-response essay questions. b
Perhaps the most obvious advantage of essay assessments is that they enable the d8
rect evaluation of writing skills. In some instances, the evaluation of specific writing skil
may be combined with the assessment of subject-matter knowledge and understanding
(e.g., communication of mathematical or scientific principles, ideas, and concepts). I
other cases, the assessment of writing skills may be the sole or primary purpose (e.g,, 5 il
in developing characters in a narrative story or writing mechanics). g
Another commonly cited advantage of the essay question is its ease of constructi
This factor has led to the widespread use of essay questions by classroom teachers; [f
a matter of minutes, most teachers can formulate several essay questions, an attractiy
feature for the busy teacher. This apparent advantage can be very misleading, howeyes
Constructing essay questions that require the conceptual understanding and thinkii
skills emphasized in a particular set of learning outcomes takes considerable thought a
effort. When ease of construction is stressed, it usually refers to the common practioe'_'
dashing off questions with little regard for the course objectives. In such cases, there
some question whether ease of construction can be considered an advantage. In addii%g
to the invalidity of the measurement, evaluating the answers to carelessly developed g
tions tends to be confusing. Moreover, valid scoring of responses to any essay ques
requires great care in the development and application of scoring rubrics, and proyidiag
written comments and suggestions on student essays that can help students improve the
writing is both highly desirable and time consuming. 3
Finally, the potentially most important advantage of the essay question is its co fi
bution 10 student learning. The contribution to learning can be direct. The processi
preparing a response to an extended-response essay question, for example, may alsal§
an effective learning exercise. The effects on leaming can also be indirect. The modasig
what students are expected to do in response to essay questions often coincide with'as
encourage effective learning activities. i

g e

Limitations

The most commonly cited limitation of the essay question is the unreliability of the! T
ing. Over the years, various studies have shown that written essays are scored differsb
by different teachers and that even the same teachers score responses differently ai¢
ferent times. The poor reliability across scorers, however, is frequently the result of fifi
to identify clearly the learning outcomes being measured and the failure to establish: 't
defined scoring rubrics. 3
Evaluating essays without adequate attention to the learning outcomes being measis
and the scoring rubrics to be used is like “three blind men appraising an elephant” 04
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teacher stresses factual content; one, organization of ideas; and another, writing skill. With
each teacher evaluating the degree to which different learning outcomes are achieved, it is
not surprising that scoring diverges. Even variations in scoring by the same teacher can prob-
ably be explained to a large extent by inadequate attention to leaming outcomes and scoring
rubrics. When the evaluation of answers is not guided by clearly defined outcomes and scor-
ing rubrics, it tends to be based on less stable, intuitive judgments, Although the judgmental
scoring of essay responses will always have some degree of unreliability, scoring reliability
can be greatly increased by clearly defining the outcomes to be measured, properly framing
the questions, carefully following scoring rules, and obtaining practice in scofing.

A closely related limitation of essay questions is the amount of time required for scor-
ing the responses. If the scoring is done conscientiously and helpful feedback is provided
to students, even a small number of papers may require several hours of scoring time. If the
classes are large and several extended-response essay questions are used, conscientious
scoring becomes practically impossible. Ironically, most of the suggestions for improving
the scoring of responses to essay questions require more time, not less, as might be hoped.
The only practical solution is to reserve the use of extended-response essay questions for
those learning outcomes that cannot be measured well objectively. With fewer essay ques-
tions to score in a given test, more time will be available for evaluating the answers.

Another shortcoming of essay questions is the limited sampling of content they pro-
vide. So few questions can be included in a given test that some areas are measured thor-
oughly while many others are neglected. This inadequate sampling makes essay questions
espedially inefficient for measuring knowledge of factual information. For such outcomes,
we can use objective test items and reserve essay questions, especially extended-response
questions, for measuring complex achievement. This does not eliminate the sampling
problem, however, because we would also like an adeguate sample of complex behav-
iors. When we use essay questions, we should try to obtain as representative a sample of
learning outcomes as possible, One way of doing this is to accumulate evidence from a
series of essay questions administered at different times throughout the school year. The
collection of the results throughout the year into portfolios of work, as is described in

i Chapter 12, can serve other important evaluation and communication functions.

