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ABSTRACT 

HEATHER CATO 

INFLUENCES OF TEACHER DECISION-MAKING AND PROFESSIONAL 
LEARNING ON TEACHERS SCORING STUDENT  

WRITING ASSESSMENTS 
 

MAY 2020 

In response to the Elementary and Secondary Education Act in 2001 (No Child 

Left Behind), states have sought various ways to adequately assess students in order to in 

turn hold schools and districts accountable for closing the achievement gap. As the state 

of Texas, motivated by pressure from parents, teachers, and other vested interest groups 

who expressed concerns over too much testing, explores alternatives to the current 

writing assessment system, the purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the 

various factors that come into play as a teacher makes scoring decisions while evaluating 

student writing. The study considered the teacher knowledge and professional learning 

that contribute to the different scoring approaches teachers use while making scoring 

decisions. In order to situate the study and consider current efforts underway across the 

state, a document analysis was conducted of the current documents related to The Texas 

Writing Pilot. The focus of the study was six writing teachers from grades where writing 

is assessed across the state (e.g., Grade 4, Grade 7, and Grade 9). Data were collected 

through Public Information Requests from TEA, interviews, and think aloud protocols 

that captured teachers verbal thinking about his/her scoring decisions while evaluating 

student writing.  
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Findings were presented in three manuscripts written for publication in peer-

reviewed journals. These findings revealed a clear disconnect between how educators 

teach writing and how the state assesses writing. The analysis of the interviews and think-

aloud protocol transcripts shed light on the complexity of teacher decision-making. This 

analysis provided a look into the processes teachers use when making scoring decisions 

and revealed that teachers do not make scoring decisions in isolation, but rather rely on 

personal experience, professional learning, and mentorship when making scoring 

decisions. The findings are a step towards better understanding the influences of teacher 

decision making when scoring student writing and provide important considerations for a 

state or educational institution seeking to design assessment with improved inter-rater 

reliability among educators.  

 

Keywords: writing, writing assessment, teacher decision-making, high-stakes 

testing, state assessment, student-centered assessment, authentic assessment, alternative 

assessment, performance assessment, rater agreement, interrater reliability, scorer 

cognition, rater cognition, analytic writing rubric, accountability, policy  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

History often describes educational policy and practice as a pendulum swinging 

from one extreme idea to the next. While standardized assessments have been part of the 

educational landscape since the late 20th century, the pendulum of state accountability 

took a hard swing in 2002 when President Bush reauthorized the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act by signing The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001. 

The goal of this school reform measure required testing of third through eighth-grade 

students in the areas of literacy and math as a way to hold states and schools accountable 

for closing the achievement gap (Stiggins, 2002). States had to respond to this new 

legislation and submit to the federal government new plans for state assessment and 

accountability. Since that time, states have pursued various ways to adequately assess 

students to hold schools and districts accountable for their efforts in closing the 

achievement gap (Darling-Hammond & Adamson, 2010). 

In 2013, Texas, like other states seeking to close the achievement gap and meet 

the demands of No Child Left Behind, reinforced the predominant role tests in play in 

holding districts accountable for student achievement. In 2013, the 82nd Texas legislative 

session set into motion requirements for more student accountability, with a new 

expectation that high school students would have to pass as many as 15 end-of-course 

exams before being permitted to graduate. By 2015, a mere 2 years later, the 83rd 

legislative session was forced to respond to the backlash from parents and teachers alike, 
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who complained about the invasive nature and the sheer volume of state testing. It was 

this legislative body that began to seek ways to pull back the number of state assessments 

students were required to take (Montgomery, 2013). As a result, the 83rd Texas 

Legislature passed legislation, Texas House Bill (H.B.) 866 (2013), which called for a 

reduction in the number of standardized assessments for students across the state. 

Motivated to continue to find ways to reduce the number of standardized assessments and 

increase opportunities for meaningful assessment the 84th Texas Legislature passed 

Texas HB 1164, which necessitated that the Texas Education Agency (TEA) examine 

alternative methods for writing assessment by designing and implementing a writing 

assessment pilot study (Texas Education Agency, n.d.). 

Sponsored by Texas House District 1 Representative Gary VanDeaver, and signed 

into law by then Governor Rick Perry, Texas H.B. 1164 (2015) required the TEA to pilot 

an alternative state writing assessment (Texas Education Agency, 2016b). Initially, the 

bill brought before the House removed the written component of the fourth grade, 

seventh grade, English I and English II writing assessments altogether and put the 

responsibility for assessing writing back in the hands of local school districts. Revised 

language of the final bill called for TEA to conduct a study to develop a writing 

assessment method that would assess:  

(1) a student’s mastery of the essential knowledge and skills in writing through timed 

writing samples; 

(2)  improvement of a student’s writing skills from the beginning of the school year 

to the end of the school year; 
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(3) a student’s ability to follow the writing process from rough draft to final product; 

and 

(4) a student’s ability to produce more than one type of writing style (H.B. 1164, 

2015). 

In response to the legislation, the Student Assessment Division at TEA worked 

with Educational Testing Service (ETS), the company that holds the state’s assessment 

contract, and representatives from Representative VanDeaver’s office to design the 

parameters for The Texas Writing Pilot. The design of the pilot includes a sampling of 

students across the state of Texas in Grade 4, Grade 7, English I, and English II 

completing two timed writing samples (one in the spring and one in the fall) as well as 

two additional writing samples. The parameters stipulated that these two additional 

writing samples should mirror classroom writing instruction (Texas Education Agency, 

n.d.) and incorporate the writing process from start to finish. These samples of student 

work were collected in portfolios to provide evidence that a student could compose 

writing in a variety of writing genres. For each student, all four writing samples were 

given an individual score by their teacher, a blind rater, and a rater at ETS using the same 

writing rubric. Using a portfolio rubric, each student’s portfolio was also given an overall 

score.  

With an intended outcome of the assessments outlined in Van Deaver’s bill being 

an evaluation of a student’s growth in writing over the course of a school year, a key 

feature of Texas Writing Pilot was to provide students with more timely feedback on their 

writing. The design of The Texas Writing Pilot was to empower the student's classroom 
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teacher to assess the student writing and provide this timely feedback, as opposed to 

sending it off for a blind scorer to rate. Ideally, students would then be able to use this 

specific feedback as they continued to develop their writing skills throughout the year. In 

order to consider the feasibility of taking such an assessment design to scale across the 

state, for the purposes of high-stakes testing, TEA conducted a study alongside the pilot 

to determine score reliability by evaluating, “the quality of locally-produced ratings and 

whether stakes can be associated with the locally-produced ratings” (Texas Education 

Agency, 2017, p. 5). Unfortunately, through a feasibility study conducted by TEA, which 

measured “the quality of locally-produced ratings” (Texas Education Agency, 2017, p. 

5), TEA found the results of teachers’ scoring was not consistent enough for this type of 

assessment to be used for the purposes of high-stakes assessment. Taken that the writing 

pilot was framed around teachers playing a central role in the scoring of student writing, a 

new challenge was to move beyond scoring reliability, and also consider the various 

factors that come into play as a teacher makes scoring decisions when evaluating student 

writing. 

Statement of the Problem 

It is undeniable that the education system is currently in an age of assessment and 

accountability (Stecher, 2010). However, in this age of accountability, carefully designed 

performance assessments can meet federal and state accountability mandates while at the 

same time providing teachers with valuable instructional data. In order for the states to 

view assessments such as The Texas Writing Pilot as viable alternative assessments to the 

current assessment and accountability systems, writing teachers must be able to score 
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student writing using a standardized rubric. From a quantitative research stance, the 

determination of feasibility for this writing assessment rests squarely with the 

establishment of inter-rater reliability across raters, yet some researchers suggest that 

variability is just one factor for consideration in the rating process (Huot, Neill, & Moore, 

2010; Jeong, 2015a; Yancey, 1999; Zhang, 2016). For a complete picture, factors such as 

a teacher’s experience and background must also be considered (Jeong, 2015a). Although 

there is a growing body of research on performance assessments and how raters arrive at 

their scoring decisions, further study is needed in considering how a teacher’s knowledge 

and training (Birgin & Baki, 2007) contribute to their scoring approach. 

Purpose of the Study 

As the state explores alternatives to the current writing assessment and determines 

the scalability of a re-designed assessment option for student writing, this study sought to 

explore the various factors that come into play as a teacher makes scoring decisions when 

evaluating student writing. The purpose of this study was to explore the decision-making 

process when scoring student work samples and to consider the teacher knowledge and 

professional learning that contribute to the different scoring approaches teachers use.  

Research Questions 

1. What is the current state of the implementation of H.B. 1164 (2015) regarding 

performance assessment? 

2. What are the various factors that come into play as a teacher makes scoring 

decisions when evaluating student writing? 
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a. How do teachers approach the application of a rubric in evaluating student 

writing? 

b. What metacognitive strategies do teachers use in the process of making 

scoring decisions when evaluating student writing using a rubric? 

Significance of the Study 

The study contributes to the body of knowledge related to teacher assessment of 

student writing and adds to the research related to statewide writing assessments. 

Previous studies have looked at the development and implementation of a statewide 

writing performance assessment but have only looked at the teacher’s ability to evaluate 

student-writing samples using a rubric in terms of quantitative inter-rater reliability data. 

While inter-rater reliability is an important feature to consider when determining the 

scale-ability of teachers evaluating student writing, further inquiry into what influences 

teachers’ scoring decisions is needed. Further, this study contributes to the body of 

knowledge related to how a teacher’s knowledge influences her decision-making. By 

considering the knowledge and professional learning that contributes to the different 

approaches, individual teachers use when scoring student writing samples; further light 

may be shed on features of professional learning that influence teachers’ scoring 

decisions and may subsequently lead to a framework for training teachers as the state 

looks to scale an alternative form of writing assessment.  

Theoretical Framework 

We are a collective of our beliefs, experiences, relationships, the way others see 

us, and the way we see ourselves (Crotty, 1998). As perspective influences the decisions 
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individuals make (Flick, 2009), in qualitative research, it is essential to frame the study 

within the researcher’s own views of reality, learning, and research. This explanation 

helped to properly situate the study by providing insight on the types of questions 

addressed in the study as well as the analysis and discussion of the research.  

Knowledge is a constructed endeavor, for it is the individual who possesses the 

power to construct truth or meaning from their interactions within the world (Crotty, 

1998). According to the work of John Piaget, constructivism explains that the 

construction of knowledge comes through an individual’s interactions with the world, 

people, and things (Piaget, 2014). His work, specifically the “framework for 

understanding children’s ways of doing at different levels of a development” 

(Ackermann, 2004, p. 3), is often cited in educational arenas. While Piaget’s work is 

often appropriate in educational settings, for this research study, the work of others will 

be better suited. 

After studying with Piaget, Seymour Papert diverted from Piaget’s work to 

highlight the influential role materials, situated within a culture, play in determining 

meaning-making (Papert, 2006; Papert, 1980; Picard, Papert, Bender, & Blumberg, 

2004). While constructionism and constructivism both possess the “connotation of 

learning as ‘building knowledge structures’ irrespective of the circumstances of learning” 

(Harel & Papert, 1991, p. 1), Papert took it one step further. Papert (1980) believed that is 

that it is impossible for objects to fully be described apart from the person who is 

experiencing that object because it is the experience the human has with the object that is 

essential to what the object is and how it is used. As an active participant in the learning 
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process, new knowledge is developed most effectively by learners when they are “in the 

process of constructing something external which they can examine for themselves and 

discuss with others” as they reflect upon the learning and internalize the new knowledge 

(Picard et al., 2004, p. 262). It is through this hands-on approach that learners have a 

sense of ownership and personal investment in the learning process.  

Whereas Piaget (2014) identified definitive stages of knowledge development in a 

hierarchical manner, Papert looks at “different approaches to knowledge as styles, each 

equally valid on its own terms” (Turkle & Papert, 1990, p. 129). Papert’s theory of 

constructionism sheds light on how an individual accesses different media in various 

contexts in order to form and transform ideas in their mind (Harel & Papert, 1991; Papert, 

2006). This idea that an individual can shape and build upon their ideas in context 

provides a poignant divergence to Piaget’s stage theory (Ackermann, 2004; Papert, 

2011).  

Papert’s interest in how a learner engages with various media to boost self-

directed learning and support in the development of new knowledge can be applied to 

teachers as they engage in the act of internalizing professional learning by way of 

enacting it out in their professional practice. Once teachers experience new learning of 

any kind, formal or informal, they have an opportunity to return to their classrooms and 

apply that concept or idea to their professional practice. For teachers, enacting or 

tinkering with an idea or concept learned, by practicing within the profession, is a way to 

continue in the act of making knowledge for oneself and improve one’s competence in 

teaching (Duran & Tipping, 2017). For the purpose of this study, the various factors that 
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come into play when teachers make scoring decisions provided insight into how teachers 

use professional learning experiences as a mediating tool for internalizing (Vygotsky, 

1980) and transforming one’s knowledge. 

Assumptions 

A researcher is able to acknowledge what may be taken for granted relative to the 

study through the identification of assumptions. For this research, the following 

assumptions were made. First, teachers of writing also engage in assessing writing and 

provide feedback to students about their progress. Second, participants will provide 

honest responses to the survey and interviews.  

Definition of Terms 

Definitions of the following terms will provide further clarification of meaning 

within the context of this study.  

Accountability-centered assessment. Standardized assessments characterized by a 

constrained stimulus and structured response (Stecher, 2010) designed to measure student 

mastery of standards and serve as a data point in state accountability systems to evaluate 

the performance of educational institutions (Stiggins, 2002). 

High-stakes testing. Assessments, standardized or otherwise, are considered high-

stakes when consequences, good or bad, are associated with how students perform on the 

test. Consequences may include individual consequences, such as the student being 

retained, but could also involve rewards or penalties for the school or the staff of a school 

(Darling-Hammond, 2008).  
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Student-centered assessment. Assessment that is centered on the student can be 

characterized by constructed responses or the production of a product, for the purpose of 

evaluating student growth and mastery of learning standards or objectives (Stiggins, 

2002). In many cases, student-centered assessment is then utilized by an educator to 

provide descriptive feedback to students as well as make responsive instructional 

decisions.  

Texas Writing Pilot. A writing pilot study conducted by TEA and authorized by 

Texas H.B. 1164 (2015) was developed to explore an alternative assessment and 

determine the feasibility of scaling the pilot statewide. The assessments associated with 

this pilot must take into consideration student mastery of standards and improvement 

over the course of a school year, a student’s ability to follow the writing process, and the 

ability for a student to write in more than one writing style.  

Overview of the Methodology 

A qualitative study methodology (Merriam, 2009) was used to explore efforts by 

the state of Texas to implement an alternative writing assessment as well as to examine 

closely the approaches individual teachers take when scoring writing. In order to situate 

the study and consider current efforts underway across the state to determine the teacher's 

role in assessing alternative writing assessments, a thorough document analysis (Gibson 

& Brown, 2009) was conducted of the current documents related to The Texas Writing 

Pilot published by the TEA.  

Following the document analysis, purposive sampling (Merriam, 1998) was used 

to select six Texas writing teachers, two from each of the following grades: Grade 4, 
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Grade 7, and Grade 9. For each grade level represented, one of the teachers selected 

possessed more than five years of experience teaching, and other teacher selected for that 

grade level had fewer than five years of experience teaching. Once the six teachers were 

selected, each participant received an online participant survey (see Appendix B) to 

obtain background information regarding the teacher’s experiences and specialized 

training in both scoring writing and writing instruction. Each of the participants 

scheduled, at a location of their convenience, a face-to-face initial interview (see 

Appendix C) that captured the beliefs and opinions of the teacher as they relate to the 

scoring and instruction of writing. At the same time as the initial interview, teachers 

participated in a think-aloud protocol (see Appendix D) by evaluating student work (see 

Appendix G; Appendix H; Appendix I) while thinking aloud about his/her scoring 

decisions into an audio recorder. Through this think-aloud protocol (Ericsson & Simon, 

1984; Smagorinsky, 1994), effort was made to capture the cognitive process of the 

teachers’ scoring decisions as well as the teacher’s thoughts behind how the decisions are 

made (Zhang, 2016). Following the initial interview and think-aloud protocol, the teacher 

was given the standardized writing rubric used by The Texas Writing Pilot (see Appendix 

F) and asked to score student writing, but this time using the rubric as a guide for 

decision-making. The same think-aloud protocol (see Appendix E) was used for 

capturing the teacher’s cognitive process as scoring decisions are made (Zhang, 2016). 

Finally, a follow-up interview (see Appendix J) was conducted to explore the teacher's 

decision-making process further while scoring the student writing. Field notes were taken 

during interviews, and all interviews and think-aloud recordings were transcribed. Data 
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analysis drew upon the thematic analysis method (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Findings and 

emerging themes were checked with the participants (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Organization of the Study 

Chapter One provides insight into the background and rationale for the study. It 

outlines the purpose and the research questions explored throughout the study. Chapter 

Two provides a review of the literature by providing a synthesis of critical topics and 

ideas, including assessment and accountability, teacher decision-making, and 

professional learning. The methodology of the study, by describing the research design, 

instruments utilized to collect the data, as well as the data analysis techniques utilized 

will be described in Chapter Three. Chapter Four presents the findings of the study in 

three manuscripts written for publication in peer-reviewed journals. Chapter Five 

summarizes key findings of the study, explores potential implications, and considers 

recommendations for further study References and appendices will follow Chapter Five.  

Summary 

Even in today’s age of assessment and accountability, there is a need for the 

educational community to find a balance between assessment for accountability purposes 

and assessment to inform instruction. Likewise, as the state looks for alternatives to 

traditional writing assessment, including possibly scaling The Texas Writing Pilot, there 

is a need to consider the knowledge and training required for teachers to be able to score 

writing for the purpose of state assessment and accountability. The purpose of this study 

is to consider the state’s current efforts for alternative assessment as well as to explore 

the scoring decisions teachers make when evaluating student writing and to consider the 
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various factors at play when these decisions are made. This chapter serves as an 

introduction to the purpose, significance, and theoretical framework of the study. In the 

following chapters, the concepts introduced in this chapter will be further explored. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The purpose of this qualitative study (Merriam, 2009) was to explore the various 

factors that come into play as a teacher makes scoring decisions when evaluating student 

writing. The context of this study examines the current efforts being made at the state 

level for teacher evaluated student writing as well as looks closely at six writing teachers, 

with a diverse range of experiences, who will score student writing samples using a 

think-aloud protocol. Ultimately, the findings from this study may inform our 

understanding of the features of professional learning that influence teachers’ scoring 

decisions and subsequently provide a framework for training teachers as the state looks to 

scale, statewide, an alternative writing assessment.  

While exploring the various factors that come into play as a teacher makes 

scoring decisions when evaluating student writing, it is important to consider how 

teachers learn or acquire the knowledge and skills on which they base their decision. It is 

also important to consider the way individuals situate themselves within a greater social 

and cultural context to participate in the interdependent process of constructing 

knowledge (Crotty, 1998; Papert, 2011; Piaget, 2014; Vygotsky 1980). An educator, 

attending a professional learning experience is not a sponge waiting to soak up 

knowledge from the facilitator. Passive consumption of the information presented is one 

thing, but to actively construct knowledge, a fundamental consideration must be the 

social interaction between the learner and others participating in the learning experience 
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(Bruner, 1990; Cunningham & Duffy, 1996; Vygotsky, 1980). In other words, the way an 

experience is understood is in direct concert with the manner in which the individual 

constructs the context of that situation while under the influence of social factors (Crotty, 

1998; Flick, 2009; Papert, 2011; Rogoff, 1994; Vygotsky 1980).  

This literature review is presented in three sections. The first section will focus on 

the assessment and accountability of writing by highlighting the history of writing 

assessments as well as the history of statewide writing performance assessments. The 

second section of this review will highlight influences on teacher decision-making. The 

final section of the review will explore ways in which teachers acquire new knowledge 

by further exploring professional learning for teachers. Each section is presented for the 

purpose of considering the ways in which teachers use learning experiences as a 

mediating tool for internalizing (Papert, 2011; Vygotsky, 1980) and transforming one’s 

knowledge to better understand the decisions teachers make when evaluating student 

writing using a rubric.  

Assessment and Accountability 

While the current conversation in education is dominated by assessment and 

accountability, it is not much of a new conversation. Specifically, for the discipline of 

writing or composition, assessment has always been intertwined with instruction (Elliot, 

2005; Huot, 1990; Yancey, 1999). Throughout the evolution of assessment, the prevailing 

trend has been a call for higher standards, measuring those standards in the form of 

assessment, and then holding teachers accountable for high levels of student achievement 
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on those assessments (Stiggins, 2002). This section will trace current assessment trends 

from the 19th century and shed insight into the continual quest for validity and reliability 

of large-scale assessments (Elliot, 2005; B. Huot et al., 2010; Huot, 1990; Yancey, 1999).  

Accountability-Centered Writing Assessment 

In the late 19th century, initial efforts regarding assessment for accountability 

purposes focused on what students needed to do at the university and subsequently, what 

the secondary schools needed to do to prepare them for university. To move away from 

the study of Latin and Greek to the study of English composition, Harvard President 

Charles Eliot instituted a written examination required for admission to the university’s 

composition program (Elliot, 2005; Hamp-Lyons, 2002; Moore, O’Neill, & Huot, 2009). 

With a focus on correct spelling, punctuation, and grammar, as well as response to a 

classic work (Elliot, 2005), this style of examination was soon adopted by other 

universities as a way to “foster educational and structural changes at both the secondary 

and postsecondary levels” (Moore et al., 2009, p. 111) and ensure students were ready for 

the rigors of the universities’ academic programs. By the turn of the century, the College 

Entrance Examination Board (CEEB) was established in response to concerns from the 

preparatory schools that had to prepare students for numerous different exams.  

The CEEB’s work focused on ways to standardize the assessments across the 

various universities (Elliot, 2005) by establishing a framework based on the work of 

Wilson Farrand, President of the Schoolmasters Association of New York and Vicinity, 

which outlined a rationale and structure for the organization. Of the key points in 
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Farrand’s framework, one guideline from the framework that was not included in the 

creation of the CEEB was having high school teachers participate in the process of 

certifying a student’s academic achievement. The decision to not include teachers is 

important because it brings to light that for over 100 years, “a test was assumed to be a 

better predictor of student success than a teacher’s judgment” (Moore et al., 2009, p. 113) 

for making decisions regarding post-secondary readiness. Moreover, while questions of 

test reliability began to permeate the conversation of writing assessment even early on in 

the development of these assessments, it was not until the 1920s that the idea of validity 

was even considered or discussed as a component of a viable assessment (Diederich, 

French, & Carlton, 1961; Hamp-Lyons, 2002; Huot, 1990; Huot et al., 2010). A review of 

reliability and validity as it relates to writing assessment offers further insight into the 

current testing landscape. 

Reliability. As far as testing is concerned, reliability can be defined as the 

frequency to which scores from an assessment would be expected to be similar across 

multiple iterations of the same assessment (Huot et al., 2010; Lemann, 2000; Moss 1994). 

Whereas instrument reliability refers to a test’s ability to produce consistent scores, inter-

rater reliability refers to the agreement between raters on the same papers for a given 

assessment (Huot et al., 2010). One consideration for the widespread adoption of 

assessments, and more specifically, standardized assessments, can be attributed to a 

perceived sense of the reliability of the assessment (Moss, 1994). 
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For the universities, who wanted to ensure they were enrolling the best and the 

brightest into their schools, and weeding out those who did not belong, these 

examinations produced results that they counted on for their decision-making. For those 

involved in the creation of the early assessments, the term reliability became more about 

the inter-rater reliability (Diederich et al., 1961) than about ensuring the “consistency of a 

measure to yield the same results in different administrations” (Huot et al., 2010, p. 496). 

A mathematical formula developed by Charles Spearman in the 1890s allowed test 

creators to ensure that tests were reliable, or mathematically similar. His work led to 

research documenting that teachers were unable to have any kind of congruence in 

grading the same papers (Huot et al., 2010).  

Additionally, as the number of students seeking to test rapidly increased, there 

became a need to find more efficient ways to assess the written text but preserve the 

integrity of reliability (Hamp-Lyons, 2002). During World War I, the army adopted a 

standardized assessment known as the Army Alpha test (Huot, 2002). Other assessments, 

including the SAT, were established as a result of the successful reliability of the army’s 

test and widely adopted because of the efficiency of scoring and strong statistical 

correlations (Huot et al., 2010; Lemann, 2000). In 1942, the CEEB scrapped the written 

composition exam altogether and replaced it with a multiple-choice assessment, which, as 

they saw it, remedied any of their inter-rater reliability issues (Huot, 2002). This effort 

for objective standardization continued to be the prevailing emphasis on assessment as 
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tests during the 1970s focused on multiple-choice questions of usage, vocabulary, and 

grammar (Huot, 2002; Lemann, 2000; Yancey, 1999).  

In the latter half of the 20th century, Charles Cooper (1977) examined the 

effectiveness of scoring, which focused on the overall impact of a piece of writing, to 

rank students’ writing. As a way of validating the scoring process, Cooper identified 

seven types of holistic evaluation, including general impression marking, formative 

response, and analytic scoring (Cooper, 1977). Based on his work, Cooper (1977) 

believed it was possible to improve reliability to acceptable levels when raters shared 

similar backgrounds and were carefully trained. Training for raters should include not 

only a focus on rater practices, but also clear explanations for each criterion within the 

rubric and examples for each descriptor (Jeong, 2015b). Later studies revealed that by 

making teachers aware of scoring inconsistencies, teachers begin to adjust their scoring, 

and in turn, their scores become more reliable (Coffman, 1971). “While scoring 

reliability in writing assessment is undeniably important, it has been equally challenging 

to deliver” (Huot et al., 2010, p. 500). Although the prevailing trend has been the 

standardization of assessment, the extent to which tasks, conditions, and scoring are 

similar for those taking the assessment (Moss, 1994), studies time and time again looking 

into the effectiveness of standardized assessment, particularly the SAT, have shown that 

“high school grades are more powerful than any test score” (Sacks, 2000, p. 271).  

Validity. Before the 1920s, it was as if validity was something taken for granted 

(Huot et al., 2010). Because of the simple fact that creators of assessment instruments 
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were experts of their assessment instruments, it seemed safe to assume that they were 

also experts on the validity of that assessment as well (Diederich et al., 1961; Huot, 

2002). Compounding the lack of clarity regarding the validity, the overemphasis on rater 

agreement, blurred the difference between validity and reliability (Behizadeh & 

Engelhard, 2011; Huot et al., 2010; Wiggins, 1993). It was not until 1954 that validity 

began to be looked at in broader terms than just rater agreement. By 1966 “content, 

criterion, and construct validity became the three main foci for test validation” (Huot et 

al., 2010, p. 505).  

