To determine what influences a teachers rating of stu-
dent writing, one must determine from the aspects of
that writing what scems to affect the rating. One runs
the visk thal conelation is not causation; a careful mulli-
variate design does nol minimize that risk as this article
shows but does help warn the unwary. Reviewed by
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Judging stucent writing is a difficult, time consuming task for both the class
room tcacher and the researcher. Criteria of exccllence for compositions remain
ill-defined. This study is designed to define somc casily measurable syntactic and
semantic cues within student essays that predict and perhaps determine readers’
responses, thereby facilitating the evaluators’ task. In searching for the covert,
quantifiable written cues that correlate with reader response, we rely on fre-

quency counts to, as Braddock advises in Research in Writlen Composition, “dis-
1 which are indices of larger areas of concern” (21).

cover certain key situations
Our larger area of concern consists of defining the basis for, or at least some

predictors of, reader responsc.

Past researchers in composition evaluation have discovered
several factors, such as handwriting and spelling, tend to i
fluence readers. The most significant study on reader responsc.
Diederich, French, and Carlton’s Factors in Judgement of Writing Ability (1961
focused on the major differences between readers. Diederich found that readery
written comments on papers cluster into five groups, each group responding 17
something basically different in an essay. While some of his readers’ commentt
were most concerned with ideas, others stressed mechanics, organization, wording.
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or flavor. i i i
or ! exp]ailnnc: ;l;l‘)yscqtfxcr;t analysxs. Diederich found that elements in these clus
» of the variance in grades. In efl i i i
rendershe explain s ' ades. eflect, Dicderich, by asking
h response in the form of writte
oy Exom Pt i ey e n comments, could measure
R aders’ responses. In contrast, i ad i
ony e ' ¥ _ , instead of asking readers to
et v (ib?;;tl;:::ﬂ; r(;‘;POIISLS, fwcl examincd the papers that the readcfs judged in
redictors of their response and tl i
ordler 0 | ; _ spo and the subtle features to which
Diedcrich':psond wh;:n ]udgl'ng compusitions. Such a technique complements
urvey of readers’ comments by attempting to account for the influ-

! 1tin ] i i

DESIT(:\E Co For t.h.ls experiment, 22 Stanf(?rd freshmen, whose English

( m;l:osmqn' SAT scorcs were typical of all freshmen required

one hour sesions se(;) “tramzdwl:umg at Stanford, wrote four in-class essays in two
Fists of 88 cssays weivten wnd y 2 span of. .r..cvcrnl mqnlhs. Our total sumple com

trator First gava out on er test conditions. During each session the adminis-

the second uestion e.;lquc-suon, coll.eclcd the responses 14 hour later then gave

L secoms dues sam,cco Scung those in 14, hour. The questions were always dis-

T e e order, and the same directions were read to all students.

of two questions each, parallel in design and difficulty, follow:

Tost
Questions
Test A

disal) ei’r::_id:n; Fo.rd gave Nixon an “unconditional pardon.” Do you agree or
a grh ith Ford’s decision? Give reasons for taking your position. Think

r(;ug your reasons carefully before you write. .

) A Founding Father said: “Get wt

_ : t ;
“Tis the Stone that will turn all your Lca:]v :: Gy:lg.'?n' nd what you ger hold:
A A contemporary writer said: “If it {eels good, do it.”

ssignment: What do these two statements say? Explain how they are alike

and how th i
Test B ey are diflerent.