UGGESTIONS FOR CONSTRUCTING
HESSAY QUESTIONS

The improvement of the essay question as a measure of complex learning outcomes
requires attention to two problems: (a) how to construct essay questions that call forth
the desired student responses and (b) how to score the answers so that achievement
is reliably measured. Here we suggest ways of constructing essay questions, and in the
next section we suggest ways of improving scoring, although these two procedures are
interrelated.

1. Restrict the use of essay questions to those learning outcomes that cannot be
measured satisfactorily by objective items. Other things being equal, objective measures
have the advantage of efficiency and reliability. But when objective items are inadequate
for measuring the learning outcomes, the use of essay questions can be easily defended
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despite their limitations. Some of the complex learning outcomes, such as those p

to the organization, integration, and expression of ideas, will be neglected unless
questions are used. By restricting the use of essay questions to these areas, the eva 1
of student achievement can be most fully realized. :

2. Construct questions that will call forth the skills specified in the learning'si
dards. Like objective items, essay questions should measure the achievement of '
defined content standards or instructional outcomes. If the ability to apply principle
being measured, for example, the questions should be phrased in such a manner
they require students to display their conceptual understanding or a particular skill /R
questions should never be hurriedly constructed in the hope that they will measure b
important (but unidentified) educational goals. Each essay question should be ca =il
designed to require students to demonstrate achievement defined in the desired l m
outcomes. See the box “Some Types of Thought Questions and Sample hem Stemstf
examples of the many types of questions that might be asked; the phrasing of any, B
ticular question will vary somewhat from one subject to another, 3

Some Types of Thought Questions'and Sample ltem:Stems

Comparing Inferring, i
Describe the similarities and differences In light ofithe factspresented; what
between. .. mpst likely to/happen when', 7,
Compare the following:two methods ; |
for... to.the following igsue?

Relating Cause and Effect Explaining

What are major, causes of . . . ? Why:did the candle go out shortly afisnt
What would be the most likely effects it was covered by the jar? ;
of #5357, Explain what President Truman m:mit,
when he said, “If you can't standith

Justifying
h t out of the kitchen"
Which of the following alternatives eat, get out of the en,

would you favor, and why? Persuading. Pl
Explain why you agree or disagree with Write a'letter to the! principalito; get"a ;o
the following statement. proval fora class field trip 'to the: s‘tq

. capital.

Su & Why should the student newspaper,
State the main points included in . . . allowed:to decide what'should
Briefly symmarize the contents of . , . printed withoypprios 4171‘131'0?51

Generalizing “teachers?

Formulate several valid generalizations
from the following data.

State a set of principles.that can explain
the following eyents:
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e

\Graup the following items according Describe the reasoning errors in the
io; :

o). .. following paragraph,
Wiat dothe following dtems (have in .+ Lisnandidescribe the: main
| gommon?: . chiaracteristics of., . .

Hpaicinfeg SYI‘II‘.hESIZing
FLifE asmany ways as you can think of Describe a plan for proving that . . .
'\ for, Write' a well-organized report that
s'upsialstory: describing what would shows . ..

Evaluating

S Describe the strengths and weaknesses
ing:the principle of . . . as a guide, of ...
gescribe how youwould solve the Using the given critetia, write an
. owingproblem situation. evaluation of . .
Bescribe a'situation that illustrates the

‘Principle of . . .

T ST e e B U T TR -
| LK ey ™ = - e T,

Constructing essay questions in accordance with particular learning outcomes is
much easier with restricted-response questions than with extended-response questions.
The restricted scope of the topic and the type of response expected make it possible to
relate a restricted-response question directly to one or more of the outcomes, The extreme
freedom of the extended-response question makes it difficult to present questions so that
the student’s responses will reflect the particular learning outcomes desired. This difficulty
can be partially overcome by indicating the basis on which the answer will be evaluated:

Write a two-page statement defending the importance of conserving our natural resources. (Your
answer will be evaluated in terms of its organization, lts comprehensivenass, and the relevance
of the arguments presented.)

Informing students that they should pay special attention to organization, comprehen-
siveness, and relevance of arguments defines the task, makes the scoring criteria explicit,
and makes it possible to key the question to a particular set of learning outcomes, These

.directions alone will not, of course, ensure that the appropriate behaviors will be exhib-
ited. It is only when the students have been taught the relevant skills and how to integrate
them that such directions will serve their intended purpose.