By the 1980s, some researchers explained the over-reliance on reliability had been 

because of creating a viable assessment as opposed to defining a theoretical framework 

for writing assessment (Behizadeh & Engelhard, 2011; Huot, 2002). By working within 

and against the prevailing psychometric paradigm, researchers such as Edward White 

decided to confront the issue of validity with writing assessments and set out to “devise a 

writing test that could meet the standard stipulated by the testing experts” (Yancey, 1999, 

p. 490). Adapting the then widely accepted testing technology, the newly designed 

assessment focused on an end of year essay test that was based on the curriculum covered 

over the course of the year. Three key procedures identified for this assessment, included 

a writing prompt, anchor papers and scoring guides for raters, and a determination of 

acceptable agreement by the test-makers, helped to distinguish this assessment from other 

assessments in the field (Yancey, 1999).  
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In the 20th century, writing assessment served as a conduit for administrators and 

politicians who were seeking efficiency and accountability of the educational system 

(Williamson, 1994). While politicians and other parties invested in the American 

educational system, still tout efficiency and accountability, a contemporary view of 

assessment would make the argument that in addition to validity and reliability “test 

consequences and implications for the local, educational environment [should] be 

considered as well” (Huot et al., 2010, p. 507). Building upon this survey of writing 

assessment history, the current political landscape will be further explored. 

Current political landscape. Standardized assessments continue to dominate the 

educational landscape. The current political climate spurred a movement toward 

measurement-driven instruction (Causey-Bush, 2005). This over-reliance on standardized 

assessment perpetuates the assumption that these assessments support standards-based 

reform, will facilitate changes in the school system, and will subsequently improve 

student achievement (Ellison, 2012). Today, standardized assessments not only measure 

student aptitude as they did in the early days but achievement on prescribed academic 

standards as well (Stiggins, 2002). These assessments put pressure on teachers and 

schools as the results are being used to identify effective and ineffective teachers and 

schools (Ellison, 2012).  

In 2002, with bipartisan support, President Bush reauthorized the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act by signing The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001. 

The goal of this school reform measure, based on the idea of supporting high standards 



22 

for all students, was to promote school improvement by requiring testing of third through 

eighth-grade students in the areas of reading and math as a way to hold states and schools 

accountable for closing the achievement gap (Darling-Hammond & Adamson, 2010; 

Stiggins, 2002). Over time, opponents of NCLB believed it had resulted in a reductionist 

model of education. Teachers often felt they had to sacrifice creativity because of 

pressure to teach to the test (Darling-Hammond & Adamson, 2010). In writing 

specifically, the assessments focused on simplistic and basic aspects of the discipline 

(Dutro, Selland, & Bien, 2013). Typically, assessments created during this time did not 

focus on higher-order thinking or performance skills but instead focused on multiple-

choice items that could be scored quickly and cheaply (Causey-Bush, 2005; Darling-

Hammond & Adamson, 2010).  

In 2010 as opposition continued to grow with NCLB, and an economic recession 

set in, President Obama unveiled his Race to the Top initiative that provided competitive 

grants to states and districts who came up with innovative solutions that would address 

“urgent improvements in education needed to prepare all students for a globally 

competitive economy” (United States Department of Education, 2015, p. vi). The four 

core areas of focus for Race to the Top included: 

• the establishment of rigorous academic learning standards aligned to college and 

career readiness,  

• the further development of effective teachers and leaders,  
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• the creation of data and technology infrastructures to inform and improve 

instruction, and  

• the intentional efforts to turn around low-performing schools (United States 

Department of Education, 2015). 

Positive gains were documented in each of the states that received grants, 

including improved communication between the state and districts, increased teacher 

collaboration and support, increased rigorous academic standards, and improved systems 

to monitor student achievement throughout the course of the year (United States 

Department of Education, 2015).  

To replace the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, President Obama signed the 

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), which returned authority to the states by requiring 

them to establish their own accountability system (Loeb & Hough, 2016). The goals of 

ESSA promise to continue to make strides towards providing students with a well-

rounded education by ensuring all students graduate from high school prepared for 

college and career, further supporting early education, and reducing standardized 

assessments that are unnecessary (Obama, 2009).  

Student-Centered Writing Assessment 

During the late 1980s and early 1990s, “several states and districts across the 

nation consciously chose to incorporate aspects of higher-order thinking and processing 

skills into performance-based, alternative assessment systems” (Abbott, 2016, p. 4). A 
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review of performance assessment, including efforts to implement performance 

assessment in writing across the nation, provides further context for this study. 

Performance assessment. It is one thing to assess what has been taught. It is 

quite another to assess what has been learned (Wiggins, 1989). Assessment, the measure 

of one’s ability to demonstrate what he or she knows, is not a new concept to education, 

but rather a recurring hot topic. From when to assess, how often to assess, how to grade, 

to even the structure of the assessment itself, the perspectives on the matter are quite 

diverse. In the array of viewpoints on the subject, one type of assessment that continues 

to be a focus of the conversation is authentic performance assessment (Gomez, 1999; 

Stiggins, 1987; Tung, 2010; Valdéz Pierce & O’Malley, 1992; Wiggins, 1989).  

According to the TEA, “A quality writing assessment is inclusive of multiple 

factors of development that evidence growth in writing” (Texas Education Agency, 

2016c, p. 5). As a type of performance assessment (Stiggins, 1987; Tung, 2010), a 

writing portfolio diverges from traditional standardized, or multiple-choice, assessment 

and provides learners feedback on their performance and growth over time in relation to a 

predetermined continuum of writing proficiency (O’Malley & Pierce, 1996; Valdéz 

Pierce & O’Malley, 1992). The use of a portfolio assessment for writing has the potential 

to empower students to systematically collect authentic evidence of work over time that 

reflects their level of proficiency towards the state’s standards for writing (Birgin & Baki, 

2007; Gomez, 1999; Stiggins, 1987; Tung, 2010; Valdéz Pierce & O’Malley, 1992; 

Wiggins, 1989). A key component of performance assessment is often a reflective piece a 



25 

student writes to further explain the pieces found in the portfolio (Black & Wiliam, 

1998). Additionally, the performance assessment relies on teachers as they utilize rubrics 

or rating scales to evaluate the students’ portfolios (Valdéz Pierce & O’Malley, 1992). 

Performance assessments provide students with multiple ways to show what they 

know (Stiggins, 1987; Tung, 2010). A carefully crafted performance assessment allows 

learners opportunities for choice as they demonstrate a range of abilities and skills 

(Tierney, Carter, & Desai, 1991; Tung, 2010). Through this type of assessment, learners 

construct or create original responses as opposed to the constrained response they are 

expected to provide on a multiple-choice type of assessment. Typically for performance 

assessments, evaluation is based on multiple criteria (Gomez, 1999; Wiggins, 1989), 

often in the form of a rubric, and often includes an actual audience external to the teacher. 

Performance assessments have the potential to measure cognitive thinking, reasoning, 

and the ability to problem-solve in meaningful or real-world contexts (Darling-Hammond 

& Adamson, 2010; Stiggins, 1987; Tung, 2010; Wiggins, 1989). Well-crafted 

performance assessments are not limited to the recall of memorized information, but 

provide opportunities for demonstrating growth of essential standards over time as well 

as the opportunity to collect information about what learners know and are able to do 

with that knowledge (Wiggins, 1989).  

Unlike traditional pencil and paper assessments, performance assessments shed 

light on student’s strengths (Gomez, 1999; O’Neil, 1992; Tung, 2010) and provide 

teachers with specific information about each student. In her case study of one high 
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school in Brooklyn, New York, Gomez (1999) found teachers using performance 

assessments reported that the assessments helped provide ongoing insight into a wide 

range of a student’s skills and abilities. Assessment should be a central component of the 

learning experience (Wiggins, 1989), for it is through assessment that teachers and 

learners can engage in dialogue and bring clarity to the learning experience (O’Neil, 

1992; Wiggins, 1996). In the classroom, teachers benefit from performance assessments 

because they can see firsthand a learner’s progress and immediately take action to adapt 

or modify instruction based on what learners demonstrate that they know and can do 

(Tung, 2010). In the era of NCLB (No Child Left Behind Act of 2001: Qualifications for 

Teachers and Professionals, 2008), state accountability mandates have put pressure on 

states to expand their assessment efforts. Often states have turned to heavily rely on 

multiple-choice assessments that can be wholesale distributed and administered relatively 

inexpensively (Darling-Hammond & Adamson, 2010), but they have not proven to 

produce the kinds of results for which they were intended. 

Statewide portfolio assessments. Fueled by a desire to ensure learners graduate 

high school equipped to excel in the demands of the global workforce (O’Neil, 1992), 

many states turned their investigation towards performance assessment. In many cases, a 

performance assessment in language arts comes in the form of a written constructed 

response. To encourage changes in curriculum and instruction, both Vermont and 

Kentucky (Stecher, 1998) have played a central role in the development and 

implementation of writing portfolios.  
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Vermont. Driven by educator concern, in 1988, the state of Vermont sought to 

establish an assessment system that was responsive to the needs of its stakeholders 

(Valdéz Pierce & O’Malley, 1992). The assessment of writing occurred through an on-

demand essay in the fourth and eighth grades that was scored by teachers (Koretz, 

Stecher, & Deibert, 1992). Through this process, teachers reported that their curriculum 

was more congruent to state standards (Stecher, 1998). Another benefit of the Vermont 

model was that teachers were actively involved in creating the assessments and criteria 

for measuring the assessment. Teachers taking an active role in the construction of 

assessments proved to be a powerful professional learning opportunity because it was 

through this experience teachers developed a deeper understanding of what was expected 

of students (O’Neil, 1992). 

Some concerns that arose from the Vermont assessment plan include the nature of 

the tasks and the feeling that some students were not given sufficient opportunity to 

demonstrate knowledge of all aspects of the performance task (Koretz, Stecher, Klein, & 

McCaffrey, 2005). In 1992, 77 principals were interviewed to gauge their experiences 

with the portfolio program, and although their responses were diverse, the majority of 

principals brought to light the burdens that their teachers faced implementing the program 

(Koretz et al., 1992). Specific reasons for the perceived burden included implementation 

pace, logistics of record-keeping, and the overall demands on time for implementation 

(Koretz et al., 1992). Ultimately, the burden of developing the portfolios, as well as the 
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cost of scoring them, proved to be too challenging to continue to sustain at the state level 

(Tung, 2010). 

Kentucky. Unlike the Vermont assessment that had more opportunities for local 

control, the Kentucky’s assessment plan, Kentucky Instructional Results Information 

System (KIRIS), utilized from 1990–1999, was comprised of a statewide standardized 

test, a local performance assessment, short performance tasks, and extended time 

performance tasks that included writing portfolios (Abbott, 2016; Tung, 2010).  

For the writing portion of this assessment, the portfolio included six different 

pieces that collectively were scored holistically (Tung, 2010). A key difference of this 

assessment model was that training, for many of the state’s teachers, took place through 

an initiative sponsored by the National Writing Project. It is reported that the targeted and 

intensive professional learning from the National Writing Project significantly 

contributed to more accurate scoring (Tung, 2010). This professional learning provided 

teachers the opportunity to engage in the discipline and better understand the theory and 

research behind the project.  

Questions by parents, teachers, and the community alike about KIRIS about the 

validity of the assessment system as well as philosophical disagreements over the correct 

way to teach math and literacy ultimately lead to Kentucky adopting a new assessment 

system, the Commonwealth Accountability Testing System (CATS; Stecher, 2010). 

While this system retained some of the components of KIRIS assessment, it was a 
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relatively short-lived assessment system. In the face of NCLB, Kentucky once again 

changed its assessment model in favor of a criterion-referenced test (Stecher, 2010). 

Student-centered writing assessments, most often in the form of performance 

assessments, provide students an outlet to demonstrate what they know in an environment 

that supports choice in how a student demonstrates a range of skills and abilities 

(Stiggins, 2002). This section served to explore the broad definitions and uses of 

performance assessments as well as shed light on work done at a state level to incorporate 

performance assessment into the state assessment and accountability system as well as 

the ways in which teachers use performance assessments in the classroom. The following 

section will explore the way student work within a performance assessment is assessed 

through the use of rubrics. 

Rubrics 

Building on the discussion of performance assessment, this section will explore 

the ways in which student work within a performance assessment is scored. In many 

cases, performance assessments rely on teachers as they use rubrics or rating scales to 

evaluate a students’ writing portfolio (Valdéz Pierce & O’Malley, 1992). Rubrics serve as 

a qualitative evaluation, based on multiple criteria, (Gomez, 1999; Wiggins, 1989) that 

define standards and expectations, as well as important aspects of performance, by 

describing the degrees of quality (e.g., from above expectations to below expectations) 

for a given task (Jeong, 2015b; Jonsson & Svingby, 2007; Saddler & Andrade, 2014). 

Rubrics can be task-specific or generic (Jonsson & Svingby, 2007). In their review of 40 
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research articles regarding rubrics for writing assessment, Jonsson and Svingby (2007) 

reported that rubrics were found to enhance scoring reliability, support the sound 

judgment of performance assessments, and provide opportunities for teachers to promote 

learning and improve instruction. Typically, rubrics are utilized as either a holistic or an 

analytic scoring evaluation tool. When scoring holistically, the rater must determine the 

overall quality of the performance or piece, whereas when scoring analytically, the rater 

must assign a score to each domain of the rubric (Jonsson & Svingby, 2007). “The effects 

of a reader’s purposes and prior experience raise serious questions about the influences of 

training on the nature of the reading process” (Huot, 1990, p. 210). While the reason may 

be attributed to ease and cost efficiency, holistic scoring is usually the preferred method 

for large-scale assessment (e.g., state and national assessments; Dempsey, PytlikZilling, 

& Bruning, 2009; Huot, 1990; Lumley, 2002).  

In contrast to a holistic rubric, an analytic rubric can provide more specificity and 

serve as a better diagnostic tool for evaluation within the classroom (Knoch, 2009). In an 

analytic rubric the important criteria, or features, of the assignment are described in 

detail, including specificity as to what the assignment looks like, at the high score point, 

mid score point, and low point score point of the rubric (Cooper, 1977; Dempsey et al., 

2009). A score is then given for each domain of the rubric. As an early developer of 

analytic approaches to writing assessment, Diederich (1974), conducted a study of 

academic and business professionals as they scored sets of writing papers, on a 9-point 

scale, without any training or rubric. Diederich (1974) and his colleagues then used the 
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data collected to tease out recurring themes that they then used to create an analytic 

framework for writing assessment. The level of specificity provided within the analytic 

rubric provides an opportunity for teachers to engage students with meaningful feedback 

as a vehicle for promoting continued learning (Jonsson & Svingby, 2007). 

In a 2002 study of raters using an analytic rating scale for scoring ESL students 

applying to immigrate to Australia, Lumley (2002) wanted to understand how individuals 

applied features of a rating scale to writing samples. Based on an analysis of a think-

aloud protocol conducted by each participant, the data showed that although raters often 

follow a similar rating process, the scoring decisions made were quite different (Lumley, 

2002). While raters attempt to remain close to the language of the scale, the scale is 

unable to encompass all possibilities within a piece of writing. Although some tension 

exists with raters between their overall impression of a piece of writing and the specific 

language of the scale, Lumley (2002) acknowledged it is possible to find consistency in 

scoring between raters if adequate training and support is provided to the raters. 

Scoring using rubrics. Although rubrics are widely used among teachers, the 

rubrics themselves are often called into question with arguments that they contain 

inconsistent or vague language within each of the descriptors (Jeong, 2015a). The 

processes teachers use for rating assessments with rubrics are often criticized as well for 

being too subjective (Lumley, 2002). As a rater, one must decide, consciously or 

otherwise, which feature of the scale to pay attention to as well as how to do define and 

distinguish between the language within the scale of the rubric (Lumley, 2002). Even 
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when raters make an intentional effort to follow the rubric as written, studies show that 

invariably the rater’s decision-making process can be influenced by the overall 

impression of the piece of writing, and even personal intuition (Jeong, 2015a). Some 

studies suggest that rater reliability, in part, is attributed to the training raters receive 

(Jeong, 2015a; Knoch, Read, & von Randow, 2007). One such study conducted by Jeong 

(2015b) closely examined experienced teachers’ scoring of essays with and without a 

rubric and compared the data to similar data about novice teachers scoring. Findings from 

the study indicated that experienced raters were better able to put their personal 

constructs aside and rely on the rubric for scoring as well as reveal a necessity for rater 

scoring training that includes detailed descriptor explanations and examples (Jeong, 

2015a).  

As the validity and reliability of performance assessments continued to be called 

into question, it appears that rubrics provide a means for supporting validity without 

sacrificing reliability (Jonsson & Svingby, 2007). And it is through their intentional use 

that teachers are able to engage in meaningful dialogue with students to promote 

continued growth as a student. 

This section explored current assessment trends, shed light into the role reliability 

and validity play in large-scale assessments, and took an in-depth look into the way 

writing assessments are scored using rubrics. The next section will build on performance 

assessments by considering the decisions teachers make, specifically the decisions they 

make when scoring writing assessments. 
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Teacher Decision-Making 

At its core, “any teaching act is a result of a decision, either conscious or 

unconscious” (Shavelson, 1973, p. 144). And while teacher decision-making is a complex 

balancing act of negotiating one’s own beliefs, curricular constraints, and institutional 

constraints the most foundational skill in teaching is just that – decision-making (Borko, 

Shavelson, & Stern, 1981; McMillan, 2005; Shavelson, 1973). Studies that focused on 

instruction have often indicated that experienced teachers are more adept at interpreting, 

evaluating, and explaining the complexities of classroom instruction, whereas 

inexperienced teachers rely on more basic or concrete explanations and interpretations of 

classroom events (McMillan, 2005). While many teacher decisions, especially as they 

relate to instruction, must be made in the moment, assessment decisions often provide the 

affordance of time, allowing the teacher to access and consider a wealth of information as 

part of the decision-making process (Borko et al., 1981).   

While investigating classroom assessment and grading decision-making, 

McMillian and Nash (2000) asked elementary and secondary teachers to explain the 

assessment and grading procedures they used while scoring student work. In their study, 

McMillian and Nash (2000) found that often grading assessments involved more 

individualized principles based on experience and other various influences than common 

or standards principles of practice. Through analysis, they categorized teacher decision-

making into six themes: “teacher beliefs and values, classroom realities, external factors, 

decision-making rationale, assessment practices, and grading practices” (McMillan, 2005, 
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p. 35). McMillian and Nash (2000) were then able to identify that the relationship 

between those categorized could be summarized by the competing forces of internal 

beliefs with external influences, with teachers’ internal beliefs being the most influential 

of the two for assessment decisions (McMillan, 2005). In this section of the review of the 

literature, the internal and external factors that influence a teacher’s decision-making will 

be explored.  

Internal Factors 

 Internal factors for decision-making are influenced by an individual’s core 

beliefs and values about children, education, and learning (Gill & Hoffman, 2009; 

McMillan, 2005; Putnam & Borko, 1997). These beliefs can directly influence our 

choices, efforts, performance, and even behavior. Beliefs can also develop through one’s 

teaching and learning experiences (Gill & Hoffman, 2009). These beliefs often strongly 

shape both the instructional and classroom management practices an educator uses in her 

classroom (Putnam & Borko, 1997), and yet teachers often cannot clearly articulate the 

beliefs that influence their work (Gill & Hoffman, 2009). 

Although teachers’ beliefs during the planning process can be hard to measure, by 

exploring teacher talk during shared planning, Gill and Hoffman (2009), sought to gain 

insight into teachers’ beliefs about teaching and learning by focusing on the rationales 

behind the teachers’ decision-making. Their study consisted of four middle school 

teachers who were observed once a week, in the fall semester, as they planned, shared 

lessons, and discussed other pertinent things as a team (Gill & Hoffman, 2009). 
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Ultimately, it was this shared planning that provided insight into the teachers’ beliefs 

about “pedagogical content, general pedagogical beliefs, beliefs about curriculum and 

textbooks, and beliefs about students’ ability” (Gill & Hoffman, 2009, p. 1253). 

External Factors 

While a teacher’s beliefs guide the internal factors of her decision-making, there 

are a myriad of external forces that may come into play as teachers make decisions. State-

mandated assessment, school/district policies, and parents or student home life are just 

some of the forces that influence teachers as they make decisions on a daily basis in their 

classroom (Clark & Peterson, 1984; Griffith, Massey, & Atkinson, 2013; McMillan, 

2005). For example, a teacher has to weigh the school or district’s policies around 

curriculum, classroom management, or social promotion as she designs lessons, redirects 

misbehavior, and supports struggling students. A teacher also has to consider the manner 

in which her students and school will be evaluated. With the external pressures of state-

mandated assessment, teachers often feel forced to use more objective assessment 

practices throughout the course of the school year that mirror the state test in order to 

ensure their students will be ready for the assessment (McMillan, 2005). 

Guided by a widespread assumption that all teachers do now is teach to the test, in 

her review of studies regarding state-mandated testing, Cimbricz (2003) analyzed the 

relationship between state assessment and teachers’ beliefs and practice. Of the studies 

reviewed, Cimbricz (2003) found that state testing does, in fact, influence how a teacher 

behaves and the decisions a teacher makes. However, although state testing does 
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influence teacher practice and their views of learning, there was not a consistent pattern 

of influence because other variables such as teacher status or experience level contributed 

to the ways in which an individual teacher interpreted the importance of the state 

assessment (2003). 

As educators engage with the myriad of decisions to be made during a day, they 

must carefully weigh these competing forces (Black & Wiliam, 1998; McMillan, 2005). 

This section sheds light on the internal and external factors that influence teacher 

decision-making and considers the factors that may come into play when teachers are 

making scoring decisions. 

Professional Learning 

In order for teachers to facilitate students to deeper levels of conceptual 

understanding (Borko, 2004), teachers must have a vast understanding of the discipline 

for which they teach as well as the research that backs up the practice (Stokes, 2010). 

Most commonly, opportunities for teachers to develop and deepen their understanding of 

a given discipline come in the form of professional learning. However, it is no secret that 

teachers often have a less than enthusiastic outlook when it comes to professional 

development. In order to ensure that professional learning is both meaningful and 

relevant, the teachers who participate, the facilitator who guides the learning, and the 

situation or context for which the professional learning is given must be considered 

(Borko, 2004).  
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For a child, learning experiences often focus on the acquisition of skill, but for 

adult learning, experiences build upon individual’s prior knowledge and skill through 

opportunities that promote self-directed learning (Knowles, 1970, 1996; Merriam, 2001; 

Merriam, Caffarella, & Baumgartner, 2012; Zmeyov, 1998). In the case of adult learning, 

learning moves to a more problem-centered approach where teachers are empowered to 

actively participate in shared inquiry and advocate for their own educational needs 

(Zmeyov, 1998). With a focus on continuous improvement, the learning is action-

oriented and focuses on ensuring high levels of learning for all students (DuFour & 

DuFour, 2013). Once this new learning is presented or acquired by the teacher, the 

learning does not stop there. Teachers going back to their classroom to apply this new 

learning must engage in the act of internalizing professional learning by way of enacting 

it out in their professional practice. In doing so, teachers draw upon the newly acquired 

concept or skill and engaged in self-directed learning as a way to develop of new 

knowledge (Papert, 1980).  

In both instances of state-scaled performance assessments previously discussed, 

Vermont and Kentucky, educator professional development played an important role in 

sustaining the implementation of the project. In Vermont, the training was intentionally 

designed to ensure a certain degree of calibration and inter-rater reliability. Over time, it 

was found that a byproduct of this intensive training was improved instructional practice 

(Gomez, 1999). Another aspect that contributes to an educator’s development of 

knowledge is the participation in the scoring of the assessments (Darling-Hammond & 
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Adamson, 2010). Through the collective practice of engaging in discourse and critically 

scoring the performance assessments within a greater community of teachers, teachers 

developed a stronger sense of knowledge that was expected for the writing assessment. 

Components of Professional Learning 

For decades, professional development experts have cautioned against traditional 

delivery models of professional learning. Teachers need opportunities to engage in just-

in-time, job-embedded professional learning (Guskey & Yoon, 2009). When professional 

development is customized to the needs of teachers and sustained over time, there is 

evidence that it can positively contribute to improved teacher practice (Borko, 2004). In 

order for professional learning to prove meaningful for teachers, developers of 

professional learning must consider conditions for success. Optimal conditions for the 

development of educator knowledge include: 1) opportunities to study by participating in 

experiences within the core discipline and reflecting upon that work; 2) collective inquiry 

with other teachers that focuses on improved classroom practice; and 3) engagement in 

professional discourse around theory-based research (Darling-Hammond, 2008; Marlink 

& Wahleithner, 2011; Stokes, 2010). Through meaningful professional learning, teachers 

can deeply and flexibly develop an understanding of the content so they can help students 

make connections and address misconceptions (Darling-Hammond, 2008). Teachers are 

then able to turn their learning around and know how to create experiences in such a way 

to support meaningful learning among students.  
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Experience and Reflection 

For any given grade and subject area, the complexity and sophistication on the 

knowledge and skills an educator must possess to teach are immense. College pre-service 

education preparation programs serve as a beginning for learning the craft of teaching, it 

is just the beginning, but the adage of practice makes perfect is not just a meaningless 

phrase. While pre-service programs can provide a solid foundation, they cannot replace 

the experience one can get by being a teacher. When teachers are able to engage and 

actually experience (Neuman & Cunningham, 2009) the learning first-hand and then 

reflect upon it, (Penuel, Fishman, Yamaguchi, & Gallagher, 2007) they are able to have a 

deeper understanding of the core features and structural components for the given 

content. 

In 2009, Neuman and Cunningham explored the impact of professional 

development on teacher knowledge for 304 teachers from child-care centers and family 

daycares in North Carolina. The participants were placed into one of three groups. Group 

1 took a three-credit-hour course in early language and literacy; Group 2 also took the 

course but in addition to the course also received ongoing coaching, and support; and 

Group 3 served as the control group (Neuman & Cunningham, 2009). Findings from the 

study indicated it was not merely the professional learning that had the greatest impact on 

the educator. Instead, it was the reciprocal process of learning and doing that led teachers 

to be able to implement stronger early literacy instructional practices (Neuman & 

Cunningham, 2009). When teachers are able to take what they are learning directly back 
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into their classroom and then receive further guidance and support, they are then able to 

experience the learning firsthand and develop a stronger understanding of how to 

implement it.  

Reflection is also an important factor. Penuel et al. (2007) sampled 454 teachers 

in an inquiry science program called GLOBE, to determine their ability to take the newly 

acquired learning and implement it back in the classroom. The authors found that 

providing teachers time, within the professional learning experience, to create an 

implementation plan gave the teachers an opportunity to reflect on current district and 

campus initiatives. The teachers who reflected upon how GLOBE fit within the district 

and campus initiatives were better prepared to engage students in inquiry strategies they 

learned from the training. 