I) The Supreme Court has ruled that no state may deny a woman an abor-

tion within the first six months of her pregnancy. Do you agree or disagree with

tllis dccision; Givc reas a i y 0osition lhlllk (ll]()\ h youl reasons
ons for te kl" our iti i
. ) g p * lg

2 e . s . .
peri()y : rff : ::;:::y 13 to strive with any hope of success toward peace and pros-
perity in 2 coms ;):v:vcahh, the authority governing that society must not only
change Ii)( - :h:nl:! to !r)c'a(siscss those laws constantly as circumstances
e ¢ enabled to enfor i
for their violation.” ce those laws and o exact penaldic
“Under a governm impri
. ent that j j
i also i pric imprisons unjustly, the truc place for a just man

Assipnm . H
gnment: Write an essay on the two passages above in which you answer the 'JJ
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Iy position have? Before the reading session on cach question, every reader received a training
points does c‘_“‘,: ?‘ \ packet, which contained a copy of the essay question, a sample rating form, and
jon? o8, .. ,
bath poy! ) ( Cight training essays arranged in a randowm onder. Students who were not part ol
tative mode of discoursc, msv@‘q the experimental group wrote 1these training exsays at the same time and under
Al conkd he v,cncr:xlucd'd-“(;":o the same conditions as those written by the experimental group. We chose train-
e of disourse. We ‘}‘-‘C',c ons ing essays to represent the range of quality within the experimental group. Each
hecause Braddock warns, V'-“"““;’,'t . training session consisted of a bricf discussion of what an adequate response to
L 1y onc modle of discourse bectt . tions in topic on the qQUallly i ¢phe question should contain. Next we explained the “general impression” method
hoose topics in O clfect than vaniatiors o - L, at mode of dis- o i : N ess: i i d
C . may have morc 41 indicating that | of reading. After the readers rated the 8 training essays, the discussion focused on
in mode of discoutss d‘ditiol‘ he cites past Fescares of sentence structure was
L e e a v N .
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1 'l. our findings woutld not be lnp‘l ;-;:iw e
tha han one topic in the argument:
morce the

After the training for a particular question, the raters read and rated the 22

cxperimental essays in response to that question. Every reader received each set
t + RIS
ire that the evaluation of the €8sty

of 22 essays in the same random order. An identical sequence of training then
need reachers,

We werc carciul to 1w reading followed for each of the four questions.

el six experic
We hired six ¢X] . aichin
) ., as )om\)lc. o rience teaching
e rc}h:l)l‘lcl)'\d‘ had at least onc year's expe
all 88 cssays. '
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! qion of Test Bau the alen © L question 2 of Test B in the « or the worst) . Because our dependent varia .le is a sun'xmed score, mtc.rvzfl

(he morning and q'nc»\:2 of ‘Tust A inthe norning .n[u !dcr“» switched rooms am! reliability need not be assured. Reading reliability determined by Diederich’s

crs cvuluulué)(ll‘u:“s‘léo:;mnd Saturday, the ‘fro;“:\so? e:-(iilu:\lc.(l before in the smn'c technique in Measuring Growth in English is over .85.

afiernoont. = - questions that they It B 0ol e investigator supet
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order as oY t }cleld for qucs\ion 1's while tl\’C O:\;'\ ¢ read ench set of essuys m “‘f VARIABLES much more complex and less certain because research in com-

Vis?d and u‘mtibn 9's. In this way, readers aiwi :wis‘\on of the same invesugitor position lacks a widely accepted theoretical basis. We made

bility for ques the same room, and ul\.(‘e" .lhc ;u}: might be caused by handwriting g 400 qecisions about the features of the compositions we wished to study,

sune order, i was typed both to avo_‘d pnas t‘:vﬂ coded each essay 10 conceal the ) . i ons informed in part by other cmpirical studies such as Hunt's (1965),
Every ¢y ting task less fatiguing. W¢ mity of the writer should b o, o ensen's (1967) and Diederich’s (1961) and in part by our own judgements.

and o ma(kehm:vrritcr gBraddock warns, ymity

identity ot the )

“the anon | ! o ‘ . .
e rg: Oi.mc rauer from el ‘lus eVra'uic dur composite, working hypothesis, then, was that readers responded to four
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we adopted the variables which Lester Golub used to compute his
S), reported in Mcasures for Research and Evaluation
1975) . Golub, influenced by Hunt, se-
scted his variables in an effort to define a measine of rcading difficulty as well as
sriting maturity. T'o compute the SDS, one sums positively weighted occurrences
£ the following ten variables and divides the sum by the number of T-units
‘Hunt's minimally terminal unit) in the sample. The variables are:

