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What is The Nation’s Report Card?

THE NATION’S REPORT CARD, the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAED), is the only nationally
representative and continuing assessment of what America’s students know and can do in various subject areas. Since 1969,
assessments have been conducted periodically in reading, mathematics, science, writing, history, geography, and other
fields. By making objective information on student performance available to policymakers at the national, state, and local
levels, NAED is an integral part of our nation’s evaluation of the condition and progress of education. Only information
related to academic achievement is collected under this program. NAEP guarantees the privacy of individual students and
their families.

NAEDP is a congressionally mandated project of the National Center for Education Statistics, the U.S. Department of
Education. The Commissioner of Education Statistics is responsible, by law, for carrying out the NAEP project through
competitive awards to qualified organizations. NAEP reports directly to the Commissioner, who is also responsible
for providing continuing reviews, including validation studies and solicitation of public comment, on NAEP’s conduct
and usefulness.

In 1988, Congress established the National Assessment Governing Board (NAGB) to formulate policy guidelines for
NAEP. The Board is responsible for selecting the subject areas to be assessed from among those included in the National
Education Goals; for setting appropriate student performance levels; for developing assessment objectives and test
specifications through a national consensus approach; for designing the assessment methodology; for developing guidelines
for reporting and disseminating NAEDP results; for developing standards and procedures for interstate, regional, and national
comparisons; for determining the appropriateness of test items and ensuring they are free from bias; and for taking actions

to improve the form and use of the National Assessment.
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The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) is the nation’s only
ongoing survey of what students know and can do in various academic subject

areas. Authorized by Congress and administered by the National Center for
Education Statistics in the U.S. Department of Education, NAEP regularly
reports to the public on the educational progress of students in grades 4, 8, and
12. In 1998 NAEP conducted a national writing assessment of fourth-,
eighth-, and twelfth-grade students and a state-by-state writing assessment of
cighth-grade students.

This report presents the results of the NAEP 1998 writing assessment for
the nation and for participating states and jurisdictions. Students’ performance
on the assessment is described in terms of their average writing score on a 0-to-
300 scale and in terms of the percentage of students attaining each of three
achievement levels: Basic, Proficient, and Advanced.

The achievement levels are performance standards adopted by the National
Assessment Governing Board (NAGB) as part of its statutory responsibilities.
The achievement levels are collective judgments of what students should know
and be able to do for each grade tested. They are based on recommendations by
broadly representative panels of classroom teachers, education specialists, and
members of the general public.

As provided by law, the Acting Commissioner of Education Statistics, upon
review of a congressionally mandated evaluation of NAEP, has determined that
the achievement levels are to be considered developmental and should be
interpreted and used with caution. However, both the Acting Commissioner
and NAGB believe these performance standards are useful for understanding
student achievement. They have been widely used by national and state officials,
including the National Education Goals Panel, as a common yardstick of
academic performance.

In addition to providing average scores and achievement level performance
for the nation and 39 states and other jurisdictions, this report provides results
for subgroups of students defined by various background and contextual
characteristics. A summary of major findings from the NAEP 1998 writing
assessment is presented on the following pages, preceded by a summary of the
assessment content.
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A Description of the NAEP Writing Assessment

The assessment included a variety of writing “prompts” (topics to which
students responded) to inspire students’ best “first-draft” writing. The Writing
Framework and Specifications for the 1998 National Assessment of Educational
Progress provided the objectives for the writing assessment. This framework,
developed by NAGB, represents the expertise and experience of writing
teachers, researchers and scholars, business leaders, and policymakers. The six
objectives for the assessment, and how they were met, are listed below.

OBJECTIVE 1:

Students should write for a variety of purposes: narrative, informative,
and persuasive.

Students at grades 4, 8, and 12 vesponded to prompts asking for narrative,
informative, and persuasive writing.

OBJECTIVE 2:

Students should write on a variety of tasks and for many different
audiences.

The 66 prompts on the writing assessment presented students with a variety of
tasks, such as writing a letter to the editor of a newspaper, offering advice to
younger students, veporting to a school committee, and writing a story in the voice
of & character.

OBJECTIVE 3:

Students should write from a variety of stimulus materials, and within
various time constraints.

Some of the prompts included pictures, photographs, poems, or stories to inspire
students’ writing. Some students at grades 8 and 12 received one 50-minute
prompe. All other students veceived two 25-minute prompts.

OBJECTIVE 4:

Students should generate, draft, revise, and edit ideas and forms of
expression in their writing.

Each student who participated in the assessment was given a brochure to keep that
included suggestions for planning and reviewing writing. Although the assessment
time was limited, a planning page was given for each prompt.
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OBJECTIVE 5:

Students should display effective choices in the organization of their
writing. They should include detail to illustrate and elaborate their ideas,
and use appropriate conventions of written English.

The scoring guides used to evaluate students’ writing focus on students’ abilities to
organize their writing, develop their writing with details, and use the conventions
of written English to present first-dvaft writing that communicates clearly.

OBJECTIVE 6:

Students should value writing as a communicative activity.

The writing assessment included “background” questions, given to all participating
students, which asked students whether they like to write. It also asked students
about their writing practices at school and at home.

Writing Scale Score and Achievement
Level Results

Results for the nation

P> Average scores for the nation were set at 150 on a scale of 0 to 300 for all
grades assessed (4, 8, and 12). This average can be used as a basis for
comparison for states and population subgroups.

P At grades 4, 8, and 12, the percentages of students performing at or above
the Basic level of writing achievement were 84, 84, and 78 percent,
respectively; the percentages who performed at or above the Proficient level
were 23, 27, and 22 percent respectively. One percent of students each at
grades 4, 8, and 12 performed at the highest achievement level, Advanced.

Results for the states and other jurisdictions

P Of the 39 states and other jurisdictions that participated in the 1998 state-
by-state writing assessment at grade 8 and that met the participation
guidelines, the following had scale scores above the national average:
Colorado, Connecticut, the Department of Defense domestic schools, the
Department of Defense overseas schools, Maine, Massachusetts, Oklahoma,
Texas, Virginia, and Wisconsin. The same group of states, with the
exception of Colorado, Oklahoma, and Virginia, were also above the
national average in terms of percentages of students at or above the
Proficient achievement level.
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Writing Results for Student Subgroups

Gender

P Atall three grades in 1998, female students had higher average writing scale
scores than their male peers. In addition, the percentage of females at or
above the Basic and Proficient achievement levels, and at the Advanced level,
exceeded that of males.

Race/Ethnicity

P At grade 4, the average writing scale scores for Asian/Pacific Islander
students were higher than those for White, Black, Hispanic, and American
Indian students. Also at grade 4, White students had higher average writing
scale scores than Black, Hispanic, and American Indian students. At grades 8
and 12, the average writing scale scores for Asian/Pacific Islander and White
students were similar and were higher than those for Black, Hispanic, and
American Indian students.

Parents’ level of education

P Students in grades 4, 8, and 12 were asked to indicate their parents” highest
level of education. Consistent with past NAEP assessments, in 1998
students who reported higher levels of parental education tended to have
higher average writing scale scores.

Region of the country

P The 1998 results by region indicated that fourth and eighth graders in the
Northeast and Central regions outperformed their counterparts in the
Southeast and West. Among twelfth graders, students in the Southeast had
lower average writing scale scores than did students in each of the other
three regions.

Type of location

P In 1998, fourth and eighth graders in rural /small town schools and in
urban fringe /large town schools had higher average writing scale scores
than their counterparts in central city schools. Eighth and twelfth graders in
urban fringe /large town schools had higher average writing scale scores
than their counterparts in rural /small town schools. Twelfth graders in
central city schools had average writing scale scores that were similar to
the scores of their counterparts in urban fringe /large town schools and in
rural /small town schools.
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Free/Reduced-Price School Lunch Program

P The NAEP 1998 writing assessment collected information on student
eligibility for the federally funded Free /Reduced-Price School Lunch
Program, which provides children near or below the poverty line with
nourishing meals. At all three grades, students who were eligible for the
Free /Reduced-Price School Lunch Program had lower average writing scale
scores than students who were not eligible for the program.

Type of school

P At all three grades, students attending nonpublic schools had higher average
writing scale scores than their counterparts attending public schools. This
result is consistent with the findings of past NAEP assessments.

School and Home Factors Related to
Writing Performance

Teachers talking with students about their writing

P Atall three grades, over 80 percent of students reported that their teachers
talked with them about their writing at least sometimes. At all three grades
assessed, students who reported that their teachers either always or
sometimes talked with them about their writing had higher average writing
scale scores than those who reported that their teachers never did so.

