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Assessing and teaching what we value:
The relationship between college-level
writing and critical thinking abilities
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Abstract

Washington State University (WSU), has developed two large-scale assessment pro-
grams to evaluate student learning outcomes. The largest, the Writing Assessment Pro-
gram, diagnoses student writing abilities at entry and mid-career to determine the type of
support needed to navigate the expectations of our writing-rich curriculum. The second,
the Critical Thinking Project, has developed an assessment instrument, theWSU Guide to
Rating Critical Thinking, adaptable by faculty to their instructional and evaluative method-
ologies, which we can employ across the curriculum to evaluate student critical thinking
outcomes. The development of these two measures has provided insights into limitations
of each measure and the student learning outcomes produced. Further, the results of our
studies question current mainstream writing assessment practices, common assumptions
about writing and critical thinking, and several aspects of higher education classroom and
curricular praxis.
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Writing is the coin of the realm here. It permeates the whole atmosphere rather
than being compartmentalized into a single course or slapped on as a series of
skills. We believe writing is the tool of thinking. The best way to learn to think is
to read a lot of good writing and write a lot about what you’ve read. Writing and
the communication of ideas are central to all disciplines whether one is in college
or the workplace. One of the most important skills in the digital age is, in fact,
one of the oldest —writing.
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Michelle Toleia Myers, President, Sarah Lawrence College

Having to think about it, instead of just write it, took some getting used to. . . .

Danielle Ozaki, World Civilizations student
(quoted with permission)

While most academic articles proceed on a deductive pattern, the particular set
of problems we explore here seem to require an inductive method, by which means
we can take readers through our process of discovery and engage in discussions
along the way of the various major issues we want to explore. In our own program
development efforts, we fell prey to the same assumption about the relationship
between writing and critical thinking that is stated in the first epigram, above; yet,
as we delved deeper, we came up against the phenomenon that Danielle Ozaki
articulates in the second epigram. Exploring the ways in which writing and critical
thinking both are and are not necessarily related led us to a closer examination
of the Critical Thinking Project we describe here in some detail. Finally, the very
fact that we were engaged in — and thereforecouldcompare — complex, robust
assessments of student learning outcomes led us to a set of questions about some of
our own assessment practices, which mirror commonly accepted practices for the
direct testing of writing. Since these challenges arose and came to exhibit their con-
nections over half a decade of various investigations, it seems best to explore them
more or less chronologically, stopping along the way to unpack the issues that arise.

1. Program history

Beginning in 1987, Washington State University fostered a comprehensive re-
form of its General Education program. Early in this process, we defined a set of
objectives for the baccalaureate degree, an integrated set of writing requirements,
and an integrated structure spanning students’ academic careers. Through these
changes we hoped to transform the typical “smorgasbord” curriculum into a coher-
ent learning experience attentive to the broader competencies of writing and higher
order thinking skills. Writing instruction and practice were integrated at every level
and within every discipline as the requirements extended into the junior and senior
year. At two points, entry and mid-career, students’ writing was evaluated diag-
nostically to identify whether they needed additional support as they proceeded
through the lower- and upper-division writing requirements (Haswell, 2001).

General Education reform and the development of WSU’s Campus Writing Pro-
grams proceeded, in part, in response to a state-imposed mandate for entry-level,
mid-career, and end-of-program assessments. Throughout the implementation of
the Writing Program, we believed, like most others, that writing and critical think-
ing were inextricably linked: as the first of our epigrams indicates, a common
assumption holds that to improve students’ writing is necessarily to improve their
abilities as thinkers. As our students wrote their ways through Zoology labs, In-
ternational Business case studies, term papers, exam questions, textual analyses,
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lesson plans, and so on, we were certain that their intellectual abilities improved
as well.

In the late 1990s, our beliefs changed about the relationship between writing and
critical thinking. We could internally document improvement in student writing
by tracking student progress within our Writing Program. Other studies also doc-
umented student growth within our system and their growth as writers (Haswell,
2000). The 2001 Progress Report on the Writing Portfolio showed that 90% of stu-
dent writers received passing ratings or higher on junior-level writing portfolios,
indicating an overwhelming majority of upper-division students demonstrating
writing proficiency as defined by WSU faculty (Burke & Kelly-Riley, 2002).