To begin,
yntactic Density Score (SD
n the English Language Arts (NCTY,

(1) words per T-unit

subordinate clauses per T-unit

mean main clause length

mean subdrdinate clause length

number of prepositional phrases

number of posscssive nouns and pronouns
number of adverbs of time

number of modals

number of be and have forms in the auxiliary
(10) number of gerunds, participles and absolute phrases

the sample by counting only to the end of the T-unit
We followed this convention for the 56 essays
g to exclude or handicap the 24 essays

Solub suggests limiting
\fter the two hundredth word.
sver two hundred words, but not wantin
under two hundred words, we counted all their syntactical features, too. We
prorated the occurrence of prcpositions, possessives and unbound modifiers over
the number of words in the syntactical sample for essays both over and under the

two hundred word limit.
We redefined the ten original syntactical variables, expanding the last two

into six separate variables, ending up with these fourteen:

(1) words per T-unit

(2) subordinate clause per T-unit

(3) mecan main clause length

(4) mean subordinate clause length

(5) % prepositions in syntactical sample

(6) % possessive nouns and pronouns in syntactical sample
(7 % adverbs of time in syntactical sample

(8) modals per finite verb in syntactical sample

(9) bes and haves in auxiliaries per finite verb in syntactical
(10) passives per finite verb in syntactical samples

(11) progressives per finite verb in syntactical sample

(12) % gerunds, participles and absolutes in syntactical sample
(18) % words in final free modifiers in syntactical samples
(14) % words in medial {ree modifiers in syntactical sample

sample

To these fourteen we added three others:

(15) commeon verbs per finite verb in syntactical sample
(16) dummy variable for long essays
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We add i i
mine sy dex(lif g:;ssxycls and progressives to Golub's original (9) in order to deter-
Folloy Cher x.mIa deﬂccts of the two scparate uses of to be in the auxiliary.
s resé;:mh dns r;) exes of Syntactic Maturity, developed in 1970 using data
Measures for Re:);:zcdy "lmll‘t 51965) aml Christensen (1967) and reported in
reh and Lvaluation in the Language A
words in free final and fre i i e e
¢ medial modifiers. (We als in initi
e ifie . ¢ also counted words in initial
modifie ers;kl:llex:et(llx%e»::?:r found thbe, on face value, unrelated to quality ratings;
: om consideration in our list of i i :
P m from ist of possible predictors.) We
ele (:rint;;islsary to distinguish these more complex types of mod}i)ﬁers becazxsc in
o ginal counting we noted a heavy occurrence of gerunds and participles in
pTapers, not respective of quality. d
o our li . .

" Pan(:ornl‘xst of syntactic independent variables, we added three others, designed
o o I)Crcc::::::;eo\;o;:apulary l;m(} ideas. The vocabulary component was defined
: nite verbs that were “common verhs.””* The ¢
e e o : . m 1.”"* The common verbs
wri(ingl(::,cr’;i:;,i):;t;1::|ly( by tlhfc lml/‘estlxgators, taking into account their experience’

aterial for the lower grades (3 through 8 i i

e C gh 8) and their experi-
en e‘:, ;s;;tll:ut]l:iyvocabulgnc; of Stanford freshinen. Obviously, much more rescl;rch
_ ary must be done before this list could be based i
it L e based on anything but
'|(lvcx-;>(:r:~ 133:0ch01ce oE. comlmolr)l verbs rather than, say, nouns, ndjcctifcs or
adve as also pragmatic and arbitary. Since T-uni ai

