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(Re)visiting Twenty-Five Years of Writing Assessment 

Abstract: 

This reflective essay provides a narrative analysis of the author’s perceptions of US 

writing assessment over the past twenty-five years. Reflections are provided on four 

communities involved in the instruction and assessment of writing: teachers, 

researchers, testing organizations, and students. The essay concludes with an 

identification of trends in reconciling the goals of these four assessment 

stakeholders.  

 

The first time I looked at the historical development of writing assessment was 

in the 1990s, when the editors founding this journal asked me for an article 

summarizing the issues and problems in the field. That article appeared in Assessing 

Writing, 1 (1), 1994 and was later revised into the opening chapter of Writing 

Assessment: Politics, Policies, Practices, MLA, 1996. Until I was asked by wise editors 

to reflect on the larger implications emerging from my work, I had been too busy for 

25 years creating, performing, and assisting others in using writing assessment, 

while continuing in my day job as an English professor. In that essay, I stepped back 

from the practical work of assessing writing, reflecting on what different 

communities, such as students, teachers, administrators, researchers, testing firms, 

and governing bodies want from writing assessment. This rhetorical approach—the 

deeply situated context of assessments and the way they are characterized by 

language—seemed to illuminate the discrepancies among the various practitioners 

and audiences for writing assessment and demonstrate some of the reasons for the 
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conflicts in the field; there was little cross referencing among the groups.  I 

concluded that the various communities must begin listening to each other if the 

field were to mature. 

 As I wrote that essay, I came to realize how complex and serious were the 

issues raised. My focus had been fairly simple: finding ways to defeat the reductive 

and mechanical methods of giving tests and using test results that were dominant at 

the time, and developing ways to link writing assessment to the work of teachers in 

the classroom. Now, the new editors of this journal have asked me to review and 

update that article in the light of more than two decades of serious research and 

expansive practice by a large number of professionals. The early single-authored 

books and edited collections on writing assessment that existed in 1994 have 

blossomed into a library now, and both journals in the field are no longer the only 

vehicles for publishing serious research. The job of updating each year’s theoretical, 

historical, and empirical work in writing assessment has become daunting. 

 Nonetheless, I follow below the general structure of that early essay, since the 

US conflicts it embodied not only remain in sharply diminished form but have 

emerged over the years in unexpected and interesting ways. Here and there, I will 

include some portions of my older essay that still ring true, particularly the more 

satiric ones. But the changes—for a profession notably resistant to change—in one 

generation are quite remarkable.  

Perhaps the most important expansion of the field has been the drive to 

include communities  (and hence interested stakeholders) that had been left out of 

the conversation, as our publisher made clear back in the 1990s (White, Lutz, & 
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Kamusikiri,, 1996). Bill Lutz and I were brought up short when our first book 

proposal to the MLA was put on hold, until we could recruit a third editor who was 

not a white male. We were embarrassed at our tone-deafness and immediately turned 

to a colleague who added an important chapter (and perspective) to the overall 

approach of the book, Sandra Kamusikiri. For instance, the section originally framed 

as “What Do Students Want From Writing Assessment” morphed into “What Do 

Students, Especially Those From Minorities and Other Marginalized Groups, Want 

From Writing Assessment?” The world was changing in large and small ways, we 

needed to be reminded, and those changes have continued apace. Our one chapter 

has now been expanded into a bookshelf with recent work such as Asao Inoue's 

Labor-Based Grading Contracts: Building Equity and Inclusion in the Compassionate 

Writing Classroom.  

In today's world, validity and reliability have been joined by a third root 

concept in assessment: fairness. This shift is clearly related to the expansive 

attitudes toward diversity in the society and in fields such as linguistics and 

anthropology. Fairness, though related to validity, is not just a colloquial relief from 

statistical jargon, but a distinct and measurable aspect of assessment. That category 

of evidence alone has now blossomed into a theory of ethics (Elliot, 2016) and an 

edited collection emphasizing social justice (Poe, Inoue, & Elliot, 2018). 