3. Phrase the question so that the student’s task is clearly indicated. The purpose
a teacher had in mind when developing the question may not be conveyed to the student
if the question contains ambiguous phrasing. Students interpret the question differently
and give a hodgepodge of responses, Because it is impossible to determine which of
the incorrect or off-target responses are due to misinterpretation and which to lack of
achievement, the results are worse than worthless: They may actually be harmful if used
to measure student progress toward instructional objectives,
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One way to clarify the question is to make it as specific as possible. For the restricted
response question, this means rewriting it until the desired response is clearly defined;

EXAMPLE Poor: Why do birds migrate?

Better: State three hypotheses that might axplain why birds migrate south in the fail/
tndicate the most probable one and give reasons for your selection.

The improved version presents the students with a definite task. Although some st
dents may not be able to give the correct answer, they all will certainly know the typel®
response expected. Note also how easy it would be to relate such an item to a sped fic
learning outcome, such as “the ability to formulate and defend tenable hypotheses,”

When an extended-response question is desired, some limitation of the task ma
be possible, but care must be taken not to destroy the function of the question. If the
; question becomes too narrow, it will be less effective as a measure of the ability to 5

. lect, organize, and integrate ideas and information. The best procedure for clarifying;ti8
extended-response question seems to be 1o give the student explicit directions concen ifg
the type of response desired:

EXAMPLE Poor: Compare the Democratic and Republican parties. _
Better: Compare the current policies of the Democratic and Republican parties with'

regard to the role of government in private business. Support your statements with axari:

ples when possible. (Your answer should be confined to two pages. It will be evaluatedn

terms of the appropriateness of the facts and examples presented and the skill with
it is organized.)

The first version of the example offers no common basis for responding and, ol
sequently, no frame of reference for evaluating the response. If students interpret i
question differently, their responses will be organized differently, because organizati
is partly a function of the content being organized. Also, some students will namow i
problem before responding, thus giving themselves a much easier task than students Wit
attempt to treat the broader aspects of the problem. !
The improved version gives students a clearly defined task without destroying| (i
freedom to respond in original ways. This is achieved both by specifying the scope ofitl
question and by including directions concerning the type of response desired. See the il
“The Importance of Writing Skill.” :
4. Indicate an approximate time limit for each question. Too often, essay questiof
place a premium on speed because inadequate attention is paid to reasonable time i il
during the test’s construction, As each question is constructed, the teacher should estimaf
the approximate time needed for a satisfactory response. In allotting response time,
the slower students in mind. Most errors in allotting time needed are in giving too Jiill
time. It is better to use fewer questions and give more generous time limits than ta pl
some students at a disadvantage, i
The time limits allotted to each question should be indicated to the students so;
they can pace their responses to each question and not be caught at the end of the testfy
time with “just one more question to go.” If the assessment contains both objective af




-

pier 10 Measuring Complex Achievement: Essay Questions

essay questions,
In either case,

any anxiety that might arise,
5. Avoid the use of optional
questions is to give students more

erally favored by students because
Except for the desirable effect on

are taking different tests, and so the
Each student is demonstrating the
eatlier, even the ability to organize
of responses because organization

The use of optional questions

several topics in advance,

them to get help in

the use of optional questions. I students answ

the students should, of course, be told approximately how much time to
spend on each part of the test. This may be done orally or included on the test form itself.
care must be taken not to create overconcern about time. The adequacy of

the time limits might very well be emphasized in the introductory remarks so as to allay

questions. A fairly common practice when using essay
questions than they are expected to perform and then
permit them to select 2 given number, For example, the teacher may include six essay ques-
tions in a test and direct the students to respond to any three of them. This practice is gen-
they can select those questions they know most about,
student morale, however, there is little to recommend
er different questions, it is obvious that they
common basis for evaluating their achievernent is lost,
achievement of different learning outcomes. As noted
cannot be measured adequately without a common set
is partly a function of the content being organized.
might also influence the validity of the test results in ariother
way. When students anticipate the use of optional questions, they
commit them to memory,

ence on study habits, as intensive preparation in a relatively few areas is encouraged,

Of course, there are leaming outcomes that involve in-
shaped and defined by students. Evaluation of student work
Ing is important for such learning outcomes. The assessmen
is better approached through the assignment of projects

“Checklist” box to evaluate essay questions you construct.

mance on an essay. test dépends largely
writing, ability: If stullents are to be dble to

nstrate the achievement ofihigher-level
ming outcomes, they must'be. taught the
nking and writing skills needed 1o express