Saving student work in a folder or portfolio

P Eighty-one percent of fourth graders, 79 percent of eighth graders, and 75
percent of twelfth graders reported that they or their teachers saved their
written work in a folder or portfolio. Students who reported that they or
their teachers saved their writing in a folder or portfolio had higher average
writing scale scores than those who reported they did not save their work in
a folder or portfolio.
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Computer use

P At all three grades, over one-third of students used computers for writing
drafts or final versions of stories or reports at least once a week. At the
fourth grade, 35 percent of students used computers for writing drafts or
final versions of stories or reports once or twice a month. At grades 8 and
12, 39 and 42 percent of students, respectively, used computers for writing
drafts or final versions of stories or reports once or twice a month.

P Fourth-grade students who reported using computers for writing drafts or
final versions of stories or reports once or twice a month had higher average
writing scale scores than those who reported never or hardly ever using
computers for this purpose and those who used computers for this purpose
at least once a week. At grade 8, students who used computers for this
purpose once or twice a month had higher scores than those who did so at
least once a week. At grades 8 and 12, students who reported using
computers for writing drafts or final versions of stories or reports at least
once a week or once or twice a month had higher average writing scale
scores than those who reported never or hardly ever using computers for
this purpose.

Writing drafts of a paper

P Over 80 percent of fourth-, eighth-, and twelfth-grade students reported
that their teachers asked them to write more than one draft of a paper at
least sometimes. At grades 8 and 12, students whose teachers always asked
them to write more than one draft of a paper had higher average writing
scale scores than did their peers whose teachers sometimes or never asked
them to do so. At grade 4, there was no relationship between students’
reports of writing more than one draft and student performance.

Planning writing on the assessment and in class

P> On the assessment, students were provided a space to plan their writing in
any written form, as well as a brochure with suggestions about how to do
so. Most students in the assessment were given a test booklet with two
25-minute writing prompts. At the fourth grade, 47 percent of students
planned for at least one of the two prompts in their test booklets, as did
66 percent of eighth graders and 67 percent of twelfth graders. At all three
grades, students who did visible planning for both writing prompts had
higher average writing scale scores than students who did visible planning
for one prompt or neither prompt.
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P Students at grades 8 and 12 reported on how often their teachers asked
them to plan their writing. Eighty-six percent of eighth graders and
84 percent of twelfth graders reported that their teachers asked them to plan
their writing at least once or twice a month. At both grades, students who
reported that their teachers asked them to plan their writing at least once a
week, or once or twice a month, had higher average writing scale scores
than students who reported that their teachers never or hardly ever asked
them to plan their writing.

Home Factors

Types of reading materials in the home

P Students were asked about the presence of four types of reading materials in
the home: a newspaper, an encyclopedia, at least 25 books, and magazines.
Thirty-eight percent of fourth graders, 51 percent of eighth graders, and 53
percent of twelfth graders reported having all four types of reading materials
in the home. At all three grades, the more of these four types of reading
materials were reported to be in the home, the higher the average writing
scale scores. This result is consistent with the results of past NAEP
assessments in a variety of subject areas.

Discussing studies at home

P> Students at all three grades were asked how often they discuss things they
have studied in school with someone at home. Seventy-six percent of fourth
graders, 69 percent of eighth graders, and 67 percent of twelfth graders
reported discussing what they have studied in school with someone at home
at least once a week. At all three grades, the more frequently students
discussed their studies with someone at home, the better their average
writing scale scores. Again, this result is consistent with those of earlier
NAEP assessments in many subjects.
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This Report

This report comprises six chapters, each focusing on different results of the
NAEP 1998 writing assessment. The Introduction frames the results by
describing the objectives of the assessment and the kinds of questions it
contained. Chapter 1 presents national results, including achievement level
definitions and results, and exemplars of student writing from the assessment at
each of the three achievement levels: Basic, Proficient, and Advanced. This is the
first time NAEP has set achievement levels for writing.

Chapters 2 and 3 present results for regions of the country and for
subgroups of students (for example, male and female students), by average scale
scores and achievement levels, respectively. Chapter 4 provides information
about some instructional practices. In that chapter, students’ answers to such
questions as “how often does your teacher talk to you about your writing” are
reported, along with student performance data.

Chapter 5 presents results of the state-by-state assessment done at grade 8,
which was the first NAEP state-by-state assessment in writing. That chapter also
reports results by subgroups of the population in each participating state or
jurisdiction. This information is supplemented by four appendices: Appendix C
presents the percentage of students in each subgroup by state or jurisdiction,
while Appendix D presents other contextual information, such as expenditures
on education, from non-NAEP sources such as the census. Appendix E
provides more detailed achievement level results for subgroups of students,
and Appendix F presents results for students in nonpublic schools.

Chapter 6 explores in greater depth how student writing on the assessment
was evaluated. It shows the scoring guides that were used and reports on
student performance in narrative, informative, and persuasive writing. Chapter 6
also provides additional samples of student writing. The student samples and
scoring guides may prove useful especially to teachers by giving examples of
students’ writing for the NAEP writing assessment and explanations of how that
writing was evaluated.

The remaining appendices are technical ones: Appendix A provides
information about procedures for the administration and evaluation of the
assessment, as well as about how subgroups (such as race /ethnicity) were
defined. Appendix B provides standard errors for tables included in the body of
the report.
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As technological developments usher in the twenty-first century, writing to
create and to communicate remains essential to our lives in the “information
age.” The ability to write clearly and effectively is particularly valuable in an era
of increasing specialization.

By writing about science, history, and other subjects, as well as about
literature, students deepen their knowledge of those subjects and learn how to
communicate that knowledge effectively. Writing itself is an act of discovery.

Many writing instructors for the past several decades have emphasized that
writing is a recursive process, requiring continual rethinking and revision. In
today’s writing classrooms, one can observe students learning how to plan,
critique, and revise their own writing, as well as learning how to critique that of
others. By reflecting on their writing, students become better writers, able to
express themselves more clearly and to shape their communications to the needs
of specific audiences.

The ability to write is important in a variety of situations. Writing has many
purposes: for example, to inform people about problems or events, to persuade
people to adopt positions on issues, and to entertain, educate, and inspire
people through stories and other narratives. Writing is an effective way for
individuals to express their ideas and opinions to friends, potential employers,
government officials, or other groups of people. The ability to write is crucial
for an active and engaged citizenry.

Overview of the 1998 National Assessment
of Educational Progress (NAEP)

This report is written for a variety of audiences — policymakers, parents,
teachers, and concerned citizens. The results reported here can provide
important information for them to consider in discussing and making decisions
about the progress of our nation’s students in writing.

The NAEP is the only nationally representative and continuing assessment
of what students in the United States know and can do in various subjects.
NAEDP is authorized by Congress and directed by the National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES) of the U.S. Department of Education. The
National Assessment Governing Board (NAGB), an independent, bipartisan
body, provides policy direction for NAEP.
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Since being authorized by Congress in 1969, NAEP’s mission has been to
collect, analyze, and present reliable information about what American students
know and can do. Both public and private school students in grades 4, 8, and
12 are sampled and assessed on a regular basis in a range of academic subject
areas.

All NAEP assessments are based on a content framework developed
through a national consensus process that involves teachers, curriculum experts,
parents, and members of the general public. The NAEP Writing Framework,
adopted by the National Assessment Governing Board (NAGB), provided
objectives and guidelines for the writing assessment.!

The 1998 writing assessment was administered to national samples of
fourth, eighth, and twelfth graders. It was also administered to eighth graders
in jurisdictions? that participated in the state-by-state assessment. Therefore,
this report provides state-by-state results on the writing achievement of eighth
graders, as well as national results at all three grades. Across all three grades,
nearly 160,000 students were assessed in the national and state samples.

This report describes the results of the NAEP 1998 national and state
assessments in writing. In the NAEP writing assessment, students were
evaluated on their responses to writing topics (“prompts”). Most students in
the assessment were asked to respond to two 25-minute writing prompts. Some
students at grades 8 and 12 in the national sample were asked to respond to
one 50-minute prompt.

1 National Assessment Governing Board. Writing framework and specifications for the 1998 National
Assessment of Educational Progress. Washington, DC: Author.