Collective Inquiry 

When teachers engage in a professional learning community (DuFour & DuFour, 

2013), collaborating with other teachers and engaging in discourse about student work, 

they begin to feel empowered to deepen their understanding of the content and ultimately 

adapt their teaching (Darling-Hammond, 2008). As teachers take part in collective 

inquiry with other teachers that focuses on improved classroom practice, they are able to 

develop a shared understanding as they learn from one another (Wilson & Berne, 1999). 

An important idea related to collective inquiry is that learning is not something to be 

packaged and delivered to teachers. Instead, teachers should feel empowered to actively 
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construct their own learning experiences (Wilson & Berne, 1999) as the community 

engages in a particular line of inquiry to improve their practice (Borko, 2004).  

One key aspect of collective inquiry to consider is the environment and the 

culture for which the collective inquiry is given room to grow and develop. While a team 

of teachers can easily rally around one another for support, an important player in the 

success of collective inquiry would be the support that teachers receive from their 

principal. The principal on campus is a pivotal influence on school culture and 

subsequently plays an important role in the overall support of the organization’s ability to 

engage in inquiry. When Barohny and Heining-Boynton (2007) studied influential factors 

impacting professional development, they found the school-level support to be important 

for teachers with all levels of experience. Specifically, they discovered that there is a 

specific need for principals to create supports where teachers can feel empowered to take 

advantage of newly acquired instructional methods.  

Professional Discourse 

Although quite often, teachers seem to prefer to skirt around the conversation of 

theory-based research, it is widely known that teachers enjoy talking about issues and 

subjects relevant to their work and their students (Wilson & Berne, 1999). Some research 

suggests that this professional discourse is something teachers often do not have an 

opportunity to develop (Wilson & Berne, 1999) and may emerge as teachers further 

engage in collaborative professional communities.  
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In an effort to increase teacher efficacy, Ross and Bruce created a professional 

program for 106 sixth grade teachers in Canada. The teachers were randomly assigned to 

a treatment or a control group (2007). The researchers found that “the contributions to 

teacher self-assessments, in concert with information on innovative instruction, heighten 

teacher efficacy, which influences teacher goal setting and effort expenditure” (Ross & 

Bruce, 2007, p. 52). In this study, a critical component of the professional learning model 

was an opportunity for teachers to come back together after they have taught a lesson and 

debrief the experience and share evidence of student learning. According to their 

findings, teacher efficacy improved when they had an opportunity to engage in a 

conversation wherein they:  

a) saw themselves as an expert or master teacher,  

b) saw other teachers being successful, 

c) supported each other in believing they could implement the new curriculum, and  

d) participated in stress-reduction experiences (Ross & Bruce, 2007). 

 For Ross and Bruce, while these four components of conversation improved 

teacher efficacy, it also provided a mediating tool to explain why the strategies utilized in 

their study “influenced the teachers’ beliefs about their effectiveness” (2007, p. 54). 

When professional learning is inclusive of opportunities to participate in experiences 

within the core discipline, collective inquiry, and professional discourse around theory-

based research, teachers are equipped to develop as professionals.  
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When teachers have opportunities to participate in experiences within the core 

discipline, take part in collective inquiry to improve classroom practice, and engage in 

professional discourse around theory-based research, the conditions are ripe for them to 

learn and grow as a professional. Through the exploration of these three ideas, this 

section provides insight into the ways teachers develop their knowledge as an educator, 

which ultimately is one potential influence of decision-making when scoring writing 

assessments. 

Summary 

This review of literature provides an insight into how the history of writing 

instruction and assessment has been intertwined from the beginning as teachers and 

lawmakers alike search for ways to have students demonstrate what they know as well as 

hold schools and teachers accountable. The review provides insight into the ways in 

which other states have made attempts to adopt a more student-centric type of writing 

assessment, which may prove valuable as Texas looks to scale an alternative form of 

writing assessment.  

The review of teacher decision-making provided insight into the various decisions 

that teachers make on a daily basis and the conflicting forces that they consider while 

making decisions. This information about teacher decision-making further contributes to 

knowledge about professional learning that was also shared. The review of the literature 

on professional learning provided insight into the ways in which teachers engage in 

learning. Because teachers play a pivotal role in student assessment, and the parameters 
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of The Texas Writing Pilot included having teachers assess student writing, insight into 

teacher decision-making as well as the ways in which teachers expand their knowledge 

through experiences in professional learning was shared.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

In order to further conversation regarding alternative assessment options for 

student writing assessment across the state of Texas, within the context of high-stakes 

testing and accountability, this research study focused on the approaches individual 

teachers take when scoring writing. A qualitative study methodology (Merriam, 2009), 

which is situated within a constructivist research paradigm (Guba & Lincoln, 1994), was 

used to explore the different approaches individuals take when scoring student writing. 

Through the interactions between individuals and their social worlds, constructivists 

believe that knowledge is socially constructed (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The theoretical 

orientation of this study situates the experience of writing and the evaluation of writing as 

a social-cognitive process, which cannot be studied outside of its social context 

(Merriam, 2009). 

In considering the knowledge and training that contribute to different approaches 

a rater takes when scoring, this study examined current efforts by the state of Texas to 

determine the teacher’s role in assessing alternative writing assessments and then 

explored the knowledge, beliefs, and cognitive strategies of teachers through the 

examination of multiple sources of evidence (Wolfe & Feltovich, 1994). The following 

research questions guided the study:  
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1. What is the current state of the implementation of H.B. 1164 (2015) regarding 

performance assessment? 

2. What are the various factors that come into play as a teacher makes scoring 

decisions when evaluating student writing? 

a. How do teachers approach the application of a rubric in evaluating student 

writing? 

b. What metacognitive strategies do teachers use in the process of making 

scoring decisions when evaluating student writing using a rubric? 

In order to explore these research questions, I used a qualitative study 

methodology (Merriam, 2009). This chapter begins by discussing my research design. 

Next, I explain the setting and participants, followed by explaining data collection and 

analysis. Finally, I explain the methods followed to ensure the trustworthiness (Merriam, 

2002) of the study.  

Research Design 

In qualitative research design the researcher, through an inductive process, is the 

primary instrument to explore meaning making and understanding of their participants or 

the phenomena being studied (Creswell, 2013; Crotty, 1998; Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, 

& Allen, 1993). In an effort to explore the various approaches used when scoring student 

writing, a qualitative study design was selected (Merriam, 2009) as it provides an 

opportunity to probe into the various ways meaning is constructed. Guided by the 

research questions (Stake, 1995), the examination of diverse perspectives will provide an 
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increased depth of understanding of the central phenomenon to scoring student writing 

and will allow for the collection of various sources of data such as questionnaires, 

interviews, and observational data (Stake, 1995). The nature of the study and inclusion of 

data collected from the state and from multiple teachers will support the identification of 

different approaches individuals use when scoring student writing through an analysis of 

themes. Guided by the research questions (Stake, 1995), the examination of diverse 

perspectives provided an increased depth of understanding of the central phenomenon of 

scoring student writing and allowed for the collection of various sources of data such as 

surveys, interviews, and observational data (Stake, 1995). The nature of the study and 

inclusion of data collected from the state as well as from multiple teachers support the 

identification of different approaches individuals use when scoring student writing 

through an analysis of themes.  

This research study was implemented in four phases as depicted in Figure 1 

below. Phase I included a document analysis (Gibson & Brown, 2009) of found artifacts 

related to The Texas Writing Pilot. Phase II included enrollment of the participants 

through purposeful sampling (Merriam, 1998) and an initial open-ended participant 

survey (see Appendix B). Phase III involved data collection through interviews and 

interaction with the participants selected. Semi-structured, face-to-face interviews with 

participants, a think-aloud protocol utilized without a rubric, and then with a rubric as 

participants score writing samples, and a follow-up semi-structured interview was 

conducted (Merriam, 1998). Phase IV required analysis of participant responses using 
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coding, validation of transcribed information through member checking, and the 

identification of emerging themes (Creswell, 2013; Stake, 1995).  

 

Figure 1. Phases of the Research Process. 

 

Researcher’s Role 

As a certified Texas public school educator for over 13 years, I have a deep 

interest in the ways in which we assess students. While in my experience, I have had the 

privilege to teach middle school students, I have also had the opportunity to coach and 

lead pre-kindergarten through 12th grade teachers in the field of literacy. It was in my 

role as a district administrator for Language and Literacy that I became involved with 

The Texas Writing Pilot. Initially, I was working with several other educational leaders 

Phase I
•Document Analysis of Texas Writing Pilot

Phase II
•Enrollment of participants
•Online Participant Questionaire to obtain background information

Phase III
•Inital face-to-face interview
•Inital think-aloud without using a rubric
•Second think-aloud using a standardized rubric
•Followup face-to-face interview

Phase IV
•Analysis of participants responses
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from around the state to develop a portfolio assessment plan that districts could utilize 

locally. When Texas H.B. 1164 (2015) was signed into law, we turned our efforts to 

assist the state in developing what would become known as The Texas Writing Pilot. 

Initially, I played a role in assisting the state with the design specifications for The Texas 

Writing Pilot as a member of a committee who gave feedback regarding the pilot. During 

the second year of implementation of the pilot, I began working at one of the regional 

service centers as the primary liaison for the pilot between the TEA and the participating 

school districts. In this role, I participated in weekly meetings with members of TEA, the 

other participating service centers, and the ETS. ETS was the vendor responsible for the 

development and distribution of state assessments. In this role, I assisted in the 

implementation of the pilot, sought feedback from my participating districts, provided 

scoring training to teachers participating in the pilot, and was influential in the redesign 

of the rubric. 

As for my role as the researcher within this study, my role was to observe, 

interview, collect, and analyze data. Because of my involvement with The Texas Writing 

Pilot, my study necessitated bracketing throughout the study. Bracketing requires a 

researcher to bracket or set aside their personal experience, to the greatest extent possible, 

in order to gain a fresh perspective of the phenomenon being studied (Creswell, 2013). 

Specifically, when conducting the semi-structured interviews and think-alouds with the 

participants, I refrained from adding comments or asking questions that were not within 

the scope of the protocols. While having familiarity of content and context for the study 
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helped validate my research, bracketing allowed me to gain new insight into the questions 

being asked in the study.  

Setting and Participants 

This study took place in the state of Texas in order to explore the efforts being 

done by the state in the area of alternative writing assessment. Second in total land area 

only to Alaska, Texas served just short of 5.5 million students during the 2017–2018 

school year. From 2007 to 2017, a 10 year period, student enrolment in Texas public 

schools increased by 15.6%. Of the 5,399,682 students enrolled in Texas schools for the 

2017–2018 school year, 52.4% identified as Hispanic, 27.9% as White, 12.6% as African 

American, 4.4% as Asian, and 2.3% as multiracial. Additionally, the percentage of 

students identified as economically disadvantage rose from 55.2% in 2007–2008 to 

58.7% in 2017–2018. To serve those students in 2017–2018, more than 8,900 schools in 

1,200 school districts and open-enrollment charter schools employ more than 356,000 

teachers (Division of Research and Analysis Office of Academics, 2018). 

Participants for this study included Texas writing teachers from the North Texas 

area near or around Dallas Fort Worth who have experience teaching writing at a grade 

level where writing is assessed by the state (i.e., Grade 4, Grade 7, and Grade 9). 

Purposeful sampling (Merriam, 1998) was used to select six participants selected for this 

study. Three teachers, one from each of the three grade levels (Grade 4, Grade 7, and 

Grade 9), had more than 5 years of experience teaching and three teachers, one from each 

of the three grade levels (Grade 4, Grade 7, and Grade 9) had fewer than 5 years of 
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experience teaching. Table 1 shows the participants, grade levels taught, and years of 

experience teaching.  

Table 1 

Experience of Study Participants  

Participants Grade Level 
Taught 

Years of 
Experience 

Participant 1 9th Grade More than 5 years 

Participant 2 9th Grade Less than 5 years 

Participant 3 7th Grade More than 5 years 

Participant 4 7th Grade Less than 5 years 

Participant 5 4th Grade More than 5 years 

Participant 6 4th Grade Less than 5 years 
 

This range of experience among the teachers provided insight into the influence 

these teachers draw upon when making scoring decisions. In addition to the range of 

years of experience, each of the teachers had a diverse background of experiences and 

professional learning experiences that contributed to their process for scoring student 

writing.  

In order to find six teachers to participate in this study, I emailed members of 

MetroCREST, an organization in the North Texas area for district leaders of English 

Language Arts. I have been a member of MetroCREST for 6 years and have a strong 

working relationship with many of the members. I knew approaching MetroCREST 

would be an expedient way to go about gathering potential participants since the 



52 

members work closely in their school districts with writing teachers. In the email, I 

provided information about the study then asked that they forward a survey to 

experienced and inexperienced writing teachers in the fourth, seventh, and ninth grade 

who might be willing to participate in my study (see Appendix A).  

After the original email was sent, I did not receive any prospective participants, so 

I followed up by reaching out directly to several members of MetroCREST, whom I 

knew personally because of my own affiliation as a member of the organization. From 

those contacts, I was able to secure an experienced and inexperienced writing teacher in 

each of the fourth, seventh, and ninth grades. IRB approval was secured, and all six 

participants agreed to participate.  

Data Collection 

Data Sources 

Several data sources were collected for this study to provide rich, thick 

descriptions for each research question (Creswell, 2013). In order to situate the study and 

consider current efforts underway across the state to determine the teacher's role in 

assessing alternative writing assessments, a thorough document analysis (Gibson & 

Brown, 2009) was conducted of the current documents related to The Texas Writing Pilot 

published by the TEA. This first phase of the research study included a review of archival 

data related to The Texas Writing Pilot, which included the Texas Agency’s initial 

request for participants and the interim reports presented to the Texas Legislature by the 

TEA. 



53 

Data collection also involved the use of multiple research methods, including 

surveys, interviews, observation, and review of collected artifacts (Creswell, 2013) from 

teachers participating in the study. Multiple data sources were used during data collection 

to provide a focused yet comprehensive view of the various factors that come into play as 

a teacher makes scoring decisions when evaluating student writing samples. The primary 

unit of analysis was teachers’ verbal and written statements that reveal their processes of 

pedagogical reasoning and action (Shulman, 1987) by investigating the different 

approaches individuals took to score student writing.  

To capture and describe these approaches, Figure 2 shows the Process for Data 

Collection. A pre-scoring participant survey, initial interview, two think-aloud protocols 

(Ericsson & Simon, 1984; Smagorinsky, 1994), one with and one without a standardized 

rubric was utilized. Recorded field notes from observations of participants’ behavior as 

well as interactions during think-aloud protocols were recorded to provide additional 

insight into what the teachers are considering when they score. To triangulate the data 

(Marshall & Rossman, 2014), post-scoring interviews were conducted, and reflections 

from the participants were gathered.  
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Figure 2. Data collection process. 

In order to better understand and consider the sources of knowledge teachers draw 

from when evaluating student writing I began by asking each participant to complete an 

open-ended participant survey (see Appendix B). This survey collected initial 

information about each participant including years of experience, teaching certifications 

and initial background about their experiences with specialized training in both the 

scoring and the instruction of writing. Emerging patterns of teacher knowledge and 

training were explored through the analysis of the teachers’ open-ended responses.  

Building from this survey, I arranged a time to meet with each teacher face-to-

face and engage with them in a semi-structured interview (Merriam, 1998). This 

interview allowed me to get a better picture of the teachers’ beliefs and opinions as they 

relate to the scoring and instruction of writing (see Appendix C). This interview also 

Followup face-to-face interview

Second think-aloud using a standardized rubric

Inital think-aloud

Inital face-to-face interview

Online Participant Questionaire to obtain background information
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allowed me to probe into not only the teachers’ beliefs about experiences in teaching 

writing as well as their experiences with professional learning related to writing 

instruction and assessment. In general, the 8-question interview protocol lasted 30 – 40 

minutes. The use of the semi-structured interview (Merriam, 1998) protocol supported 

the consistency of the interviews to ensure sufficient information was collected (Marshall 

& Rossman, 2014). 

During the time of the initial interview, I asked teachers to rate several student 

writing samples using a think-aloud protocol (Ericsson & Simon, 1984; Smagorinsky, 

1994; see Appendix D). These writing samples were original samples from the Texas 

Writing Pilot training materials (see Appendix G, Appendix H, and Appendix I). The 

original sample set contained 12 writing samples for each grade level. For the purposes of 

this research, 6 of the 12 samples were selected. In selecting from the 12 samples, I made 

sure that a variety of writing, both hand written and typed, were used. 

For the first round of scoring student writing, while I did not provide them with a 

rubric, I did ask that they vocalize their thoughts, explain what they notice about the 

writing, and provide an explanation for how they might score the essay if they were to 

give it a grade. My aim was to gain insight about what the participants thought about and 

considered when making their scoring decision without being encumbered or guided by a 

rubric. Recordings of the think-aloud were transcribed and coded. 

Following the teachers scoring of the student writing without a rubric, I then gave 

the participants the scoring rubric that was used for The Texas Writing Pilot (see 
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Appendix F). Because all six of the participants had not previously participated in The 

Texas Writing Pilot, they had not seen this rubric. I asked the participants to take some 

time to get familiar with the rubric, before giving them several more writing samples to 

score – this time using The Texas Writing Pilot rubric. As I observed the participants and 

heard their comments during the think-alouds, I began to see patterns emerge for the 

knowledge teachers draw from when making scoring decisions. Capturing those scoring 

decisions and how they were made were used for the purposes of considering the various 

factors that come into play as a teacher makes scoring decisions when evaluating student 

writing. Recordings of the second think-aloud were also transcribed and coded. 

When scoring with a rubric, participants used the scoring rubric of The Texas 

Writing Pilot (Texas Education Agency, 2016c) that was collaboratively developed by 

teachers, employees at the regional educational service centers, in collaboration with 

institutes of higher learning. This rubric consists of four scoring domains: organization, 

content, language, and conventions. With the exception of conventions, each of the other 

three domains consists of a six-point scale that ranges from Very Limited (1), Limited 

(2), Basic (3), Satisfactory (4), Accomplished (5), Exceptional (6). Within each domain, 

an explanation of each score point further explains the criteria and expectations as each 

level.  

After some initial analysis, I met with each participant again for a post-scoring 

interview. A transcription of the interviews and the think-aloud protocols were typed and 

validated through member checking (Creswell, 2013). In this final interview, I asked each 
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participant to review the transcription of them scoring the student writing samples. As we 

reviewed the transcripts together, I would stop to ask them about where they learned a 

particular idea or concept that they mentioned while scoring. For example, one teacher 

while scoring remarked about the quality of a students' use of subordinate clauses. When 

asked how she learned about subordinate clauses she shared about a specific time when 

she attended a training by Jeff Anderson.  

Data Analysis 

The purpose of this study was to explore the various factors that come into play as 

a teacher makes scoring decisions when evaluating student. Data analysis drew upon the 

thematic analysis method (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to support attainment of the study’s 

purpose. Drawing from the sociocultural perspective (Crotty, 1998; Papert, 2011; 

Vygotsky, 1980), the analysis was framed by the teachers’ participatory learning 

experiences taking into account both the social and cultural perspectives. For this reason, 

I paid particular attention to how the views of self or others shaped the participants’ 

decisions. In order to identify themes of the data collected, the data analysis process 

included the use of coding to sort, organize, and synthesize the collected data to identify 

emerging themes (Creswell, 2013). Categories were derived from the research questions, 

the purpose of the study, and data collected and analyzed. The use of coding (Creswell, 

2013) provided guidance in understanding and making meaning of the data collected as a 

result of a thorough analysis of information (Erlandson et al., 1993). Further analysis 

included a review of patterns found within the codes to identify any additional sub-
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categories or overarching themes. Each article presented in Chapter 4 presents further 

details the different methods used for data analysis. 

Trustworthiness 

Bracketing requires a researcher to put their experiences aside, to the greatest 

extent possible, in order to take a fresh look at what is being studied so reliability for the 

study can be maintained (Crotty, 1998). It should be noted that I did not supervise any of 

the teachers who will be participating in the study. However, as an initial contributor to 

the design of the state writing pilot, and as an active participant with The Texas Writing 

Pilot, I acknowledge the need to bracket my experiences as they relate to the 

implementation of the statewide pilot and the use of the scoring rubric. I assert that my 

connection and involvement with the statewide pilot study lends credibility and 

trustworthiness to the study (Marshall & Rossman, 2014).  

Credibility and trustworthiness (Merriam, 2002) throughout the data collection 

and analysis process was established and obtained through use of frequent debriefing 

sessions between the researcher and peer debriefers, including a district administrator 

who has taken part in the Texas Writing Project since inception and, another doctoral 

student with expertise in writing instruction and assessment. Additionally, member 

checks were conducted through follow-up questioning in the post-scoring interviews.  

Summary 

The purpose of this qualitative study (Merriam, 2009) was to explore the different 

approaches individuals take when scoring student writing. The four phases of 1) 
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document analysis (Gibson & Brown, 2009), 2) enrollment, 3) data collection, and 4) 

data analysis were utilized to explore the knowledge, beliefs, and cognitive strategies of 

teachers through the examination of multiple sources of evidence. The selection of 

participants and the design of research instruments are aligned with the research 

questions and purpose of the study.  
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CHAPTER IV 

PRESENTATIONS OF FINDINGS  

The purpose of this study was to explore the decision-making process when 

scoring student work samples and to consider the teacher knowledge and professional 

learning that contribute to the different scoring approaches teachers use. An analysis of 

documents related to The Texas Writing Pilot, the think-aloud protocols conducted by the 

teachers, and the semi-structured interviews of the teachers provided further insight into 

influences of teacher scoring as well as how this information contributes to statewide 

assessment initiatives.  

This chapter details the findings revealed from an analysis of the data sources by 

providing three stand-alone journal articles. The first article written for English in Texas, 

presents the analysis and findings of the document analysis of the found artifacts related 

to The Texas Writing Pilot. This article for English in Texas was written with the 

expressed intent of answering the first research question: What is the current state of the 

implementation of H.B. 1164 (2015) regarding performance assessment?  

The second journal article presents the data collected from the think-aloud 

protocols conducted by the teachers as they scored student writing samples without a 

rubric and then with a rubric. The second article, intended for publication in Assessing 

Writing, sought to consider the research questions:  

1. What are the various factors that come into play as a teacher makes scoring 

decisions when evaluating student writing? 
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a. How do teachers approach the application of a rubric in evaluating student 

writing? 

b. What metacognitive strategies do teachers use in the process of making 

scoring decisions when evaluating student writing using a rubric? 

Finally, the third article, submitted to JoLLE@UGA for publication, synthesized 

the data collected from the open-ended participant survey, the initial semi-structured, 

face-to-face interview, and the follow-up semi-structured face-to-face interview in order 

to dive further into the research question – What sources of knowledge do teachers draw 

on when evaluating student writing? 

Lessons Learned From the Texas Writing Pilot, English in Texas 

As an English teacher, and one who particularly loves to teach writing, I have 

always had some level of internal conflict between how I think I should go about 

teaching the state standards (in a meaningful way that will help the students see 

themselves as readers and writers) and how I know students will ultimately be assessed 

on the state’s standardized assessment. Stripping writing down to a single expository 

essay of 26 lines has always seemed to me to be a limited scope through which students 

demonstrate their writing skills. So, in 2016, when I was given the opportunity to attend a 

meeting to talk about the what-ifs and the possibilities of authentic writing assessment, I 

jumped at the chance. Little did I know, 3 years later, this meeting would ultimately lead 

to my involvement at the state level to explore the possibilities of scaling portfolio 

writing assessment across the state.  
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Initially, I played a role in assisting the state with the design specifications for 

The Texas Writing Pilot as a member of a committee who gave feedback regarding the 

pilot. During the second year of implementation of the pilot, I began working at one of 

the regional service centers as the primary liaison for the pilot between the TEA and 

participating school districts. In this role, I participated in weekly meetings with members 

of TEA, the other participating service centers, and the ETS. ETS was the vendor 

responsible for the development and distribution of state assessments. In this role, I 

assisted in the implementation of the pilot, sought feedback from my participating 

districts, and was influential in the redesign of the rubric in year two. 

After 3 years of work on the pilot, the state abruptly ended the project. As I 

reflected upon my involvement with and the results of The Texas Writing Pilot, I still had 

a number of questions. Why did the state report that the pilot was not a valid assessment 

instrument? What makes an assessment a strong and valid assessment? How might 

instruction play a more pivotal role within assessment? How might we, as a community 

of literacy educators, advocate for authentic and meaningful assessment across the state? 

But before I explored any of these topics, I wanted to start with simply - what happened?  

So, how did we get here? In 2015, there continued to be an outcry from educators 

and parents across the state to reduce the burden of standardized assessments upon our 

students. In response, Representative Gary VanDeaver introduced Texas H.B. 1164 

(2015), which was later signed into law. The language of the final bill called for TEA to 

conduct a study to develop a writing assessment method that would assess:  
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1. a student’s mastery of the essential knowledge and skills in writing 

through timed writing samples; 

2. improvement of a student’s writing skills from the beginning of the school 

year to the end of the school year; 

3. a student’s ability to follow the writing process from rough draft to final 

product; and 

4. a student’s ability to produce more than one type of writing style (H. 1164, 

2015). 

Based on accounts from those who worked on the design of the pilot we know 

that in response to the legislation, the Student Assessment Division at TEA worked with 

ETS, the company that holds the state’s assessment contract, and representatives from 

Representative VanDeaver’s office to design the parameters for The Texas Writing Pilot. 

In its final form, the design of the pilot included students in Grade 4, Grade 7, English I, 

and English II completing two timed writing samples (one in spring and one in fall) as 

well as two additional writing samples. The timeline for submitting the four writing 

samples was spread throughout the course the school year. Figure 3 depicts the TEA 

Timeline for The Texas Writing Pilot.  
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Figure 3. TEA Timeline for The Texas Writing Pilot. 

A key feature of Texas Writing Pilot was to provide students with more timely 

feedback on their writing so they could use that feedback to continue to improve as 

writers throughout the course of the school year. Because of this, much debate took place 

over the role the teacher would play in this pilot. Ultimately, to provide timely feedback 

to the students, the design of the pilot was to empower the student’s classroom teacher to 

assess the student writing as opposed to sending it off for a blind scorer to rate. Ideally, 

students would then be able to use this specific feedback as they continued to develop 

their writing skills throughout the year.  

The parameters stipulated that these additional writing samples should mirror 

classroom writing instruction (Texas Education Agency, n.d.) and incorporate the writing 

process from start to finish. Samples of student work were collected in portfolios to 

provide evidence that a student could compose writing in a variety of writing genres. For 

each student, all four writing samples were given an individual score by their teacher and 
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a blind rater. A sampling of writing samples would be then sent to ETS to receive a third 

score. Using a portfolio rubric, each student’s portfolio was also given an overall score. 

In addition to designing and executing the pilot, TEA also conducted a study 

alongside the pilot to determine score reliability by evaluating, “the quality of locally-

produced ratings and whether stakes can be associated with the locally-produced ratings” 

(Texas Education Agency, 2017, p. 5). The goal was to determine the feasibility of taking 

such an assessment design to scale across the state, for the purposes of high-stakes 

testing.  