P . y. ce every T-unit contains at least one
coumiw:‘crt:l and since we h‘ad :}]rcn(ly determined the number of finite verbs by
founty i l1cfm.1mber of T-units aqd subordinate clauscs, it was an easy step to

o) eacc; lxmtc: verb and determine whether it was common or not.
devers unfzn cn[gtlla of the essay as an approximate indicator of the number and
- chI:; " t oh the ideas expressed therein. Rather than rank the essays by
o (ig standusg td e !en.gth of the essay as a raw variable, we determined the mean
and star tatri eviation of the lengths of the essays written on each topic. We
e « ':! c la val_'na!)le, LONG, and assigned the number I to an essay if it was
variabill: Sa;;O(Ii{cvmuon ab9ve the mean and 0 if it was not. We also created a
dcvi'nio'n e T, and assigned ‘th? number I to an essay if it was one standard
dum‘m " e ([))‘IN the mean and 0 if it was not. These kinds of variables are called
dumm eyfman;: es bc'cause.they are categorical abstractions from the data. They
abie ! cov:ret;:tag |qvlest|§ator hypothesizes that variations in a particular vari-
ed with changes in another variable but d i i
! C oes not wish
a particular functional form. " o post

RESlIJ'I\]‘ERgND . Before g_iYing the correlational results of the research, we
A RE- w.lsh to familiarize the reader with the descriptive results. The
ONS  kind of essay affected the amount of writing produced, as Ta-

ble 1 shows. '

[ ]
The following were counted as common verbs: be, break, do, feel, follow, find, get, give

¢ go, have, hold, keep, know, look, live, make, mean. need. DUL 11T e emet tam obo om
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i
TABLE 1| i t
Amount Written on Different Topics | < ;4;
-— - . ]
Standard ! o
Mean Deviation : g 8 S35
Test A, topic | ’ T 262 s o !
' (Ford) E ngo
Tést A, topic 2 235 92 P
(Compare personal philosophies)
Test B, topic! 264 83 E as 8] 8
(Abortion) — [
Test B, topic 2 236 63 Al
(Compare government philosophles) ~ % 83§ &g
— ——— o— H I
-1 ¥
The matched personal opinion topics (Topics 1), the first topics of the day, are S A, g8g83n=
characterized by more writing and a greater variation in amount of response. In 5 S
the Topic 2 essays, in which they were to compare quotations, the students wrote 0 E_ 52858
less, and there was less variation. A t test on the differences between the means ! < Fit
‘of the two topics indicated that they were not significant. VI, v © - oo
' Table 2 gives the mean and standard deviations for the eighteen variables in &2y 838 Sk &
the study (one dependent variable, quality, to be predicted and seventeen inde- > = b
pendent variables to predict). m 3 282zy33ee 8
wZ| H L0
TABLE 2 2 el 3 -
- : K moNnay
Means and Standard Deviations for the Variables NS 3 o i< c,‘ = "" < 2'53 9-9-'
Mean s.n., . .5 ]

- D ~ >| & H%85u8s3ans
Quality (Qual) 16.98 348 ] 5 [
Words per T-unit (Wdprt) 17.27 4.10 ! - £
Subordinate clauses per T-unit (Subprt) N 45 ! 2 a 8z2pgn f2y9ge
Mean main clause length (Main) 10.68 3.16 : 8 i [ RS
Mecan subordinate clause length (Sub) 840 2.19 : lﬁ 0
9, prepositions in sample (Prep) Jo 08 o 2 252Dy YvNe
% possessives in sample (Poss) 02 01 ; ‘§ ° i U ?7?78 <‘> 8
o, adverbs in sample (Adv) 23 Ta2 i £
% finite verbs which have modal auxiliaries (Modal) 19 43 -] N82 NS NN 0w —
-1 finite verbs which show be or have as auxiliaries (Be-have) 10 .08 1 a . ] i ) g3 T 2? @~