 Perhaps equally important has been the vast expansion (some would say 

intrusion) of technology into all aspects of writing assessment. At the same time, 

evolving concepts of validity and fairness have placed new requirements on all 

assessment, particularly affecting writing placement and program assessment. 
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Classroom uses of assessment, as usual, have slowly changed in subtle and overt 

ways as well. The following sections of this essay will look at these and other 

changes in some detail.  

 I begin, as I did 25 years ago, with the interest group that has been the most 

vocal over the last half century—and to which I happen to belong—the teachers of 

writing in US schools and colleges. In one sense, now, as then, most K-16 teachers 

want to be left alone to teach, without anyone who does not understand the 

complexity of the job looking over their shoulders and grading what they do. But 

that unchanging reality has by now been tempered by new knowledge about all 

aspects of writing assessment, from the initial writing assignment in a class to 

responses to student writing to the content of a writing course, and, finally, to the 

outcomes, often measurable outcomes, of what they teach. In a sense, writing 

assessment issues have affected every aspect of the teaching of writing. One truism 

in the physical sciences is that it takes fifty years for new concepts and findings to 

work their way into classrooms. While perhaps the same seems to hold true for what 

now is called  “writing studies” or “rhetoric and composition” (Phelps & Ackerman, 

2010),  research based classroom instruction has become much more common 

practice..  

 

What Do Writing Teachers Want from Writing Assessment? 

 Some of the same irritants that I described 25 years ago remain: “Writing 

teachers usually experience writing tests as irrelevancies imposed from outside the 

classroom by administrators, researchers, textbooks, or testing personnel unfamiliar 
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with the teaching situation . . . Even though scores on these tests tell little about 

mastery of the curriculum, the test results are routinely used to attack the schools or 

to suggest that the students, the teachers, or both are incompetent.” But the 

aggrieved tone of this summary now seems misplaced, as does my subsequent 

complaint that writing research has had little or no effect upon classroom practice. 

And the equating of writing assessment with “writing tests” seems antique. During 

the last two decades, much writing teaching has reflected the influence of writing 

research, as graduate programs in rhetoric and composition have proliferated and 

the role of the Writing Program Administrator has gained importance and stature. In 

the US, federal support has produced important guides, based on empirical studies 

meeting specific guidelines, for both elementary (Graham et al., 2012) and secondary 

writing instruction (Graham et al., 2016).  

 A good example of this shift occurred in 2018 on the WPA listserv, when a 

novice writing teacher complained about being required to follow the stated goals 

and practices, including assessment, of her university's writing program. Decades 

ago, such a posting would have been followed by a cascade of similar complaints 

from the teachers on the list.  But instead, two postings by experienced WPAs were 

the only responses, both pointing out the value for teachers and students of a 

coherent writing program with consistent and stated goals. Although these 

responses did not mention the WPA Outcomes Statement, it has clearly resonated 

throughout the country and has become the theoretical as well as practical basis for 

structuring writing programs (Council of Writing Program Administrators, 2001). Its 

expansion into the Framework for Success in Postsecondary Writing with its 
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particular attention to habits of mind and its reflection of intrapersonal and 

interpersonal domains, has also been important in both instruction and assessment 

(O’Neill et al, 2012; White, Elliot, & Peckham, 2015). 

 Another noticeable change for writing teachers, emerging from assessment 

scholarship, has to do with the construction of writing assignments and responses to 

student writing by teachers. Writing assignments used to be left to individual plans 

or whims; my favorite example is from the Harvard exam for entering students over 

100 years ago: write about your favorite flower. Now, teachers have become 

accustomed to giving assignments related to course and program goals. Further, 

peer review, regular revisions, and scoring guides for grading student work have 

become routine. These pedagogical advances have come with some cost, to be sure. 

Some unstated goals of what used to be called Freshman English—teach literature 

and recruit English majors—have largely disappeared, a loss to the liberal arts 

curriculum. And the quirky individualism of teachers, often celebrated in fiction and 

film, has been dampened by what e.e.cummings deplored as “the naming of parts” 

used to demonstrate the value of what we do through assessment. But the gains to 

our field through the uses of assessment far outstrip such losses; indeed, these 

gains have helped defeat the predictions of the 1970s that English departments and 

their writing programs would be as peripheral to universities as classics departments 

by now. 