Informally, many administrators and educators praised the pilot. They reported 

students were writing more and the quality of writing instruction was better because it 

was unencumbered by the strain of the STAAR test. However, in the final report TEA 

sent to the governor and the state legislature, TEA, reflecting on both years of the pilot, 

concluded that the “pilot did not prove to be a valid assessment instrument” (Texas 

Education Agency, 2018, p. 22). Which again, left me perplexed, wondering how 

something with so much promise did not pan out as a viable assessment option, at least 

according to the state.  

Methods 

Context 

The purpose of this study was to review official documents related to The Texas 

Writing Pilot and explore the state’s implementation of H.B. 1164 (2015) as it pertains to 

student performance assessments. Data were collected using the Texas Education 
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Agency’s Public Information Request process, where I requested access to all public 

documents pertaining to The Texas Writing Pilot. The documents reviewed consisted of 

the following:  

• Texas House Bill 1164 (2015) 

• Request for Applications: The 2016-2018 Writing Pilot Program (Texas 

Education Agency, 2016a) 

• SEC 39.02301 Writing Assessment Study Pilot Program (Texas Education 

Agency, 2016b) 

• House Bill 1164 Writing Pilot Program Report to the Governor and the 

Texas Legislature, 2016 (Texas Education Agency, 2016c) 

• House Bill 1164 Writing Pilot Program Report to the Governor and the 

Texas Legislature, 2017 (Texas Education Agency, 2017) 

• House Bill 1164 Writing Pilot Program Report to the Governor and the 

Texas Legislature, 2018 (Texas Education Agency, 2018) 

• The Texas Writing Pilot Program (Texas Education Agency, n.d.) 

Data Collection and Analysis  

Archival data related to The Texas Writing Pilot, were analyzed using a document 

analysis protocol (Gibson & Brown, 2009). With any task of document analysis, 

objectivity and sensitivity must remain of utmost importance in order for the document 

analysis to be seen as credible and valid (Bowen, 2009). Because of my prior 

involvement with the pilot, I wanted to make sure I kept an open mind about the data. For 
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this reason, an open coding protocol (Creswell, 2013) was used to examine each line of 

text by considering the subject and key ideas within each line of text. For each line of text 

reviewed, I asked myself what was the key theme(s) or idea(s) of the line and then I 

would record my findings in a spreadsheet where I collected the findings of each of the 

reviewed documents. This analysis provided the opportunity for themes to emerge. From 

there I was able to conduct further analysis to identify categories. The process included 

careful reading and re-reading of the data (Bowen, 2009). During this phase, member 

checking occurred with others who had previously taken part in the pilot to ensure the 

accuracy of the coding (Creswell, 2013).  

Findings 

Data analysis led to the development of 29 identified codes. From additional 

analysis of the codes, six categories emerged: Authentic Assessment, Writing Portfolios, 

Student Growth, Instruction, Scoring: Rater Agreement, and Training. The following 

table provides a look into each category, the codes that were associated with category, 

along with excerpts of supportive data shedding insight into what happened during the 

pilot. Following Table 2, further explanation and elaboration will be given to each of the 

categories.  
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Table 2 

Identified categories from data analysis 

Category Codes Examples of Supportive Data 

Authentic 
Assessment 

Alternative assessment, 
authentic assessment, 
collaborative 
assessment design 

“The Texas Writing Pilot provided the 
opportunity to begin an investigation into 
alternative forms of writing assessment in the 
state” (Texas Education Agency, 2018, p. 2). 

Writing 
Portfolios 

Writing process, 
writing portfolio 

“Overview The Texas Writing Pilot was 
structured to study a more robust, portfolio-style 
writing assessment, to meaningfully integrate 
summative assessment into daily instruction” 
(Texas Education Agency, 2018, p. 2). 

Student Growth Student growth, student 
engagement 

“These responses will be used to assess the 
student’s mastery of the essential knowledge and 
skills in writing through timed writing samples, 
and improvement of a student’s writing skills 
from the beginning of the school year to the end 
of the school year, as required by the legislation” 
(Texas Education Agency, 2016b, p. 1). 

Instruction Classroom instruction, 
feedback  

“Ultimately, a well-designed assessment should 
inform and aid best practices in instruction” 
(Texas Education Agency, 2017, p. 9). 

Scoring: Rater 
Agreement 

Reliable and valid, 
scalability, 
accountability 

“No individual or sum of ratings in the current 
study reached the reliability of 0.80, and most of 
the scores’ reliabilities were far below 0.80” 
(Texas Education Agency, 2018, p. 6). 

Training Teacher training, 
collection training, 
scoring training 

“While there were some sporadic highlights 
across the population in both Year 1 and Year 2, 
the overwhelming variance in data suggests that 
training enough educators to be standardized 
scorers would not be possible” (Texas Education 
Agency, 2018 p. 6). 
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Authentic Assessment  

Within the category of authentic assessment, I was able to see that much attention 

was given in the documents to the idea that the development of the pilot would be “a 

collaborative design process, inclusive of teachers, Education Service Centers (ESCs), 

and institutes of higher education” (Texas Education Agency, 2016a, p. 2) in order to 

develop a meaningful assessment for students. It should also be noted that the pilot 

design stated there would be three process writing papers, while the actual pilot only 

sampled and assessed two. Additionally, the manner in which the writing assignments 

would be evaluated was addressed as a means to assess students growth over the course 

of a school year. During an initial face-to-face meeting in 2017, participants collaborated 

to develop “the foundation of the writing pilot rubric.” (Texas Education Agency, 2017). 

However, year one participants viewed the rubric too similar to the STAAR rubric (Texas 

Education Agency, 2018) and pushed for a new rubric to be created shifting the pilot 

rubric from a 4-point holistic rubric to a 6- or 3-point analytic rubric.  

Writing Portfolios 

For the category of writing portfolios, I found statements that described the 

importance of the writing process within the creation of the students’ writing portfolio. 

For the pilot, while teachers were provided with designated time frames and submission 

windows for assigning and collecting each of the writing-process samples the teachers 

had the flexibility to select the genre of writing to collect from students. This allowed 

teachers to “fully align the assessment with local instruction and scope and sequence of 
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curriculum” (Texas Education Agency, 2018, p. 7). Ultimately the design of the pilot was 

that the assessments would miorror classroom instruction and assess students growth over 

the course of a school year. 

Student Growth 

In the category of student growth, student mastery and growth over the course of 

a school year was revealed as a key area of emphasis. As the program design documents 

specified “These responses will be used to assess the student’s mastery of the essential 

knowledge and skills in writing through timed writing samples, and improvement of a 

student’s writing skills from the beginning of the school year to the end of the school 

year, as required by the legislation” (Texas Education Agency, 2016b, p. 4). Additionally, 

teachers reported students showing stronger engagement with their writing assignments 

as a result of the pilot (Texas Education Agency, 2018).  

Instruction 

For the category of instruction, the 2018 Report included reflections of teachers 

who felt that their writing instruction was more intentional and focused because of the 

pilot. While the study conducted by the TEA did not evaluate alignment between 

instruction and assessment, teachers reported stronger congruence. Teachers felt that even 

the prompts were more authentic because it was a direct extension of what they were 

already doing in class.  
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Scoring: Rater Agreement 

One thing that became apparent in the scoring category was that the state did not 

find the pilot to be a viable assessment option because “scoring correlations and rater-

agreement never reached the same level as STAAR, at scale” (Texas Education Agency, 

2018, p. 2). This may be due in part to “limited appropriates to the project reduced the 

ability for true piloting of a standardized assessment prototype” (Texas Education 

Agency, 2018, p. 2).  

Training 

In many of the Program Design documents, consideration was given to the 

training that would be required for teachers to successfully be equipped to implement the 

pilot as well as score student writing on a new rubric. According to the 2017 Report, 

“TEA and ETS then facilitated a virtual train-the-trainer session for the three regional 

ESC representatives who, in turn, held in-person scoring trainings for participating 

teachers in their region” (Texas Education Agency, 2017 p. 2). 

Discussion 

By conducting a document analysis on the documents relating to The Texas 

Writing Pilot, I was able to see trends that were helpful in shedding light on my question 

of what happened during the pilot. While the data was revealing, information not 

included in the data was also revealing. Findings from the document analysis have 

brought to light timely insights for any teacher of writing not only regarding the ways in 
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which we utilize assessment but also the ways in which we can use our voice to advocate 

for supports that we need in order to more effectively teach writing.  

Assessment 

According to some, because the interrater reliability never reached the same level 

of STAAR (Texas Education Agency, 2018), there is question as to whether teachers 

would ever be able to truly score their own student writing in a statewide assessment for 

accountability purposes. But when reviewing the data, one is able to see that the rubrics 

changed from Year 1 to Year 2, there was a lack of funding for training and support, as 

well as inconsistent training and support for the teachers and administrators across the 

state. Additionally, district administrators complained that the timelines for the pilot did 

not correlate with other district demands and responsibilities. Any one of these variables 

alone could dramatically impact the results of interrater reliability. While teachers 

reported that the assessment was authentic and more congruent with classroom 

instruction, TEA found the consistency in scoring to be lacking. Supporters of authentic 

assessment should continue to advocate for other studies and opportunities that support 

core instruction through the use of authentic assessments but should also focus on the 

consistent implementation within the study.  

Instruction 

It was clear that through the pilot teachers felt improvement in the quality of their 

writing instruction. The intention of the pilot was that the writing assessments would be 

an extension of everyday classroom instruction. Teachers were also able to see a tighter 
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alignment between what is taught and what is assessed because the assessment was a 

direct extension of what students were learning. In Year 1, participants of the pilot were 

not required to take the STAAR writing assessment in Grade 4 and 7. Teachers reported 

that this reprieve from the state assessment, provided them more leeway in teaching. As a 

result, teachers felt the quality of instruction was improved because they were not overly 

teaching to one specific test or style of writing. However, in Year 2, with state 

accountability scores looming, TEA required many districts participating in the pilot to 

assess their students in Grade 4 and 7 with the STAAR writing assessment in addition to 

The Texas Writing Pilot. Teachers expressed concerns that the way they needed to teach 

students for the pilot verses the constrained 26 lines for STAAR made it feel as though 

there were competing forces at play. As the state continues to consider what the new 

iteration of STAAR for reading language arts looks like, teachers need to continue to 

advocate for meaningful assessments that align tightly with classroom instruction as well 

as current beliefs and practices about writing instruction.  

Scoring 

Two of the four pieces of writing students turned in were timed writing samples 

where they had to select from a list previously released STAAR prompts. This provided a 

relatively controlled field of responses for the graders but did not match the types of 

writing happening in the classroom. The other two pieces the students wrote were the 

process pieces where either the teacher or the student chose what the student wrote about. 

The wide variety of teacher expectations for the process piece contributed to a mismatch 



74 

between the two different types of writing and made it difficult for graders to grade the 

two different types of writing. While the sample scoring papers for the teacher calibration 

training included a variety of types of sample papers (Texas Education Agency, 2018), it 

was evident that teachers needed more support and training at the beginning of the pilot 

about what a quality assignment for a process paper might look like. In most cases, 

teachers did not receive information on how students will be scored until after the first 

writing sample was collected and turned in. Just as we do not want students to feel as 

though standardized assessment is something being done to them, we also need to take 

intentional steps to ensure that educators understand the language of the assessments, 

calibrating with them along the way (and often) about what makes a quality piece of 

writing.  

Calibration 

A recurring theme of the reports released by the TEA revealed there was no 

significant interrater reliability between teachers and the ETS raters. Ultimately this is 

problematic if the state were ever to see the value in having teachers score their own 

students’ essays for assessment purposes. For those of us who were involved in the pilot, 

we know though there was insufficient time and support for teachers to calibrate. 

Teachers need to advocate for the state to better articulate the expectations of quality 

writing through additional support and detailed documents that better explain and 

demonstrate what makes quality writing. The lack of interrater reliability does not 

definitively demonstrate that teachers’ cannot rate well, but rather it demonstrates that 
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teachers do not have agreement or understanding about how the state expects the scoring 

rubric should be utilized. A remedy may be for teachers to advocate for time to work 

together in calibration meetings in order to have opportunities for meaningful discourse 

about writing.  

Conclusion 

As I look back upon everything I know now about The Texas Writing Pilot, I 

have new insight – not only about what happened during the pilot – but also an insight 

into the important role educators and administrators alike can play as experts from the 

field with influential voices advocating for the needs of their students. The data revealed 

a clear disconnect between how educators teach writing and how the state assesses 

writing. These dueling forces are ultimately what lead to the breakdown between 

assessment, instruction, scoring, and calibration that I presented in the discussion. As the 

state continues to consider assessment implications because of our new state standards, as 

well as new and alternative ways to authentically assess what a student knows, educators 

and administrators must take an active role contributing their voices to the process.  

By taking part in studies such as The Texas Writing Pilot teachers were able to 

have their voice heard and specifically influenced the design of the assessment. Teachers 

can and should play a role of advocacy by finding opportunities to articulate the support 

structures needed from the state to better teach and support student mastery of the 

standards. Even at a district level, teachers can advocate for additional opportunities to 
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collaborate and learn alongside one another to calibrate and more tightly align scoring 

even as a team.  

While there is much for teachers and administrators to learn from this pilot, there 

are takeaways for the state as well. In reviewing the implementation of the pilot, the state 

should consider how they design and execute pilot studies. Decisions such as changing 

the rubric from Year 1 to Year 2, as well as adding 25,000 students to a study in the last 5 

months of the study, burdened the entire study and calls into question its validity. The 

study did in fact provided provide both quantitative and qualitative data regarding writing 

assessment, but the study was not consistently executed. While the qualitative data 

provided positive insights from educators about the potential benefits to students and 

classroom instruction, the quantitative data should be carefully considered before it is 

used for decision-making purposes about how such an assessment could be implemented, 

or not implemented, across the state.  

Practically speaking, the state also needs to provide support for teachers by way 

of explanation guides and documents that help them better understand the state’s 

interpretation of standards (the TEKS) for assessment purposes so teachers can better 

understand how to teach and assess the standards within the classroom. Specifically, it 

would not be helpful for these documents to merely show a definition of each individual 

standard and how it is assessed, rather they need to demonstrate how each of the language 

arts standards are interdependent to all of the other standards and recursive over time.  
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While this document analysis sought to investigate the state’s implementation of 

H.B. 1164 (2015) regarding student performance assessment, its findings revealed 

potential opportunities for educators to take action and play a pivotal role in creating 

practice and policy across the state. Ultimately, the moral of this research is when given 

the opportunity to attend a meeting, say yes – even when you aren’t quite sure where it 

will take you. We know that the new Reading and Language Arts STAAR test, that will 

align to our new state standards, will include writing at all of the tested grade levels (third 

grade - English II), so I implore each of you to seek ways in which you can be influential 

in ensuring our students have the opportunity to demonstrate what they know through 

authentic and meaningful assessments. 

Influences of Teacher’s Scoring Decisions When Evaluating Student Writing, 

Assessing Writing 

History often describes educational policy and practice as a pendulum swinging 

from one extreme idea to the next. While standardized assessments have been part of the 

educational landscape since the late 20th century, the pendulum of state accountability 

took a hard swing in 2002 when President Bush reauthorized the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act by signing The NCLB of 2001. The goal of this school reform 

measure required testing of third through eighth grade students in the areas of literacy and 

math as a way to hold states and schools accountable for closing the achievement gap 

(Stiggins, 2002). States had to respond to this legislation and submit to the federal 

government new plans for state assessment and accountability. Since that time, states 
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have pursued various ways to adequately assess students to hold schools and districts 

accountable for their efforts in closing the achievement gap (Darling-Hammond & 

Adamson, 2010). 

It is undeniable that the education system is currently in an age of assessment and 

accountability (Stecher, 2010). Yet even in this age of accountability, it is necessary for 

states to consider assessments that to not only meet federal and state accountability 

mandates but also provide teachers with valuable instructional data. In 2015, the State of 

Texas began looking at the possibility of utilizing a localized writing assessment for the 

purposes of statewide high-stakes testing. Known as The Texas Writing Pilot, one of the 

many goals of this alternative assessment was to provide students with more timely 

feedback on their writing. The design of the pilot was to empower the student's classroom 

teacher to assess the student writing and provide this timely feedback, as opposed to 

sending it off for a blind scorer to rate. Ideally, students would then be able to use this 

specific feedback as they continued to develop their writing skills throughout the year. In 

addition to organizing the pilot, the TEA conducted a feasibility study alongside the pilot 

to determine score reliability by evaluating “the quality of locally-produced ratings and 

whether stakes can be associated with the locally-produced ratings” (Texas Education 

Agency, 2017, p. 5). 

From a quantitative research stance, and much like the study conducted by the 

TEA the determination of feasibility for this type of alternative writing assessment rests 

squarely with the establishment of inter-rater reliability across raters, yet some 
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researchers suggest that variability is just one factor for consideration (Huot  et al., 2010; 

Jeong, 2015a; Yancey, 1999; Zhang, 2016) in the rating process. For a more complete 

picture, factors such as a teacher’s experience and background must also be considered 

(Jeong, 2015a).  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to explore the scoring decisions teachers make 

when evaluating student writing and to consider the various factors at play when these 

decisions are made. This study will contribute to the body of knowledge related to 

teacher assessment of student writing and will add to the body of knowledge related to 

statewide writing assessments. Previous studies have looked at the development and 

implementation of a statewide writing performance assessment but have only looked at 

the teacher’s ability to evaluate student-writing samples using a rubric in terms of 

quantitative inter-rater reliability data. While inter-rater reliability is an important feature 

to consider when determining the scale-ability of teachers evaluating student writing, 

further inquiry is needed in considering how a teacher’s knowledge and training (Birgin 

& Baki, 2007) contribute to her scoring approach. By building upon the work of Wolfe 

and Feltovich (1994), related to scorer cognition, this study considered the knowledge 

and professional experiences that contribute to the different approaches individual 

teachers use when scoring student writing samples.  

The aim of this study was not to generalize the findings to a given population, but 

rather consider the framework of scorer cognition established by Wolfe and Feltovich 
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(1994) to inform future work related to alternative assessment design for the purposes of 

high-stakes testing. It is hoped that as a result of this study, further light may be shed on 

features of professional experiences that influence teachers’ scoring decisions and may 

subsequently lead to a framework for training teachers as the state looks to scale an 

alternative form of writing assessment. 

The paper is set out as follows. The literature review begins with a brief 

discussion of key topics and ideas including assessment and accountability, teacher 

decision-making, and professional learning. Following the review of literature, the 

method and approach to data analysis used in the study are reported. An analysis of the 

data and findings of the study are then presented and discussed, with an emphasis on 

insights gained in terms of scorer cognition. Implications of the analysis are discussed, 

and the limitations and delimitations are outlined.  

Literature Review 

This qualitative study (Merriam, 2009) examined the various factors that come 

into play as a teacher makes scoring decisions when evaluating student writing. The 

context of this study looks closely at six writing teachers, with a diverse range of 

experiences, who scored student writing samples while using a think-aloud protocol with 

and without a standardized rubric. This section looks at the definition and previous work 

regarding assessment reliability and validity and then considers the role rubrics play from 

the perspective of reliability and validity. Finally, further attention is given to teacher 

decision-making and the role professional learning plays within teacher decision-making.  
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Assessment Reliability 

As far as testing is concerned, reliability can be defined as the frequency to which 

scores from an assessment would be expected to be similar across multiple iterations of 

the same assessment (Huot et al., 2010; Lemann, 2000; Moss 1994). Whereas instrument 

reliability refers to a test’s ability to produce consistent scores, inter-rater reliability refers 

to the agreement between raters on the same papers for a given assessment (Huot et al., 

2010). One consideration for the widespread adoption of assessments, and more 

specifically, standardized assessments, can be attributed to a perceived sense of the 

reliability of the assessment (Moss, 1994). 

 In the latter half of the twentieth century, Charles Cooper (1977) examined the 

effectiveness of scoring, which focused on the general impact of a piece of writing, to 

rank students’ writing. As a way of validating the scoring process, he identified seven 

types of holistic evaluation including general impression marking, formative response, 

and analytic scoring (Cooper, 1977). Based on his work, Cooper (1977) believed it was 

possible to improve reliability to acceptable levels when raters shared similar 

backgrounds and were carefully trained. Training for raters may include not only a focus 

on rater practices but also clear explanations for each criterion within the rubric as well as 

examples for each descriptor (Jeong, 2015b). Later studies revealed that by making 

teachers aware of scoring inconsistencies teachers begin to adjust their scoring and in 

turn, their scores become more reliable (Coffman, 1971). “While scoring reliability in 
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writing assessment is undeniably important, it has been equally difficult to deliver” (Huot 

et al., 2010, p. 500).  

Assessment Validity 

Prior to the 1920s, it was as if validity was something taken for granted (Huot et 

al., 2010). Because of the simple fact that creators of assessment instruments were 

experts of their assessment instruments, it seemed safe to assume that they were also 

experts on the validity of that assessment as well (Diederich et al., 1961; Huot, 2002). 

Compounding the lack of clarity regarding validity, the overemphasis on rater agreement, 

blurred the difference between validity and reliability (Behizadeh & Engelhard, 2011; 

Huot et al., 2010; Wiggins, 1993). It wasn’t until 1954 that validity began to be looked at 

in broader terms than just rater agreement. By 1966 “content, criterion, and construct 

validity became the three main foci for test validation” (Huot et al., 2010, p. 505). 

By the 1980s, some researchers explained the over-reliance on reliability had been 

because of creating a viable assessment as opposed to defining a theoretical framework 

for writing assessment (Behizadeh & Engelhard, 2011; Huot, 2002). By working within 

and against the prevailing psychometric paradigm, researchers such as Edward White 

decided to confront the issue of validity with writing assessments and set out to “devise a 

writing test that could meet the standard stipulated by the testing experts” (Yancey, 1999, 

p. 490). Adapting the then widely accepted testing technology, the newly designed 

assessment focused on an end of year essay test that was based on the curriculum covered 

over the course of the year. Three key procedures identified for this assessment including 
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a writing prompt, anchor papers and scoring guides for raters, and a determination of 

acceptable agreement by the test-makers helped to distinguish this assessment from other 

assessments in the field (Yancey, 1999).  

Rubrics 

Although multiple-choice assessments can provide efficient and timely results 

(Williamson, 1994), performance assessments provide students with multiple ways to 

show what they know (Stiggins, 1987; Tung, 2010). A carefully crafted performance 

assessment allows students opportunities for choice as they demonstrate a range of 

abilities and skills (Tierney et al., 1991; Tung, 2010). Through this type of assessment, 

students construct or create original responses as opposed to the constrained response 

they are expected to provide on a multiple-choice type of assessment. Typically for 

performance assessments, evaluation is based on multiple criteria often in the form of a 

rubric (Gomez, 1999; Wiggins, 1989). 

 In many cases, performance assessments rely on teachers as they use rubrics or 

rating scales to evaluate a student’s writing portfolio (Valdéz Pierce & O’Malley, 1992). 

Rubrics serve as a qualitative evaluation, based on multiple criteria (Gomez, 1999; 

Wiggins, 1989), that define standards and expectations, as well as important aspects of 

performance, by describing the degrees of quality (e.g., from above expectations to below 

expectations) for a given task (Jeong, 2015b; Jonsson & Svingby, 2007; Saddler & 

Andrade, 2014). Rubrics can be task-specific or generic in nature (Jonsson & Svingby, 

2007). In their review of 40 research articles regarding rubrics for writing assessment, 
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Jonsson and Svingby (2007) reported that rubrics were found to enhance scoring 

reliability, support the sound judgment of performance assessments, and provide 

opportunities for teachers to promote learning and improve instruction. Typically, rubrics 

are utilized as either a holistic or an analytic scoring evaluation tool. When scoring 

holistically, the rater must determine the overall quality of the performance or piece, 

whereas when scoring analytically the rater must assign a score to each domain of the 

rubric (Jonsson & Svingby, 2007). 

Holistic writing rubrics. A holistic rubric is founded on the premise that a valid 

writing assessment is dependent upon the piece as a whole and cannot be viewed merely 

as a collection of pieces and parts (Huot, 1990; Lloyd-Jones, 1977) While holistic rubrics 

can aid evaluators in moving away of from a corrective or punitive assessment of writing, 

wherein the assessor over emphasizes the mechanics and grammar of the piece, holistic 

scoring is limited in providing the specificity of what makes the writing excellent or poor 

(Dempsey et al., 2009; Huot, 1990). “A legitimate question about the possible obtrusive 

nature of holistic scoring revolved around the ability of a reader to actually see all of a 

student essay and not just the parts which have relevance to the scoring guidelines she 

and her fellow raters are using” (Huot, 1990 p. 210). Teachers often find holistic scoring 

difficult to use as a tool for providing feedback to students on specific areas of continued 

growth. Without providing specific areas of growth, students often see a holistic score as 

arbitrary or subjective (Dempsey et al., 2009; Lumley, 2002). While the reason may be 

attributed to ease and cost efficiency, holistic scoring is usually the preferred method for 
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large-scale assessment (e.g., state and national assessments; Dempsey et al., 2009; Huot, 

1990; Lumley, 2002). 

Analytic writing rubrics. In contrast to a holistic rubric, an analytic rubric has 

the ability to provide more specificity and as such serves as a better diagnostic tool for 

evaluation within the classroom (Knoch, 2009). As an early developer of analytic 

approaches to writing assessment, Diederich (1974) conducted a study of academic and 

business professionals as they scored sets of writing papers, on a 9–point scale, without 

any training or rubric. Diederich (1974) and his colleagues then used the data collected to 

tease out recurring themes that they then used to create an analytic framework for writing 

assessment. Stemming from this work, in an analytic rubric the important criteria, or 

features, of the assignment are described in detail, including specificity as to what the 

assignment looks like, at the high score point, mid score point, and low point score point 

of the rubric (Cooper, 1977; Dempsey et al., 2009). A score is then given for each domain 

of the rubric. The specificity provided within the analytic rubric provides an opportunity 

for teachers to engage students with meaningful feedback as a vehicle for promoting 

continued learning (Jonsson & Svingby, 2007). 

In a 2002 study of raters using an analytic rating scale for scoring ESL students 

applying to immigrate to Australia, Lumley (2002) wanted to understand how individuals 

applied features of a rating scale to writing samples. Based on an analysis of a think-

aloud protocol conducted by each participant, the data showed that although raters often 

follow a similar rating process, the scoring decisions made were quite different (Lumley, 
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2002). While raters attempt to remain close to the language of the scale, the scale is 

unable to encompass all possibilities within a piece of writing. Although some tension 

exists with raters between their overall impression of a piece of writing and the specific 

language of the scale, Lumley (2002) acknowledged it is possible to find consistency in 

scoring between raters if adequate training and support is provided to the raters. 