I themselves. This means teaching them how

seléct relevant ideas, how to compare and
e ideas, how to organize ideas, how to
iplyideas; how:to infer, how: o analyze,
twito'evaluate, and howto write 2 well-

structed response thatdncludes these
ients, Asking studerits to “compare,”
LI Interpret”ior: “apply” haslittle meaning

s s 8 g P T

The Importance 'of Writing Skill

s P 1 e = W s S B\ e

unless they have been taught how to do
these things. This calls for. direct teaching and
ractice in writing, in an atmosphere that is
ess stressful than an examination period. Use
of analytic'scoring criteria that give separate
scores.for characteristics suchias the qual-
ity of ideas, use of examples, and use of
supporting evidence and ones dealing with
writingsmechanic$ such as grammar, punctua-
tion, and spelling canimprove scoring and,
if communicated to students; can both guide
their. &fforts in  constructing essays and lead'to
improveients of specific writing skills.

243

Can prepare responses on
and then select questions to which the
Tresponses are most appropriate. During such advance preparation, it is also possible for
selecting and organizing their response. Needless to say, this provides a
distorted measure of the student's achievement, and it also tends to have an undesirable influ-

depth study of topics that are
on topics of their own choos-
t of such outcomes, however,
than by an essay test. See the
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Reviewing:Essay Questions

1. Is this the most appropriate type of task to use?

2. Are the questions designed'to measure higherlevel learning outcomes?

3. Areithe questions relevant to the intended leaming oulcomes?

4. Does each' question clearly: indicate the response expected? ;

5. Are studentsitold the bases on whiich their.answers will be ‘evaluated?

6. Are generous time Hmits pmid:d.fd:mpoﬁdms:t?"m'ﬂm ;

7. ‘Are students 'told 'the time limits‘and/or point values for each 'question?

8. Are all students.required toirespond! (o’ the same 'questions}

9. IE-revised, are'the questions still relevant to the intended learning
gutcomes?

I 10. Have the questions'been set aside for'a'time before reviewing them?

SCORING CRITERIA

Clear specification of scoring criteria in advance of administering essay questia
contribute to improved reliability and validity of the assessment. Planning how respons
will be scored will frequently lead to rethinking and clarification of the questions 50 {f
students have a clearer idea of what is expected. Informing students of the scoring criis
that will be used in evaluating their responses also can enhance the validity of the
ments because students are more likely to focus their efforts in the direction inten
the teacher, g
After the assessment has been administered, it is often useful to do an initial eV
of the responses to a single question. Based on the initial review, a few exemplarg
“anchor” responses may be identified that most clearly correspond to the levelsgiig
scoring rubric. The comparability and fairness of scores assigned to student responses &
be enhanced by comparing each response to the selected anchor responses. :
It is important that scores or levels identified in 2 scoring rubric be descriptive @
not merely judgmental in nature. It is better, for example, to define a level of the rul
“writing is clear and thoughts are complete” than to only characterize the level as fex
lent.” Reliability, comparability, and fairess of scores are enhanced by clear descriptioli

Scoring Rubrics for Restricted-Response Essay Questions

for example, the teacher might construct a list of acceptable reasons and simply g
student 1 point for each of up to three reasons given from the list. In the example’
earlier where students are asked to write 2 paragraph explaining why a barometer, s 00
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of the most useful instruments in forecasting weather, the teacher might list key ideas that
would need to be there for the student to get full credit as well as the level of explanation
that would be awarded partial credit.

Scoring Rubrics for Extended-Response Essays

Analytic scoring rubrics enable a teacher to focus on one characteristic of a response at a
time. The separation of characteristics such as writing mechanics from the quality of the
content of the essay can be especially useful. Separate scores for characteristics such as
these provide the student with clearer feedback about the strengths and weaknesses of
the response.

Analytic scores for writing skills may consist of just two broad categories such as rhe-
torical effectiveness and conventions or content quality and mechanics. Sometimes finer
distinctions are useful. The scoring rubrics used by the state of Oregon for its statewide
writing assessment consists of seven analytic dimensions:

Ideas and Content

Organization

Voice

Word Choice

Sentence Fluency

Conventions

Citing Sources (For use on classroom assignments requiring research)

NAWMIR YN -

Scoring rubrics for 5-point and 6-point ratings are available on-line at the Northwest
Regional Educatonal Laboratory (NWREL) website at httpfeducationnorthwest.org/
resouree/464. The NWREL analytic scoring rubrics are presented for seven dimensions or
“traits.” The first NWREL dimension is Ideas and the seventh dimension is Presentation.
The remaining five dimensions are the same as the Oregon assessment. The specification
of a score of 3 on the Organization dimension is shown in the box showing a sample scor-
ing rubric for the beginning writer (K-2). Similar descriptions are given for score points of
1, 2, 4, and 5 for this and the other dimensions.