2 The term jurisdictions refers to the states, territories, and Department of Defense Education Activity
Domestic (DDESS) and Overseas (DoDDS) schools that participated in the state-by-state assessment.
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Framework for the 1998 Assessment’

The NAEP Writing Framework guided the development of the NAEP 1998
writing assessment. The framework provides overarching objectives for the
assessment, as well as directions for the kinds of prompts to include on the
assessment. The result of a national consensus eftort, the NAEP Writing
Framework represents the ideas of hundreds of individuals involved and
interested in writing education. This consensus effort was managed by the
Center for Research on Evaluation, Standards, and Student Testing (CRESST),
under the direction of the National Assessment Governing Board (NAGB). The
framework’s objectives are the same as those for the 1992 assessment. For
1998, American College Testing (ACT), under contract to NAGB, added
detailed guidelines for the kinds of writing prompts to include in the
assessment. These guidelines called for an increase in the number of NAEDP
writing prompts, provided detailed directions for including a wide variety of
prompts, and provided new directions for the scoring guides used to evaluate
student responses. Because almost all of the prompts in the 1998 assessment
were new and because all responses were evaluated using new scoring guides,
student performance on this assessment cannot be compared to student
performance on the 1992 writing assessment.*

The NAEP Writing Framework, informed by current research and theory,
emphasizes that writing addresses a variety of purposes and audiences. For the
assessment, the framework describes three purposes for writing: narrative
(telling a story), informative (informing the reader), and persuasive
(persuading the reader). The selection of these three purposes for writing was
based on their use in instruction.® The framework specified the three purposes
for writing to ensure that the NAEP writing assessment covered different kinds
of writing. The three purposes, which were assessed at all three grades (4, 8,
and 12), are described in Figure i.1.

National Assessment Governing Board. Writing framework and specifications for the 1998 National
Assessment of Educational Progress. Washington, DC: Author.

For information about trends in writing performance based on a different assessment instrument, see
Campbell, J.R., Voelkl, K.E., & Donahue, P.L. (1997). NAEP 1996 trends in academic progress.
Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics.

On the importance of specifying purpose in writing instruction, see Oliver, E. (1989). Effects of assignment
on writing quality at four grade levels. English Quarterly, 21(4), 224-32.
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Purposes for writing

Narrative Writing | Narrative writing encourages writers to incorporate their imagination
and creativity in the production of stories or personal essays. At its
best, narrative writing fosters imagination, creativity, and speculation
by allowing writers to express their thoughts and emotions, and
offers an opportunity for writers to analyze and understand their
actions and those of others.

The narrative prompts included in the NAEP 1998 writing assessment
asked students to write many kinds of stories (most fiction, some
nonfiction). Some of the prompts asked students to write in response
to photographs, drawings, cartoons, poems, or stories (provided
with the assessment).

Informative Writing | In informative writing, the writer provides the reader with information.
Informative writing may involve reporting on events or experiences
or analyzing concepts and relationships. When used as a means
of exploration, informative writing helps both the writer and the
reader to learn new ideas and to reexamine old conclusions.

Informative prompts in the NAEP 1998 writing assessment asked
students to write on specified subjects using many kinds of
information, such as newspaper articles, charts, photographs, or
reported dialogues (provided with the assessment), as well as their
own knowledge. Students could write in a variety of formats, such
as reports, newpaper articles, and letters.

Persuasive Writing | Persuasive writing seeks to persuade the reader to take action or to
bring about change. This type of writing involves a clear awareness
of what arguments might most affect the audience being addressed.
Writing persuasively also requires the use of such skills as analysis,
inference, synthesis, and evaluation.

Persuasive prompts in the NAEP 1998 writing assessment asked
students to write letters to the editor or to friends, to refute arguments,
or to take sides in a debate.

As the framework notes, these three purposes for writing are not entirely
distinct. For example, persuasive letters may incorporate factual information,
and the writer of an informative essay may tell a story to illustrate a point. The
professional raters who evaluated the student responses were instructed not to
penalize such diverse forms of presentation (which students who received high
ratings sometimes used).
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Table i.1 illustrates the percentage of the assessment devoted to each writing

purpose. Those percentages vary by grade level to match both different levels of

development and different emphases in instruction. In the assessment, narrative

writing was emphasized at grade 4; the three purposes for writing received

approximately equal emphasis at grade 8; and the emphasis was on persuasive
writing at grade 12. The table shows the actual distribution of prompts in the

assessment, which matched the target percentages set by the framework.

Distribution of writing prompts by purpose for writing in the
NAEP 1998 writing assessment

Purpose for Percentage of Number
writing prompts of prompts
Narrative 40 8
Informative 35 7
Persuasive 25 5
Narrative 35 7
Informative 35 7
Persuasive 30 6
Narrative 25 5
Informative 35 7
Persuasive 40 8

SOURCE: National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP), 1998 Writing Assessment.
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In addition to specitying the amount of time to be devoted to each writing
purpose on the assessment, the framework specifies that, across the assessment,
students should:

P> write on a variety of tasks and for many different audiences;
P write from a variety of stimulus materials; and
P write within different time constraints.

Writers shape their works not only to express their own views and
knowledge, but also to address the intended reader by varying such aspects of
their writing as the formality of the language. Therefore the assessment used
many prompts in which the audience was specified. Some students were asked
to write, for example, a letter to a friend or to a school board. Students also had
the opportunity to write in a variety of forms, such as essays, letters, reports,
and stories.

Research has shown that providing students with a variety of stimuli (visual
or written materials to inspire writing) is useful in writing instruction.® Visual
materials may aid those who are particularly inspired by images; others may find
it easiest to write in response to literature or to factual or historical material.
Therefore some prompts in the assessment asked students to write in response
to a photograph, cartoon, or drawing. Other students wrote in response to
prompts that incorporated newspaper articles or dialogues about issues of
interest to students. Still other students were asked to respond to letters they
received as part of writing prompts in the assessment. Finally, some prompts
incorporated literary works such as poems and stories.

To address the guideline that students should write within different time
constraints, some students at grades 8 and 12 were asked to respond to a single
50-minute prompt. The rest of the students were asked to respond to two
different prompts, timed at 25 minutes each. Because the 50-minute prompts

6 Berthoff, A.E. (1990). The sense of learning. Portsmouth, NH: Boynton.

Hillocks, G. (1986). Research on written composition: New dirvections for teaching. Urbana, IL: ERIC
Clearinghouse on Reading and Communication Skills; National Conference on Research in Teaching.

See also the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) standards, which emphasize the ability to
interpret visual as well as written texts: National Council of Teachers of English and International Reading
Association. (1996). Standards for the English Language Arts. Urbana, Illinois: Author.
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at grades 8 and 12 were not included on the NAEP writing scale, they are not
presented in this report. Information on sample 50-minute prompts is available
on the NAEP Web site (http://nces.ed gov/nationsreportcard) for further research.

The writing framework further specifies that students should:

P generate, draft, evaluate, revise, and edit ideas and forms of expression in
their writing; and

P display effective choices in the organization of their writing. Students
should include detail to illustrate and elaborate their ideas and should use
appropriate conventions of written English.

In the assessment, students had a limited time to write. While the limits of a
timed assessment prevented students from engaging in the kind of drafting and
revision that can be done in a regular classroom environment, each prompt in
the assessment included a page for planning to encourage students to plan their
writing. In addition, every student received a brief brochure with suggestions
for planning and revising their writing. The three different versions of the
brochure for grades 4, 8, and 12 are reprinted in Chapter 6. The elements of
writing valued in the framework — elaboration and detail, organization, and
mastery of the conventions of written English — are central components of the
guides for scoring student responses, which are also presented in Chapter 6.

To further address the framework’s goal that students “generate, draft,
evaluate, revise, and edit” their ideas in writing, NAEP performed a special
study of classroom writing in 1998. In 100 classrooms each at grades 4 and 8,
students submitted their two best pieces of writing, and their teachers described
their approaches to teaching writing in extensive interviews. Results of that
study will be published in a forthcoming report.

Finally, the framework states as an objective that students should:
P value writing as a communicative activity.

Background questions on the assessment asked students about whether they
saw themselves as good writers and what their writing practices were at home
and at school.
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The Writing Assessment Instruments

As the discussion of the writing framework above indicates, the NAEP writing
assessment reflects current research and perspectives on writing and its
measurement. To ensure this currency, the development process for the
assessment instruments involved a series of reviews by writing and measurement
experts, state officials, teachers, and writing researchers. All components of the
assessment were evaluated for curricular relevance, developmental
appropriateness, fairness concerns, and adherence to the framework and test
specifications. Over 100 prompts were field tested; from those, the 66 that best
met the criteria above were chosen to be used in the 1998 assessment. Twenty
25-minute prompts were given at each grade. In addition, three 50-minute
prompts (one narrative, one informative, and one persuasive) were given at
both grades 8 and 12.

All students at grade 4, and most students at grades 8 and 12, received test
booklets with two prompts. Students were given 25 minutes to respond to each
of the two prompts. Some students at grades 8 and 12 were given one 50-
minute prompt instead of two 25-minute prompts. The 50-minute prompts
were not given at the state level. All students had a total of 50 minutes to write.
Although a few prompts were given at more than one grade level, the scoring
guidelines were different at each grade level, and so no cross-grade comparisons
are made in this report.