o, finite verbs in the passive voice (Pass) 03 .08 ‘ u§) "
<1, finite verbs in progressive mood (Prog) 03 02 ; e SN2 88D pon
< eerutnle panticiples, absolutes (Ger) .03 02 ] " | | I °| | g ‘77 &8 77
©oowenls i fnal free maditiens (Finaly 04 05 -
& wonls in malial free moditiers (Medial) .02 03 YAl 98822 LONNYO N ww
e, faiie ver™s which are common (Comndon) 54 Ry} T l ez c'! ‘$ O,T
Toesavs asiomal LONG (Lonady 16 -
o, esav agignal SHORT  (Shary 19 . 5, 38388y y 385y 2yg2yy
S : Pradag Py
1
The mean quality rating is near 17, two points lower than the arithmetic mean e v 5
a. o a8 fom .'g_é a0 o~ | 5 r
vSd8LEy I = - B Y

1Ry of the scores between 6 and 24. In fact, the most prevalent score was S
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55 of the 88 essays were assigned a 8 by three or more of the six readers. Only
one essay received a ! from threc or more readers. The distribution of scores in
this sample, then, is skewed heavily towards srores below the arithmetic mean.
The readers’ informal comments :ibout the papers to the investigators indicated
that they expected better papers from Stanford students, Still, Stanford students
_are an unusual group, as shown by the mean number of words per T-unit, a
remarkable 17.27. Dixon (1970) reports 12.25 words per ‘T at grade 12 and 13.33
at grade 16. Hunt (1965) reports 14.4 words per T at grade 12 and 20.3 for supe-
rior adults. The average words per T was above 20.3 in 19 of the 88 essays (22%,).
Table 3 gives the simple correlations among the eighteen variables. Since we
used a low score (6) when we meant high quality, the signs in the quality column
are reversed. That is, the correlation between final modifiers and quality is —.42,
but this indicates that final modificrs are positively associated with quality. The
signs in all other rows and columns express the usual, expected relationship.
The results of a stepwise multiple regression are presented in Table 4. The
stepwise approach selects the most powerful explanatory variable first, then se-
lects the sccond most powerful, and then the third—until the researcher deter-
: mines from the F statistic that the variables being added are statistically insig-
'nificant. Of our seventcen independent variables, five arc statistically significant

(Tablc 4).

TABLE 4
Stepwise Regression on 17 Variables as Possible Predictors of Quality,
82 degreos of freedom

)
Step ‘ Standard
Number Varlable B Error F R?
1 Short 253 0.78 1045 196
2 Final —1627 598 741 312
3 Modal 6.22 2.58 5.82 353
4 Be-have 572 2381 6.15 384
5 Common 4.19 177 5.58 423

The multiple regression reveals that, in combination, our five variables ex-
plain 42 per cent of the variance in quality scores. The dummy variable, Short,
explains 20 percent; the percentage of words in final modifiers explains another
12 per cent; the percentage of finite verbs with modals explains another 4 per
cent; the percentage of verbs with be or have as auxiliary explains yet another
3 per cent; the percentage of common verbs explains the final 4 per cent. The F
statistics for the entire equation is 12.02 (P < .001). Only one variable, Final, is
associated positively with quality: the other four variables—Short, Modal, Be-

have and Common-—are negatively associated.

Our study lends support to Christensen’s hypothesis that

CONCLUSIONS
sophistication in modification, especially free final modifica:

S ————— ..

i
]
i

! tences containing modals are not

»most predictive power, One

.’contrnry to fact (*
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41 of our 88 essayf'&z?ﬁi°ﬁfy°3}?f his work. Free final modifiers
an cssay. Ea o -V appear, there was an avera 5
cation prcaf'hirlxnzﬁ'rﬁ” averages 10 v_:vor(ls. Fewer inst:mcgf :ff flr.cae final i
Evaluation in the b sample than Dixyn rcports in Measures for R nal modifi-
¢ Lnglish Language Arts, (2.45 instances per essay ::a"’:j a';g
; . grade

ppear in only
incidences in

the number of instances of

argumentative mode eliciting fewer,

which i
1¢ finite verbs are tempered by modals (should, could, would) ; when sen

aned irrers . ly su S
Ples and justifications of the jude properly supported by others containing exam.
the essay is weakened, Judgements and hypothescs expressed by the modals,