Our faculty, though, lamented that students lacked adequate higher order think-
ing abilities — a sentiment echoed by many faculty who evaluated our junior
Writing Portfolio — so we began more systematically exploring the relationship
between writing and critical thinking. In 1999, using an earlier version of theWSU
Guide to Rating Critical Thinking(seeAppendix A), which we had first devel-
oped in 1997, we evaluated papers for critical thinking written for three different
senior-level capstone courses. Surprisingly, they revealed low critical thinking
abilities (a mean of 2.3 on a six-point scale). This phenomenon, in which writing
deemed acceptable in quality despite lacking evidence of analytic skills, was also
discerned among other lower division General Education courses. In one work-
shop, 25 instructors of the World Civilizations core course evaluated a freshman
paper in two ways — in terms of the grade they would give (they agreed on a B
range) and in terms of critical thinking (a score of 2 on a six-point scale). The con-
clusion they arrived at informally was that as an instructor group, they tended to be
satisfied with accurate information retrieval and summary and did not actively elicit
thinking skills in their assignments. These forays led us to suspect that in education
praxis there may often be little, if any, relationship between writing and critical
thinking. Courses that are designed to promote, among other abilities, higher order
thinking, and which are taught by faculty who believe that they are in fact eliciting
those abilities, nevertheless fail to do so. The fact that writing was the primary vehi-
cle, in our General Education Program, for promoting these competencies gave us
the first inkling that no automatic connection between writing and critical thinking
exists, even in curricula and classrooms where the two are explicitly linked.

At this time, our state legislature, like many others, threatened to institute
state-wide accountability measures for publicly funded institutions of higher edu-
cation. Anticipating a state-mandated measure for critical thinking, and pursuing
our own desire to develop an instructionally useful assessment tool, faculty from
the Center for Teaching, Learning and Technology (CTLT), the General Educa-
tion Program, and the Writing Programs collaborated to develop theWashington
State University Guide to Rating Critical Thinking. ThisGuidewas derived from
scholarly work, includingToulmin (1958), Paul (1990), Facione (1990), and lo-
cal practice and expertise, to provide a process for improving and a means for
measuring students’ higher order thinking skills during the course of their college
careers. Our intent was to develop a fine-grained diagnostic of student progress
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as well as to provide a means for faculty to reflect upon and revise their own in-
structional goals, assessments, and teaching strategies. TheGuidecan be adapted
instructionally and can be used as an evaluative tool — applying a six-point
scale for evaluation and combining ETS scoring methodology with expert-rater
methodology (Haswell, 1998a, 1998b; Haswell & Wyche, 1996). The resulting
WSU Guide to Rating Critical Thinkingidentifies seven key areas of critical
thinking:

• identification of a problem or issue
• establishment of a clear perspective on the issue
• recognition of alternative perspectives
• location of the issue within an appropriate context(s)
• identification and evaluation of evidence
• recognition of fundamental assumptions implicit or stated by the representa-

tion of an issue
• assessment of implications and potential conclusions

A fully developed process or skill set for thinking critically demonstrates com-
petence with and integration of all of these components of formal, critical
analysis.

In December 1999, we more formally explored the relationship between writing
and critical thinking as demonstrated in the WSU Writing Assessment Program.
Our assessments — both of writing and of critical thinking — define the constructs
operationally. In the Writing Assessment Program, students’ writing samples are
evaluated by teachers from the coursesinto which the students will be placed
(Haswell, 1998a, 1998b, 2001; Haswell & Wyche, 1996). Teachers read two timed
writing samples, one analytical and the other reflective, and concentrate on the
criteria of Focus, Organization, Support, Fluency, and Mechanics. Using these
categorical criteria, teachers are asked (1) to compare the writing in the samples to
the kinds of writing their successful students produce in order to decide whether
the students producing the samples are ready for the course(s) and (2) to consult
with each other over difficult cases. Faculty define “good writing” in the course
of making their decisions, and the assessment procedures help faculty maintain
consistency over time in those decisions (cf.Smith, 1993for similar results from
a similar system). This expert-rater system has been widely cited for its reliability
and its potential for linking assessment with instruction (seeHuot, 1996, e.g.),
and its context-responsiveness (see, e.g.,Elbow, 1994). It is also a highly reliable
scoring procedure, demonstrating scoring outcomes that are consistent at as much
as a 98% rate (Haswell, 1998a, 2001).

Similarly, theWSU Guide to Rating Critical Thinkingacts as a description
rather than a definition of critical thinking. Only in the process of rating samples
do faculty operationalize theGuide’s dimensions into something like a definition of
the construct. Again, the rating procedures ensure that faculty rate thoughtfully and
consistently so that the operational definition remains constant over time. Using a
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six-point scale for each dimension, faculty select one of the following levels:

1. Not evident; can’t find it anywhere in the paper.
2. Discernable, but not developed.
3. Better than 2, but not yet 4. Could be confused, inconsistent, etc.
4. Important to the paper.
5. Better than 4, but not yet 6. May be substantially developed in places, but

not throughout the paper.
6. Substantially developed; considered in full complexity; nuanced and sophis-

ticated.