As part of the assessment, students answered general background questions
that asked them to identify their race /ethnicity, parents’ highest level of
education, and other factors such as how often someone at home talked to
them about their studies. They also responded to questions about their writing
practices in school. These background questions were given in separately timed
sections. They are discussed in Chapter 4, in the context of student
achievement on the assessment.
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Description of School and Student Samples

The NAEP 1998 writing assessment was conducted nationally at grades 4, 8,
and 12 and on a state-by-state basis at grade 8. For both the national and state-
by-state assessments, representative samples of public and nonpublic school
students who were selected through stratified random sampling procedures
were assessed.

Thus, the national and jurisdictional results presented in this report are
based on representative samples of students. Each selected school that
participated in the assessment and each student assessed represent a portion of
the population of interest. As a result, after adjustment for student and school
nonresponses, the findings presented in this report pertain to all fourth, eighth,
and twelfth graders in the nation and regions and to all eighth graders in
participating jurisdictions that met participation guidelines.

In an effort to expand inclusion in NAEP, the 1998 writing assessment, for
the first time, offered testing accommodations to students with disabilities and
to students with limited proficiency in English. Some of the accommodations
provided were extended time, large-print booklets, or the use of a bilingual
dictionary. A total of 4 percent of fourth-grade students, 3 percent of eighth-
grade students, and 1 percent of twelfth-grade students were assessed with
accommodations. For more information on accommodations, see Appendix A,
which also dicusses sample sizes and participation rates for the national and
state-by-state assessments.

Evaluating Students’ Writing on the
NAEP Assessment

All student responses in the NAEP 1998 writing assessment were evaluated
according to criteria set forth in scoring guides that described six levels of
performance. Scoring guides were developed for each grade and each purpose
for writing (narrative, informative, and persuasive). Thus, for example, the same
scoring guide was used for all grade 8 narrative prompts. In addition, specific
notes for raters on how responses to each prompt fit the scoring guide were
developed. Those notes described different ways in which students approached
the prompt, as well as the kinds of responses to that prompt that students
tended to write at different levels on the scoring guide.

The scoring guides (presented in Chapter 6) reflect higher expectations for
students at higher grade levels. Following the framework, the scoring guides
emphasize not only the student’s ability to develop and elaborate ideas, but also
the student’s ability to organize his or her thoughts and to write grammatically
correct prose. The criteria for measuring command of the mechanics of written
English ditfered by grade, but were the same across the three purposes for
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writing (narrative, informative, and persuasive) within each grade. Responses to
the 50-minute writing prompts were rated by using the same scoring guides.
For those prompts, responses tended to be longer for each level in the scoring
guide.

To determine how students plan what they write, NAEP provided a page
for students to engage in planning activities. Students’ written planning was
classified into six categories: rough drafts, outlines, lists, diagrams, pictures, and
multiple forms (which incorporated two or more of the listed categories). Since
the timed assessment context provides limited opportunity to plan and revise
one’s work, however, students’ responses to assessment tasks were viewed as
first-draft writing and evaluated accordingly. The scoring guides required raters
to consider each response’s elaboration of ideas, organization, and control of
mechanics to judge the overall quality of writing in the response. A wide
variety of student approaches to each prompt was accepted.

Reporting the Writing Assessment Results

Because the NAEP assessment selects a representative sample of students in
order to survey the nation, and because the broad field of writing is addressed
through many prompts, each student participating cannot be expected to
respond to all of the prompts in the assessment. That would impose an
unreasonable burden on students and their schools. Thus, each student was
administered a portion of the assessment, and data were combined across
students to report on the achievement of fourth, eighth, and twelfth graders
and on the achievement of subgroups of students (e.g., subgroups defined by
gender or level of parental education).

Student responses to the writing prompts were analyzed to determine the
percentage of students achieving each of the ratings (1 through 6 on a 6-level
scoring guide) for those prompts. The twenty 25-minute prompts in the
writing assessment at each grade were not equally difficult for students, nor
does writing in response to any particular prompt fully reflect writing
performance in general. Item response theory (IRT) methods were used to
measure the general writing skills that underlie performance across all the
prompts, resulting in an overall scale for each of the grades — 4, 8, and 12.
Average scale scores presented in this report are based on this overall scale.
Note that the 50-minute prompts were not included on the scale.

For each grade, the range of the scale was 0 to 300, and the national average
was set at 150. While the scale-score ranges are identical across grades, the scale
was derived independently for each grade. Since, as the framework for the
writing assessment specifies, separate scoring guides were used for each grade,
performance for each grade had to be scaled separately. Therefore, average scale
scores cannot be compared across grades. For example, equal scale scores on the
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grade 4 and grade 8 scales do not imply equal levels of writing achievement.
However, this scale does make it possible to compare writing scale scores for
the nation for subgroups of students at a particular grade. It also allows for
comparisons across the jurisdictions participating in the state-by-state
assessment. (Additional details of the scaling procedures can be found in
Appendix A.)

The average scale score provides information on what students know and
can do. In addition to the NAEP writing scale, results are also reported by using
the writing achievement levels as authorized by the NAEP legislation and
adopted by the National Assessment Governing Board (NAGB). The
achievement levels are performance standards based on the collective judgments
of experts about what students should know and be able to do. The levels were
developed by a broadly representative panel that included teachers, education
specialists, and members of the general public. For each grade tested, NAGB
has adopted three achievement levels: Basic, Proficient, and Advanced. For
reporting purposes, the achievement level cut scores for each grade are placed
on the NAEP writing scale, resulting in four ranges: below Basic, Basic,
Proficient, and Advanced.

The Setting of Achievement Levels

The 1988 NAEP legislation that created the National Assessment Governing
Board directed the Board to identify “appropriate achievement goals . . . for
each subject area” that NAEDP measures.” The 1994 NAEP reauthorization
reaffirmed many of the Board’s statutory responsibilities, including “developing
appropriate student performance standards for each age and grade in each
subject area to be tested under the National Assessment.”® In order to follow
this directive and achieve the mandate of the 1988 statute “to improve the form
and use of NAEP results,” the Board undertook the development of student
performance standards (called “achievement levels”). Since 1990, the Board
has adopted achievement levels for mathematics, reading, U.S. history, world
geography, and science, and, for the first time for the 1998 assessment, writing.
It has also developed achievement levels for the 1998 civics assessment.

The Board defined three levels for each grade: Basic, Proficient, and
Advanced. The Basic level denotes partial mastery of the knowledge and skills
that are fundamental for proficient work at a given grade. The Proficient level
represents solid academic performance. Students reaching this level demonstrate
competency over challenging subject matter. The Advanced level signifies
superior performance at a given grade. For each grade, the levels are cumulative;

7 Public Law 100-297. (1988). National Assessment of Educational Progress Improvement Act (20 USC
1221). Washington, DC.

8 Public Law 103-382. (1994). Improving America’s Schools Act (20 USC 9010). Washington, DC.
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that is, abilities achieved at the Proficient level presume mastery of abilities
associated with the Basic level, and attainment of the Advanced level presumes
mastery of both the Basic and Proficient levels. Figure 1.2 presents the policy
definitions of the achievement levels that apply across grades and subject areas.
(Specific descriptions of writing achievement for the levels at each grade are
presented in Chapter 1.) Adopting three levels of achievement for each grade
signals the importance of looking at more than one standard of performance.
The Board believes, however, that all students should reach the Proficient level,
the Basic level is not the desired goal, but rather represents partial mastery that
is a step toward Proficient.

THE NATION’S
REPORT
CARD naep
-

Achievement level policy definitions

Basic This level denotes partial mastery of prerequisite knowledge and skills
that are fundamental for proficient work at each grade.

Proficient This level represents solid academic performance for each grade assessed.
Students reaching this level have demonstrated competency over
challenging subject matter, including subject-matter knowledge, application
of such knowledge to real-world situations, and analytical skills appropriate
to the subject matter.

Advanced This level signifies superior performance.
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The achievement levels in this report were adopted by the Board based on a
standard-setting process designed and conducted under a contract with
American College Testing (ACT). To develop these levels, ACT convened a
cross section of educators and interested citizens from across the nation and
asked them to judge what students should know and be able to do relative to
the view of writing reflected in the NAED assessment framework for writing.
This achievement-level-setting process was reviewed by an array of individuals
including policymakers, representatives of political organizations, teachers,
parents, and other members of the general public. Prior to adopting these levels
of student achievement, NAGB engaged a large number of persons to comment
on the recommended levels and to review the results.