 I am surprised to see that my summary of what writing teachers want from 

assessment from 25 years ago remains current, despite the changes I have just 

noted. As such, my dated summary must now be expanded: 



(Re)Visiting 7 

 

● Assessment that supports the classroom work of teachers, or at least does not 

deny its importance 

● Assessment that recognizes the complexity of writing and the teaching of 

writing 

● Assessment that respects teachers as professionals and their students as 

individuals 

● Assessment that will not be misused to make unwarranted inferences about 

student ability  

To these consistent criteria for assessment I now need to add several more: 

● Assessment using technology that facilitates teaching: record keeping, 

expanded clear assignments, peer review, portfolio maintenance, and scoring 

criteria 

● Assessment that recognizes the unique issues and challenges of on-line 

teaching and learning 

● Assessment that is accessible to all students through adoption of principles of 

universal design 

● Assessment that acknowledges and supports the diversity of students and 

faculty, as well as their various modes and genres of expression 

● Assessment that ensures that opportunity to learn the tasks at hand have been 

provided for students 

● Assessment that provides evidence of fairness, validity, and reliability  

 If writing teachers actually controlled assessment practice, their ideal 

assessment would be performative and direct, mostly formative, including many 
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kinds of writing, resistant to numerical reduction—and hence time-consuming and 

expensive. Such matters as revision ability, creativity, discovery, tenacity, 

collaboration, and complex development of ideas using sources would have an 

influence in defining the construct evaluated. Such assessment would also provide 

immediate useful feedback to students and some limited qualitative information for 

program development. But it would not likely produce the kind of data that most 

other interest groups value. The teachers' perspective is important—perhaps 

central—to writing assessment, but this perspective has not historically given much 

attention to matters of urgent importance to other interest groups. In the final 

section of the essay, I will turn to much-welcome recent developments.  

What Do Researchers (and Theorists) Want from Writing Assessment? 

 I group researchers and theorists here not because they have identical 

interests but because both groups have traditionally opposed the view of assessment 

I have just described. They are united by discomfort with much traditional practice 

and are accustomed to asking questions that make many teachers uneasy, 

particularly about the ability to document what goes on in writing classrooms. They 

by definition seek reliably collected information and innovative theories that can lead 

in the long run to improved teaching and learning, not to authenticate current 

pedagogy. Although their numbers are small, compared to those engaged only in 

teaching, their mission is to create knowledge and spur innovation in the field. Their 

importance in the field is not reflected by their small numbers but by the force of 

their ideas.  

 Although most researchers and theorists also happen to be teachers, they tend 
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to be university scholars at Research 1 institutions with primary commitments to 

their fields of study rather than to their students. They are thus ready to notice, as 

most teachers are not, the usual failings of classroom assessments: unclear 

assignments, inconsistent responses to student writing, arbitrary grading, formulaic 

comments, and hostility to under-performing students or to students not used to 

academic knowledge of conventions. They do not much attend to the pressures and 

workloads that most writing teachers must face, conditions that undermine even the 

most dedicated teachers' efforts to teach well; their attention is on larger and more 

generalizable issues. Thus they might focus on the rhetorical history and practical 

misuse of such template pedagogies as the five-paragraph theme, a simplifying 

shortcut to organization widely used by teachers with too many students and too 

little time. Researchers are likely to see reading, including teacher evaluation of 

student work, as a transaction between text and reader, rather than an exercise in 

correcting errors. 

 Most traditional research in writing or assessment depends on some kind of 

measuring device (that is, an instrument) that can deliver reliable data. Although not 

all such research is empirical, much of it is, and the quest for accurate and objective 

measurement has increased as computers have developed ever-increasing ability to 

manage large-scale data. The promise that computers will be able to replace humans 

as responders to student writing, dimly on the horizon a generation ago, has not 

been realized, though efforts are unceasing (White, 2006). Artificial Intelligence is 

now a field of its own but its contributions to writing assessment have not been 

impressive. Nonetheless, some kind of demonstrably valid, reliable and fair 



(Re)Visiting 10 

 

assessment, often accompanied by digital technology, still lies at the base of most 

research and provides a reality check for much theory. 

What kind of writing assessment, then, do researchers and theorists want now? 