The system results in reliability coefficients of .8 and higher (often much
higher), primarily because not only do faculty focus on one dimension at a time,
but they are, in effect, using a low-medium-high (2, 4, 6) score set, with the odd
numbers acting as an “in between” score.

In the WSU Writing Assessment Program, student writing is diagnostically
evaluated at entry and at mid-career to identify students requiring additional writing
support. We compared these results to an evaluation applying the critical thinking
evaluation methodologies to the same writing samples. Furthermore, we compared
data collected from courses specifically designated to integrate theGuideinto their
evaluative and instructional methods with courses that did not. These initial stud-
ies yielded interesting results. First, by examining the freshman- and junior-level
timed writing samples, we found that students’ critical thinking abilities increased
by a statistically significant amount between freshman and junior years without
any exposure to overtly stated expectations regarding higher order thinking. The
prompt itself, of course, does indicate that student’s performances must include
the kinds of higher order thinking that are included on theGuide. Students writ-
ing at entry-level received a mean critical thinking score of 2.59 (SD = 0.738),
while mean junior-level critical thinking scores increased significantly to 3.05
(SD = 0.791) (P = .001). The 0.458 overall gain reflects significant differences
in performance on all seven dimensions of critical thinking identified in theGuide,
yet the mean of 3.05 is still only halfway up the six-point scale.

We also ascertained that students’ critical thinking scores improved more in one
semester in courses that overtly integrated theGuidethan from the regular progres-
sion from freshman to junior year, as established by performances in WSU’s Writ-
ing Assessment Program. Students in courses in which theGuidewas overtly used
increased their scores up to three and a half times as much as students in courses
that did not. In one instance, papers were rated from two different semesters of En-
tomology 401, Biological Thought and Invertebrates, representing a single course
and instructor, one semester when theGuidewas not used (n = 14), and from the
following semester when theGuidewas used (n = 12). The overall mean score in
the semester without theGuide, 1.867 (SD= 0.458), increased significantly to 3.48
(SD= 0.923,P = .001) the semester when theGuidewas used. In the semester
when the Guide was not used, the instructor read and commented on drafts. The
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following semester, the instructor adapted theGuideinto a feedback form targeted
to five of the seven dimensions. The instructor met with each student to talk about
the drafts in terms of the identified areas of evaluation (seeAppendix B).

Gains in critical thinking were further supported in studies observing courses
that implemented theGuide as opposed to courses that did not. One hundred
twenty-three student essays from several lower and upper-division undergraduate
courses were assessed for critical thinking. In the four courses where theGuidewas
used in varying ways for instruction and evaluation (n = 87), the papers received
significantly higher critical thinking ratings than in the four courses in which the
Guidewas not used (n = 36). The mean score for courses in which theGuidewas
not used was 2.44 (SD = 0.595) compared to 3.30 (SD = 0.599,P = .001) in
courses that employed theGuide.

The most surprising revelation in these early studies was an inverse relationship
between our scoring of student work in our Writing Assessment Program — the
entry-level Writing Placement Exam and the junior-level timed writing portion of
the Writing Portfolio — and our evaluation of the same work using theWSU Guide
to Rating Critical Thinking. In other words, the better the writing, the lower the
critical thinking score, but the more problematic the writing, the higher the critical
thinking score. Sixty samples of writing, representing pairs of entry-level Writing
Placement Exams and junior-level timed writing portions of the WSU Writing
Portfolio, were evaluated using theWSU Guide to Rating Critical Thinkingin order
to gather general baseline data regarding the critical thinking abilities of students at
WSU. This population represented students who wrote on topics that required them
to analyze a subject, but who had no prior exposure to theGuide. Students deemed
better prepared for the rigors of academic writing by the freshman level Writing
Placement Exam had lower critical thinking scores at a statistically significant level
(r = −.339,P = .015). The same inverse correlation phenomenon appeared in the
rating of the junior-level timed writings, though the results were not statistically
significant (r = −.169,P = .235). It seemed that our own writing assessment
practice tended to elicit and reward surface features of student performance at the
expense of higher order thinking.