These lists, together with the actual descriptions of tubrics, may provide a useful start-
ing point for constructing analytic scoring dimensions for use in the classroom. For any
such list, decisions would need to be made about the number of score points to use and
the criteria for determining the score level on each dimension. Scoring rubrics such as the
one available on-line from the NWREL illustrate ways in which the individual score points
can be described.

Another example illustrating descriptions of score points on analytic dimensions is
shown in Table 10.2. The examples in the table were adapted from work by Gearhart,
Herman, Baker, and Whittaker (1994). Six scale points on four analytic scales and an
overall general impression dimension are described. Scoring rubrics such as these are
useful in scoring expository essays or descriptive summaries. Variations may be useful for
other types of essays. For example, in scoring a persuasive essay, additional dimensions
for rating the use of supporting evidence, distinguishing between fact and opinion, and
determining the coherence of the argument may be desirable for giving students feedback
on how to make their argument more effective.

" PR . o
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Tabie 10.2
Example analytic scales for expository essays or descriptive summaries

Classrcom Tests and Assessments

Score

General
Impression

Focus/
Organization

Language

Elaboratifon

Mechanics

6

Exceptional
achievement

Commendabla
achievement

Adequate
achievement

Some evidence
of achievement

Limited evidence
of achievement

Minimal evidence
of achlevement

Clearly stated
main idea
Unified focus
and organization
Effectively
orients reader

Stated or implied
main idea
Focused and
organized
Effectively
otients reader

Main idea
present but may
not maintain
consistent focus
Some orlentation
of reader

Main idea not
clear

Usually on topic,
but with some
digressions

Vague indication
of main idea or
focus

Significant
digressions

No sense of
closure

No apparent
main idea
No apparent
plan or
ccherance

Specific and
concrete
Details
consistent
with Intent
Details create
clear, vivid
image

Specific
sensory details
Most details
consistent with
intent

Some specific
details

Details usually
clear
Generally clear
images

Few or
inconsistent
details

Some detalls,
but all may not

be appropriate

Littie concrete
language
Simple or
generic
naming

No concrete
language

Extended
elaboration
of one main

point

Full alaboration
of one main

point

Modsrate
elaboration
of main point

Restricted
elaboration
of main point

Limited
elaberation
of main point

No elaboratlon
of any polnt

or central
staternent

One or two
minor errors
No major
oITors

A few minor
orrors 3
No more than
one major
enor

Some minor
errors

One or two
major etrors
Errors donot
catise reader
confusion

Some minor
and some
major ermors
Some cause
reader
confusion

Many minor
and major
erors

Emors

interfere

with reader |
understanding =

Many major
arrors causlng
reader \
confusion

Sourcs: Adapted from Gearhart, Herman, Baker, and Whitlaker {1994).




I “Beginning and tiddle are present,
& but no ending.”
1f & “Transitons rely on connective ‘and’ ™
B« “Sequencing is adequate”
' “Pacing'is adequate.”
b+ “Simple title (if required) works.”
s SStructure s/ presefit dhd works.”
I Narrative essays rubrics for five analytic
| 15ions were used by primary. class-

omiteachiers in seyetal stidies (see Wolf &
1' Gearhart; 1997, The five dimensions are the
1 bllowing:
% 1. Theme, including considerations

" ofidegree;to which it is.explicit or

~ implicitand the degree to which it

. s didactic or revealing

\ 2: Gharacter, including the degree to
& which the characters are flat and
B static or “round” and dynamic
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‘Example of'the!NWIREL Seoring Rubic to'Be Considered
alDeveloping Writer (3'on a 5-pointiscale) on the Organization
Dimensionifor.the Beginning Writer (K-2).