● Assessment that does not privilege existing practice or assumptions but 

that allows for exploration of potential new approaches to teaching and 

learning 

● Assessment that supports the gathering of fair, valid, and reliable 

information that can be used to make justified inferences  

● Assessment that recognizes the complexity of writing and the teaching 

of writing but that allows focus on targeted subskills or processes 

● Assessment that uses computer resources for manipulation of data 

● Assessment that allows disaggregation by demographic and other 

relevant grouping 

 If researchers and theorists were to control and define assessment practice, 

the ideal assessment would likely consist of a wide variety of specialized instruments 

designed to generate evidence of task reliability and capture demonstrable evidence 

of construct validity. They would continue to focus on quantitative findings, be time-

consuming and expensive, and often depend on pre- and post-testing of groups of 

students. Students would not receive individual responses to their writing, since 

group score findings would be the main concern. Such findings could lead to writing 

program development and changes in teaching practice, although such changes are 

difficult to implement whatever the research may show. By revealing, evaluating, and 

questioning  the theories and assumptions behind writing programs, these scholars 
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anticipate long-range changes for the profession. Their work lies behind the 

substantial changes in the teaching and learning of writing that I have been 

summarizing here and suggests the improvements yet to come. 

 

What Do Testing Organizations (and Governing Bodies) Want from Writing 

Assessment? 

 The testing firms in America often have a proprietary attitude toward 

assessment. But what outsiders see as arrogance, those on the inside take to be 

professionalism; if your livelihood and that of your many employees depend on 

timely delivery of reliable and valid scores demonstrating absence of bias, you had 

better get assessment right.  The test firm's existence depends on producing tests 

on time, selling them to users, getting scores and data back to the user quickly, and 

standing behind the evidence of the information produced.  

Let others worry about such peripheral concerns as classroom teaching, 

abstract theorizing, or the making of knowledge. Even the nonprofit firms must 

attend to the bottom line more carefully than any other concern, and, like businesses 

in general, they are unlikely to take risks or overspend on research and development. 

The unseemly competition among firms selling software to catch plagiarists, to place 

students in first-year writing courses, or to score student writing has often looked 

like a race to the bottom, in validity, costs, and consequences. 

The list defining the goals of this group has not changed much from the list a 

generation ago: What kind of writing assessment, then, do testing firms want as they 

supply data to institutions and governing bodies: 
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● Assessment that produces scores and other data quickly and inexpensively 

● Assessment that reduces the complexity of writing and the teaching of writing 

yet allows users to make inferences from the data produced about the 

relationship of the assessment at hand to the complex construct under 

consideration  

● Assessment that weighs heavily knowledge of conventions such as surface 

features of writing and dialect features of edited Standard American English 

● Assessment depending heavily on statistical explanations of sufficient 

complexity to allow justified inferences 

 The enduring fact is that testing is big business in the US, a very profitable 

business, even for those calling themselves non-profit, and businesses thrive when 

they can sell to their customers what they want. Such is the nature of US capitalism. 

The future of this business will largely depend on the degree to which American 

institutions develop a serious concern for social justice and demand that national 

tests demonstrate evidence of fairness as well as validity and reliability. 

What do Students (Especially Those From Underrepresented and Other 

Marginalized Groups) Want from Writing Assessment? 

 I keep in the back of my mind the bleakly honest student response to the 

provocative essay question, “Why Write”: “They make you write,” the student wrote, 

“so they can getcha!” For this student, as for many others, writing assessment is a 

danger, an almost physical threat of violence, and writing is so caught up in the 

assessment of it that the two blend into one anxiety-filled performance. The demand 

most often uttered by students about assessment is that there be less of it. A 
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secondary, almost plaintive, request is that the results of assessment help student 

writing improve rather than be used punitively. Various underserved groups among 

students—including those who are disabled, racial and ethnic minorities and LGBT-Q 

groups (and the intersectionality that exists for all with socio-economic status), and 

those for whom English is not their first language (as well as non-traditional students 

of all kinds)—see assessment as part of the oppressive apparatus that has 

traditionally worked to their detriment. 

 Yet there is an apparent paradox here: again and again we discover that 

writers of all groups want, indeed, need readers. But they seek sympathetic and 

informed readers.  