Recently, this study was replicated with 20 paired samples of student writing
from the Writing Placement Exam and the Writing Portfolio. The timed portion and
the three course papers from each student’s Portfolio were included. The students
who produced these samples of writing had not been exposed to theWSU Guide
to Rating Critical Thinking. In the second study, we wanted to see whether the
inverse correlation continued and how the course papers in the Writing Portfolios
would perform for a critical thinking evaluation. Furthermore, we re-evaluated the
pairs of Writing Placement Exams and Portfolio timed writings with a nine-point
critical thinking scale (rather than the regular six-point scale) allowing for more
discrete analysis of writing and critical thinking. To do this, we broke each of our
usual three levels of scoring into three, yielding nine score levels (seeTable 1).
This, we hoped, would allow us to make finer discriminations, so that we could
better understand the results, particularly if the inverse correlation held up.
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Table 1
Interpolation of writing placement scores to nine-point scale

CT score 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Writing Placement
Exam

Low, English
100

Mid, English
100

High, English
100

Low, English
101+ 102

Mid, English
101+ 102

High, English
101+ 102

Low, English
101

Mid, English
101

High, English
101

Writing Portfolio Low, needs
work

Mid, needs
work

High, needs
work

Low,
acceptable

Mid,
acceptable

High,
acceptable

Low,
exceptional

Mid,
exceptional

High,
exceptional
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At the Writing Placement level, English 101 represents the regular first-year
composition course placements; English 101+102 represents the regular first-year
composition course requiring supplemental tutorial instruction; and English 100
represents basic writing. At the Writing Portfolio level, exceptional represents
the top 10% of writers; needs work represents 10% of writers requiring sup-
plemental upper-division writing support; and acceptable represents the 80% of
writers who are ready to meet the challenges of upper-division writing require-
ments.

In this analysis, no statistically significant critical thinking growth was observed
between freshman and junior years either between the timed samples or between
the timed freshman exam and the revised work included in the junior Writing
Portfolio. The mean freshman level critical thinking score was 3.07 (SD= 0.97),
and it increased to 3.17 (SD = 0.89) for the portfolio timed writing and a mean
score of 3.21 (SD = 0.61) for the average critical thinking score for the papers
in the Writing Portfolio. Impromptu writing did not yield strong higher order
thinking responses, nor, surprisingly did course assignments. A regression analysis
concluded that no relationship existed between our writing assessment scores and
our critical thinking scores.

Our findings demonstrate the separate nature of writing and critical thinking.
Writing professionals have held the belief that writing and critical thinking are
inextricably linked — often enough, as in our first epigram, the two are simply
equated. Early essays in the field of composition and rhetoric established this long
held assumption.Emig (1977)argues, “some of the most distinguished contem-
porary psychologists have at least implied such a role for writing as a heuristic. . .

[They] have pointed out that higher cognitive functions, such as analysis and syn-
thesis, seem to develop most fully only with the support system of verbal language
— particularly it seems, of written language” (p. 122). Emig notes the implication
of the relationship between writing and critical thinking by such theorists as Vy-
gotsky, Luria, and Bruner. For Writing Across the Curriculum programs,McLeod
(1992)argues that “writing is not only a way of showing what one has learned but
is itself a mode of learning — that writing can be used as a tool for, as well as a
test of, learning” (p. 4).

Both constructs — writing and critical thinking — are abstract, complex, so-
cially constructed, contextually situated terms, and this presents problems in an-
alyzing our conflicting results. Anyone trying to specify what makes up “good
writing” faces a daunting task, since that construct differs widely from disci-
pline to discipline and from context to context. Good writing in a history class
— narrative-based argument, say — is problematic even in another Humanities
discipline, English Studies, where narrative-based arguments are neither highly
valued nor widely practiced. Needless to say, “good writing” from History or En-
glish would likely be consideredbad writing in most science classes. The same
problem faces the task of defining critical thinking: the type of critical thought re-
quired by a student in a Turf Management or Orchard Management course would
be vastly different from the type of reasoning used in a Metaphysics Philosophy
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course. The kind of critical thinking is driven by the values and the types of work
required in the discipline.

2. What is critical thinking anyway?

The current literature on critical thinking is rife with conflict and competing
ideologies.Paul, Elder, and Bartell (1997)defined critical thinking in their study
on faculty knowledge as “thinking that explicitly aims at well-founded judgment
and hence utilizes appropriate evaluative standards in the attempt to determine
the true worth, merit, or value of something.”Halpern (1997)asserts that critical
thinking is the “use of those cognitive skills or strategies that increase the prob-
ability of a desirable outcome. It is used to describe thinking that is purposeful,
reasoned and goal directed” (p. 4). From a cognitive psychologist’s view, she cites
several other definitions from that perspective: critical thinking is the “formation
of logical inferences”; it is the development of cohesive and logical reasoning and
patterns; it is careful and deliberate determination of whether to accept, reject or
suspend judgment; it is mental activity useful for a particular cognitive task (1997,
p. 4).Facione (1990)asserts that critical thinking is “purposeful, self-regulatory
judgment which results in interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and inference as
well as explanation of the evidential, conceptual, methodological, criteriological,
or contextual considerations upon which that judgment is based.”Scriven and Paul
(2003)define critical thinking as “the intellectually disciplined process of actively
and skillfully conceptualizing, applying, analyzing, synthesizing, and/or evaluat-
ing information gathered from, or generated by observation, experience, reflection,
reasoning, or communication as a rubric to belief and action.”