Scoring using rubrics. Although rubrics are widely used among teachers, the 

rubrics themselves are often called into question with arguments that they contain 

inconsistent or vague language within each of the descriptors (Jeong, 2015a). The 

processes teachers use for rating assessments with rubrics are often criticized as well for 

being too subjective (Lumley, 2002). As a rater, one must decide, consciously or 

otherwise, which feature of the scale to pay attention to as well as how to define and 

distinguish between the language within the scale of the rubric (Lumley, 2002). Even 

when raters make an intentional effort to follow the rubric as written, studies show that 

invariably the rater’s decision-making process can be influenced by the overall 

impression of the piece of writing, and even personal intuition (Jeong, 2015a). Some 

studies suggest that rater reliability, in part, is attributed to the training raters receive 

(Jeong, 2015a; Knoch et al., 2007). One such study conducted by Jeong (2015b) closely 

examined experienced teachers’ scoring of essays with and without a rubric and 

compared the data to similar data about novice teachers scoring. Findings from the study 

indicated that experienced raters were better able to put their personal constructs aside to 
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rely on the rubric for scoring as well as reveal a necessity for rater scoring training that 

includes detailed descriptor explanations and examples (Jeong, 2015a). 

As the validity and reliability of performance assessments continued to be called 

into question, it appears that rubrics provide a means for supporting validity without 

sacrificing reliability (Jonsson & Svingby, 2007). Furthermore, it is through their 

intentional use that teachers can engage in meaningful dialogue with students to promote 

continued growth as a student. 

Teacher Decision-Making 

At its core, “any teaching act is a result of a decision, either conscious or 

unconscious” (Shavelson, 1973, p. 144). While teacher decision-making is a complex 

balancing act of negotiating one’s own beliefs, curricular constraints, and institutional 

constraints, the most foundational skill in teaching is just that – decision-making (Borko 

et al., 1981; McMillan, 2005; Shavelson, 1973). Studies that have focused on instruction 

have often indicated that experienced teachers are more adept at interpreting, evaluating, 

and explaining the complexities of classroom instruction, whereas inexperienced teachers 

rely on more basic or concrete explanations and interpretations of classroom events 

(McMillan, 2005). While many teacher decisions, especially as they relate to instruction, 

must be made in the moment, assessment decisions often provide the affordance of time, 

allowing the teacher to access and consider a wealth of information as part of the 

decision-making process (Borko et al., 1981).  
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Internal factors. Internal factors for decision-making are influenced by an 

individual’s core beliefs and values about children, education, and learning (Gill & 

Hoffman, 2009; McMillan, 2005; Putnam & Borko, 1997). These beliefs can directly 

influence our choices, efforts, performance, and even behavior. Beliefs can also develop 

by one’s teaching and learning experiences (Gill & Hoffman, 2009). These beliefs often 

strongly shape both the instructional and classroom management practices an educator 

uses in her classroom (Putnam & Borko, 1997), and yet teachers often cannot clearly 

articulate the beliefs that influence their work (Gill & Hoffman, 2009). 

Although teachers’ beliefs during the planning process can be hard to measure, by 

exploring teacher talk during shared planning, Gill and Hoffman (2009) sought to gain 

insight into teachers’ beliefs about teaching and learning by focusing on the rationales 

behind the teachers’ decision-making. Their study consisted of four middle school 

teachers who were observed once a week in the fall semester as they planned, shared 

lessons, and discussed other pertinent things as a team (Gill & Hoffman, 2009). 

Ultimately, it was this shared planning that provided insight on the teachers’ beliefs about 

“pedagogical content, general pedagogical beliefs, beliefs about curriculum and 

textbooks, and beliefs about students’ ability (Gill & Hoffman, 2009, p. 1253). 

External factors. While a teacher’s beliefs guide the internal factors of her 

decision-making, there is a myriad of external forces that may come into play as teachers 

make decisions. State-mandated assessment, school/district policies, and parents or home 

life are just some of the forces that influence teachers as they make decisions on a daily 
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basis in their classroom (Clark & Peterson, 1984; Griffith et al., 2013; McMillan, 2005). 

For example, teachers have to weigh the school or district’s policies around curriculum, 

classroom management, or social promotion as they designs lessons, redirects 

misbehavior, and supports struggling students. A teacher also has to consider the manner 

in which her students and school will be evaluated. With the external pressures of state-

mandated assessment, teachers often feel forced to use more objective assessment 

practices throughout the course of the school year that mirrors the state test to ensure that 

her students will be ready for the assessment (McMillan, 2005). 

Guided by a widespread assumption that all teachers do now teach to the test, in 

her review of studies regarding state-mandated testing, Cimbricz (2003) analyzed the 

relationship between state assessment and teachers’ beliefs and practice. Of the studies 

reviewed, Cimbricz (2003) found that state testing does in fact, influence how teacher 

behaviors and the decisions a teacher makes. However, although state testing does 

influence teacher practice and their views of learning, there was not a consistent pattern 

of influence because other variables such as teacher status or experience level contributed 

to the ways in which an individual teacher interpreted the importance of the state 

assessment (2003). As educators engage with the myriad of decisions to be made during a 

day they must carefully weigh these competing forces (Black & Wiliam, 1998; 

McMillan, 2005).  
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Professional Learning 

In order for teachers to facilitate students to deeper levels of conceptual 

understanding (Borko, 2004), teachers must have a vast understanding of the discipline 

for which they teach as well as the research that backs up the practice (Stokes, 2010). 

Most commonly, opportunities for teachers to develop and deepen their understanding of 

a given discipline come in the form of professional learning. However, it is no secret that 

teachers often have a less than enthusiastic outlook when it comes to professional 

development. In order to ensure that professional learning is both meaningful and 

relevant, the teachers who participate, the facilitator who guides the learning, and the 

situation or context for which the professional learning is given must be considered 

(Borko, 2004). 

While exploring the various factors that come into play as a teacher makes 

scoring decisions when evaluating student writing, it is important to consider the learning 

experiences of the teacher that potentially influences her scoring decisions. It is also 

important to consider the way individuals situate themselves within a greater social and 

cultural context to participate in the interdependent process of constructing knowledge 

(Crotty, 1998; Papert, 2011; Vygotsky, 1980). An educator, attending a required 

professional learning experience is not a sponge waiting to soak up knowledge from the 

facilitator. Passive consumption of the information presented is one thing, but in order to 

actively construct knowledge, a fundamental consideration must be the social interaction 

between the learner and others participating in the learning experience (Bruner, 1990; 



91 

Cunningham & Duffy, 1996; Vygotsky, 1980). In other words, the way an experience is 

understood is in direct concert with the manner in which the individual constructs the 

context of that situation while under the influence of social factors (Crotty, 1998; Flick, 

2009; Papert, 2011; Rogoff, 1994; Vygotsky, 1980). 

For a child, learning experiences often focus on the acquisition of skill, but for 

adult learning, experiences build upon individual's prior knowledge and skill in order to 

provide opportunities that promote self-directed learning (Knowles, 1970, 1996; 

Merriam, 2001; Merriam et al., 2012; Zmeyov, 1998). In the case of adult learning, 

learning moves to a more problem-centered approach where teachers are empowered to 

actively participate in shared inquiry and advocate for their own educational needs 

(Zmeyov, 1998). With a focus on continuous improvement, the learning is action-

oriented and focuses on ensuring high levels of learning for all students (DuFour & 

DuFour, 2013). Through the collective practice of engaging in discourse and critically 

scoring the performance assessments within a greater community of teachers, teachers 

developed a stronger sense of knowledge that was expected for the writing assessment. 

Methods 

In order to further conversation regarding alternative assessment options for 

student writing assessment across the state of Texas, within the context of high-stakes 

testing and accountability, this research study focused on the approaches individual 

teachers take when scoring writing. Specifically, the research questions included:  
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1. What are the various factors that come into play as a teacher makes scoring 

decisions when evaluating student writing? 

a. How do teachers approach the application of a rubric in evaluating student 

writing? 

b. What metacognitive strategies do teachers use in the process of making 

scoring decisions when evaluating student writing? 

Research Design  

 In an effort to explore the various approaches used when scoring student 

writing, a qualitative study (Merriam, 2009) design was used as it provides an 

opportunity to probe into the various ways meaning is constructed. Guided by the 

research questions (Stake, 1995), the examination of diverse perspectives provided an 

increased depth of understanding of the central phenomenon to scoring student writing. 

The design of the study also allowed for the collection of various sources of data such as 

surveys, interviews, and observational data (Stake, 1995). The nature of the study, as well 

as the multiple teachers, support the identification of different approaches individuals use 

when scoring student writing through an analysis of themes. 

This research study was implemented in three phases. Phase I included enrollment 

of the participants through purposeful sampling (Merriam, 1998) and an initial open-

ended participant survey (see Appendix B). Phase II involved data collection through 

interviews and interaction with the participants selected. Semi-structured, face-to-face 

interviews with participants (see Appendix C), a think-aloud protocol utilized without a 
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rubric (see Appendix D) and then a think-aloud protocol (see Appendix E) with an 

analytic rubric (see Appendix F) as participants score writing samples (see Appendix G, 

Appendix H, and Appendix I), and a follow-up semi-structured interview (see Appendix 

J) was conducted (Merriam, 1998). Phase III required analysis of participant responses 

using coding, validation of transcribed information through member checking, and the 

identification of emerging themes (Creswell, 2013; Stake, 1995).  

Role of the Researcher 

As a certified Texas public school educator for over 13 years, I have a deep 

interest in the ways in which we assess students. While in my experience I have had the 

privilege to teach middle school students, I have also had the opportunity to coach and 

lead pre-kindergarten through 12th grade teachers in the field of literacy. It was in my 

role as a district administrator for English Language Arts that I became involved with 

The Texas Writing Pilot. Initially, I was working with several other educational leaders 

from around the state to develop a portfolio assessment plan that districts could utilize 

locally. Then we turned our efforts to assist the state to develop what would become to be 

known as The Texas Writing Pilot. During the time of the 2-year pilot with the state, I 

became the regional liaison for the pilot between TEA and the participating districts from 

a region in North Texas near or around Dallas Fort Worth. In my role as liaison I 

participated in a number of calls and meetings with TEA, sought feedback from educators 

regarding the direction of the pilot, created pilot design specifications as well as the pilot 

rubric, and provided scoring training to teachers participating in the pilot. 
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 As for my role as the researcher within this study, my role was to observe, 

interview, collect, and analyze data. Because of my involvement with The Texas Writing 

Pilot, my study necessitated bracketing (Creswell, 2013) throughout the study. 

Specifically, when conducting the semi-structured interviews and think-alouds with the 

participants, I refrained from adding comments or asking questions that were not within 

the scope of the protocols. 

Setting  

This study took place in the state of Texas to explore the efforts being done by the 

state in the area of alternative writing assessment. Texas is as diverse ethnically and 

socio-economically as it is geographically. Second, in total land area only to Alaska, 

Texas served just short of 5.5 million students during the 2017–2018 school year. From 

2007 to 2017, a 10-year period, student enrolment in Texas public schools increased by 

15.6 %. Of the 5,399,682 students enrolled in Texas schools for the 2017–2018 school 

year, 52.4% identified as Hispanic, 27.9% as White, 12.6% as African American, 4.4% as 

Asian, and 2.3% as multiracial. Additionally, the percentage of students identified as 

economically disadvantage rose from 55.2% in 2007–2008 to 58.7% in 2017–2018. 

There were more than 8,900 schools in 1,200 school districts and open-enrollment charter 

schools employee more than 356,000 teachers (Division of Research and Analysis Office 

of Academics, 2018) to serve those students in 2017–2018. 
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Participants 

Participants for this study included Texas writing teachers from the North Texas 

area near or around Dallas Fort Worth who have experience teaching writing at a grade 

level where writing is assessed by the state (i.e., fourth grade, seventh grade, and ninth 

grade). Purposeful sampling (Merriam, 1998) was used to select six participants selected 

for this study. Three teachers, one from each of the three grade levels (fourth grade, 

seventh grade, and ninth grade), had more than five years of experience teaching and 

three teachers, one from each of the three grade levels (fourth grade, seventh grade, and 

ninth grade), had fewer than five years of experience teaching. Table 3 shows the 

participants, grade levels taught, and years of experience teaching.  

Table 3 

Experience of Study Participants  

Participants Grade Level 
Taught 

Years of 
Experience 

Participant 1 9th Grade More than 5 years 

Participant 2 9th Grade Less than 5 years 

Participant 3 7th Grade More than 5 years 

Participant 4 7th Grade Less than 5 years 

Participant 5 4th Grade More than 5 years 

Participant 6 4th Grade Less than 5 years 
 

This range experience among the teachers provided insight on the influence these 

teachers draw upon when making scoring decisions. In addition to the range of years of 
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experience, each of the teachers had a diverse background of experiences and 

professional learning experiences that contributed to their process for scoring student 

writing.  

Data Collection 

Multiple research data sources were used during data collection to provide a 

focused yet comprehensive view of the various factors that come into play as a teacher 

makes scoring decisions when evaluating student writing samples. The primary unit of 

analysis was teachers’ verbal and written statements that reveal their processes of 

pedagogical reasoning and action (Shulman, 1987) by investigating the different 

approaches to individuals take to scoring student writing. To capture and describe these 

approaches, a pre-scoring participant survey, initial interview, two think-aloud protocols 

(Ericsson & Simon, 1984; Smagorinsky, 1994), one without and one with a standardized 

rubric was utilized. Figure 4 visually represents the data collection process. Recorded 

field notes from observations of participants’ behavior as well as interactions during 

think-alouds were recorded to provide additional insight into what the teachers are 

considering when they score. To triangulate the data (Marshall & Rossman, 2014), post-

scoring interviews were conducted and reflections from the participants were gathered. 
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Figure 4. Data Collection Process. 

An open-ended participant survey was developed for the purposes of gathering 

background information from teachers regarding their experiences and specialized 

training in both scoring and writing instruction. Emerging patterns of teacher knowledge 

and training were explored through the analysis of the teacher’s open-ended responses 

from the interviews. 

 Teachers participated in an initial semi-structured interview (Merriam, 1998), to 

capture the beliefs and opinions of the teacher as it relates to the scoring and instruction 

of writing. The eight-question interview protocol, along with possible probing questions 

that were used as necessary, took place in a location determined by the participant. 

Generally, each interview lasted 30 – 40 minutes. The use of the semi-structured 

interview (Merriam, 1998) protocol supported the consistency of the interviews to ensure 

sufficient information was collected (Marshall & Rossman, 2014). 

Followup face-to-face interview

Second think-aloud using a standardized rubric

Inital think-aloud without a rubric

Inital face-to-face interview

Online Participant Questionaire to obtain background information
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At the same time as the initial interview, the teacher scored student writing while 

thinking aloud about scoring decisions into an audio recorder, capturing those decisions 

and how they were made. This think-aloud protocol (Ericsson & Simon, 1984; 

Smagorinsky, 1994) was used to monitor the use of metacognitive strategies as teachers 

engage in scoring student-writing samples. For this first think aloud activity, teachers 

were not provided with a rubric. The intention was that educators might speak more 

freely about their scoring processes if unencumbered by a rubric. Recordings of the think-

aloud were transcribed and coded. 

Following the initial scoring exercise, a secondary scoring exercise was 

conducted. Teachers were introduced an analytic writing rubric, given time to study the 

document, and then once again asked to score student work while thinking aloud about 

scoring decisions into an audio recorder -- this time using the standardized rubric. 

Capturing those scoring decisions and how they were made were used for the purposes of 

considering the various factors that come into play as a teacher makes scoring decisions 

when evaluating student writing. 

When scoring with a rubric, participants used the analytic scoring rubric of The 

Texas Writing Pilot (see Appendix A) that was collaboratively developed by teachers, 

employees at the regional educational service centers, and in collaboration with institutes 

of higher learning (Texas Education Agency, 2016c). This rubric consists of four scoring 

domains: organization, content, language, and conventions. With the exception of 

conventions each of the other three domains consist of a six-point scale that ranges from 



99 

Very Limited (1), Limited (2), Basic (3), Satisfactory (4), Accomplished (5), Exceptional 

(6). The conventions domain is based on a three-point scale. Within each domain, an 

explanation of each score point further explains the criteria and expectations as each 

level. 

To conclude the study, a semi-structured post-scoring interview was conducted 

face-to-face and captured the beliefs and opinions of the teacher as it relates to the 

scoring and instruction of writing utilizing. The semi-structured interview protocol was 

audio-recorded for transcription and analysis to explore the influences of teachers’ 

scoring decisions.  

Data Analysis 

Initially, it was intended that categories for coding would be derived from the 

research questions, the purpose of the study, and data collected and analyzed, but in 

further research and study, I came across the research study of Wolfe and Feltovich 

(1994) who considered the cognition of the scorer during the evaluation process. In their 

study, Wolfe and Feltovich collected data from novice and expert scorers as the 

participants scored student writing for a large-scale standardized assessment using a 6-

point holistic rubric. The research by Wolfe and Feltovich on interpretive frameworks, 

also known as cognitive representational structures, is an expanded model of scorer 

cognition based upon the information–processing model of scorer cognition Freedman 

and Calfee published in 1983, who considered the process by which scorers processed 

information as they evaluate writing. Using this framework as a starting point, I was able 
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to expand upon this work to further as I considered the influences of teacher’s decision 

making when scoring. In order to better situate my findings, I first explain the key 

features of the Wolfe and Feltovice (1994) model and then describe how that informed 

my own study.  

Wolfe and Feltovich (1994) present a model of scorer cognition, as it relates to 

individuals scoring student writing samples using a holistic scoring rubric. Their work 

shows how expectations for the assignment on the part of the scorer (Model of 

Performance) along with prior knowledge of the scorer (sources of knowledge) play a 

role in the processing actions (model of scoring) the scorer utilizes to make scoring 

decisions. As depicted in Figure 5, the model of scoring “is a conceptual 

mapping/information processing model of an essay scorer’s decision-making process” 

(Wolfe and Feltovich, 1994, p. 31). According to their model of scoring, an individual 

creates an image of the written text as the go about the interpretation phase, and those 

components are then mapped to the scorer’s personal model of performance in the 

evaluation phase. It is in the justification and ultimately documentation stage of the 

model where the scorer monitors the evaluative decision for fairness and accuracy. It 

should be noted that according to their model the scorer draws upon prior knowledge and 

experience at each step in the process of evaluating an essay.  
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Figure 5. Wolfe & Feltovich (1994) Expanded Model of Scorer Cognition. 

Models of performance. According to Wolfe and Feltovich, a model of 

performance is “a cognitive representation of what constitutes proficient and non-

proficient” (1994, p. 14). For a writing assessment, a rater may have preconceived ideas 

or expectations regarding structure, syntax, grammar, etc. And while these ideas or 

expectations ultimately influence the evaluative decisions made by the rater it is unclear 

how these ideas may influence the decision when teachers are scoring with and without a 

rubric. 
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In this study, I engaged six teachers in two think-aloud protocol experiences as 

they evaluated student writing samples. The raters were asked to read and verbalize and 

thoughts they had while scoring each paper. Typically, the rater would read the piece 

aloud stopping along the way to make a comment about something that they read. In the 

first think-aloud teachers were not provided a rubric, this provided an opportunity for 

teachers to verbalize the thoughts and ideas for which they draw upon to make scoring 

decisions. In the second think-aloud teachers were given a rubric to use for the purposes 

of scoring. This time, although they still verbalized their thoughts and ideas, often those 

comments could be traced back to the language of the rubric. In both of the experiences, 

the comments made by teachers supported the concept of models of performance as 

Wolfe and Feltovich (1994) addressed in their research. 

Because there was a specific rubric utilized for the second think-aloud-protocol, 

instead of utilizing the models of performance Wolfe and Feltovich (1994) utilized in 

their research, I choose to utilize the ones from the rubric the participants were using. 

Generally comments made by the educators could be placed in one of the four domains 

from The Texas Writing Pilot Rubric: 1) Organization (the overall focus and structure of 

the piece); 2) Content (support and elaboration); Language (relationship among ideas and 

use of literary style); and 4) Conventions (editing and sentence boundaries). While these 

four domains collectively accounted for the majority of the comments made by the 

teachers, there were some comments that fell outside these codes. As a result, the 

additional codes of: 1) Appearance (the way the writing looks); 2) Non-specific (general 
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comments about writing); and 3) Subject (compliance with the prompt or writing task) 

were also used by Wolfe and Feltovich (1994) in their study for the same reason were 

used.  

Model of scoring. The second interpretive framework Wolfe and Feltovich 

(1994) utilized was the model of scoring, “a cognitive representation of the process 

through which one identifies and interprets evidence from a response and derives a score 

based on this information” (p. 16). This model demonstrates the manner in which a rater 

uses and manipulates the knowledge acquired from reading a piece, within the decision-

making process, to arrive at a decision or score. The four main stages identified by Wolfe 

and Feltovich and used in this research study are: 1) Interpretation (actions used to make 

meaning of the text or to create a text image); 2) Evaluation (actions used to align and 

compare the model of performance and the text image); 3) Justification (actions used to 

provide a rationale or confirm the accuracy of a decision); and 4) Interactive (additional 

or peripheral information regarding the scoring experience).  

Processing action. Wolfe and Feltovich (1994) initially believed that the model 

of scoring would be executed like a script by the scorers, but in their pilot study, they 

realized each scorer executed the process, or script, differently. For this reason, they 

identified processing actions that are associated with the model of scoring (see Table 4) 

to be used in combination with the model of scoring as a way of completing the scoring 

task. “A processing action is one of several cognitive activities that a scorer may perform 

when making a scoring judgment” (Wolfe & Feltovich, 1994, p. 17). Through their 
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research, Wolfe and Feltovich were able to identify a number of cognitive tasks 

associated with each model of scoring that was also the basis for this study.  

Table 4 

Processing Actions as they relate to the Model of Scoring  

Model of Scoring Processing Action 

Interpretive  
Actions having to do with 
obtaining information. 

• Read (creating a text image) 

Evaluative  
Actions having to do with a 
decision. 

• Decision (assign a score) 
• Monitor (explain how the text image aligns 

or compares to the model of performance - 
during reading) 

• Review (survey how the text image aligns 
or compares to the model of performance - 
after reading) 

Justification  
Actions having to do with 
providing a rationale for a 
decision. 

• Compare (compare elements of the text to 
other sources of information) 

• Diagnose (provide ways the piece of writing 
could be improved) 

• Rationale (explain how the piece of writing 
exemplifies the model of performance) 

Interactive  
Actions having to do with 
personal insights about the 
rating and reading task.  

• Comment (personal comments regarding the 
process, text, or the writer) 

 

Sources of knowledge. With the main question of this study being ‘What are the 

various factors that come into play as a teacher makes scoring decisions when evaluating 

student writing?’ I particularly wanted to consider the sources of knowledge educators 
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draw upon as they are making evaluative scoring decisions. Although Wolfe and 

Feltovich (1994) identified sources of knowledge to be a consideration within their 

expanded model of scorer cognition, I wanted to more thoroughly explore this area. In 

their model, Wolfe and Felotvich identified three mediums from which the sources of 

knowledge derive: 1) Prior (other papers previously read by the scorer); 2) Scorer (other 

scores assigned by other scorers); and 3) Rubric (descriptions provided in a rubric). For 

the purposes of this research study, I wanted to consider all sources of knowledge a 

teacher may draw upon. For this part of the model I altered the definitions of these three 

categories to allow new sub-categories to emerge. These sub-categories will be addressed 

in the findings.  

For the purposes of coding for this study, I coded each individual thought unit 

from the think-aloud protocols (Ericsson & Simon, 1984) using the categories established 

by Wolfe and Feltovich (1994) within their models of performance, models of scoring, 

and processing actions. The data was then triangulated using the participant’s self-

reporting during the initial and follow up interviews using Wolfe and Feltovich’s sources 

of knowledge as a starting place. A table embedded in the report of findings is denoted in 

the results. The use of coding provided guidance in understanding and making meaning 

of the data collected as a result of a thorough analysis of the information (Erlandson et 

al., 1993). Further analysis included a review of patterns found within the codes to 

identify any additional sub-categories and overarching themes.  
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Trustworthiness 

Bracketing requires a researcher to put their experiences aside, to the greatest 

extent possible in order to take a fresh look at what is being studied and maintain 

reliability for the study (Crotty, 1998). While it should be noted that I do not supervise 

any of the teachers who participated in the study, as an initial creator of the design of the 

state pilot and as an active participant with The Texas Writing Pilot as a liaison at the 

educational service center level, the researcher acknowledge the need to bracket my 

experiences as they relate to the implementation of the statewide pilot. 

Findings 

By using a think-aloud protocol (Ericsson & Simon, 1984), participants were 

asked to verbalize the process and any thoughts they had while reading a student writing 

sample and determining a score for that essay. The audio of participants was digitally 

recorded and later transcribed for analysis. Transcribed protocols were coded in a similar 

fashion to the method outlined in the research of Wolfe and Feltovich (1994).  

From the data analysis, I concluded that teachers draw from a wide range of 

influences and strategies when making scoring decisions. While the expanded model of 

scorer cognition developed by Wolfe and Feltovich (1994) proved to be a useful tool 

when considering the various factors that come into play as a teacher makes scoring 

decisions when evaluating student writing there is opportunity to further expand the 

model. This study supports the cognitive representation models Wolfe and Feltovich 

developed for models of performance and models of scoring; however, the data also 
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provided additional insight into an expanded view of source knowledge and processing 

actions.  

For the purpose of this study, the data collected regarding influences for how 

teachers approach scoring student writing were mapped to models of performance as well 

as source knowledge. Data collected regarding the metacognitive strategies teachers use 

when making scoring decisions was mapped to processing actions. The remainder of this 

section will further elaborate upon the findings from the lens of each cognitive 

representation model.  

Model of Performance  

The model of performance is what the scorer constitutes as proficient or non-

proficient performance. For a writing performance assessment, the model of performance 

may be the rules or expectations a scorer has for a particular piece or style of writing that 

influences the scoring decision. For example, when one of the participants said, “if I was 

grading this on persuasion it would probably get a low score because it’s not very 

persuasive,” she was taking into consideration her expectations for how the structure and 

organization of the piece contributed to the style of writing the student was composing – 

persuasive. For the purposes of this study, every individual thought, such as the one just 

shared, made by a rater during the think-aloud without the analytic rubric and the think-

aloud with the analytic rubric was first coded to the four domains from The Texas 

Writing Pilot Rubric. In the case of the previous example shared, it was coded as 

structure, within the organization category. Although the first think-aloud protocol did 
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not use a specific rubric, the content that the participants drew upon for their model of 

performance could be easily identified within one of the four main expectations for 

writing within the rubric (organization, content, language, and conventions). Table 5 

delineates each of the sub-categories within each of the domains of the analytic writing 

rubric. When instances arose where an individual thought unit was not able to be coded to 

one of the four main domains, (e.g., “here’s one that is typed”) the category of other was 

used and then later divided into additional sub-categories.  