I saw this most dramatically in the portfolio research project I coordinated at 

Duke University (with Denise Comer) in 2016 after the Massive Open Online Course 

(MOOC) “Composition 1” finished its first iteration in 2013. With some 81,000 

students enrolled, we depended heavily on peer responses and peer evaluation 

mediated entirely by a computer program; we also required a writing portfolio with a 

reflective preface, scored by faculty, for students seeking a Certificate of Completion. 

I read the reflective prefaces to all portfolios in our research sample of over 1,000, 

paying special attention to the aspects of the course the students found most 

valuable. Every student spoke to the value of the peer comments on their drafts, 

despite the fact that many of those comments seemed careless or ill-informed; at 

least one peer comment, and sometimes many, made the effort of writing and 

revising worthwhile to the diligent, mostly adult students completing the course. 

Notably, not a single student spoke favorably of the grades that eventually emerged 
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from the peer reviews, though those grades correlated strongly with the grades our 

trained readers later gave those portfolios. They wanted readers, not evaluators, and 

they valued most of all the all-too-human responses they received from their fellow 

students. As administrators of this massive course, Denise and I needed to have 

scores that could be used to justify grades; the students in this MOOC couldn't have 

cared less about them. The contrast with reports of grade-obssessed students in 

selective colleges was remarkable. 

 This project also demonstrated the changes in writing assessment over the last 

25 years. Without computer assistance, the course would have been impossible in 

the first place. The advances in portfolio theory and scoring systems in the decade 

prior to the course allowed for direct measurement of student improvement, keyed 

directly to the stated outcomes for the course. It is worth noting that while the 

procedures and concepts of the course could not have existed in the previous 

century, they seemed challenging but routine by 2013. The elaborate assessment 

and student response system, integrated with the writing assignments, had come to 

be an acceptable development, rather than an innovation. 

 What kind of writing assessment, then, do students want?  

⚫ Assessment designed to provide maximum, actionable, and speedy feedback 

to the writer  

⚫ Assessment that breaks down the complexity of writing into focused units that 

can be learned in sequence and improved by practice  

⚫ Assessment that produces data principally for the use of teachers and learners

  



(Re)Visiting 15 

 

⚫ Assessment that focuses on critical thinking and creativity and that places 

surface features of dialect and usage in a large social context 

 My pessimistic summary 25 years ago of the consequences of this sharp 

difference between student goals and the goals of other interest groups has, sadly, 

not much changed: “After the reduction in funds for education in recent years, an 

unspoken alliance seems to be developing between conservative governing bodies, 

who seek to limit educational expenditures by the taxpayers by reducing enrollments 

and increasing fees, and relatively liberal faculties, who seek to maintain educational 

rigor and economize by widespread hiring of cheap contingent labor. This alliance 

seems likely to restrict access to higher education and to oppose—in the name of 

standards—assessment design that reflects the interest of students, especially from 

marginalized groups.” Nonetheless, a substantial advance in professional 

cooperation has occurred, even as larger political movements have retrogressed. 

Progress Toward Reconciling the Goals of Assessment Stakeholders 

 The most positive development of the last 25 years has been the increase in 

mutual understanding among teachers, researchers, testing firms, and students 

about the value of each others’ goals for writing assessment. Evidence of such 

mutual understanding is evident in the 2012 edited collection commemorating my 

retirement in which teachers, researchers, and theorists from both the academic 

writing studies and organizational testing communities came together to chart a 

detailed future for writing assessment (Elliot & Perelman, 2012).  

While the different community positions remain distinct--writing teachers are 

unlikely to love summative multiple-choice tests and test professionals will remain 
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distrustful of formative teacher evaluations—the hardened positions of yesterday 

have become much more flexible. As is evident in the 2012 volume, some noted  

English professors have used data analysis to provide writing program evaluations 

with credibility to governing boards and noted testing firms have committed 

themselves to a search for credible ways of testing for the goals articulated by such 

teacher groups as the Council of Writing Program Administrators, the National 

Council of Teachers of English, and the National Writing Project. The three major 

advances in rhetoric and composition assessment of the last decades—the WPA 

Outcomes Statement, the development of reliable ways of scoring robust samples of 

writing performance such as Eportfolios, and the continued attention to evidence of 

fairness—have coincided with advances in the understanding of validity and 

reliability as a requisite for valid writing assessment. The strained political and 

financial situation we find ourselves in now has the advantage of bringing us 

together to pool our resources and share our findings. The polarization of our 

different views of assessment that I deplored 25 years ago remains, but much 

diminished. The conversation among the stakeholders that I had hoped for does 

seem to have occurred and promises to continue. I remain convinced today, as I was 

then, that “discussions about values in writing assessment concern the most 

complex act of our species.”  