Additionally, research has been done regarding the development of college-level
students, and these theories are often included in the views regarding students’
cognitive growth.Haswell (1991)describes this growth of writers as a process of
alienation and reconciliation. Perry (1968, 1981) charts students’ growth through
various and increasingly complex stages, and college educators often cite Lawrence
Kohlberg’s Stages of Moral Development (Kohlberg, 1984) as a way to categorize
students’ development in college. While these theories do not directly define critical
thinking, they are looked to as a way to describe the processes of maturation that
include cognitive abilities. Regardless of these descriptions, however,Paul et al.
(1997)assert that instructional faculty largely do not know how to describe or
define critical thinking beyond trendy pedagogical buzz words even though “the
vast majority (89%) stated that critical thinking was of primary importance to their
instruction.”

Rather than attempting to create an all-encompassing definition of critical think-
ing, the Washington State University Critical Thinking Project encourages faculty
to create contextually based definitions and applications of critical thinking. Our
intent is to use theGuideas a diagnostic measure for student progress, and to pro-
vide faculty a means to reflect upon and revise their practices. No one definition
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of critical thinking is applicable to every discipline at every level. Faculty improve
and assess the critical thinking abilities of their students by the improvement of
their practice as teachers. This includes demystifying the expectations they have
for students, articulating their values for the classroom and the types of disciplinary
abilities they want to emphasize. In the development of theGuide, we relied largely
upon the expertise of faculty to inform us what a tool eliciting critical thinking
might contain. We came up with a list of seven dimensions that seemed generally to
comprise features of critical thinking across disciplines. Teachers are encouraged
to use as many or as few of the seven to emphasize in their classrooms based on
the discipline, their teaching styles, the makeup of the students in their course, and
so on.

Faculty are encouraged to take the seven-dimensionGuideand create evaluation
criteria and assignments that suit their instructional styles and disciplinary expec-
tations. They create criteria to evaluate student work. Most distribute these criteria
to students before assignments so that students can develop a clear understanding
of expectations. We also encourage faculty to design assignments that promote
higher order thinking. We have found that without a tool such as theGuide, faculty
predominantly develop assignments based on information retrieval — assignments
that do not give students the opportunity to apply or engage with the course ma-
terial and so counteract their evaluation criteria. Most of the participants in our
Project have developed criteria and assignments dealing specifically with writing,
although a few are working to develop non-written assignments and evaluation
criteria in disciplines such as mathematics, physics, crop and soils sciences, and
web design.

Given an interaction between two such complicated constructs, the results we
obtained are really not unexpected. Our job in this article is to explore those results,
to explore their meaning, and to start identifying ways in which we can improve
our practice of assessing, promoting and teaching writing. Given the context we
have described above, then, we can begin to draw some conclusions about widely
accepted assumptions regarding critical thinking, writing across the curriculum
and writing assessment — and in the process, raise more questions than we can,
at this point, draw conclusions. Still, at this point we can point to improvements
we can make in both assessment and instruction.

3. Does the inverse correlation mean we’ve had it all wrong?

Murphy and Ruth (1993)argue “we need to consider the adequacy of traditional
psychometric field-testing procedures for auditing and appraising the interactions
of examinees with topics in writing assessments” (p. 267). The Critical Thinking
Project shed light on limitations in our Writing Assessment Program, and in our
efforts to promote Writing Across the Curriculum. The inverse correlation, and
then the lack of relationship between our writing assessment scores and critical
thinking scores point to what anecdotal evidence has long supported. Oftentimes,



66 W. Condon, D. Kelly-Riley / Assessing Writing 9 (2004) 56–75

raters in our Writing Assessment Program comment that the exams seem to show
sound writing abilities, but really contain no critical thought, or are vacuous or
superficial. Haswell’s research (1991) indicates that when writers take risks with
new ways of thinking, often their writing breaks down in structure as the student
grapples with a new way of thinking.