3. Setting, including the degree to
which the setting is simple or multi-
functional and the degree to which
it is merely part of the backdrop or
essential to the story:

4. Plot, including the degree to which
the plot is simple or complex and
the degree to which it's static or
presents conflict

5./Communication, including the degree
torwhich'the story is context based
or reader considerate and'the degree
to which it is literal or symbolic

For each of these dimensions{descriptions
of six levels of petformance are described
(see Wolf & Gearhart, 1997 [available at b#tp.//
unvw.cse.ucla.edwproducis/reporis phpl; or
see the home page for the Center for Research
on Evaluation, Standards; and Student Testing
[CRESST] at: bttp.//uwnnw.cse.ucla.edis).

i
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As the name suggests, holistic scoring rubrics yield a single overall score taking into ac-
count the entire response. Holistic scoring rubrics can generally be constructed more rap-
idly, and they generally can be used to score a set of essay responses more rapidly than
analytic scoring rubrics. These advantages must be weighed against the major disadvan-
tage that they do not provide students with feedback on specific aspects of the response
that are strong and ones where improvement is needed. Of course, such feedback can be
provided by marginal notes and comments that the teacher writes on the student’s paper,
but holistic scores alone provide less specific guidance to the student than analytic scores.
It is also the case that the ease of construction of a set of labels (e.g., excellent, good, ad-
equate, promising but has major shortcomings, weak, and inadequate) is no real advance
of the traditional A, B, C, D, and F marks and provides little if any real guidance to the
teacher in scoring or to the student in understanding what is expected. Such labels alone
fall short of what is meant by a scoring rubric.

A holistic scoring rubric, like an analytic scoring rubric, needs to have the scores or
labels elaborated by statements of the characteristics of the response that deserve the
score of “excellent” or “promising but has major shortcomings” The National Assessment
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Table 10.3

Part I  Classroom Tests and Assessments

NAEP halistic scoring rubtic for writing

Score

Description of Score Point

1
2

3

"Response to topic with little information pertinent to task.”

“Undeveloped response o the task in which students began to respond, but did so in a very,
abbreviated, confusing, or disjointed manner” ; :
“Minimally developed: a response in which student provided a response to the task that was.
brief, vague, and somewhat confusing.” |
*Developed: a response 1o the task that contained the necessary slements, but may have best!
unevenly developed or unelaborated.”

*Elaborated: a well developed and detailed response that may have gone beyond the sssential
elements of the task.” i

“Extensively elaborated: a response that shows a high degrese of control over the various ]
elements of writing. Compared with papers given a rating of ‘5, those rated '6' may have beenis
similar in content, but they were better organized, more clearly written, and less flawed” -.'

Sourca: Applebee et al. (1994, p, 204).

of Educational Progress (NAEP) writing assessment uses a 6-point holistic scoring rubrig
shown in Table 10.3. -

SUGGESTIONS FOR SCORING ESSAY QUESTIONS

Improving the reliability of scoring essay questions begins long before the questions'a
administered. The first step is to decide what learning outcomes are to be measured. Thil
is foliowed by phrasing the questions and the scoring rubrics in accordance with: i
learning outcomes and including explicit directions concerning the type of answers d&
sired. Only when both the students and the teacher understand the task to be performed
can reliable scoring be expected. No degree of proficiency in evaluating answers ciff
compensate for poorly designed and phrased questions. 3
When the necessary preliminary steps have been taken in constructing essay ques

tions, the following suggestions can be used effectively to increase the reliability of ithe
scoring: E:

1. Prepare an outline of the expected answer in advance. This should contili
the major points to be included, the characteristics of the answer (e.g., organization)ifg
be evaluated, and the amount of credit to be allotted to each. For a restricted-respaite
question calling for three hypotheses, for example, a list of acceptable hypotheses woul
be prepared, and a given number of scoring points would be assigned to each. For,af
extended-response question, the major points or aspects of the answer would be outlined
In addition, the relative amount of credit to be allowed for such characteristics as accu
of the factual information, pertinence of examples, skill of organization, and effectivene: 5
of presentation would be indicated. '
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Preparing a scoring rubric provides a common basis for evaluating the students’ an-
swers and increases the likelihood that our standards for each question will remain stable
throughout the scoring. If prepared during the test’s construction, such a scoring key
also helps us phrase questions that clearly convey the types of answers expected. For
a restricted-response essay question, a point might be assigned to each of two or three
desired properties of the responses, and a point would be awarded to a student response
for each of the desired properties it contained. For an extended-response essay question,
a 5-point rating might be used. Five points would be awarded 1o a response that was well
organized and clear and that displayed the type of analysis and reasoning sought by the
question. Three points might be awarded for an answer that was clear and adequate but
not very compelling. Answers that contained little accurate information and displayed
inadequate reasoning might be awarded a single point,

2. Use the scaring rubric that is most appropriate, As discussed previously, two
types of scoring rubrics, analytic and holistic, are commonly used with essay questions.
Analytic rubrics focus atiention on one characteristic at a time and are especially useful
in providing students with specific feedback about aspects of their work. Holistic rubrics
are likely to be more useful when the focus of the assessment is on overall content under-
standing rather than writing skill per se.