The results of the achievement-level-setting process, after NAGB approval,
are a set of achievement level descriptions and a set of achievement level cut
points on the 300-point NAEP scale for writing, as well as a set of exemplars of
student performance at each achievement level. The cut points are the scores
that define the boundaries between below Basic, Basic, Proficient, and
Advanced performance at grades 4, 8, and 12. For further details of the
achievement-level-setting process, see the NAEP 1998 Technical Report.
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The Developmental Status of Achievement Levels

The 1994 NAEP reauthorization law requires that the achievement levels be
used on a developmental basis until the Commissioner of Education Statistics
determines that the achievement levels are “reasonable, valid, and informative
to the public.”” Until that determination is made, the law requires the
Commissioner and the Board to make clear the developmental status of the
achievement levels in all NAEP reports.

In 1993, the first of several congressionally mandated evaluations of the
achievement-level-setting process concluded that the procedures used to set the
achievement levels were flawed and that the percentage of students at or above
any particular achievement level cut point may be underestimated.'® Others
have critiqued these evaluations, asserting that the weight of the empirical
evidence does not support such conclusions.!

In response to the evaluations and critiques, NAGB conducted an
additional study of the 1992 achievement levels in reading before deciding to
use those levels for reporting 1994 NAEP results.'? When reviewing the
findings of this study, the National Academy of Education (NAE) Panel
expressed concern about what it saw as a “confirmatory bias” in the study and
about the inability of this study to “address the panel’s perception that the
levels had been set too high.”!?

9 The Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994 (20 USC 9010) requires that the Commissioner base
his or her determination on a congressionally mandated evaluation by one or more nationally recognized
evaluation organizations, such as the National Academy of Education (NAE) or the National Academy of
Sciences (NAS).

10 United States General Accounting Office. (1993). Education achievement standards: NAGB’s approach yields

misleading interpretations. U.S. General Accounting Office Report to Congressional Requestors.
Washington, DC: Author.

National Academy of Education. (1993). Setting performance standards for achievement: A veport of the
National Academy of Education Panel on the evaluations of the NAEP Trial State Assessment: An evaluation
of the 1992 achievement levels. Stanford, CA: Author.

L Cizek, G. (1993). Reactions to National Academy of Education report. Washington, DC: National
Assessment Governing Board.
Kane, M. (1993). Comments on the NAEP evaluation of the NAGB achievement levels. Washington, DC:
National Assessment Governing Board.

12 American College Testing. (1995) NAEP reading revisited: An evaluation of the 1992 achievement level
descriptions. Washington, DC: National Assessment Governing Board.

13 National Academy of Education. (1996). Reading achievement levels. In Quality and utility: The 1994 Trial

State Assessment in veading. The fourth veport of the National Academy of Education Panel on the evaluation
of the NAEP Trial State Assessment. Stanford, CA: Author.
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In 1997, the NAE Panel summarized its concerns with interpreting NAEDP
results based on the achievement levels as follows:

First, the potential instability of the levels may interfere with the

accurate portrayal of trends. Second, the perception that few American

students are attaining the bigher standards we have set for them may

deflect attention to the wronyg aspects of education reform. The public has

indicated its intevest in benchmarking against international standards,

yet it is noteworthy that when American students pevformed very well on

a 1991 international reading assessment, these vesults were discounted

because they were contradicted by poor performance against the possibly

flawed NAEP reading achievement levels in the following year'*

The NAE Panel report recommended “that the current achievement levels
be abandoned by the end of the century and replaced by new standards . . . .”
The National Center for Education Statistics and the National Assessment
Governing Board have sought and continue to seek new and better ways to set
performance standards on NAEP. For example, NCES and NAGB jointly
sponsored a national conference on standard setting in large-scale assessments,
which explored many issues related to standard setting.!® Although new
directions were presented and discussed, a proven alternative to the current
process has not yet been identified. The Acting Commissioner of Education
Statistics and NAGB continue to call on the research community to assist in
finding ways to improve standard setting for reporting NAEP results.

The most recent congressionally mandated evaluation conducted by the
National Academy of Sciences (NAS) relied on prior studies of achievement
levels, rather than carrying out new evaluations, on the grounds that the
process has not changed substantially since the initial problems were identified.
Instead, the NAS Panel studied the development of the 1996 science
achievement levels. The NAS Panel basically concurred with earlier
congressionally mandated studies. The Panel concluded that “NAEP’s current
achievement-level-setting procedures remain fundamentally flawed. The
judgment tasks are difficult and confusing; raters’ judgments of different item
types are internally inconsistent; appropriate validity evidence for the cut scores

is lacking; and the process has produced unreasonable results.”!¢

14 National Academy of Education. (1997). Assessment in transition: Monitoring the nation’s educational
progress (p. 99). Mountain View, CA: Author.

15 National Assessment Governing Board and National Center for Education Statistics. (1995). Proceedings of
the Joint Conference on Standard Setting for Large-Scale Assessments of the National Assessment Governing
Board (NAGB) and the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). Washington, DC: Government
Printing Office.

16 Pellegrino, J.W., Jones, L.R., and Mitchell, K.J. (Eds.). (1999). Grading the nation’s report card: Evaluating
NAEP and transforming the assessment of educational progress. Committee on the Evaluation of National
Assessments of Educational Progress, Board on Testing and Assessment, Commission on Behavioral and
Social Sciences and Education, National Research Council. (p. 182). Washington, DC: National
Academy Press.
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The NAS Panel accepted the continuing use of achievement levels in
reporting NAEP results only on a developmental basis, until such time as
better procedures can be developed. Specifically, the NAS Panel concluded
that “. . . tracking changes in the percentages of students performing at or
above those cut scores (or in fact, any selected cut scores) can be of use in
describing changes in student performance over time.”!” In a recent study,
eleven testing experts who provided technical advice for the achievement-level-
setting process provided a critical response to the NAS report.'*

The National Assessment Governing Board urges all who are concerned
about student performance levels to recognize that the use of these
achievement levels is a developing process and is subject to various
interpretations. The Board and the Acting Commissioner of Education
Statistics believe that the achievement levels are useful for reporting on trends
in the educational achievement of students in the United States. In fact,
achievement level results have been used in reports by the President of the
United States, the Secretary of Education, state governors, legislators, and
members of Congress. The National Education Goals Panel and government
leaders in the nation and in more than 40 states use these results in their annual
reports.

However, based on the congressionally mandated evaluations so far, the
Acting Commissioner agrees with the recommendation of the National
Academy of Sciences that caution needs to be exercised in the use of the
current achievement levels. Therefore, the Acting Commissioner concludes that
these achievement levels should continue to be considered developmental and
should continue to be interpreted and used with caution.

17 Ibid., page 176.

18 Hambleton, R.K., Brennan, R.L., Brown, W., Dodd, B., Forsyth, R.A., Mchrens, W.A., Nellhaus, J.,
Reckase, M., Rindone, D., van der Linder, W.J., & Zwick, R. (1999). A response to “Setting reasonable and
useful performance standards” in the National Academy of Sciences’ Grading the nation’s report card.
Ambherst, Massachusetts: University of Massachusetts, Laboratory of Psychometric and Evaluative Research.
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Interpreting NAEP Results

The average scores and percentages presented in this report are estimates
because they are based on samples rather than the entire population(s). As such,
the results are subject to a measure of uncertainty, reflected in the standard
errors of the estimates. The standard errors for the estimated scale scores and
percentages provided throughout this report are provided in Appendix B.

The differences between scale scores and between percentages discussed in
the following chapters take into account the standard errors associated with the
estimates. The comparisons are based on statistical tests that consider both the
magnitude of the difference between the group average scores or percentages
and the standard errors of these statistics. Throughout this report, differences
are defined as significant when they are significant from a statistical perspective.
This means that observed differences are unlikely to be due to chance factors
associated with sampling variability. The term “significant” is not intended to
imply a judgment about the absolute magnitude or educational relevance of the
differences. It is intended to identify statistically dependable population
differences in order to help focus subsequent dialogue among policymakers,
educators, and the public. All differences reported are significant at the .05
level, with appropriate adjustments for multiple comparisons.

Cautions in Interpretation

The reader is cautioned against using the NAEP results in this report to make
simple causal inferences related to subgroup performance, to the effectiveness
of public and nonpublic schools, or to state educational systems. A relationship
that exists between performance and another variable does not reveal the
underlying cause of that relationship, which may be influenced by a number of
other variables. Differences in writing performance may reflect a range of
socioeconomic and educational factors not discussed in this report or addressed
by the NAEP assessment program. Similarly, differences between public and
nonpublic schools may be better understood by considering such factors as
composition of the student body and parental involvement. Finally, differences
in writing performance among states and jurisdictions may reflect not only the
effectiveness of education programs, but also the challenges posed by economic
constraints and student demographic characteristics.