These assumptions have led us to reconsider the relationship between writing
and critical thinking, and how they play out in large-scale assessment programs
situated and defined by local context. The lack of relation does not mean that
either assessment is patently wrong. The lack of relationship between writing
scores and critical thinking scores indicates that having students write does not
automatically mean that we ask students to think critically. This point is surpris-
ing for many writing professionals because we have operated with the assump-
tion that writing and thinking are inextricably linked. Theorists like Emig and
McLeod — as well as the U.S. Government’s Office for Educational Research
and Innovation (National Center for Education Statistics, 1993, 1994, 1995) —
assert a direct connection. In addition, research into the relationships between
cognitive abilities confirms that, at some level, any two cognitive abilities are re-
lated. ArthurJensen (1994), e.g., asserts, “I have found no evidence of any two
or more mental abilities that are consistently uncorrelated or negatively correlated
in a large unrestricted sample of the population.” Such studies, however, not only
depend on acontextualized measures of cognitive abilities — as opposed to mea-
sures that examine student learning outcomes — but they also measure “ability
in the abstract” (Conrad, 1989). Students, not being Lord Jim, are being asked to
perform highly developed, advanced,learnedcompetencies: not merely critical
thinking, but college-level critical thinking; not merely writing, but college-level
writing in the disciplines. So one problem with the common assumption that
equates writing with critical thinking is that so much depends on the context
surrounding the performance and the method for measurement. In our context,
of course, the reasons for the separation we found in practice should be fairly
clear:

1. If faculty do not explicitly ask for critical thinking, students do not feel
moved to do it;

2. If faculty do not define the constructcritical thinking for students, students
will not produce a definition;

3. If writing tasks call for summary and fact reporting, we have no reason to
suspect that students’ performances will incorporate critical thinking;

4. If faculty do not receive assistance in developing assignments that set high
expectations and that explain clearly what those expectations are, there can
be no reason to assume that course assignments and materials will include
either.

Writing acts as avehicle for critical thinking, but writing is not itself crit-
ical thinking. The inverse correlation points to the need we have, as writing
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professionals, to acknowledge the possibilities and limitations for writing instruc-
tion and evaluation practices. We are getting both good news and bad news from
our results — that is, the assessment is showing us where our practices are work-
ing and where we need to improve. Flawed assessments might yield the illu-
sion of one of those outcomes, but not all together. We need to consider how
overtly integrating critical thinking expectations into our writing instruction, writ-
ing assessment and faculty development practices can complement the work we
already do.

4. The problem with timed exams

The non-relationship between writing and critical thinking questions the role
of holistically scored timed writings — the most widespread method for the direct
testing of writing. To this point, our data clearly indicate the problem — the
disconnect — but not a full explanation. So far, we have made the following
observations.

The nature of the timed sample undervalues higher order thinking in the con-
struct we are testing. Our writing prompts ask students to read a short passage,
to analyze the author’s position(s), and to respond in a variety of ways — to
agree or disagree, to suggest a better solution, to reframe the issue in a dif-
ferent context, and so on. In other words, these prompts explicitly request re-
sponses that engage students in the same dimensions of critical thinking included
in the Guide. Yet raters uniformly complained that the samples rarely include
“thinking.”

In the WSU timed writing assessments, students have two hours to produce
two essays: a longer, analytical or argumentative piece and a shorter, reflective
one. Students are advised to spend an hour on the longer essay, a half hour on the
reflective piece, and a half hour looking back over their work and revising where
necessary. In timed writing terms, this amount of time is on the generous side
(most of ETS’s timed writings allow 20–30 minutes); the inclusion of two samples
of different genres should allow students to show more of their abilities. In other
words, as timed writings go, this one provides as much opportunity to demonstrate
critical thinking as students are likely to get in any assessment based on timed
writing.

Likewise, the fact that college juniors, on an assessment where they have a
significant stake, barely achieve an average score above three on a six-point scale
— while at the same time demonstrating writing competencies that faculty rate
as (at least) competent — suggests a flaw in the nature of timed writings. If we
are trying to test for thinking abilities, and not merely for the ability to produce a
short sample of basically correct prose, then the timed writing may not fulfill our
needs. The limitations of time — perhapsanyunnatural limitation on time — and
the fact that students are long trained by various educational assessments in their
K-12 schooling to consider timed writing in various reductive ways may indicate
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that the time has come to retire the timed writing method for direct testing of
writing in all cases that ask students to demonstrate broader sets of competencies.
In other words, timed writings scored via primary trait scales for limited abilities
— say, the production of mechanically correct sentences, the idiomatic use of a
language, etc. — may still be valid, but using timed samples for any larger purpose
— or to assess any more complex set of competencies — is suspect, at the very
least.