Another way 10 weaken

as auxiliaries,
than passives,

> an essay is to use a high
While progressives are s g1 pereentage of bes and haves
summing o re significantly more indicative of I(;)w quality
p o as far th
POSItion in oL argumemaziver:ssqo; Ig;): fttl:s ﬁnd;ng (t; that have in the Zuxir!iar;
- €3S n employed in t} .
I he hadn't done it then, P y or “!;Z ?.fﬁ'z?;?.fu?ﬁfﬂ;ﬂf

of a bette " i
e v(:c::)auyh) which weaken the credibility of an argument
‘ ] s Ty measurc comes in sjpn; )
‘quality, It ; - : !0 significamtly, but last, ;
?tlauscsy ¢ =18 ;’lsélsl;‘lat.cc(lj Regatively with long sentences r=- 22:1; :ngrledxctor pf
lalso to be \vriti}!g l:es.lsnc;;i;;:f ";‘hat .Sm(;fms wih weak vocabularies :r';gl?;:;r;
e -units than thei istication i
in¢ eir
%rdxcuon appear to dcvelop simuhancously peers. Sophistication in Syntax
. The strength of the predictive .
‘I“'dgcd by looking
siven by the re:
£ Y readers and the com
‘unt as “mispredicted* posite score computed b i
cted Y the equation. w;,
: mput : ’ ¢
Jdmn 3.5 points from their P e(! scores whose residualy differ
'omposite score for a parti ac;ual sy more. 14 ings. For example, if the
) _ articular essay were 14 ; )
{;frc~l5'5' the residual s 15 and ‘Ze wou,; and the computed composi
Jut if the computed composite score were 16

readers’
te score
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" SUGGESTIONS Though we have found some significant predictors of
FOR FUTURE quality, we do not claim to have identified all the important
RESEARCH! variables which will distinguish between higher quality and
lower quality cssays. We do know that words per T and

other standard developmental measures are not uscful in predicting perceptions
of quality on the college level. Preliminary results of a validation study asso-

Gradi ;
’ rading papers gives one sense of a teachey’s criteria
!
ciated with this research indicate that the significance of variables may be |

Marking may gi
give another. This 5 .
enlangle the criteria used in markin;, ugg:d::;k‘ra‘r‘:ki:g

and commentin
C. R. C. R vpon student papers, Reviewed by

sensitive to the expectations of readers about the level of ability of the writers
and/or the range in number and quality of the essays read. Care must be taken
that both readers and tasks remain as consistent as possible across studies to
ensurc the reliability and validity of readings, even when the researcher sums

the-scores of as many as six readers. !v' Tcachcr RCSPOHSC to Sdeﬂt er tmg A

Careful design of studies and creative definition ol variables will inost prob- S d
ably lead the inquisitive researcher onto other important variables. What we tu
may be missing in part are measures of the sophistication of inter T-unit and ' Y Of the RCSPOHSC PattCmS Of Hl h
inter-paragraph coordination, the conciseness of the thesis parapraph, and the g

recognition of points of view other than these presented in the thesis. "T'o quole SChOOI E .

ce: mmmings.Pour intuition tells us that "sirrl)cc fecling is first/who pays any | nghSh TeaChch to DCtCI'mlnC the
attentionfto the syntax ol things” explains at most ane third of the variance | B1SiS f T

of the scores. For essays in the expository and argumentative modes, the other < or 63Cher ]udgment
two thirds or more of the variance most probably is explained by the depth f S d

and elaboration of the writer's arguments and the writer’s stance towards the | O ‘NZ N
reader, variables difficult to measure by simple {requency counts. Though the tu cnt rltlng
discovery of what affects the judgments of readers is an incredibly complex
business, we hope that it will have rewards for the researcher, the test muker,

and the composition teacher.

WINIFRED HALL HARR]S
Troy State University
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