Table 5 

Model of Performance 

Organization Content Language Conventi
ons 

Other 

• Overall 
Organization 

• Structure 
• Focus 
• Progression 
• Central Idea 

• Overall 
Content 

• Support 
• Elaboration 

• Overall 
Language 

• Diction 
• Literary 

Devices 
• Varied 

Sentence 
Structure 

• Relationship 
Among Ideas 

• Overall 
Conventions 

• Conventions 
• Editing 
• Sentence 

Boundaries 
• Paragraph 

Breaks 

• Appearance 
• Subject 
• Non-

Specific 
• Rubric 

 

Model of Scoring and Processing Actions 

In a second pass of the data, every individual thought made by a scorer during the 

think-aloud without the analytic rubric and the think-aloud with the analytic rubric were 

then coded as a processing action according to the action being executed by the scorer. 
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Processing actions are the ways in which the scorer manipulates a piece of knowledge 

during the scoring process. From there, each processing action was mapped back to one 

of the scoring elements within the model of scoring. 

As I began coding processing actions, I closely utilized the eight processing 

actions identified by Wolfe and Feltovich (1994). In doing so, however, I began to 

discover that there were nuances within processing actions that needed to be teased out 

further. Table 6 denotes each of the processing actions that were used as codes for this 

study. The table also shows the relationship between processing actions and each scoring 

element that was identified within the model of scoring. The processing actions noted 

with an asterisk were not initially identified by Wolfe and Feltovich (1994).  

 

Table 6 

Expanded Processing Actions related to Model of Scoring Elements 

Model of Scoring Elements Processing Actions 

Interpretive  
Actions having to do with obtaining 
information. 

• Read 
• Question the text* 
• Respond to the text* 
• Respond to author’s craft* 
• Compare to other sources of 

knowledge* 

Evaluative  
Actions having to do with a decision. 

• Decision 
• Monitor 
• Review 
• Compare to other sources of 

knowledge* 
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• Diagnose 

Justification  
Actions having to do with providing a 
rationale for a decision. 

• Compare to other sources of 
knowledge* 

• Diagnose 
• Rationale 
• Recommend 

Interactive  
Actions having to do with personal 
insights about the rating and reading task.  

• Comment (general in nature) 
• Comment to the student* 
• Comment to the rubric* 

 
Interpretive. Under the interpretive classification of processing actions, Wolfe 

and Feltovich (1994) defined ‘Read’ as the actual act of reading the text to create a text 

image. From the data, I found that as teachers engaged with the text, their process for 

interpreting the text was more nuanced than merely decoding words on a page to create 

an image of the text. In the process of creating a text image, there were moments where 

the rater would ask a question to make meaning of what they were reading, as well as 

times where the rater would comment or respond to the text directly as if to have a 

conversation with the text itself. For example, one rater while reading stopped to ask 

aloud, “is this a persuasive essay?” The significance is not that the rater was asking 

someone specific in the room, but rather asking as a way of making meaning fo the text. 

Another way the teacher would connect with the text was by commenting on how the 

author composed the piece of text, “I can see you worked really hard on description, and 

that is good.” It is interesting that although the student herself was not present in the 

room, the rater made comments directly to the student as if she was present. Finally, it 

was not until a third pass with the data, and debriefs with peers, that I discovered 
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educators were also comparing and connecting to other sources of knowledge while 

creating their text image within the interpretive phase. One of the teachers situated the 

paper he was reading with grade level expectations when he remarked, “alright, I’m 

seeing high language use for a seventh grader.” Ultimately, I identified four additional 

actions to better show the specific actions the participants took as raters interpreted each 

essay. Table 7 shows the processing actions for the interpretive element within the model 

of scoring as well as corresponding examples.  

 

Table 7 

Examples of Interpretive Processing Actions 

Interpretive 

Additional Actions Examples 

Read  
Read the text. 

“Teacher re-reads last sentence, paragraph 
1 of Student Essay 1.” 

Question  
Ask a question in order to make 
meaning of the text. 

“I’m not sure what she is saying, is she 
making a recommendation?” 

Responding to Text  
Make a comment either to or 
about the text in order to make 
meaning of the text. 

“Its stives to do better not strides to do 
better.” 

Responding to Author’s Craft – 
Make a comment to or about the 
author in order to make meaning 
of the text. 

“I love the use of onamonapia.” 
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Comparing to Other Sources of 
Knowledge – 
Make a connection to other 
sources of knowledge in order to 
make meaning of the text. 

“So, it Sounds like I'm listening to my wife 
a little bit because she loves animals.” 

 

Evaluative. According to the model presented by Wolfe and Feltovich (1994), 

once a rater creates an image of the text they are then able to move into the process of 

evaluation. As the raters go through the evaluation process, actions such as reviewing the 

text, making a decision, and monitoring that decision, are processing actions a rater uses 

when evaluating a piece of writing. The data from this study showed that while teachers 

did rely on the processing actions of decision, monitor, and review, that Wolfe and 

Feltovich (1994) identified, there were other actions a teacher would draw upon while 

making an evaluative decision. 

At times, teachers would make a comparison about the paper they read to another 

form of writing, say another type of assessment. Initially, the processing action of 

compare only resided within the justification element of the model of scoring, but I came 

back each time to ask myself, is this statement a justification or not, I ultimately decided 

compare was also an evaluative action.  

Teachers also made comments of diagnosis as part of their decision-making 

process. These comments would not fall in the justification element because they were 

not about why the piece got the score they decided upon but rather these comments were 

part of the decision-making process that ultimately contributed to the rater’s decision. 
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Table 8 shows the processing actions for the evaluative element within the model of 

scoring as well as corresponding examples.  

Table 8  

Examples of Evaluative Processing Actions 

Evaluative 

Processing Actions Examples 

Decision – 
Assign a score. 

“I would probably give it a two or three of the limited 
our basic in that rather than very limited because you 
can tell there are paragraphs.” 

Monitor – 
Explain how the text image aligns or 
compares to the model of 
performance - during reading. 

“There's a lot of broad generalizations here.” 

Review  
Survey how the text image aligns or 
compares to the model of 
performance – after reading. 

“It's very lofty ideas without anything specific, so I 
would say that the details and examples aren't relevant 
really so too vague.” 

Compare  
Relating the scoring decision to other 
sources of knowledge. 

“I'm just think of it in terms of TELPAS like how low 
it would be this would be.” 

Diagnose – 
A determination of what could be 
done for improvement. 

“It definitely needs more support possibly some some 
specific examples the details aren't really detailed.” 

 

Justification. Once a teacher would evaluate a student writing sample and 

provide some kind of definitive score as part of the evaluation phase, there would be a 

moment or two where the teacher would look back over the paper to confirm or revise 

their scoring decision. These thought actions were coded with a processing action of 
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compare, diagnose, rationale, or recommend. Comparisons would happen when the 

scorer would draw upon other sources of knowledge and compare the paper they were 

reading to something else as a means of justifying the score. When a teacher would make 

a diagnostic statement they would often identify a portion of the paper and explain the 

shortcoming or how it could be improved. The data also revealed a level of uncertainty 

from the educators when making scoring decisions, so often the teacher would go back 

through the piece and point to a line or phrase that would justify or provide a rationale for 

why they chose to score it the way they did.  

Finally, the processing action of ‘Recommend’ is another action that was an 

addition to the original classifications from Wolfe and Feltovich (1994). While the 

diagnose classification, states what needs to be improved, as a way of justifying the 

evaluation, recommend, goes a step farther to position the evaluator as a mentor to the 

writer and provides suggestions on not just what needs to be improved, but how to go 

about improving it. This is an important aspect to consider for it sheds some light on how 

the educator rater sees herself with pluralistic responsibilities. Table 9 shows the 

processing actions for the evaluative element within the model of scoring as well as 

corresponding examples.  

  



115 

Table 9  

Examples of Justification Processing Actions 

Justification 

Processing Actions Examples 

Compare –  
Draw upon other sources of 
knowledge as a means to justify 
the score given.  

“And that's really a hard thing for kids at this 
age.” 

Diagnose – 
Identify a portion of the paper 
and explain the shortcoming or 
how it could be improved. 

“There are not good transitions there 
between paragraphs.” 

Rationale –  
Provide a justification or 
explanation for why the score 
was given. 

“They are not strong sentences but they do 
what they need to do.” 

Recommend –  
A suggestion for what needs to 
be improved and how it could be 
improved.  

“Probably could have thrown in some other 
kinds of examples, you know political or 
something from other walks of life,” 

 
Interactive. As scorers would read the student writing and offer evaluative 

judgments about a given piece, participants would make additional comments that did not 

did not directly map to the other three scoring elements. These comments, reflected in 

Table 10, vary in significance from statements like “hmmm,” when participants had 

stopped to consider an aspect of the evaluation process or other comments where the 

scorer diverted from the evaluation process to make a connection to their own life. In the 

initial model, ‘comment’ was the only processing action within the Interactive scoring 



116 

element. The statements within the comment processing action generally provided 

information about any number of aspects regarding the rating experience. Upon further 

inspection, the data from this study revealed not all the comments made were directed to 

an emotionless audio recorder. Some of the comments that were made were directed to 

someone specifically, as if that author was actually in the room, while other comments 

were about or directed to the rubric itself. In reflecting on a writing sample, she had just 

read, on rater identified that the student had a basic introduction. She continued on in her 

reflection by explaining what she would do to help the student improve the introduction. 

“I have different ways to teach [introductions]. We have a badabing thing and I would 

probably show you badabing as a way to start that off the voice …” It was evident from 

the comments the teacher raters made directly to students who were not even present that 

the evaluator does not separate or discontinue her role as an educator just because she is 

scoring papers. While not an area of focus for this study, comments to the rubric may 

provide a glimpse into the rater’s processing actions of the rubric itself. 

Table 10 

Examples of Interpretive Processing Actions 

Interpretive 

Additional Actions Examples 

Comment –  
Provide information about any 
number of aspects regarding the 
rating experience. 

“Hmmm” 
“and then we have one that is typed” 
“When we were writing our district rubric 
We had a lot of debate about exactly that 
what does that mean” 
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Comment to Student – 
Information about any number 
of aspects regarding the rating 
experience directed to the author 
of the writing.  

“...but you worked really hard it a 
description which is good I can totally see 
you getting out of the pool and what you 
look like.” 

Comment to Rubric – 
Information about any number 
of aspects regarding the rating 
experience directed towards the 
rubric itself.  

“Okay, so it's the same same thing you're 
looking for in that section for accomplished 
an exceptional.” 
“For Conventions, I can only choose two 
four six I want to give her three but that's not 
an option.” 

 

Sources of Knowledge 

Wolfe and Feltovich (1994) identified sources of knowledge as: 1) Prior - other 

papers the rater had previously scored; 2) Scorer - scores that might have been assigned 

to other papers; and 3) Rubric - descriptions provided by the rubric. Through my analysis, 

I was to determine what sources of knowledge do not solely reside within the evaluation 

experience as Wolfe and Feltovich (1994) identified. Sources of knowledge come from a 

variety of places, including the evaluator’s personal experience, what they know about 

certain groups of students, as well as their knowledge of writing tasks, other assessments, 

and scoring rubrics.  

In order to gain insight on the sources of knowledge that an educator draws upon 

when evaluating student writing, I reviewed each individual thought unit from the data 

and looked for instances where the rater made a connection to something outside of the 

essays or The Texas Writing Pilot Rubric. From there I looked for trends where I could 

subdivide the Sources of Knowledge Wolf and Feltovich (1994) identified into other 
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distinguishable categories. Table 11 shows the additional sub-categories identified from 

the data. For example, when one of the participants said, “You know what this feels like 

is an ESL kid.” She was referring to the prior experience she has had teaching students 

acquiring English as their second language. This thought unit was coded in the prior 

category under student ability/language students. When another scorer stated, “That's 

definitely a pet peeve of mine that I noticed especially as a journal of journalism major.” 

He was accessing his prior knowledge of personal experiences as a journalism major, so 

this thought unit was recorded as personal experience within the prior category. 

Ultimately, comments that accessed a scorer’s knowledge from prior experiences 

included personal comments, comments about a student’s ability, and instructional 

comments from experience teaching.  

For comments coded in the scorer category, these comments demonstrated that 

the scorer was drawing knowledge from other types of assessments as well as other 

papers they had scored within the sample set used for this study. Sources of knowledge 

were also drawn from experience with other rubrics, as well as the rubric they were using 

for scoring within the study. Finally, an additional category was created called 

‘Assignment.’ In reviewing the data it was discovered that teachers would make 

comments that would reference what they perceived to be is familiarity or an 

understanding of what the assignment was for the writing they were grading. For the 

purposes of this study, the directions that had been given to students for completing the 

assignment were not provided to the educators, but as they would read the selections they 
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would make assumptions about the paper based on what they thought they knew about 

the assignment requirements.  

Table 11  

Sub-Categories Identified for Source Knowledge 

Source Knowledge 

Categories Sub-Categories 
Prior • Personal Experience 

• Student Ability / Age 
• Student Ability / Language 
• Student Ability / Special Education 
• Instruction / Writing Technique 
• Instruction / Personal Expectations for 

Writing 
Assessment • Assessment Directions 

Scorer • Relationship to Other Papers 
• Relationship to Other Assessments 

Rubric • Rubric Expectations 
• Other Rubrics 

 

Discussion 

This study explored the scoring decisions teachers make when evaluating student 

writing and considered the various factors at play when these decisions are made. Using 

qualitative methods (Merriam, 2009), information was gathered to provide insight into 

how teachers assess student writing specifically for the purpose of considering the 

teacher’s participatory role in assessing statewide writing assessments. Analysis of verbal 

statements recorded utilizing a think-aloud protocol as teachers scored student writing 

with and without a rubric provided a means for which to consider the decisions teachers 
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made as they scored. The expanded model of scoring cognition by Wolfe and Feltovich 

(1994) was used to code and make meaning of the data.  

Two things to consider about the expanded model of scorer cognition developed 

by Wolf and Feltovich (1994) is that this model was based from research conducted pre-

NCLB as well as with a holistic scoring rubric. The data from this study shows that even 

in an assessment centric culture the model, although slightly adapted, still provides 

relevance for considering the decision-making and processing actions of teachers while 

scoring student writing. Secondly, the data also supports that this model is applicable to 

an analytic rubric as well as a holistic rubric.  

By examining the decisions teachers made when scoring student writing, and 

considering the approach they took to evaluate the writing, new light was shed on how 

various factors such as teachers’ prior knowledge and expectations of writing come into 

play as teachers are making scoring decisions, as well as the metacognitive strategies 

teachers use when evaluating student writing. It was through the analysis of the 

metacognitive strategies teachers use that the data revealed teachers have a connection to 

the writer through the writing, even when evaluating writing from students who are not 

their own students. The data revealed ways in which teachers focused on instruction and 

possible future lessons for instruction based on the assessment. In each of the phases of 

scoring, the data revealed that teachers do not separate or suspend their role as an 

educator just because they are scoring an assessment. Instead, the teacher was able to 
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connect how the assessment plays into instruction by identifying next steps for the author 

to continue to grow as a writer.  

Most notably, the findings confirm that the process of scoring student writing is a 

complex process of interpreting evaluating, reviewing and justifying one’s score that 

draws upon a variety of factors and experiences. For example, one of those influential 

factors is Source Knowledge, or the prior knowledge of a teacher and the data revealed 

that the types of knowledge from which a teacher pulls from can vary from teacher to 

teacher. As the state continues to look to expand opportunities for alternative assessment 

types, such as The Texas Writing Pilot, more work is needed to be done in considering 

professional learning experiences that may influence or override some of what an 

educator brings to the scoring decisions so that interrater reliability might be improved.  

Limitations and Delimitations 

The findings of a qualitative research study (Merriam, 2009) are dependent upon 

interactions with participants (Creswell, 2013); therefore, some limitations could be 

formulated. For example, the data collected was dependent upon the participant’s verbal 

participation in both the interviews and the think-aloud protocols, but through standard 

research protocols and clear directions for the participants, the effort was made to uphold 

the integrity of the study. Additionally, the data collected represents a few individual 

cases that may not be representative of the greater field of Texas writing teachers. 

However, it is my assertion that the findings have added value to the field of research as 



122 

they can transferable to other studies. There is still much room within the research on this 

topic further studies relating to teacher decision-making within performance assessment.  

Summary and Conclusion 

According to the interrater reliability study conducted by the state of Texas, “The 

correlations and rater-agreement of scoring [from The Texas Writing Pilot] never reached 

the same level as STAAR, at scale. While there were some sporadic highlights across the 

population in both Year 1 and Year 2, the overwhelming variance in data suggests that 

appropriately training enough educators to be standardized scorers would not be 

possible” (Texas Education Agency, 2018, p. 21). The problem with the study conducted 

by the TEA was that concluded there was no interrater reliability – case shut – never 

taking sufficient time to considered why this might have been the case. One thing to 

consider, which this study did, is the various factors that come into play as teachers make 

scoring decisions. By considering the various factors that come into play when teachers 

make scoring decisions as well as the insight gleaned from this study on the expanded 

model of Wofle’s and Feltovich’s scorer cognition model (1994), further research could 

potentially provide strategies to mitigate the scorer discrepancies by providing 

professional learning and training for educators that would assist in scorer calibration. 
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Influences of Teacher’s Personal Experiences When Scoring Student Writing, 

JoLLE@UGA 

Working with teachers in the field of writing instruction and assessment is a 

familiar place for me. But on one particular fall day back in 2017, when I found myself 

standing in front of a room full of educators ready to hear from me how they would be 

scoring a new type of writing assessment, it did not quite feel like that familiar place to 

which I have grown accustomed. While I knew that although teachers were all physically 

attending the same training I was facilitating about assessment scoring procedures, I 

quickly came to realize all of the teachers sitting in the room had different experiences, 

expertise, and knowledge when it came to writing assessment and even writing 

instruction for that matter. 

These teachers, who were participating professional development, were there 

because their district had agreed for their campus to participate in The Texas Writing 

Pilot, an alternative writing assessment pilot organized by the TEA. The goal of this pilot 

was to explore an alternative assessment with the goal of possibly replacing the state’s 

current high-stakes writing assessment. In my role with the project, I supervised the 

implementation of the pilot in the Dallas-Fort Worth area of the state. In this capacity, I 

served as a liaison between TEA and participating districts, as well as facilitated the 

assessment scoring training TEA created for the teachers. 

The training I facilitated had been created and given to me to deliver by the 

Student Assessment Division at TEA. As I watched teachers interact throughout the 
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training, I felt as though the information presented in the training had been created on the 

premise that all the teachers had started the morning on the same page of a long novel, 

when in reality I knew that was not true. As I continued to work with the teachers, I 

wondered what filters each of them were using to funnel the information I was sharing as 

they worked to make sense of the new learning for themselves. Throughout the course of 

the TEA’s pilot study as a whole, I found a number of questions whirling in my head 

about statewide implementations and quality assessments, but ultimately all of my 

questions led me to want to further explore how teachers score student writing and what 

influences their scoring decisions. 

Background on the Pilot 

With pressure from parents and educators across the state concerned with the 

amount of testing students were having to bear, the state of Texas passed legislation in 

2015 requiring the TEA to conduct a study related to authentic writing assessments. With 

an intended outcome of this alternative assessment being an evaluation of a student’s 

growth in writing over the course of a school year, a key feature of Texas Writing Pilot 

was to provide students with more timely feedback on their writing within the context of 

classroom instruction. Ideally, students would have access to this feedback so they might 

be able to use it as they continued to improve their writing skills throughout the year. The 

pilot made provisions for the students’ classroom teacher to assess student writing and 

provide timely feedback. Unfortunately, through a feasibility study conducted by the 

TEA, which measured “the quality of locally-produced ratings” (Texas Education 
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Agency, 2017, p. 5), the TEA found the results of teachers’ scoring was not consistent 

enough for this type of assessment to be used for the purposes of high-stakes assessment. 

This led me back to my questions about teacher experience and knowledge. I wondered if 

something could be done to mitigate the scoring differences so that this type of 

assessment could be used for the purpose of high-stakes assessment. 

In the TEA study, “the quality of locally-produced ratings” (Texas Education 

Agency, 2017, p. 5), was solely judged by the establishment of inter-rater reliability 

across scorers, even though there is significant research demonstrating that variability of 

scores is only one factor for consideration when judging consistency in ratings (Huot et 

al., 2010; Jeong, 2015a; Yancey, 1999; Zhang, 2016). For example, some studies suggest 

that a mitigating factor for inter-rater reliability can be the training raters receive that can 

drastically influence reliability on the part of the rater (Jeong, 2015a; Knoch et al., 2007). 

Even when raters make an intentional effort to follow the rubric as written, studies show 

that invariably the rater’s decision-making process can be influenced by the overall 

impression of the piece of writing, and even personal intuition (Jeong, 2015a). In order to 

better understand why teachers did not produce consistent scores factors such as a 

teacher’s experience and background must also be considered (Jeong, 2015a). 

Purpose 

The purpose of this qualitative study (Merriam, 2009) was to consider the sources 

of knowledge teachers draw from when evaluating student writing. While other studies 

have looked at a teacher’s ability to evaluate student writing, these studies often focus on 
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quantitative data and focus on inter-rater reliability. By considering the knowledge and 

professional learning (Birgin & Baki, 2007) that contributes to the different approaches 

individual teachers use when scoring student writing samples; further light may be shed 

on features of professional learning that influence teachers’ scoring decisions. The 

research question informing the study was, “What sources of knowledge do teachers 

draw on when evaluating student writing?” The literature review that follows considers 

the influences of teacher decision-making as well as components of professional learning. 

Literature Review 

Every day teachers must take part in a delicate dance of negotiating one’s own 

beliefs, curricular constraints, and institutional constraints (Borko et al., 1981; McMillan, 

2005). For this reason, any action made on the part of the teacher, either conscious or 

unconscious is the result of a complex decision process (Shavelson, 1973). As teachers 

go throughout the school day, they must carefully weigh the internal and external 

competing forces in their decision-making process (Black & Wiliam, 1998; McMillan, 

2005). With professional learning being one of the influences of teacher decision-making, 

this literature review highlights the intersection between decision-making and 

professional learning. 

Teacher Decision-Making 

What an educator personally believes about children, education, and learning can 

directly influence their decisions and behaviors within the classroom (Gill & Hoffman, 

2009; McMillan, 2005; Putnam & Borko, 1997). Beliefs can also develop by one’s own 
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experiences with teaching and learning (Gill & Hoffman, 2009). Everything from 

instruction to classroom management can be heavily influenced by a teacher's personal 

beliefs (Putnam & Borko, 1997), and yet teachers often struggle to explain how their 

beliefs influence their actions or decisions (Gill & Hoffman, 2009). 

Outside the four walls of his or her classroom there are other factors, in addition 

to their beliefs, that come into play as teachers make decisions. A teacher must also 

consider curricular and institutional constraints such as school or district policies, 

expectations for the curriculum, as well as other mandated initiatives (Clark & Peterson, 

1984; Griffith, et al., 2013; McMillan, 2005). This does not even take into account the 

pressure teachers feel from state mandated tests for their students to perform at a certain 

level (McMillan, 2005). 

Unlike instructional decisions that are often made in the moment, teachers 

typically have more time to make assessment decisions. It is within this time that they are 

able to draw from a number of ideas and influences as they engage in the decision-

making process. (Borko et al., 1981). The following section expands further on teacher 

decision-making by exploring the ways teachers develop their knowledge as an teacher 

through professional learning. 

Professional Learning 

For decades professional development experts have cautioned against traditional 

delivery models of professional learning. Teachers need opportunities to engage in just-

in-time, job-embedded professional learning (Guskey & Yoon, 2009). When professional 
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development is customized to the needs of teachers and sustained over time there is 

evidence that it can positively contribute to improved teacher practice (Borko, 2004). In 

order for professional learning to prove meaningful for teachers, developers of 

professional learning must consider conditions for success. Optimal conditions for the 

development of educator knowledge include: 1) opportunities to study by participating in 

experiences within the core discipline and reflecting upon that work; 2) collective inquiry 

with other teachers that focuses on improved classroom practice; and 3) engagement in 

professional discourse around theory-based research (Darling-Hammond, 2008; Marlink 

& Wahleithner, 2011; Stokes, 2010). Through meaningful professional learning, teachers 

can deeply and flexibly develop an understanding of content and in turn use their newly 

acquired learning to create meaningful learning experiences for their students (Darling-

Hammond, 2008). 

For any given grade and subject area, the complexity and sophistication of the 

knowledge and skills an educator must possess to teach is immense. College pre-service 

education preparation programs serve as a beginning for learning the craft of teaching, 

but it is just the beginning because the adage of practice makes perfect is not just a 

meaningless phrase. While pre-service programs can provide a solid foundation they 

cannot replace the experience one can get by being a teacher. Additionally, by providing 

teachers time during a professional learning experience to reflect on the learning in light 

of current district and campus initiatives, teachers are better prepared to implement the 

new learning (Penuel et al., 2007). When teachers are able to engage and actually 



129 

experience (Neuman & Cunningham, 2009) the learning first hand and then reflect upon 

it, they are able to have a deeper understanding of the core features of the structural 

components for the given content (Penuel et. al., 2007). 

When teachers engage in a professional learning community (DuFour & DuFour, 

2013), collaborating with other teachers and engaging in discourse about student work, 

they begin to feel empowered to deepen their understanding of the content and ultimately 

adapt their teaching (Darling-Hammond, 2008). As teachers take part in collective 

inquiry with other teachers that focuses on improved classroom practice they are able to 

develop shared understanding as they learn from one another (Wilson & Berne, 1999). 

An important idea related to collective inquiry is that learning is not something to be 

packaged and delivered to teachers but rather teachers should feel empowered to actively 

construct their own learning experiences (Wilson & Berne, 1999) as the community 

engages in a particular line of inquiry to improve their practice (Borko, 2004). 

Although quite often teachers seem to prefer to skirt around the conversation of 

theory-based research, it is widely known that teachers enjoy talking about issues and 

subjects relevant to their work and their students (Wilson & Berne, 1999). Some research 

suggests that this professional discourse is something teachers often do not have an 

opportunity to develop (Wilson & Berne, 1999) and may emerge as teachers further 

engage in collaborative professional communities. As educators engage in collaborative 

communities, teacher efficacy is often also improved and beliefs about teacher 

effectiveness is also influenced (Ross & Bruce, 2007). 
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When professional learning is inclusive of opportunities to participate in 

experiences within the core discipline, collective inquiry, and professional discourse 

around theory-based research, teachers are equipped to develop as professionals. 