WARITING REPORT CARD e [INTRODUCTION
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Average Scale Score and
Achievement Level Results
for the Nation

Overview

This chapter presents the results of the National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEDP) 1998 writing assessment for the nation. Student performance
is described in terms of average scores on the NAEP writing scale, which ranges
from 0 to 300, and in terms of the percentages of students who attained each
of the three writing achievement levels: Basic, Proficient, and Advanced. The
chapter also includes samples of student writing on the assessment that were
selected to exemplify performance within each achievement level range. Three
exemplar papers representing the three achievement levels are presented for
cach grade. Additional sample student responses are provided in Chapter 6.

Explanation of Average Scale Score Results
for the Nation

The NAEP writing assessment measured students’ writing with a range of
prompts at each grade. Item Response Theory (IRT) methods were used to
produce a scale for each grade that summarizes the results from those prompts.
The scale at each grade ranges from 0 to 300, with a national average of 150.
Item Response Theory uses a set of statistical models to summarize student
performance across a group of assessment questions requiring similar knowledge
and skills. In the context of the writing assessment, IRT methods were used to
create summary scales that relate students’ performance on the writing prompts
to their general writing skill as measured by the assessment.

The NAEPD writing scales can be used to compare the performance of
subgroups of students within a grade (for instance, eighth graders who reported
different levels of parental education). The scales do not allow for comparisons
of performance across grades. For example, comparisons between the average
scale scores of fourth and eighth graders attending nonpublic schools would not
be meaningful. Additional information about the scaling procedures used in the
NAEP 1998 writing assessment can be found in Appendix A of this report and
in the forthcoming NAEP 1998 Technical Report.
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Table 1.1 presents the scale scores attained by students at several percentiles.
It shows the writing scale scores for students at the 10th, 25t 50th 75th and
90 percentiles at each grade. These data provide some indication of the range
of student performance, from lower performance (10™ percentile) to higher

performance (90t
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percentile).

Writing scale score percentiles for the nation: 1998

Average 10th y 50th 75t 90th
scale score percentile percentile percentile percentile percentile
150 105 126 151 174 195

Grade 4
Grade 8 150 104 127 151 175 194
Grade 12 150 104 126 150 174 195

SOURCE: National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP), 1998 Writing Assessment.

Achievement Level Results for the Nation

The results of student performance are reported using not only average scores
on the NAEP writing scale, but also writing achievement levels as authorized by
the NAEP legislation' and as adopted by the National Assessment Governing
Board (NAGB). Viewing students’ performance from this perspective provides
some insight into the adequacy of students’ knowledge and skills and the extent
to which they achieved expected levels of performance.

In 1999, NAGB reviewed and adopted the recommended writing
achievement levels, which were derived from the judgments of a broadly
representative panel that included teachers, education specialists, and members
of the general public. For each grade tested, the Board has adopted three
achievement levels: Basic, Proficient, and Advanced. For reporting purposes, the
writing achievement level cut scores for each grade are placed on the NAEP
writing scale, resulting in four ranges: below Basic, Basic, Proficient, and
Advanced. Figures 1.1-1.3 present the specific descriptions of writing
achievement levels at each grade. In the description of each achievement level,
the italicized portion presents a summary of the complete description of that
level. Note also that, in these descriptions, the term “writing task” is equivalent
to “writing prompt.”

1 The Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994 (20 USC 9010) requires that the National Assessment
Governing Board develop “appropriate student performance levels” for reporting NAEDP results.
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Writing achievement levels, grade 4

The following statements describe the kinds of things fourth-grade students should be able to do in writing at each level of
achievement. These statements should be interpreted with the constraints of the National Assessment of Educational Progress
in mind. Student performances reported with respect to these descriptions are in response fo two age-appropriate wrifing tasks
completed within 25 minutes each. Students are not advised of the writing tasks in advance nor engaged in pre-writing
instruction and preparation; however, they are given a set of “ideas for planning and reviewing” their writing for the
assessment. Although the Writing NAEP cannot fully assess students’ abilities o produce a polished piece of writing, the
results do provide valuable information about students’ abilities to generate writing in response to a variety of purposes,
tasks, and audiences within a rather limited period of time.

Basic Fourth-grade students performing at the Basic level should be able to produce a somewhat organized and

(115)  detailed response within the time allowed that shows a general grasp of the writing task they have been assigned.
Fourth-grade students performing at the Basic level should be able o produce a somewhat organized response within
the time allowed that shows a general grasp of the writing task they have been assigned. Their writing should indude
some supporting details. Its grammar, spelling, and capitalization should be accurate enough to communicate to o
reader, although there may be mistakes that get in the way of meaning.

Proficient  Fourth-grade students performing at the Proficient level should be able to produce an organized response within
(176) the time allowed that shows an understanding of the writing task they have been assigned. Their writing should
include details that support and develop their main idea, and it should show that these students are aware of
the audience they are expected to address.
Fourth-grade students performing at the Proficient level should be able to produce an organized response within the
time allowed that shows an understanding of the writing task they have been assigned. Their writing should indude
details that support and develop the main idea of the piece, and its form, content, and language should show that
these students are aware of the audience they are expected to address. The grammar, spelling, and capitalization in
the work should be accurate enough to communicate to a reader; there may be some mistakes, but these should not
get in the way of meaning.

Advanced  Fourth-grade students performing at the Advanced level should be able to produce an effective, well developed
(225)  response within the time allowed that shows a clear ?nde:'.s{anding of f.he writing If:sk they have been ussiqned
and the audience they are expected to address. Their writing should include details and be clearly organized,
should use precise and varied language, and may show signs of analytical, evaluative, or creative thinking.
Fourth-grade students performing at the Advanced level should be able to produce an effective, well developed
response within the time allowed that shows a clear understanding of the writing task they have been assigned. Their
writing should be clearly organized, making use of techniques such as consistency in topic or theme, sequencing, and
a clearly marked beginning and ending. It should make use of precise and varied language to speak to the audience
the students are expected to address, and it should include details and elaboration that support and develop the main
idea of the piece. Their writing may also show signs of analytical, evaluative, or creative thinking. The grammar,
spelling, and capitalization in the work should be accurate enough to communicate clearly; mistakes should be so few
and so minor that a reader can easily skim over them.
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Writing achievement levels, grade 8

The following statements describe the kinds of things eighth-grade students should be able to do in writing at each level of
achievement. These statements should be interpreted with the constraints of the National Assessment of Educational Progress
in mind. Student performances reported with respect to these descriptions are in response to two age-appropriate writing tasks
completed within 25 minutes each. Students are not advised of the writing tasks in advance nor engaged in pre-writing
instruction and preparation; however, they are given a set of “ideas for planning and reviewing” their writing for the
assessment. Although the Writing NAEP cannot fully assess students’ abilities to produce a polished piece of writing, the
results do provide valuable information about students’ abilities to generate writing in response to a variety of purposes,
tasks, and audiences within a rather limited period of time.

Basic
(114)

Proficient
(173)

Advanced
(224)

Fighth-grade students performing at the Basic level should be able to produce an effective response within the
time allowed that shows a general understanding of the writing task they have been assigned. Their writing
should show that these students are aware of the audience they are expected to address, and it should include
supporting details in an organized way.

Eighth-grade students performing at the Basic level should be able to produce an effective response within the time
allowed that shows o general understanding of the writing task they have been assigned. Their writing should show
that these students are aware of the audience they are expected to address, and it should include supporting details
in an organized way. The grammar, spelling, punctuation, and capitalization in the work should be accurate enough to
communicate to o reader, although there may be mistakes that get in the way of meaning.

Fighth-grade students performing at the Proficient level should be able to produce a detailed and organized
response within the time allowed that shows an understanding of both the writing task they have been assigned
and the avdience they are expected to address. Their writing should include precise language and varied sentence
structure, and it may show analytical, evalvative, or creative thinking.

Eighth-grade students performing at the Proficient level should be able to produce an effective response within the
time allowed that shows an understanding of both the writing task they have been assigned and the audience they
are expected to address. Their writing should be organized, making use of techniques such as sequencing or a clearly
marked beginning and ending, and it should make use of details and some elaboration to support and develop the
main idea of the piece. Their writing should include precise language and some variety in sentence structure, and it
may show analytical, evaluative, or creative thinking. The grammar, spelling, punctuation, and capitalization in the
work should be accurate enough to communicate to a reader; there may be some errors, but these should not get in
the way of meaning.