Holistic rating scales provide a false picture of student performance. One sig-
nificant difference between holistic scoring and theWSU Guide to Rating Critical
Thinkingis that a writing sample receives a single score — based on the rater’s over-
all impression — from a holistic method, whereas theGuideprovides seven sepa-
rate scores, one for each dimension. And since the development process involved
a determination that the dimensions were actually rating separate, non-correlating
aspects, each sample receives sevendifferentscores.Haswell (1991)notes that
holistic scoring tends to flatten a student’s performance, to bring up the low points
and undervalue the accomplishments. In short, a holistic score provides the basis
for a rough ranking and nothing more. That is, the student receiving a 4 issome-
how a better writer than a student who receives a 3, though the differencesamong
3s or 4s may be greater than the differences between a specific student’s 3 and
another’s specific 4. Raters collapse a wide range of specific judgments into one
overall impression; in that act, they conceal a considerable variety in a writer’s
strengths and needs.

TheGuidedoes not collapse these judgments. It leaves them separate — except
in the research process of averaging the scores, and the disappointingly low average
scores perhaps confirm the very phenomenon we wonder about in the holistic
score.

The amount of instructionally useful feedback generated from a holistically
scored sample is limited. In most cases, a holistic score is not intended to provide
much if any information that a teacher might use to plan instruction for a given
student or set of students. All a student or a teacher sees is a score report, a rough
means of ranking one student above or below the next. Even in our Expert-rater
system, where teachers from the destination courses perform the rating, the scores
provide little to no useful feedback. The act of rating provided teachers with useful
information about the range of abilities in the student population as a whole, but
the limited nature of the writing task and the time constraints involved in producing
the sample tend to limit teachers’ abilities to rely on the sample as a valid test of
any given student’s true writing abilities.

By contrast, theWSU Guide to Rating Critical Thinkingallows us to score ac-
tual student learning outcomes, and it provides a more fine-grained description of a
student’s abilities, a description that reveals strengths and weaknesses. TheGuide
also serves instructional purposes. Since the constructcritical thinkingis situated in
disciplinary contexts, adapting theGuidefor their own courses prompts faculty to
define critical thinking within their own disciplines. Since faculty share that adapta-
tion with students, theGuideserves to help faculty communicate their expectations
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to students. And since faculty incorporate the adaptedGuide’s language into their
assignments, those assignments become more likely to elicit performances of crit-
ical thinking. Once we are able to provide finer grained assessments that act to
improve instruction, will we ever want to go back to a holistically scored timed
sample?

5. On the road to improving practice

Writing Across the Curriculum practices promote writing instruction as a shared
commitment across campus and introduce strategies to promote writing within a
disciplinary context. No one department is responsible for the education of writers.
Each instructor in every discipline has the responsibility of teaching students the
conventions and expectations of their particular domain. Our collective efforts lead
to better prepared writers. Our results indicate, however, that we need to examine
these practices, and not assume that the learning-to-write and writing-to-learn
strategies will necessarily take care of the problem of student thinking. The results
of our studies can help inform ways in which we can improve practices in our
field.

First, our results provide two distinct lenses for viewing student work. Multiple
measures within robust assessment systems yield a more complicated portrait of
what faculty teach and what students learn. This complexity allows us to make
choices and decisions about the instructional directions we wish to take. Effi-
ciency in some assessment models serves important purposes: students need to
take entry-level courses, and they need to be matched up with the best possible
instruction. However, this match or rank can only give so much information, and
other forms of assessment can yield complementary information about our prac-
tices too.

Second, writing has an important place in higher education, but it is only one
vehicle through which many educational objectives can be achieved. Writing is
one way we can promote abilities and competencies valued in various disciplines.
Critical thinking is a value that all disciplines want to promote, and it can be pro-
moted through writing, but such promotion needs to be done overtly. We don’t
have any easy answers on ways to promote critical thinking through writing.
We’re collectively trying to figure that out. We can say that it is a process through
which we need to articulate our values within the important contexts in which
we reside, and ensure that our praxis matches our expectations. Our faculty’s
uses of theGuide indicate that it — and the faculty development process that
has accompanied it — provides an effective response to at least part of the chal-
lenge.