No one should expect those discussions to be easy; nevertheless, it is some 

surprise to notice how much of value has been accomplished in one generation.  

 

Edward M. White 
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Tempe, Arizona 2019 

References 

Comer , D. K, & White, E. M. (2016). Adventuring into MOOC writing assessment: 

Challenges, results, and possibilities,” College Composition and 

Communication 67(3), 318-359.  

Council of Writing Program Administrators. (2003) “WPA Outcomes Statement for 

First-Year Composition.” College English 63(2), 321-25. 

Elliot, N. (2016). A theory of ethics for writing assessment. Journal of Writing 

Assessment, 9(1). Retrieved from 

http://journalofwritingassessment.org/article.php?article=98. 

Elliot, N., & Perelman, L. C. (Eds.). (2012). Writing assessment in the 21st century: Essays  in 

honor of Edward M. White. New York: Hampton Press. 

Graham, S., Bollinger, A., Booth Olson, C., D’Aoust, C., MacArthur, C., McCutchen, D., & 

Olinghouse, N. (2012). Teaching elementary school students to be effective writers: A 

practice guide (NCEE 2012- 4058). Washington, DC: National Center for Education 

Evaluation and Regional Assistance, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department 

of Education. Retrieved from http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/ 

wwc/publications_reviews.aspx#pubsearch. 

Graham, S., Bruch, J., Fitzgerald, J., Friedrich, L., Furgeson, J., Greene, K., Kim, J., Lyskawa, J., 

Olson, C.B., & Smither Wulsin, C. (2016). Teaching secondary students to write 

effectively (NCEE 2017-4002). Washington, DC: National Center for Education 

Evaluation and Regional Assistance (NCEE), Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. 

Department of Education. Retrieved from the NCEE website: http://whatworks.ed.gov. 

Inoue, A. B. (2019). Labor-Based Grading Contracts: Building Equity and Inclusion in 



(Re)Visiting 18 

 

the Compassionate Writing Classroom. Perspectives on Writing. Fort Collins, 

Colorado: The WAC Clearinghouse and University Press of Colorado. Retrieved 

https://wac.colostate.edu/books/perspectives/labor/ 

O'Neill, P., Adler-Kassner, L., Fleischer, C., & Hall, A. M. (2012). Creating the 

Framework for Success in Postsecondary Writing. College English, 74(6), 520-

524. 

Phelps, L. W., & Ackerman, J. W. (2010). Making the case for disciplinarity in Rhetoric, 

Composition, and Writing Studies: The Visibility Project. College Composition 

and Communication, 62(1), 180-215. 

Poe, M., Inoue, A. B., & Elliot, N., eds. (2018). Writing Assessment, Social Justice, and 

the Advancement of Opportunity. Perspectives on Writing. Fort Collins, 

Colorado: The WAC Clearinghouse and University Press of Colorado. Retrieved 

https://wac.colostate.edu/books/perspectives/assessment/ 

White, E. M. (2006). “Interested Complicities: The Dialectic of Computer-Assisted 

Writing Assessment” (with Ken McAllister).  In Machine Scoring of Student 

Essays: Truth and Consequences. Eds. Patricia Ericcson and Richard Haswell. 

Logan, UT: Utah State UP. 

White, E. M., Elliot, N., & Peckham, I. (2015). Very like a whale: The assessment of 

writing programs. Logan, UT: Utah State University Press. 

White, E. M., Lutz, W., & Kamusikiri, S. (Eds.). (1996). Assessment of writing: Politics, 

policies, practices. New York: Modern Language Association of America. 

  