Fighth-grade students performing at the Advanced level should be able to produce a fully developed response
within the time allowed that shows a clear understanding of both the writing task they have been assigned and
the audience they are expected to address. Their writing should show some analytical, evaluative, or creative
thinking and may make use of literary strategies to clarify a point. At the same time, the writing should be
clearly organized, demonstrating precise word choice and varied sentence structure.

Eighth-grade students performing at the Advanced level should be able to produce an effective and fully developed
response within the time allowed that shows a clear understanding of both the writing task they have been assigned
and the audience they are expected to address. Their wrifing should show some analytical, evaluative, or creative
thinking, and should demonstrate precise word choice and varied sentence structure. Their work should include details
and elaboration that support and develop the main idea of the piece, and it may make use of strategies such as
analogies, illustrations, examples, anecdotes, or figurative language to clarify a point. At the same time, the writing
should show that these students can keep their work clearly and consistently organized. Writing by eighth-grade
students performing at the Advanced level should contain few errors in grammar, spelling, punctuation, capitalization,
and sentence structure. These writers should demonstrate good control of these elements and may use them for
stylistic effect in their work.
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Writing achievement levels, grade 12

The following statements describe the kinds of things twelfth-grade students should be able to do in writing at each level of
achievement. These statements should be interpreted with the constraints of the National Assessment of Educational Progress
in mind. Student performances reported with respect to these descriptions are in response to two age-appropriate writing tasks
completed within 25 minutes each. Students are not advised of the writing tasks in advance nor engaged in pre-writing
instruction and preparation; however, they are given a set of “ideas for planning and reviewing” their writing for the
assessment. Although the Writing NAEP cannot fully assess students’ abilities to produce a polished piece of writing, the
results do provide valuable information about students’ abilities to generate writing in response to a variety of purposes,
tasks, and audiences within a rather limited period of time.

Basic  Twelfth-grade students performing at the Basic level should be able to produce a well-organized response

(122)  within the time allowed that shows an understanding of both the writing task they have been assigned and the
audience they are expected to address. Their writing should show some analytical, evaluative, or creative
thinking, and it should include details that support and develop the main idea of the piece.
Twelfth-grade students performing at the Basic level should be able to produce an effective response within the time
allowed that shows an understanding of both the writing task they have been assigned and the audience they are
expected to address. Their writing should show some analytical, evaluative, or creative thinking. It should include
details that support and develop the central idea of the piece, and it should be clearly organized, making use of
techniques such as consistency in topic or theme, sequencing, and a clear introduction and condlusion. The grammar,
spelling, punctuation, and capitalization in these students’ work should be accurate enough to communicate fo a
reader; there may be some errors, but these should not get in the way of meaning.

Proficient Twelfth-grade students performing at the Proficient level should be able to produce an effectively organized
(178) and fully developed response within the time allowed that uses analytical, evaluative, or creative thinking.
Their writing should include details that support and develop the main idea of the piece, and it should show that
these students are able to use precise language and variety in sentence structure to engage the audience they

are expected to address.
Twelfth-grade students performing at the Proficient level should be able to produce an effective and fully developed
response within the fime allowed that uses analytical, evaluative, or creative thinking. Their writing should be organized
effectively, and it should show that these students have a dlear understanding of the writing task they have been
assigned. It should be coherent, making use of techniques such as a consistent theme, sequencing, and a dear
infroduction and conclusion, and it should include details and elaboration that support and develop the main idea of
the piece. The writing should show that these students are able fo use precise language and variety in sentence
structure to engage the audience they are expected to address. Writing by twelfth-grade students performing at the
Proficient level should contain few errors in grammar, spelling, punctuation, capitalization, and sentence structure.
These writers should demonstrate a command of these elements and may use them for stylistic effect in their work.

Advanced Twelfth-grade students performing at the Advanced level should be able to produce a mature and sophisticated
(230)  respomse within the time allowed fI!at uses analytical, evaluative, or creative thinking. Th-eir writing slm.lld be
detailed and fully developed, and it should show that these students are able to use literary strategies to
develop their ideas. At the same time, the writing should be well crafted and coherent, and it should show that
these students are able to engage the audience they are expected to address through rich and compelling
language, precise word choice, and variety in sentence structure.
Twelfth-grade students performing at the Advanced level should be able to produce a mature and sophisticated
response within the time allowed that uses analytical, evaluative, or creative thinking. Their writing should be fully
developed, incorporating details and elaboration that support and extend the main idea of the piece. It should show
that these students can use literary sirategies — anecdotes and repetition, for example — to develop their ideas. At the
same time, the writing should be well crafted, organized, and coherent, and it should incorporate techniques such as
a consistency in fopic or theme, sequencing, and a clear introduction and conclusion. It should show that these writers
can engage the audience they are expected to address through rich and compelling language, precise word choice,
and variety in sentence structure. Writing by twelfth-grade students performing at the Advanced level should contain
few errors in grammar, spelling, punctuation, capitalization, and sentence structure. These writers should demonstrate
a sophisticated command of these elements and may use them for stylistic effect in their work.
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The NAEP legislation requires that achievement levels be “used on a
developmental basis until the Commissioner of Education Statistics
determines . . . that such levels are reasonable, valid, and informative to the
public.”? A discussion of the developmental status of achievement levels may be
found in the Introduction.

The percentages of students at grades 4, 8, and 12 who performed at or
above each of the achievement levels are presented in Table 1.2. In reading
Table 1.2, it is necessary to keep in mind that the achievement levels are
cumulative. That is, included among students who are considered to be at or
above Basic are those who also have achieved the Proficient and Advanced levels
of performance, and included among students who are considered to be at or
above Proficient are those who have attained the Advanced level of
performance. For example, Table 1.2 shows that the percentage of fourth-grade
students at or above Basic is 84 percent. The 84 percent includes not only
students at the Basic level, but also those who performed at the Proficient and
Advanced levels.

As shown in Table 1.2, 84 percent of fourth graders, 84 percent of eighth
graders, and 78 percent of twelfth graders were at or above the Basic level in
1998. Performance at or above the Proficient level — the achievement level
identified by NAGB as the level that all students should reach — was achieved
by 23 percent of students at grade 4, 27 percent of students at grade 8, and 22
percent of students at grade 12. The highest level of performance, Advanced,
was attained in 1998 by 1 percent of students at each of the three grades.

2 Public Law 103-382. (1994). Improving America’s Schools Act (20 USC 9010). Washington, DC.
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Percentage of students at or above the writing achievement levels
for the nation: 1998

At or
Below above At or above
Basic Basic Proficient  Advanced

Grade 4

16 84 23 1

Grade 8

16 84 27 1

22 78 22 1

SOURCE: National Center for Education Statistics,
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP),
1998 Writing Assessment.
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Figure 1.4 also shows achievement level results, but in terms of the
percentage of students within each achievement level range. At all three grades,
over half of the students were in the Basic achievement level range.
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Percentage of students within each writing achievement level
range for the nation: 1998

Percentage Percentage Percentage Percentage
below Basic at Basic at Proficient at Advanced
Grade 4 [16] 61 22 |1
Grade 8 [16] 58 25 |
Grade 12 [22 | 57 21 |
1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

100 80 60 40 20 0 20 40 60 80 100

Percentage at or below Basic Percentage at or above Proficient

NOTE: Percentages may not add to 100, or to the exact percentages at or above achievement levels, due to rounding.
SOURCE: National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP),
1998 Writing Assessment.
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Sample Writing Prompts and Student Responses

This section presents the nine prompts released to the public, along with
student responses that exemplify the three achievement levels for each grade.
Commentary on each exemplar response is also provided.

The tables in this section present, for each exemplar response, the
percentages of students within each achievement level range (Basic, Proficient,
and Advanced) who achieved the same rating on the prompt as the exemplar
response or better. The overall percentages presented in these tables include
students who were considered below Basic, as well as students in each of the
achievement level ranges. The achievement level ranges are linked to their
corresponding points on the NAEP scale. Because of the small number of
students who attained the Advanced level, percentages for the scale score ranges
corresponding to Advanced cannot be reliably reported for the three grades and
thus are not presented.

These student responses were chosen by the teachers, other educators,
professional writers, and members of the public who set the achievement levels.
Sample papers were eligible for selection as exemplars if they met a statistical
criterion — among the range of students in the achievement level, the average
proportion achieving the given rating or better had to be at least 50 percent.
The panelists selected from among the statistically eligible student papers those
papers that served as appropriate illustrations of the achievement level
descriptions. The achievement levels apply to the writing scale in general, not to
individual prompts. Because some items are more difficult than others, a rating
of “Uneven” in response to one prompt, for example, may be equivalent to a
rating of “Sufficient” on another. As a result, a response rated “Uneven” may
have been chosen as a Basic exemplar for one prompt, while a response rated
“Sufficient” may have been chosen as a Basic exemplar for another prompt. The
ratings on the six-level scoring guides are reprinted below for reference. The full
scoring guides are presented in Chapter 6.