Third, our findings point to the possibilities for working with student learning
outcomes. EdWhite (1996)said that how we assess depends on what we want
as a result of the assessment. If all we want to do is rank students, then our cur-
rent procedures serve us well enough. But if we want to compile fuller senses
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of our students’ abilities, then we need to pursue better assessment mechanisms.
If we want to be able to use the results of our assessments as a basis for in-
struction, then we need assessments that yield more, not less information. These
assessment mechanisms should be located directly within classroom contexts and
should look at actual products from students rather than from independent, sepa-
rate testing occasions. We should not say to our students, “Stop learning now so
that we can take a test.” Currently, there is much energy and thought expended
on ways to create better one-shot timed exams — from getting high rater agree-
ment between computers and humans to providing a computerized environment
to take a multiple choice test on English to place students into local classroom
environments. The tests tell students that we don’t really care about what they can
do. We just want placing them to be as easy as possible, and to require as little
effort and human contact as possible. These are the wrong messages. Students’
rapid improvement in classes where theGuidewas centrally employed show us
what can happen when faculty provide clear instructions and evaluation criteria
and students’ learning outcomes are the focus of evaluating the students’ per-
formances, whether in the form of a grade or a broader, institutionally oriented
evaluation.

In conclusion, our studies, beginning with the inverse correlation and proceed-
ing through the rest described in this article, reveal a need to look seriously at
educational praxis in higher education, first to be sure that we actually promote
the values and competencies we claim to promote, and second to be sure that any
assessment that purports to identify those values and competencies actually does
so. The failure of our writing assessments to identify the full set of student com-
petencies we thought we were testing for is only one indication that the so-called
direct testing of writing, at least in the form of timed writings, is far less direct
than we need it to be. In the context of higher education (and we would extend
the same statement to secondary education, though we have no data to establish
it in that context) the set of values and competencies we commonly attempt to
promote in our students is extremely complex. In addition, all these values and
competencies, like critical thinking, are socially constructed and highly situated
within different disciplines. In order to evaluate our students’ performance, we
need assessments that use the learning outcomes from classes, which means that
we must develop assessment tools and processes that are capable of evaluating
those outcomes.
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Appendix B. Rubric for Entomology 401 Term Paper: Spring 2000

Carol Sheppard, Department of Entomology, Washington State University (used
with permission)
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(Note that, except for #7, the bullets beneath each numbered item represent an
incremental improvement in performance)

(1) Identifies and explainsissue/topic at hand
• Does not ID nor explain main issue/topic at hand; is confused
• IDs main issue, does not explain clearly
• IDs main issue/topic clearly, explains in limited fashion
• IDs main issue/topic clearly, explains fully by discussing subsidiary

and/or other relevant issues
(2) Identifies and uses aprimary, historical source

• Does not identify a primary, historical source, or cites an inappropriate
one

• Cites an appropriate primary, historical source, but merely repeats the
information or does not engage it

• Cites an appropriate source, presents/engages the information in a limited
fashion

• Cites an appropriate source, presents and engages the information, ex-
amines and assesses it

(3) Identifies and considersother salient perspectives/analysesregarding is-
sue/topic at hand
• Does not cite nor utilize sufficient (or any) perspectives/analyses regard-

ing the topic/issue
• Cites and utilizes perspectives/analyses that are of limited value
• Cites and utilizes salient perspectives/analyses, but does so in a limited

fashion
• Cites and utilizes salient perspectives/analyses, and brings them to bear

on the issue/topic at hand
(4) Identifies and presents thestudent’s own perspective/analysisregarding the

issue at hand
• Fails to ID and state his/her own perspective/analysis on the issue/topic

at hand
• IDs and states own perspective/analysis, but fails to clarify own perspec-

tive versus other salient perspectives
• IDs and states own perspective/analysis, but does so in a limited fashion
• IDs and states own perspective/analysis, and considers it in light of other

salient perspectives
(5) Identifies and considers theinfluence of context∗ on the issue/topic at hand

• Does not present the issue/topic as having connections to other
contexts

• Presents the issue/topic largely within a single context (e.g., scientific)
• Presents the issue/topic as having connections to other contexts, but in a

limited fashion
• Presents the issue/topic as having connections to other contexts important

for the issue/topic at hand
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(6) Identifiesconclusions and implicationsof the issue/topic at hand
• Fails to ID conclusions/implications of the issue/topic
• IDs conclusions/implications, but within a single context
• IDs conclusions/implications as having connections to other contexts,

but in a limited fashion
• IDs conclusions/implications relative to the contexts important to the

issue/topic at hand

(7) Follows “Peer Review Guidelines” regarding usage, composition, style, etc.
• Fails to follow established guidelines for usage, composition, style, and/or

other requirements
• Fails to provide list of references, or list is incomplete, or citations in

text and reference list do not match
• Fails to meet minimum page length required for term paper
• Generally follows the guidelines listed in Entom 401 Coug Prints under

“Peer Review Guidelines”

Contexts for consideration: scientific, technological, social/cultural, economic,
political, ethical.
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