3. Decide how to handle factors that are irrelevant to the learning outcomes be-
ing measured. Several factors influence our evaluations of answers that are not directly

pertinent to the purposes of the measurement. Prominent among these are legibility of .

handwriting, spelling, sentence structure, punctuation, and neatness. We should make an
effort to keep such factors from influencing our judgment when evaluating the content of
the answers. In some instances, such factors may, of course, be evaluated for their own
sake. When this is done, you should obtain a separate score for written expression or for
each of the specific factors. As far as possible, however, we should not let such factors
contaminate the extent to which our scores reflect the achievement of other learning
outcomes.

Another decision concerns the presence of irrelevant and inaccurate factual informa-
tion in the response, Should you ignore it and score only that which is pertinent and
correct? If you do, some students will write everything that occurs to them, knowing that
you will sort it out and give them credit for anything correct. This discourages careful
thinking and desirable evaluative abilities, On the other hand, if you reduce scores for
irrelevant and inaccurate material, the question of how much to lower the score on a
given paper is a troublesome one. Probably the best procedure is to decide in advance
approximately how much the score on each question is to be lowered when the inclu-
sion of irrelevant material is excessive. The students should then be warned that such a
penalty will be imposed.

4. Evaluate all responses to one question before going on to the next one. One
factor that contributes to unreliable scoring of essay questions is a shifting of standards
from one paper to the next. A paper with average answers may appear to be of much
higher quality when it follows a failing paper than when it follows a near-perfect one.
One way to minimize this is to score all answers to the first question, reorder the papers to
be evaluated, then score all answers to the second question and so on until all the ques-
tions have been scored. A more uniform standard can be maintained with this procedure
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because it is easier to remember the basis for judging each answer and because answers
of various degrees of quality can be more easily compared. When the rating method,
used and the responses are placed in several piles on the basis of each answer, shifting|
standards alsc can be checked by evaluating each answer a second time and reclassifying
it if necessary.

Evaluating all answers to one question at a time helps counteract another type of et
ror that creeps into the scoring of essay questions. When we evaluate all the answers of 2l
single student, the first few answers create a general impression of the student’s achieves
ment that colors our judgment of the remaining answers. Thus, if the first answers are of
high quality, we tend to overrate the following answers; if they are of low quality, we terid
to underrate them. This “halo effect” is less likely when the answers for a given studeri

are not evaluated in continuous sequence.

5. When possible, evaluate the answers without looking at the student's _'
The general impression we form about each student during our teaching is also a sourc
of bias in evaluating essay questions. It is not uncommon for a teacher to give a high
score to a poorly written answer by rationalizing that “the student is really capable)
even though she didn’t express it clearly.” A similar response by a student regarded lesg
favorably will receive a much lower score, with the honest conviction that the stude
deserved the lower score. This halo effect is one of the most serious deterrents to reli
able scoring by classroom teachers and is especially difficult to counteract. See the bag
“Bluffing: A Special Scoring Problem” for information about a scoring problem umque. it}
essay questions,

When possible, the identity of the students should be concealed until all answers ar
scored. The simplest way to do this is to'have the students put their names on the backgl
the papers. If a student’s identity cannot be concealed because of familiar handwriting, t
best we can do is make a conscious effort to eliminate any such bias from our judg

6. If especially important decisions are to be based on the results, obtain two/d
more independent ratings, Sometimes essay questions are included in assessments uss
to select students for awards, scholarships, special training, and the like. In such cassh
two or more competent persons should score the responses independently, and their i
ings should be compared. After any large discrepancies have been satisfactorily arbitraie]
(possibly by a third scorer), the independent ratings may be averaged for more reliabj
results.