The optimal conditions for the development of educator knowledge explored in 

this section of the literature review is not a foreign concept to other statewide writing 

assessments. From 1990–1999 Kentucky utilized the KIRIS, a statewide standardized test 

comprised of a local performance assessment, short performance tasks, and extended 

time performance tasks that included writing portfolios (Abbott, 2016; Tung, 2010). An 

influential factor in the success of this assessment model was that training, for many of 

the state’s teachers, took place through an initiative sponsored by the National Writing 

Project. It is reported that the targeted and intensive professional learning from the 

National Writing Project significantly contributed to scoring that was more accurate 

(Tung, 2010). This professional learning provided teachers the opportunity to engage in 

the discipline, participate in collective inquiry with other teachers that focused on 

improved classroom practice, and better understand the theory and research behind the 

project. Over time, it was found that a byproduct of this intensive training was improved 

instructional practice (Gomez, 1999). Because professional learning is one of the 

influences of teacher decision-making, this literature review considered the influences of 

teacher decision-making as well as explored the role professional learning plays in 

teacher decision-making.  
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Methods 

This qualitative study (Merriam, 2009), situated within a constructivist research 

paradigm (Guba & Lincoln, 1994), considered the sources of knowledge teachers draw 

on when evaluating student writing. Grounded in the research question (Stake, 1995), the 

study provided insight on the phenomenon of scoring student writing through the 

collection of multiple data types (Stake, 1995). The research question guiding this study 

was, “What sources of knowledge do teachers draw on when evaluating student writing?” 

In the following section, I offer a brief explanation of the setting in which this research 

took place. 

Setting and Participants 

In order to begin to consider what could possibly be done to mitigate the scoring 

differences the TEA identified in The Texas Writing Pilot, this study focused on 

participants who taught writing at a grade level for which writing is assessed by the state 

(i.e., Grade 4, Grade 7, and Grade 9). Through the use of purposeful sampling (Merriam, 

1998), six participants within the Dallas-Fort Worth metroplex, one from each of the 

three grade levels (Grade 4, Grade 7, and Grade 9), were selected for the study. Of those 

six teachers, three had more than 5 years of teaching experience and three had fewer than 

5 years of teaching experience. All of them had diverse personal and professional 

learning experiences that influenced their scoring decisions. For the purpose of this study, 

all names used are pseudonyms.  
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Methods of Data Collection 

In order to better understand and consider the sources of knowledge teachers draw 

from when evaluating student writing I began by asking each participant to complete an 

open-ended participant survey. This survey collected initial information about each 

participant such as years of experience, teaching certifications and initial background 

about their experiences with professional learning. Building from this survey, I arranged 

a time to meet with each teacher face-to-face and engage with them in a semi-structured 

interview (Merriam, 1998). This interview allowed me to get a better picture of their 

experiences in teaching writing as well as their experiences with professional learning 

related to writing instruction and assessment. 

During the time of the initial interview, I also asked teachers to rate several 

student writing samples using a think-aloud protocol (Ericsson & Simon, 1984; 

Smagorinsky, 1994). In this particular exercise, while I did not provide them with a 

rubric, I did ask that they vocalize their thoughts, explain what they notice about the 

writing, and provide an explanation for how they might score the essay if they were to 

give it a grade. My aim was to gain insight about what the participants thought about and 

considered when making their scoring decision without being encumbered or guided by a 

rubric. 

Following the teachers scoring of the student writing without a rubric, I then gave 

the participants the scoring rubric that was used for The Texas Writing Pilot. Because all 

six of the participants had not previously participated in The Texas Writing Pilot, they 
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had not seen this rubric. I asked the participants to take some time to get familiar with the 

rubric, before giving them several more writing samples to score – this time using The 

Texas Writing Pilot rubric. As I observed the participants and heard their comments 

during the think-alouds, I began to see patterns emerge for the sources of knowledge 

teachers draw from when making scoring decisions. 

After some initial analysis, I met with each participant again for a post-scoring 

interview. A transcription of the interviews and the think-aloud protocols were typed and 

validated through member checking (Creswell, 2013). In this final interview, I asked each 

participant to review the transcription of them scoring the student writing samples. As we 

reviewed the transcripts together, I would stop to ask them about where they learned a 

particular idea or concept that they mentioned while scoring. For example, one teacher 

while scoring remarked about the quality of a students' use of subordinate clauses. When 

asked how she learned about subordinate clauses she shared about a specific time when 

she attended a training by Jeff Anderson. It is important to note that because of my role as 

a liaison between TEA and the participating districts in North Texas, bracketing 

(Creswell, 2013) was necessary and maintained by ensuring I kept solely within the scope 

of the pre-established protocols. Finally, I explain the methods followed to ensure the 

trustworthiness (Merriam, 2002) of the study.   

Data Analysis 

Scoring writing is a complex decision-making activity that calls for the scorer to 

draw upon several interpretive frameworks to make a scoring decision (Wolfe & 
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Feltovich, 1994). In order to investigate the knowledge teachers draw upon when 

evaluating student writing, the primary unit of analysis was teachers’ verbal statements 

that revealed their processes of pedagogical reasoning and action (Shulman, 1987). To 

begin the analysis process, I coded the data from both of the think-alouds teachers 

participated in through the lens an interpretive framework Wolfe and Feltovich (1994) 

identified as Source Knowledge. Source Knowledge is a comparison processing action 

“performed by manipulating some external form of knowledge” (p. 36). In their study, 

Wolfe and Feltovich (1994) identified three mediums from which the sources of 

knowledge derive: 1) Prior (other papers previously read by the scorer); 2) Scorer (other 

scores assigned by other scorers); and 3) Rubric (descriptions provided in the rubric). 

Based on my own prior knowledge and experience of teacher’s scoring student 

writing, and to capture a broader picture related to teachers professional learning 

experiences, I wanted to more fully explore this idea of Source Knowledge. To do this, I 

chose to broaden the definitions of the three mediums Wolfe and Feltovich (1994) 

originally identified to include: 1) Prior (any prior knowledge considered in the scoring 

process); 2) Scorer (knowledge from experience scoring writing); and 3) Rubric 

(knowledge from experience using rubrics for scoring). In addition to the three original 

categories, I added a new category of: 4) Assignment (knowledge from experience with 

writing assignments). The use of coding provided guidance in understanding and making 

meaning of the data collected as a result of a thorough analysis of information (Erlandson 

et al., 1993). By expanding the definitions and adding a new medium, insight was gained 
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into the knowledge teachers use to make scoring decisions by allowing new sub-

categories to emerge. 

Using the transcribed responses from the think-aloud-protocols, I was able to 

identify 11 different sub-categories of Source of Knowledge according to the comments 

teachers made. Below, Table 12 shows the categories and sub-categories identified by 

coding the think-aloud protocols and includes an example of each sub-category from the 

data. 

Table 12 

Sources of Knowledge 

Categories Sub-categories Example 

Prior 
Knowledge 

Teacher’s Personal Experience “That's definitely a pet peeve of 
mine that I noticed especially as a 
journalism major.” 

Student Ability - related to the 
age of the student 

“If this was from a ninth grade 
class, it would get a low grade.” 

Student Ability - related to 
English Language Learners 

“I think this is almost an EL 
student, like an English Language 
Learner.” 

Student Ability - related to 
Special Education Learners 

“...but I think that they're an EL or 
maybe SPED, which if that was 
the case my grading would be a 
little bit... I mean I would know 
the student so I could take their 
accommodations into 
consideration.” 
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Writing Instruction/Writing 
Technique 

“So she's probably being taught 
how to do [that kind of] 
description.” 

Personal expectations for 
writing or writing instruction 

“What am I looking for like some 
suspense…” 

Assessment 
Knowledge 

Relationship or connections to 
the directions of the assessment  

“I’m wondering if there was an 
amount of words they had to 
use?” 

Scorer 
Knowledge 

Relationship or connections to 
other student writing papers 

“So the difference between this 
one and that second one is what I 
was talking about - how that one 
didn't fit together and the pieces 
of this writing fit together…” 

Relationship or connections to 
other assessments 

“You know three paragraphs is 
fine obviously she's having to fit 
it into the twenty-six lines that 
you're given for the STAAR test.” 

Rubric 
Knowledge 

Relationship or connections to 
the rubric expectations from the 
assignment’s rubric 

“This one right away I know is 
different from the other one this is 
probably not gonna get any sixes 
or fives.” 

Relationship or connections to 
expectations of other rubrics 

“Because our school and many 
schools have to do a hundred 
point grading scale so, take a 
seventy, which is at our school 
which is the edge of passing...” 

  

As an additional layer of the data analysis, I coded the transcripts from the post-

scoring interview, where teachers self-identified their Source Knowledge from statements 



137 

they made as they scored student writing, using the eleven sub-categories of Source 

Knowledge I had previously identified. In doing this layer of coding, I was able to 

confirm the eleven sub-categories that I had identified in my initial coding. I was also 

able to further explore the Personal Experience sub-category and identify nine more 

narrowly defined sources of personal experience identified by the teachers. Table 13 

provides a list of those nine sources.  

Table 13 

Types of Personal Experience 

Experiences with 
Writing 

Professional 
Learning 

Experiences 

Peers and 
Mentors Other 

• Experience as a 
student in 
college or high 
school 

• Structured 
learning 
experiences 

• Peers and 
Mentor 
relationships 

• Unknown/ 
not sure of 
source 

• On the job 
experience as a 
teacher or in 
another 
profession 

• Self-study and 
reading 

• Team 
calibration 
experiences 

 

 • District lead 
professional 
learning 

• Team/Commit
tee curriculum 
writing  

 

 

It was through breaking the data down into these more narrowly defined 

categories that I was able to better see patterns emerge from within the larger category of 

Prior Knowledge. Using a thorough analysis, I was able to see that when scoring student 
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writing teachers were influenced by their own personal experiences with writing, 

professional learning experiences, as well as peers and mentors. In the following section, 

I provide a narrative of each participant and further analysis of these three influences. 

Findings 

In what follows, I discuss each of the three themes that emerged from the data: 1) 

experience with writing; 2) professional learning; and 3) mentorship in terms of how the 

teachers participating in the study identified the sources of knowledge they utilized when 

evaluating student writing. 

Experiences with Writing 

Whether the experience is as a writer or as a teacher of writing, teachers are able 

to draw from their experience to make meaning and understanding of the process of 

writing. For an experienced teacher, the reciprocal process of teaching and then reflecting 

on their teaching (Neuman & Cunningham, 2009) provides opportunity to establish 

beliefs and behaviors about instruction and assessment. Even a first year teacher is not 

void of experiences with writing. Whether or not she considers herself a writer, from the 

time she entered kindergarten she was exposed to thousands of hours in a classroom as a 

student observing and experiencing her teacher’s instruction. Lortie (1975) used the term 

apprenticeship of observation to describe the acculturation to education one receives 

before even entering a teacher education program. It is this experience of apprenticeship 

that penetrates the beliefs and behaviors of an individual, even years later, in her own 
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classroom. This section further considers how one’s own experiences with writing plays a 

role in making writing scoring decisions. 

Debbie, an experienced ninth grade teacher. With more than 20 years of 

experience teaching, Debbie has taught sixth – 12th grade English and language arts 

including AP and dual credit college courses. Her current assignment is teaching ninth 

grade students at a public high school that is a special career-oriented academy in her 

district. When asked to describe herself as a writing teacher she said “I'm very particular 

about form and function, but I'm also eager to teach students the rules so that they can 

learn to break them. My motto is, ‘If it doesn't say you can't, then you can.’” In her 20 

years of teaching, she recalls having been exposed to a variety of professional learning 

experiences including Laying the Foundations, Thinking Maps, AP Summer Institutes 

and a number of district-lead professional development including the Jane Schafer 

method as well as Writing and Reading Across the Disciplines. Although she identifies 

that these experiences have been helpful in her career, she feels ultimately it is her 

experience in the classroom and as a writer herself that has been the best teacher to her. 

When asked how she learned to teach writing, she said it was through the reciprocal 

process of teaching and assessing student writing where she learned more about how to 

teach. More than anyone else teaching or training her how to teach writing she explained 

it “was more just once I saw what [the students] produced from what I taught them and 

then I was like well, that didn't work, we're gonna try it this a different way. So it took 

several years to figure it out [how to teach writing].” 
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Rene, a novice ninth grade teacher. Rene, a first-year educator, teaches ninth 

grade English at a comprehensive high school just outside Dallas, Texas. As a writing 

teacher, she believes that although writing is a creative process, too often in school it is 

about whether or not it fits into a particular box. In reflecting on the process of writing, 

Rene said, “I think for writing to be done well, people – anyone not just students – have 

to learn that to revise and edit is ongoing and continuous, and it is okay to make 

mistakes.” When asked how she has learned to teach writing, she simply stated trial and 

error, much like Debbie, the experienced ninth grade teacher, did. As she considered her 

professional learning experiences, she was only able to share one brief time after school 

where she graded a few of her student’s essays with other teachers. Outside of this 

experience, she could not recall any other learning opportunity, formal or otherwise, that 

she had attended where a focus on writing instruction or assessment had occurred. 

Despite a lack of professional experience, Rene did say she often draws for her personal 

experiences in high school as well as college, where she took mostly English courses. 

Both Debbie and Rene consider themselves writers. In many of their responses to 

the comments they made during scoring using the think-aloud protocol, both teachers 

could identify a teacher they had previously had who taught them how to do something in 

their own writing as a student. For Debbie, Mrs. Johnson in eighth grade, while for Rene, 

it was her professor freshman year of college. Also, both teachers referenced the 

importance of trial and error as a learning tool for how to teach writing. Both teachers 

explained how, by participating in experiences within the core discipline and then 
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engaging in reflective practice of their teaching, they are able to consider how to improve 

a lesson to ensure student mastery (Darling-Hammond, 2008; Neuman & Cunningham, 

2009). In analyzing the teachers’ comments, while both teachers talked about their 

experience as a writer and as a teacher, Debbie more often referenced her experience as a 

teacher whereas Rene referenced her experience as a student in school more often. 

Professional Learning 

It is no secret that teachers often have a less than enthusiastic outlook when it 

comes to professional development. But it is not because teachers inherently do not like 

to learn. In order for professional learning to be both meaningful and relevant for 

teachers, the teachers who participate, the facilitator who guides the learning, and the 

situation or context for which the professional learning is given must be considered 

(Borko, 2004). Ultimately, teachers find learning meaningful when they are able to 

collaborate with other teachers and collectively engage in efforts to learn and improve 

their practice. Through these types of experiences, they are able to develop shared 

meaning and understanding from one another (Wilson & Berne, 1999). These 

Communities of Practice, where professionals come together with a shared passion or 

concern and take steps to learn and share with each other (Wenger, 1999), become a 

powerful learning experiences for educators looking to improve their craft. This section 

explores learning experiences that teachers drew from when making writing scoring 

decisions.  
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Donna, an experienced seventh grade teacher. Although for the last 24 years 

Donna has taught middle school students reading and writing in the suburbs of Dallas–

Fort Worth, her first career was actually a clerical position in the engineering field. It was 

in this position she was able to see the importance of quality writing. In her initial 

interview, she shared a memory of one particular engineer who was such a poor writer 

that he got marked down on his performance reviews, which ultimately cost him raises 

and bonuses. From her experience, Donna believes writing is “a fundamental skill that 

everyone should learn so that they can be a good communicator through written words,” 

and it is evident that she approaches instruction from this stance as well. As I asked her 

questions in the initial interview about writing or writing instruction, Donna would often 

respond through the lens of both reading and writing. To her, she does not see them as 

separate disciplines, rather it is by becoming a better reader that directly helps you 

become a better writer. When reflecting upon what has influenced her teaching, she 

recalls attending the New Jersey Writing Project as the most influential learning 

experience she has ever attended. Although she attended during her first year of teaching, 

she was able to provide many examples of ideas and strategies she uses to this day. 

Initially, as Donna shared, she said that she really has not attended very much 

professional learning but as I listened to her talk, it was very evident that Donna is an 

avid learner and had engaged in a number of learning experiences – although not in the 

traditional sense of the term. While several times she mentioned personal study and 

research as one of her ways of learning new teaching techniques, one main source of her 
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learning has been her involvement in Jim Burke’s English Companion Ning. It is on this 

social networking site where she has learned from others who share their experiences and 

recommendations on the site as well as by participating with educators from all over the 

world through a number of online book studies hosted by the site. For Donna, her 

experiences suggest that she finds real time learning more authentic than a formalized 

professional learning event. 

Anthony, a novice seventh grade teacher. Anthony, a seventh grade English 

language arts teacher in the Dallas–Fort Worth suburbs, has 5 years of teaching 

experience. In college, he majored in journalism and spent some time in that career field 

before getting into education. Like Donna, Anthony identified the interdependent nature 

of reading and writing as one of his core beliefs, “you have to be able to read in order to 

write well and you have to be able to write in order to read well.” Specifically when 

speaking about his middle school students he has found that teaching writing is most 

relevant to the students when they have opportunities to write about themselves. When 

asked how he learned to teach writing he acknowledged that he learned through other 

individuals who taught and modeled writing instruction for him. For example, in his first 

year of teaching he attended a 3-day institute hosted by his district that was modeled after 

the work of the National Writing Project. In reflecting on what was most beneficial about 

this experience he said, “I mean it was teachers teaching teachers and so they did a good 

job of showing us ‘here’s what to do,’ ‘here’s why its important,’ and ‘here’s why it 

works’ so I really came away with a lot I will never forget.” During our time together, he 
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showed me a notebook from this experience where he took all of his notes and still uses 

and references. In addition to the institute he referenced, Anthony also talked about 

attending district-led professional learning, AP Summer Institutes, and on-going learning 

and collaboration with his professional learning community on his campus. 

It has been said before that on-going professional learning is more effective than a 

one-off professional development event (Guskey & Yoon, 2009), and both Donna and 

Anthony reinforce this idea. While Donna referenced the New Jersey Writing Project and 

Anthony referenced National Writing Project, it is the intention of both organizations to 

get teachers writing themselves as well as learning from other teachers. For Donna and 

Anthony, these extended professional learning experiences occurred early in their careers 

but are still something very much relevant in their teaching today. Also, while Anthony 

mentioned collaboration on his campus with his professional learning community 

(DuFour & DuFour, 2013) and Donna mentioned her participation on the English 

Companion Ning, both teachers referenced their involvement in communities of practice 

(Wenger, 1999), where they engaged with other teachers with the expressed interest of 

learning how to improve their practice as a teacher. This collective inquiry (DuFour & 

DuFour, 2013; Wilson & Berne, 1999) serves as an opportunity to engage in professional 

learning that is customized to the specific needs and interests of the individual or group 

(Borko, 2004). 



145 

Mentorship 

Truly, teaching is a never-ending process of learning and improving; not only for 

students, but for teachers as well. While many learn from past experiences and 

professional learning experience, others find value and meaning when they engage with 

others to talk about issues and subjects relevant to their work and their learners (Wilson 

& Berne, 1999). This professional discourse can directly “influence the teacher’s beliefs 

about their effectiveness” (Wilson & Berne, 2007, p. 54). As teachers feel supported by 

others they are able to have confidence in believing they could successfully implement 

the new strategy or skill. In this section, I explore how this idea of mentorship can take 

on both the form of a distant mentor (Hubbard & Power, 1993) as well as the teacher 

next. 

Sarah, an experienced fourth grade teacher. Sarah is an experienced teacher of 

more than 20 years, teaches fourth grade reading and language arts in a school district 

just north of Fort Worth. As an experienced teacher in her district, Sarah is part of the 

district curriculum writing team and often delivers professional learning for her district as 

well. In her classroom she believes “it's super important for kids to feel like they're 

successful writers so more so than picking out a lot of the things that are their 

weaknesses, and really focusing on their strengths seems to help them get better.” She 

wants her students to see themselves as writers and she learned the importance of this 

experience when she attended one of Lucy Calkins’ workshops at Teacher’s College in 

New York. In reflecting on her experience, she said that a big takeaway for her was that 
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“the whole time you are there you’re a student, so everything you do is like your a kid in 

the classroom and it completely changed the way I approach my classroom.” It was 

through this experience she realized how intimidating writing, and even sharing your 

writing can be for students. Because Sarah loves to read, she has read countless books on 

professional learning and even confessed that her cabinets are full of professional books 

about teaching writing. In talking about the professional books she has read, she referred 

to the authors more like mentors (John-Steiner, 1985) and explains that she gravitates 

towards the authors who she can relate to as a teacher because she feels like she can see 

how they do the strategy or technique in their own classroom. Regardless of where or 

how Sarah learns, for her it is all about finding ways that will ultimately make her 

students better writers. 

Brittany, a novice fourth grade teacher. For the last 4 years, Brittany has taught 

fourth grade reading and language arts in a school district just north of Fort Worth. Even 

though she considers herself a writer, she feels like “it's one of those things that I like 

doing, but then sharing it is hard for me.” However, when it comes to her students, she 

feels completely comfortable sharing her writing with them. Often, she will write in front 

of her students or with her students to model the kind of writing they are practicing. As 

she plans her writing instruction, she always tries to make writing “interesting and get 

[students] excited about it, so it's not something like this rote thing that they have to do 

every day.” As we talked about how she learned to teach writing and various professional 

learning experiences she has attended, she was quick to name a strategy or idea and 
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recall, by name, the person or other teacher who had helped her learn that. One particular 

teacher, who now teaches across the hall from her, came up a number of times as 

someone she has learned a lot from specifically as it relates to writing instruction. 

Brittany was able to identify numerous learning opportunities her district has provided for 

her, but the ones she recalls being the most impactful learning experiences have been the 

times where a more experienced teacher either has coached her or modeled instruction for 

her. In her second year of teaching, she had the opportunity to participate in a writing 

cadre which met several times throughout the year. During the times they met, other 

teachers with more experience would come in to work with the cadre by showing or 

demonstrating something that they were doing in their classroom. From there the 

experienced teachers would also walk the cadre through student writing samples to show 

how the strategy or technique they shared looked in student writing. Brittany shared that 

this was meaningful to her because not only was she able to see a strategy in action, but 

she was then able to go back to her classroom to practice it, before she met with the cadre 

the next time to debrief the strategy. 

A key component of professional learning identified in the literature review was 

opportunities for educators to engage in professional discourse around theory-based 

research (Ross & Bruce, 2007; Wilson & Berne, 1999 ). As I mentioned for Sarah, her 

mentors come by way of the professional authors whose books she read. It was evident 

that she consults these authors as expert educators and looks to them for sound research 

based practice that she can use in her classroom. For Sarah, as she explained the close 
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personal relationship she feels to the author as she reads their book(s), she was also able 

to identify how this relationship stretched and deepen her understanding about the craft of 

teaching and assessing writing. John-Steiner termed this experience "the legacy of their 

distant teachers" (1985, p. 37) and explained that this distiant teacher, while can be 

important during the early years of one’s experience, provides rich nourishment 

throughout one’s entire career. Likewise, Brittany has also benefited from mentorship, 

although her mentorship came by way of peers in her district and on her campus. 

Whether it was the extended professional learning experiences with more experienced 

teachers came and shared their wisdom, or the teacher she sought advice from across the 

hall, it was clear that she seeks out these individuals so she can engage them on a 

professional level and in doing so she was able to see her own effectiveness as a teacher 

improve (Ross & Bruce, 2007).  

Conclusions and Implications 

By considering and identifying sources of knowledge teachers draw from when 

evaluating student writing, this study illustrates the complexity of teacher decision-

making in the assessment decision-making process. As a result of data analysis, the data 

from six educators who participated in the study suggests that personal experience, 

professional learning, and mentorship are three components that influence teacher 

decision-making. This study provides a glimpse into the complexity of teacher decision-

making. By examining experienced and novice educators from three different grade 
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levels, the study also was able to shed light on the impact experience in teaching may 

play in decision-making as well. 

It was my experience through the interview process that educators could often 

adequately articulate what influenced the comments and decisions they made in the 

scoring process. As previous research suggests, the data from this study also supports the 

idea that teachers do not apply a rubric to a piece of writing in a vacuum without further 

consideration of external factors such as the student’s ability, or even other assessment 

designs (Jeong, 2015a; Lumley, 2002). Ultimately, what educators believe about teaching 

and learning, can in fact, directly influence their decisions (Gill & Hoffman, 2009; 

McMillan, 2005; Putnam & Borko, 1997). 

Teachers found a level of meaning and usefulness from the professional 

experiences that they mentioned, and because of that they felt empowered to turn and use 

the newly acquired knowledge in their classroom (Darling-Hammond, 2008). Although I 

used two teachers to highlight each finding of the data, all six of the educators to one 

degree or another referenced that their professional decisions were most influenced by 

experiences where they had opportunities to: 1) participate within the core discipline and 

reflecting upon that work; 2) engage in inquiry with other teachers that focuses on 

improved classroom practice; and 3) engage in professional discourse around theory-

based research (Darling-Hammond, 2008; Marlink & Wahleithner, 2011; Stokes, 2010). 

The teachers in this study, represent the grade levels where writing is currently 

assessed in the state of Texas as well as a mix of experienced and novice educators. Data 
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from the study demonstrates the various influences of teacher decision-making when it 

comes to writing assessment. Implications for a study like this include potential design 

considerations for professional learning experiences but these considerations must be 

made at the state while considering the impact at the teacher level. 

From the data in this study, I was able to conclude that teachers most often draw 

from their experiences which include personal experience, professional learning and 

inquiry, and mentorship, or professional discourse. When scoring student writing, a 

teacher’s experience is at the forefront of their decision making and the patterns 

discovered in this study reveal an important relationship between personal experience, 

professional learning and inquiry, and mentorship, or professional discourse. As a 

research community, further exploration is needed in how each of these elements work in 

concert with one another and ultimately influence teacher decision making.  

For a state seeking to utilize teachers in the scoring of assessments for the purpose 

of high-stakes assessment, consideration to the timing and design of training must also 

include the knowledge and skills an individual teacher brings to the scoring table. As 

previous research suggests, a mitigating factor for inter-rater reliability can be the 

training raters receive because it can drastically influence reliability on the part of the 

rater (Jeong, 2015a; Knoch et al., 2007). While the findings from the study conducted by 

the TEA indicate that teachers did not score reliably consistent enough for this type of 

assessment to scaled statewide (Texas Education Agency, 2017), the reports also indicate 

that teachers, at most, were provided with a three-hour scoring calibration training (Texas 
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Education Agency, 2017). When teachers in this study reflected on learning that was 

most impactful in their decision-making process they often pointed to on-going, sustained 

professional learning, such as a week-long Advanced Placement Summer Institute, rather 

than a one day, one-off professional development. 

Another type of learning experience that influenced teacher decision-making was 

when they were given time to practice within the content area and then reflect upon the 

learning. Additionally, research indicates that within the reflection process it is important 

to give time for teachers to consider how the new learning intersects with things they 

already know (Penuel et al., 2007). In the case of an experienced teacher who has had 

numerous experiences providing accommodated instruction or special considerations for 

a language learner or a student in special education, they must have the opportunity to 

mediate how something such as accommodations are applied or is not applied on a 

standardized assessment. Likewise, for a new educator, it cannot be assumed that 

seemingly subjective terminology found in a rubric such as “purposeful, logical, and 

highly effective transitions,” “skillfully controlled sentences,” or “control of sentence 

boundaries” have universally agreed upon definitions and these educators need the 

opportunity to reflect on these terms in context of the assessment itself. 