The achievement levels do not describe performance below the Basic level.
Chapter 6 presents additional information about the evaluation of the full range
of student responses. It includes, for one prompt at each grade, a sample
student response for each of the six ratings on the scoring guide.

Scoring Guide Ratings

6 = Excellent

5 = Skillful
4 = Sufficient
3 = Uneven

2 = Insufficient

1 = Unsatisfactory
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Fourth-Grade Prompt: Favorite Object

We all have favorite objects that we care about and would not
want to give up.

Think of one object that is important or valuable to you. For
example, it could be a book, a piece of clothing, a game, or any
object you care about.

Write about your favorite object. Be sure to describe the object
and explain why it is valuable or important to you.

Writing Purpose: Informative

Responses to this prompt were rated according to
the grade 4 informative scoring guide.

In response to the “Favorite Object” prompt (an informative prompt at
grade 4), fourth graders chose a variety of objects, some of which were actually
people or pets or activities such as games rather than objects. All of the above
kinds of responses were accepted. Some students told stories about their favorite
objects, while others described their object’s qualities. A similar prompt that was
given at grade 12 is presented later in this chapter.

The sample that follows was judged to be an exemplar of performance at the
Basic achievement level on this prompt. It is somewhat organized and provides
some details about the student’s dog, “max,” the “black rockwaller.” The
student describes, for example, how Max behaves difterently around people who
know him than around those who do not. The student uses some good
description of Max’s response when someone he knows comes home: “as soon
as you open come running out jump all over you and he would play with you.”
The student’s meaning is generally clear, although some problems with
grammar and sentence boundaries leave gaps which the reader has to fill in: “he
is playfull if you know him if you don’t do not go near bark, growl, run you
over . . ..” This essay was rated “Uneven” (3 on the 6-point scoring guide).
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Sample Fourth-Grade Basic Response
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Percentage “Uneven” (score of 3) or better within achievement level ranges

Overall Percentage Basic Proficient Advanced
“Uneven” (3) or better 115-175* 176-224* 225 and above*
90 94 100 ok

* NAEP Writing scale range.
*** Sample size is insufficient to permit a reliable estimate.
SOURCE: National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational Progress

(NAEP), 1998 Writing Assessment.
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Fourth-Grade Prompt: Castle

One morning a child looks out the window and discovers that a
huge castle has appeared overnight. The child rushes outside to
the castle and hears strange sounds coming from it. Someone is
living in the castle!

The castle door creaks open. The child goes in.

Write a story about who the child meets and what happens
inside the castle.

Writing Purpose: Narrative

Responses to this prompt were rated according to
the grade 4 narrative scoring guide.

The sample that follows was chosen as an exemplar of performance at the
Proficient achievement level for this fourth-grade narrative prompt. The
imagination of fourth graders was very much in evidence in responses to this
prompt, “Castle,” which tended to elicit fast-paced stories of fictional events. In
the sample provided, the student provides a clear, organized response. He or
she writes a clearly-constructed story with some illustrative details that make it
more vivid, like that of the “purple, pink, red, blue, orange and yellow
rainbow.” Since raters were instructed not to penalize responses that lacked an
ending, given the time constraints of the assessment, this response was not
penalized for the lack of a conclusion to the plot. The student provides some
good plot development and some suspense: “He looked around and saw that
there must be someone living here.” The student has good control of sentence
boundaries and does not stray from the clear sequence of actions provided. This
essay was rated “Sufficient” (4 on the 6-point scoring guide).
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Sample Fourth-Grade Proficient Response
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Grade 4: Castle

Percentage “Sufficient” (score of 4) or better within achievement level ranges

Overall Percentage Basic Proficient Advanced
“Sufficient” (4) or better 115-175* 176-224* 225 and above*
55 50 96 il

* NAEP writing scale range.
*** Sample size is insufficient to permit a reliable estimate.
SOURCE: National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP), 1998 Writing Assessment.
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Fourth-Grade Prompt: Invisible Friend
Open the envelope labeled K and take out the letter.

say that would help your friend decide to become visible.

your letter, use details and examples.

Pretend this letter is from an imaginary friend that you have had
since kindergarten. Read the letter. Think about what you could

On the lined pages in your test booklet, write a letter to your
imaginary friend. Convince your friend to become visible. In

From: Your Invisible
Friend

To: My Best Friend

K
Grade 4 Writing
Invisible Friend

Writing Purpose: Persuasive

Responses to this prompt were rated according to
the grade 4 persuasive scoring guide.
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The following sample was chosen as an exemplar of performance at the
Advanced achievement level for this fourth-grade persuasive prompt, “Invisible
Friend.” The prompt asked students to respond to a letter from an imaginary
invisible friend, providing reasons why that friend should become visible. This
example contains detailed development of reasons why the invisible friend
should become visible: “If you do come visible you would love my room so
much if you like flowers. I have green walls and flower boarder walls; It is so
pretty!” The student clearly writes to be persuasive and has a good sense of
audience. The details covered here include a variety of activities, examples of
people who would be friends with the invisible friend, and the description of the
student’s room where the invisible friend would stay. The response is well-
structured, with a clear beginning and ending. The student has good control of
sentence boundaries, using a variety of sentence structures, and uses rhetoric
effectively to make points: “Something that is great about being visible is that
all kids I know are so nice. I want you to become visible. Please do!” This
response was rated “Skillful”(5 on the 6-point scoring guide).
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Sample Fourth-Grade Advanced Response

Dear Thvisiple Eriend,
ﬂnanl( ST Sor v\)ﬁ’rmq 40 me__in

My imdaination . L. wanted 1o Say
Haom -%:r"fKonw and _alsd 1o give come
odvice 4o -[-vtfnma ViSible Hjerﬁ Comeg
+he Q&VmQ OK my  mom ano( dad
Cr)UJJ ndna‘l* \/O(A and ~H1ke cdre _of
\ JgtA \\xQd» IKQ o tenl child, (UP coulo
;m)\l)Q 7;,)+5 of —pun todether gnd rrmv/»o
We_ could ouen QI’)aTé_) a Yoom. (Ue_ alg,
could Skl po  fvends and o Sister tg
me and my family. fou_and T could
ao 10 the Qa\me Qr:/\oo, and h’)@u,bé

U@Mon +he same C/OLCC I‘Q \/m,(r‘ r\mp

Qﬂoua\n which T Know \ou ov”e You

Cou./d make Sovne nice, hew, ‘pr‘:e\nn'Q

We  olSa  have o ot of K/()Q in_the
he:ahhof}\nnd S0 Yo Could a/Qo Vylru(/p
o Lot _of wice, New, friends jn +he

o

ne/\cjhoﬁ)md Z\C NZe1%0 0’0 com€  pi<ible

{
\/n(JL (Qnum Jove M\/ room So  much

:\O \/m |/Ke nD/OWeFS I have. qréen'

wolle  and Plowers  hoardenr .WQIIQi

T+ is  So pretty! One  reasn T ot

/ / ',
\/om +0 hecome’ viSihle

L’'S ép(‘mge
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Sample Fourth-Grade Advanced Response (continued)

ot nmbaI\/ are SO beatiCul Wit
hlue. eyes and__blond haiy. /4ﬂo7‘hfr~
eaSon Zo become ViSible éecauSe
Jira) all 07[ #\e ‘)QX v /\/S s

nine ﬂuov [wve \/ou. ano’ KIS§ Vau
/mA l’\u\{j You */—0 O’Q{ﬂ% Some—fkmn

A— |

-—H’m-} s (9!’611_14 oboust J’xoma V:S:é/ebjl
that  ajl Kids T Knou.) ale so
nice, L pant ou o _become UiSible .

pka.S@_ ol

.g:‘mﬂer‘e/v.

yo ur f)eql /'_/PI'P nd

m Grade 4: Invisible Friend

Percentage “Skillful” (score of 5) or better within achievement level ranges

Overall Percentage Basic Proficient Advanced
“Skillful” (5) or better 115-175* 176-224* 225 and above*
18 10 47 el

* NAEP Writing scale range.
*** Sample size is insufficient to permit a reliable estimate.
SOURCE: National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational Progress

(NAEP), 1998 Writing Assessment.
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THE NATION'S
Sample Prompts and Exemplar Student Responses ey aep

—q

Eighth-Grade Prompt: Space Visitor
Imagine this situation!
A noise outside awakens you one night. You look out the window
and see a spaceship. The door of the spaceship opens, and out

walks a space creature. What does the creature look like? What
does the creature do? What do you do?

Wri