SUMMARY

The essay question is especially useful for measuring those aspects of complex achied
ment that cannot be measured well by more objective means. These include (a) the abilf
to supply rather than merely identify, interpretations and applications of data and (b)
ability to organize, integrate, and express ideas in a general aitack on a problem. Off
comes of the first type are measured by restricted-response questions and outcomes of
second type by extended-response questions. _
Although essay questions provide an effective means of measuring significant lea#
ing outcomes, they have several limitations: (a) scoring tends to be unreliable, (b) scor




possible ol stiidents|to obtain higher
5 orl'essay: question responses than
déférve by means of clever Blliffing,
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itrade.” Following are some ways that

ts' might attempt to influence the

4 er and, thus, inflate their grades,

& 1. Wiiting something for every

- Iguestion, even if itis only a

i rirestatement ofithe ‘question. (Students

' figure they might-get sbme credit,
*'Blank spaces get none.)

I 2. Stressing the importance of the topic

B covered by the question, especially

L. whenishort on facts (e.g., “This

: battle played a significant role in the

. Givil War™),

B BiAgreeing with the teacher’s views

! whenever it seems appropriate (e.g.,

& “The future of mankind depends on

I how well'we conserve our natural’

'] . resources.”).

4l Being a' name-dropper (e.g., “This is
" supported by the well-known

Bltiffing: A Special Scoting Prob

is'usually @ combination of 'writing skill,
al knowledge, and common “tricks of
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lem
‘experiment by Smith.” The reader.
assumes that the student knows
Smith'’s “well-known" experiment.),
5. Writing on a related topic and fitting
it to the question (e.g., prepared to
write on President Harry Truman
but asked to write about General
Douglas MacArthur, the student
might start with, “Harry Truman was
the president who fired General
MacArthur.” From then on, there is
more about President Truman than
General MacArthur.).
6. Writing in general terms that can fit
many situations (e.g., in evaluating
a short story, the student might say:
“This was an interesting story. The
characters were fairly well deve10pe§l,
but in some instances more detail
would be welcome.” This might be
called the fortune-teller approach.),
Although bluffing cannot be completely
eradicated, carefully phrading the questions
and following ¢learly defined scoring
procedures can reduce it
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is time consuming, and (c) only a limited sampling of achievement is obtained. Because
of these shortcomings, essay questions, especially ones requiring extended responses,
should be limited to assessing those outcomes that cannot be measured well by objec-
tive items.

The construction and scoring of essay questions are interrelatec processes that re-
quire attention if a valid and reliable measure of achievement is to be obiained, Questions
should be phrased so that they measure the attainment of definite learning outcomes and
clearly convey to the students the type of response expected. To the extent possible, scor-
ing criteria should be specified in advance. For restricted-response essay questions, scor-
ing rubrics can usually be generated by outlining possible answers deserving full credit
and indicating what aspects of the answers are required for different amounts of par-
tial credit. Por extended-response essays, a choice between analytic and holistic scoring
rubrics should be made. Analytic scoring rubrics have the advantage of providing students
with more specific feedback than holistic scoring rubrics. Holistic scoring rubrics can be
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developed and applied more rapidly and may correspond closely to grading decisions |
that need to be made. Available examples of both analytic and holistic scoring rubrics
provide useful starting points for developing rubrics for classroom use.

Indicating an approximate time limit for each question and avoiding the use of
optional questions also contribute to more valid results. Scoring procedures can be
improved by (a) using a scoring rubric, (b) adapting the scoring method to the type
of question used, (¢) controlling the influence of irrelevant factors, (d) evaluating all §
answers to each question at one time, () evaluating without looking at the students’
names, and (f) obtaining two or more independent ratings when important decisions

are to be made,

LEARNING EXERCISES

1. In an area in which you are teaching or plan to

teach, identify several leaming outcomes that can
be best measured with essay questions, For each
learning outcome, construct two essay questions.

. Criticize the following essay questions and restate

thesm so that they meet the criteria of a good essay

question,

a. Discuss air transportation.

b. Do you think the government should spend
more on environmental protection?

¢. What is your attitude toward health care reform?

. For each of the following, would it be more ap-

propriate to use an extended-response question or

a restricted-response question?

a. Compare two periods in history.

b. Describe the procedure for using a dictionary.

¢. Indicate the advantages of one procedure over
another.

d. Evaluate a short story.

4. Construct an analytic and a holistic scoring rubric

for an extended-response essay question that might
be used in the grade and oontentamofnmstlmet !
est to you.

. What factors should be considered in decid ;.

whether essay questions should be inciuded ina
classroom test? Which of the factors are moi
important?

. Describe how essay tests might be used to facilitfl

learning, What types of learning are most hlnely g
be enhanced?

T
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