Finally, during the scoring calibration training provided by the TEA, the rubric 

was introduced to teachers and they were asked to evaluate several sample papers. After 

teachers evaluated the papers the presenter would go over with the group and debrief the 

score the TEA had assigned each paper. This type of mechanic delivery of rubric 
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calibration does not align with educators who identified that they rely on the mentorship 

relationship to make meaning of their learning. While it does provide them with a model 

of what a score looks like, educators would also benefit from meaningful discourse about 

the research and theory behind the design and implementation of the scoring rubric. 

Furthermore, teachers would also benefit from the opportunity to converse with one 

another as a means of making sense of the rubric and scoring process. 

This study illustrates the complexity of teacher decision-making in the assessment 

decision-making process and provides further consideration into the influences of scoring 

calibration such as teacher knowledge. This study also highlights the need for 

intentionally designed professional learning about scoring as a means to mitigate scoring 

differences and ultimately improve inter-rater reliability (Jeong, 2015a; Knoch et al., 

2007). By identifying the various influences of teacher decision-making when scoring 

student writing, this study illuminates potential opportunities for the state in the design 

and implementation of the scoring calibration training.  
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

This chapter includes a summary of the qualitative study (Merriam, 2009) related 

to influences of teacher knowledge and professional learning on teachers scoring student 

writing assessments. Following a brief summary of the study, conclusions drawn from the 

findings presented in Chapter 4 will be discussed. The final section of this chapter will 

address implications for action and recommendations for further research.  

Summary of the Study 

As the state of Texas continues to seek ways to alternatively assess students, 

specifically in the area of writing, there is a need for teachers to consistently and reliably 

score student writing. Through exploring the various factors that come into play as a 

teacher makes scoring decisions when evaluating student writing, themes emerged related 

to influences of teacher’s scoring decisions.  

Overview of the Problem 

Although states and school districts are living in an age of assessment and 

accountability (Stecher, 2010), to meet federal and state accountability mandates, there is 

still a need for authentic assessments that teachers can use for instructional purposes. In 

order for the state to see alternative assessments such as The Texas Writing Pilot as a 

viable alternative assessment to the current assessment and accountability systems, 

writing teachers must be able to score student writing using a standardized rubric. 

Although the determination of this feasibility typically rests on inter-rater reliability 
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across raters, there is much more to consider in the rating process (Huot et al., 2010; 

Jeong, 2015a; Yancey, 1999; Zhang, 2016). Thus, the problem of this study was to 

consider how a teacher’s knowledge and training (Bírgín & Bakí, 2007) contribute to 

their scoring approach, through an analysis of the considerations and decisions they make 

when scoring student writing.  

Purpose Statement and Research Questions 

As the state explores alternatives to the current writing assessment and determines 

the scalability of an alternate assessment option for student writing, this study seeks to 

explore the various factors that come into play as a teacher makes scoring decisions when 

evaluating student writing. The purpose of this study is to explore the decision-making 

process when scoring student work samples and to consider the teacher knowledge and 

professional learning that contribute to the different scoring approaches teachers use. The 

following questions guided the qualitative study (Merriam, 2009):  

1. What is the current state of the implementation of H.B. 1164 (2015) regarding 

performance assessment? 

2. What are the various factors that come into play as a teacher makes scoring 

decisions when evaluating student writing? 

a. How do teachers approach the application of a rubric in evaluating student 

writing? 

b. What metacognitive strategies do teachers use in the process of making 

scoring decisions when evaluating student writing using a rubric? 
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Review of the Theoretical Framework 

From the premise that we are a collective of our beliefs, experiences, 

relationships, the way others see us, and the way we see ourselves (Crotty, 1998) it would 

stand to reason that knowledge is a constructed endeavor, for it is the individual who 

possesses the power to construct truth or meaning from their interactions within the world 

(Crotty, 1998). John Piaget’s work on constructivism explains that the acquisition of 

knowledge comes through an individual’s interactions with the world, people, and things 

(Piaget, 2014). To build further on Piaget’s work, Seymour Papert shed light on the 

influential role materials situated within a culture play in determining meaning-making 

(Papert, 1980; Papert, 2006; Picard, et al., 2004). While constructionism and 

constructivism share similarities, Papert (1980) believed that is that it is impossible for 

objects to fully be described apart from the person who is experiencing that object. 

because it is the experience the human has with the object that is the essential to what the 

object is and how it is used. Papert’s theory of constructionism sheds light on how an 

individual access different media in various contexts to form and transform ideas in their 

mind (Harel & Papert, 1991; Papert, 2006). This idea that an individual can shape and 

build upon their ideas in context provides a poignant divergence to Piaget’s stage theory 

(Ackermann, 2004; Papert, 2011).  

Once teachers experience new learning of any kind, formal or informal, they have 

an opportunity to return to their classrooms and apply that concept or idea to their 

professional practice. Papert’s interest in how a learner engages with various media to 
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boost self-directed learning and support in the development of new knowledge can be 

applied to teachers as they engage in the act of internalizing professional learning by way 

of enacting it out in their professional practice. For teachers, enacting or tinkering with an 

idea or concept learned, by practicing within the profession, to continue in the act of 

making knowledge for oneself improves one’s competence in teaching (Duran & 

Tipping, 2017). This study investigated professional learning as a mediating tool for 

internalizing (Vygotsky, 1980) and transforming one’s knowledge to understand better 

the decisions teachers make when evaluating student writing using a rubric.  

Review of the Methodology 

To explore efforts by the state of Texas to implement an alternative writing 

assessment as well as to examine the approaches individual teachers take when scoring 

writing, a qualitative study methodology (Merriam, 2009) was used. In order to situate 

the study and consider current efforts underway across the state to determine the teacher's 

role in assessing alternative writing assessments, a thorough document analysis (Gibson 

& Brown, 2009) was conducted of the current documents related to The Texas Writing 

Pilot published by the TEA. Following the document analysis, purposive sampling 

(Merriam, 1998) was used to select six Texas writing teachers, two from each of the 

following grades: Grade 4, Grade 7, and Grade 9. For each grade level represented, one 

of the teachers selected possessed more than five years of experience teaching, and other 

teacher selected for that grade level had fewer than five years of experience teaching.  
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As part of the study, each participant completed an online survey (see Appendix 

B) to obtain background information, an initial face-to-face interview, as well as a 

follow-up face-to-face interview. In addition to the interviews, teachers also participated 

in two think-aloud protocol experiences by evaluating student work without a rubric and 

then with a rubric while verbalizing his or her scoring decisions into an audio recorder. 

Through this think-aloud protocol (Ericsson & Simon, 1984; Smagorinsky, 1994), an 

effort was made to capture the cognitive process of the teachers’ scoring decisions as well 

as the teacher’s thoughts behind how the decisions are made (Zhang, 2016). Field notes 

were taken during interviews, and all interviews and think-aloud recordings were 

transcribed. Data analysis drew upon the thematic analysis method (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). Findings and emerging themes were checked with the participants (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). 

Major Findings 

Following the collection and analysis of both the documents from The Texas 

Writing Pilot as well as the data from the teacher interviews and scoring sessions, the 

presentation of findings related to the influences of teacher knowledge and professional 

learning on teachers scoring student writing assessments were reported. These findings 

provide further insight into each of the research questions. 

State of Implementation 

The document analysis used to analyze the public documents pertaining to The 

Texas Writing Pilot shed light on the current state of the implementation of H.B. 1164 
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(2015) regarding performance assessment. Through an analysis of the data, the following 

six categories were identified as important influences of the pilot: 1) Authentic 

Assessment; 2) Writing Portfolios; 3) Student Growth; 4) Instruction; 5) Scoring: Rater 

Agreement; and 6) Training. Findings and supporting evidence from each category, 

presented in Article 1 – Lessons Learned from The Texas Writing Pilot, shed insight into 

what happened during The Texas Writing Pilot. These findings revealed that the design 

of the pilot was to be “a collaborative design process, inclusive of teachers, Education 

Service Centers (ESCs), and institutes of higher education” (Texas Education Agency, 

2016a, p. 2). It was the intention that this assessment design would “fully align the 

assessment with local instruction and scope and sequence of curriculum” (Texas 

Education Agency, 2018, p. 7) and assess student mastery and growth over the course of 

a school year. To support teachers in the implementation of this assessment, training 

would be facilitated from the TEA to local service center representatives. Through a 

train-the-trainer model, the training would then be passed on to teachers through in-

person scoring sessions. Although teachers reported this type of assessment improved 

classroom instruction, the TEA reported that The Texas Writing Pilot would not be a 

viable assessment option because “scoring correlations and rater-agreement never 

reached the same level as STAAR, at scale” (Texas Education Agency, 2018, p. 21). 

Ultimately, the data revealed a clear disconnect between how educators teach writing and 

how the state assesses writing. These dueling forces are ultimately what lead to the 
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breakdown between assessment, instruction, scoring, and calibration that I presented in 

the discussion. 

Influences of Teacher Decision-Making 

From the analysis of the interviews and think-aloud protocol transcripts in Article 

2 – Influences of Teachers’ Scoring Decisions When Evaluating Student Writing, I 

concluded that teachers draw from a wide range of influences and strategies when 

making scoring decisions. Using the expanded model of scorer cognition developed by 

Wolfe and Feltovich (1994), I was able to focus in on the various factors that come into 

play when teachers make scoring decisions as they evaluate student writing. In addition, 

the model provided insight into how teachers applied the use of a rubric to scoring and 

relied on metacognitive strategies when making scoring decisions. While the expanded 

model of scorer cognition (Wolfe & Feltovich, 1994) proved to be a useful tool when 

considering the various factors that come into play as a teacher makes scoring decisions 

when evaluating student writing, the data revealed an opportunity to expand the model 

further. The study supported the cognitive representation models Wolfe and Feltovich 

(1994) identified as models of performance and models of scoring; however, the data 

provided additional insight into an expanded view of source knowledge and processing 

actions.  

Through the data collected, the model of performance, what the scorer constitutes 

as proficient or non-proficient performance, could be easily identified within one of the 

four main expectations for writing found within the rubric (organization, content, 



160 

language, and conventions). When instances arose where an individual thought unit was 

not able to be coded to one of the four main domains, the category of other was used and 

then later divided into additional sub-categories. In a second pass of the data, every 

individual thought made by a scorer during the think-aloud without the analytic rubric 

and the think-aloud with the analytic rubric were then coded as a Processing Action 

according to the action being executed by the scorer. processing actions are the ways in 

which the scorer manipulates a piece of knowledge during the scoring process. From 

there, each processing action was mapped back to one of the scoring elements within the 

model of scoring. In completing this analysis, I discovered that there were nuanced 

differences within processing actions than originally identified by Wolfe and Feltovich 

(1994).  

Finally, to gain insight into the sources of knowledge that an educator draws upon 

when evaluating student writing, I reviewed each individual thought unit from the data 

and looked for instances where the scorer made a connection to something outside of the 

essays or The Texas Writing Pilot Rubric. Through my analysis, I was able to determine 

that sources of knowledge do not solely reside within the evaluation experience, as Wolfe 

and Feltovich (1994) identified. Rather, Source Knowledge comes from a variety of 

places, including the evaluator’s personal experience, what they know about certain 

groups of students, as well as their knowledge of writing tasks, other assessments, and 

scoring rubrics.  
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Influences of Professional Learning  

 Findings from Article 3 – Influences of Teachers’ Professional 

Experiences When Scoring Student Writing, shed light on the complexity of teacher-

decision-making. This study highlighted the need for intentionally designed professional 

learning about scoring as a means to mitigate scoring differences and ultimately improve 

inter-rater reliability (Jeong, 2015a; Knoch et al., 2007). By identifying the various 

influences of teacher decision-making when scoring student writing, this study 

illuminates potential opportunities for the state in the design and implementation of the 

scoring calibration training. 

As a result of data analysis, the data from six educators who participated in the 

study suggests that personal experience, professional learning, and mentorship are three 

components that influence teacher decision-making. By examining experienced and 

novice educators from three different grade-levels, the study also was able to shed light 

on the impact experience in teaching may play in decision-making as well. As previous 

research suggests, the data from this study also supports the idea that teachers do not 

apply a rubric to a piece of writing in a vacuum without further consideration of external 

factors such as the student’s ability, or even other assessment designs (Jeong, 2015a; 

Lumley, 2002). Ultimately, what educators believe about teaching and learning can, in 

fact, directly influence their decisions (Gill & Hoffman, 2009; McMillan, 2005; Putnam 

& Borko, 1997). 
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Teachers found a level of meaning and usefulness from the professional 

experiences that they mentioned, and because of that, they felt empowered to turn and use 

the newly acquired knowledge in their classroom (Darling-Hammond, 2008). All six of 

the educators to one degree or another referenced that their professional decisions were 

most influenced by experiences where they had opportunities to: 1) participate within the 

core discipline and reflecting upon that work; 2) engage in inquiry with other teachers 

that focuses on improved classroom practice; and 3) engage in professional discourse 

around theory-based research (Darling-Hammond, 2008; Marlink & Wahleithner, 2011; 

Stokes, 2010). 

Implications for Education 

The findings from this study shed light on the Texas Writing Pilot as well as 

influences of teacher-decision making and professional learning when scoring student 

writing. The insights from this study provide shed light on possible implications from 

teachers, administrators, and policy makers seeking to utilize authentic assessment for the 

purposes of high-stakes assessment. The following section explores possible implications 

for teachers, administrators, and policy makers.  

Implications for Teachers 

As one who works with students directly every day, a teacher can have incredible 

insight into the needs of her students as well as expertise in designing meaningful 

instruction and assessment for her students. As an experienced expert, teachers can play 

an important role as an expert from the field with influential voices advocating for the 
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needs of their students. The data from the document analysis revealed a clear disconnect 

between how educators teach writing and how the state assesses writing. These dueling 

forces are ultimately what lead to the disconnect within assessment, instruction, scoring, 

and calibration. As the state continues to consider assessment implications because of 

new state standards, as well as new and alternative ways to authentically assess what a 

student knows, teachers must take an active role in contributing their voices to the 

process.  

By taking part in studies such as The Texas Writing Pilot, teachers were able to 

have their voices heard and specifically influenced the design of the assessment. Teachers 

can and should play a role of advocacy by finding opportunities to articulate the support 

structures needed from the state to better teach and support student mastery of the 

standards. Even at a district level, teachers can advocate for additional opportunities to 

collaborate and learn alongside one another to calibrate and more tightly align scoring 

even as a team.  

Implications for Administrators 

Administrators play an important role in the learning process for teachers. 

Through meaningfully designed professional learning programs, teachers are able to 

improve their craft and apply new strategies and techniques in the classroom. The 

participants from this study identified personal experience, professional learning, and 

mentorship as three influential components in their decision-making processes. For 

administrators, this sheds light on the fact that learning for teachers does not only occur 



164 

in formalized professional development training, rather teachers learn in a variety of 

settings. As administrators develop learning opportunities for teachers, consideration 

should be given to a range of learning settings. Regardless of where or when the learning 

takes place, these experiences should be designed as such to where teachers have 

opportunities to 1) participate within the core discipline and reflecting upon that work; 2) 

engage in inquiry with other teachers that focuses on improved classroom practice; and 3) 

engage in professional discourse around theory-based research (Darling-Hammond, 

2008; Marlink & Wahleithner, 2011; Stokes, 2010). 

Additionally, when teachers in this study reflected on learning that was most 

impactful in their decision-making process, they often pointed to on-going, sustained 

professional learning, such as a week-long Advanced Placement Summer Institute, a 

summer institute hosted by the National Writing Project rather than a one-off one-day 

professional development. In a school district, when budgets are tight, longer, more 

intensive trainings are often the first to get cut. In considering the potential direct impact 

professional learning could have on instruction, administrators should carefully consider 

and invest in those experiences educators found as most influential in their teaching.  

Implications for Policymakers 

Regardless of the inditement from the TEA that The Texas Writing Pilot would 

not be scalable state-wide for the purposes of high-stakes assessment, it is undeniable that 

teachers reported that their writing instruction was more intentional and focused because 
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of the pilot. Teachers also reported that students were writing more than ever before, and 

they could actually see the improvement in the students’ writing.  

Policymakers looking to make assessment decisions for our students cannot 

disregard the positive effects on instruction and students that The Texas Writing Pilot 

had. The findings from the study confirm that the process of scoring student writing is a 

complex interpretive process. The study revealed how teachers do not separate their role 

as a rater from their role as a teacher, and because of this, they are able to make 

meaningful connections between assessment and instruction. Because scoring writing is a 

complex process influenced by a number of factors, professional learning, training, and 

support for educators implementing alternative assessments should also be considered 

when crafting new assessment policies.  

Implications for Action 

A recurring theme of the reports released by the TEA revealed there was no 

significant interrater reliability between teachers and the ETS raters. Ultimately this is 

problematic if the state were ever to see the value in having teachers score their own 

students’ essays for assessment purposes. For those of us who were involved in the pilot, 

we know though there was insufficient time and support for teachers to calibrate. From 

the document analysis, the lack of interrater reliability did not definitively demonstrate 

that teachers cannot rate well. However, the data did suggest that teachers do not have 

agreement or understanding about how the state expects the scoring rubric should be 

utilized. In each of the phases of data analysis, the findings confirm that the process of 
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scoring student writing is a complex process of interpreting evaluating, reviewing, and 

justifying one’s score. It was through the analysis of the metacognitive strategies teachers 

use that the data revealed teachers have a connection to the writer through the writing, 

even when evaluating writing from students who are not their own students.  

As previous research suggests, the data from this study also supports the idea that 

teachers do not apply a rubric to a piece of writing in a vacuum without further 

consideration of external factors such as the student’s ability, or even other assessment 

designs (Jeong, 2015a; Lumley, 2002). Ultimately, what educators believe about teaching 

and learning can, in fact, directly influence their decisions (Gill & Hoffman, 2009; 

McMillan, 2005; Putnam & Borko, 1997). From the data in this study, I was able to 

conclude the factors that come into play when teachers are making scoring decisions 

most often draw from their own experiences that include 1) personal experience; 2) 

professional learning and inquiry; and 3) mentorship, or professional discourse. 

For a state seeking to utilize teachers in the scoring of assessments for the purpose 

of high-stakes assessment consideration to the timing and design of training must also 

include the knowledge and skills an individual teacher brings to the scoring table. As 

previous research suggests, a mitigating factor for inter-rater reliability can be the 

training raters receive because it can drastically influence reliability on the part of the 

rater (Jeong, 2015a; Knoch et al., 2007). While the findings from the study conducted by 

the TEA indicate that teachers did not score reliably consistent enough for this type of 

assessment to scaled statewide (Texas Education Agency, 2017), the reports also indicate 
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that teachers, at most, were provided with a three-hour scoring calibration training (Texas 

Education Agency, 2017). In order for the state to continue their efforts of teachers 

scoring student writing, future scoring training should take into consideration conditions, 

teachers from the study identified as optimal conditions for professional development. 

Those conditions include 1) opportunities to study by participating in experiences within 

the core discipline and reflecting upon that work; 2) collective inquiry with other teachers 

that focuses on improved classroom practice; and 3) engagement in professional 

discourse around theory-based research (Darling-Hammond, 2008; Marlink & 

Wahleithner, 2011; Stokes, 2010). 

Recommendations for Further Research 

As presented in the literature review, research related to the influences of teachers 

scoring student writing is sparse when it comes to a view outside of inter-rater reliability. 

As the state continues to look to expand opportunities for alternative assessment types, 

such as The Texas Writing Pilot, more work is needed to be done in considering 

professional learning experiences that may influence or mitigate what an educator brings 

to the scoring decisions so that ultimately inter-rater reliability might be improved.  

Additionally, the study provided insight as to how the expanded model of scorer 

cognition (Wolfe & Feltovich, 1994) may be updated to include other influential factors 

to a teacher’s scoring decision-making process. Further study into updating the model 

would provide an updated framework reflective of additional influences of a teacher’s 

decision-making processes when scoring. This additional research could then potentially 
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lay the groundwork for additional research to consider how this model of scorer cognition 

could be used to influence professional learning or even pre-service teacher training and 

development.  

Concluding Remarks 

If states such as Texas wish to continue to find ways to strike a balance between 

assessment for accountability and assessment for learning, the role the teacher plays in 

the assessment process must be further considered and supported. In order for the states 

to view assessments such as The Texas Writing Pilot as a viable alternative assessment to 

the current assessment and accountability systems, writing teachers must be able to score 

student writing using a standardized rubric. As the role of teacher experience and 

background play in making scoring decisions (Jeong, 2015a) is further considered, it only 

stands to reason that new methods for training and supporting teacher education will be 

discovered and supported. The identification of the various factors that come into play 

when teachers are making scoring decisions provided insight into considerations for the 

next steps in the further development of alternative state assessments. Personal 

experiences, professional learning and inquiry, and, mentorship, or professional discourse 

must be the foundation of learning systems that support teacher’s effective evaluation of 

student writing. The findings of this study should help inform state leaders and educators 

about the necessary considerations to support teachers further as they actively participate 

in the assessment process by scoring student writing for high-stakes assessment. 
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Initial Recruitment Email 

 

Good Morning,  

 

 My name is Heather Cato. I am a graduate student in the Department of Reading 

at Texas Woman’s University. I am conducting research to explore the process teachers use in 

decision-making when scoring student work samples and to consider the teacher knowledge and 

professional learning that contribute to the different scoring approaches teachers use. My goal is 

to interview and observe six educators in the North Texas area near or around Dallas-Fort Worth 

with experience teacher writing at the fourth grade, seventh grade, or ninth grade level. All Texas 

Woman’s University expectations for safe research will be followed. I hope that you will allow 

me this wonderful opportunity to interview you and benefit from your experiences. If you are 

willing to participate, please respond to this email by providing me with your email and phone 

number. While there is a risk of loss of confidentiality in all email, downloading, and Internet 

transactions, Confidentiality will be protected to the extent that is allowed by law. Because 

participation is voluntary, you may withdraw at any time.  

 

Should you need to contact me, I can be reached at hcato@twu.edu or 817-706-9955. 
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Online Participant Questionnaire 

 

The purpose of this questionnaire is for gathering background information 

regarding your experiences and specialized training as it relates to writing scoring and 

instruction. The questions were designed to be open ended so you can respond as you see 

fits. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to ask.  

 

1. How would you describe yourself as a writing teacher?  

2. How would you describe yourself as a writer?  

3. As it relates to writing instruction, what experiences or specialized training 

have you had? 

4. How many years have you taught?  

5. What grade levels have you taught? 

6. Describe any experience you have had with teaching or preparing students for a 

state writing assessment? 

7. What teaching certifications do you have? 
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Pre-Interview Protocol 

 

Thank you for taking the time to meet with me. The purpose of this interview is 

for gathering a bit more information regarding your experiences and specialized training 

as it relates to writing scoring and instruction. The questions were designed to follow up 

on some of your responses in the questionnaire as well as go deeper into your beliefs and 

practices regarding writing instruction and assessment. As you answer each question, I 

may have a follow up question or two in order to gain a more complete picture of your 

initial answer.  

 

- As it relates to writing instruction, what experiences or specialized training have you 

had? 

- Have you ever taught or prepared students for a state writing assessment?  If yes, 

what training or experiences have you had that specifically have prepared you to 

prepare students for state writing assessments?  

- In what ways do you think your beliefs about writing influence your instruction? 

- Please describe how writing instruction typically looks in your classroom 

- You mentioned ______ training, in question 1, please describe any take aways you 

had from that training and how you used that information in your classroom.  
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First Think Aloud Protocol 

 

I am now going to ask you to rate a set of student writing essays. Remember, I am 

conducting a study to explore teacher decision-making when scoring student work 

samples and to consider the teacher knowledge and professional learning that contribute 

to the different scoring approaches teachers use. For these essays, I would now like you 

to talk and think aloud as you review these papers. First, you should identify each essay 

by the ID number at the top of the page. Then, as you review each essay, you should 

vocalise your thoughts, and explain what you notice about the writing and how you might 

score this essay if you were to give it a grade. For this exercise, I will not be providing 

you with a specific rubric, so you will need to draw upon your knowledge and prior 

experiences in order to inform your decision about how you would score each paper. As 

you are reviewing and evaluating each paper, it is important that you keep talking the 

entire time and vocalizing your thoughts all the time. In order to make sure there are no 

lengthy silent pauses in your rating, I propose to sit here, and prompt you to keep talking 

if necessary. I will sit here while you rate and talk. I will say nothing more than give you 

periodic feedback such as `mhm’, although I will prompt you to keep talking if you fall 

silent for more than 10 seconds. 
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Second Think Aloud Protocol 

 

I am now going to ask you to rate a set of student writing essays. Remember, I am 

conducting a study to explore teacher decision-making when scoring student work 

samples and to consider the teacher knowledge and professional learning that contribute 

to the different scoring approaches teachers use. For these essays, I would now like you 

to talk and think aloud as you review these papers. This time I have provided you with a 

writing rubric I would like for you to use in order to score each essay.  

As before, I would like you to talk and think aloud as you rate each essay, while 

this tape recorder records what you say. First, you should identify each essay by the ID 

number at the top of the page. Then, as you review each essay, you should vocalize your 

thoughts, and explain what you notice about the writing what you are considering as you 

are making a decision about what score to give the paper. You will give each paper a 

score for each of the domains of the rubric. Remember, as you rate each paper, you 

should vocalize your thoughts, and explain why you give the scores you give. As you are 

reviewing and evaluating each paper, it is important that you keep talking the entire time 

and vocalizing your thoughts all the time. In order to make sure there are no lengthy 

silent pauses in your rating, I propose to sit here, and prompt you to keep talking if 

necessary. I will sit here while you rate and talk. I will say nothing more than give you 

periodic feedback such as `mhm’, although I will prompt you to keep talking if you fall 

silent for more than 10 seconds.  



195 

APPENDIX F 

Texas Writing Pilot Rubric



196 

 

 

 

 

  



197 

APPENDIX G 

Grade 4 Student Writing Samples



198 



199 



200 



201 



202 



203 



204 



205 



206 

 



207 

APPENDIX H 

Grade 7 Student Writing Samples
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Post-Interview Protocol 

 

Thank you for taking the time to meet with me. The purpose of this final 

interview is for gathering a bit more information regarding the things I observed as you 

completed the think aloud protocols. It will also provide you an opportunity you to share 

any reflections you have as we look back on your experience of scoring student writing 

samples. As you answer each question, I may have a follow up question or two in order 

to gain a more complete picture of your initial answer.  

 

 

In the first exercise you were not provided with a rubric, however in the second 

exercise you were provided with a rubric. Talk about your experience of evaluating 

student writing without and then with a rubric.  

When you scored the student papers without a rubric you said _____________. 

Talk to me a little bit about where you learned about that idea/concept.  

When you scored the student papers with a rubric you said _____________. Talk 

to me a little bit about where you learned about that idea/concept.  

What other thoughts or reelections would you like to share about your experience 

in evaluating student writing samples.  

 


