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 Written communication is widely considered to be an important skill for students 
to have mastered prior to graduating college and entering the workforce (Allan & Driscoll, 
2014; Arum & Roska, 2011; Hart Research Associates, 2013, 2015b; Kelly-Riley, 2015). In a 
recent survey sponsored by the American Association of Colleges and Universities (AAC&U), 
82% of employers indicated that it was important for graduating students to write effectively, 
and 81% of employers reported that they would be more likely to hire students who took 
multiple writing-intensive courses in college (Hart Research Associates, 2015b). These 
results were similar to those from a 2013 employer survey in which 80% of employers noted 
colleges and universities should place a greater emphasis upon written communication skills 
(Hart Research Associates, 2013). However, in the face of employer desire for students to 
have stronger written communication skills only 65% of surveyed students reported that they 
were well prepared with regard to written communication. Even more troubling, only 27% 
of the surveyed employers indicated they believed that recent graduates were entering the 
work force prepared to write effectively (Hart Research Associates, 2015b). 

 Results like these have led to some higher-education researchers holding negative 
perceptions regarding student writing proficiency (Arum & Roska, 2011; Secretary of 
Education’s Commission on the Future of Higher Education, 2006). For example, the 
authors of the Spellings Commission report argued that graduating students lacked 
fundamental knowledge and skills as they graduated from college (Secretary of Education’s 
Commission on the Future of Higher Education, 2006). These findings served as the basis 
for the influential and controversial book Academically Adrift: Limited Learning on College 
Campuses (Lederman, 2013; Arum & Roska, 2011). Arum and Roska (2011) further argued 
that colleges and universities were not doing an adequate job of preparing students with 
regard to several key skills, which included writing. Using data from the Collegiate Learning 
Assessment the authors determined that students, in general, made limited gains during 
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Abstract
Written communication remains an important learning objective 
for colleges and universities as more and more students enter the 
workforce without necessary writing skills and experiences. This 
importance is increased for public colleges and universities within the 
state of Texas, as that state has adopted written communication as a 
core learning objective for its students. The efforts to assess student 
written communication at one four-year, public university in Texas are 
highlighted within this study. In particular, differences were examined 
in student writing performance based upon student race and gender. 
Using a one-way MANOVA it was determined that no statistically 
significant relationship existed between student writing performance 
and either gender or race. It is hoped that the assessment and analysis 
methodologies presented within this study may serve as models for  
other researchers seeking to evaluate written communication.
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their first two years of college (Arum & Roska, 2011). The scores of minority students lagged 
behind those of White students, with Black students showing virtually no gain in their scores. 

 Effective assessment of student writing represents an important tool colleges 
and universities can use to measure, and ultimately improve, student writing proficiency. 
However, using third-party, commercial instruments may not provide the meaningful answers 
institutional leaders are seeking. The measurement of written communication through the 
evaluation of authentic student artifacts, using locally developed processes, may instead provide 
institutions with a better perspective of their unique students’ writing skills and proficiencies. 
In turn, these data can help give faculty, staff, and administrators the information they need 
to identify areas for improvement and to implement curricular and pedagogical changes 
necessary to increase the writing proficiency of students graduating from their institutions. 

Literature Review
 To help place this current study within a broader framework it may be of benefit to the 
reader to briefly examine of some of the existing literature on writing assessment and student 
written communication proficiencies. Anson (2010), Anson and Lyles (2011), and Behizadeh 
and Engelhard (2011) share many similarities, focusing on the development of “writing across 
the curriculum” programs throughout the recent history of higher education. The articles by 
Anson (2010) and Anson and Lyles (2011) were meta-analyses, examining studies pertaining 
to writing across the curriculum within 14 relevant journals. The authors of both studies 
used qualitative research techniques (e.g., citation analysis, content analysis, word count) to 
conduct further analysis of the articles identified from their searches (Anson, 2010; Anson 
& Lyles, 2011). Both Anson (2010) and Anson and Lyles (2011) examined roughly 20-year 
periods within their respective studies (1967 to 1986, Anson, 2010; 1986 to 2006, Anson & 
Lyles, 2011). 

 It is interesting to note that Anson and Lyles (2011) could only identify a limited 
number of articles focusing upon the assessment of student writing. The authors stated, “In the 
context of burgeoning interest in learning outcomes, assessment, and quality enhancement 
across all of higher education, the potential for further significant exploration of the uses of 
writing for assessment in other disciplines remains strong” (p. 15). This paucity of research 
was also recognized by Behizadeh and Engelhard (2011), who argued that the gap between 
writing theory and writing assessment was widening. Behizadeh and Engelhard (2011) did 
observe, though, that a new discipline focused on the assessment of student writing, which 
combined writing, composition, and measurement scholarship, seemed to be emerging within 
the literature. 

 Although the body of research on student writing is limited some studies do exist 
(Allan and Driscoll, 2014; Barnhisel, Stoddard, & Gorman, 2012; Cargill & Kalikoff, 2007; 
Desmet, Miller, Griffin, Balthazor, & Cummings, 2008; Faulkner, 2013; Good, Osborn, & 
Birchfield, 2012; Kelly-Riley, 2015). However, only a few of these studies provide significant 
discussion of assessment processes and student results (Allan & Driscoll, 2014; Desmet et 
al., 2008; Faulkner, 2013; Good et al., 2012; Kelly-Riley, 2015). An examination of these few 
studies show some of the interesting research being conducted around student writing. 

 Good et al. (2012) described how one university used both a locally developed writing 
rubric and a third-party, commercial assessment product, the Collegiate Assessment of 
Academic Proficiencies exam, to assess student writing. The use of multiple measures allowed 
the researchers to determine how well their locally developed instrument correlated with 
the Collegiate Assessment of Academic Proficiencies exam, to triangulate their assessment 
results, and to identify areas for improvement (Good et al., 2012). 

 Allan and Driscoll (2014) examined student written communication at Oakland 
University, a doctoral-research institution in Detroit, Michigan with roughly 16,000 
undergraduate and 3,500 graduate students, scoring student writing artifacts from lower-level 
English courses with a rubric. They were then able to identify relative points of strength and 
weakness in student performance, gain perspectives regarding student perceptions of their 
own abilities, and provide faculty development opportunities (Allan & Driscoll, 2014). Finally, 
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Allan and Driscoll (2014) concluded that written reflections could be used alongside other in-
class assignments to triangulate assessment and provide a better picture of student learning. 
Similarly, Desmet et al. (2008) examined students taking freshman composition courses at 
the University of Georgia. In particular, the authors looked to determine whether “revision 
improve(d) the quality of writing products” (p. 22). Their study showed that students did 
improve in a pre-to-post assessment. 

 Faulkner (2013) also conducted a university-level study of student writing, examining 
students at Cedarville University. Faulkner strongly advocated for both greater writing 
instruction and remediation across the curriculum and for implementing Writing in the 
Disciplines or Writing Across the Curriculum programs, arguing that one-semester remedial 
English programs cannot meaningfully improve student writing. Alarmingly, the results 
of Faulkner’s study demonstrated that student writing scores actually went down from the 
freshman to senior years at that particular university (2013). 

 Finally, Kelly-Riley (2015) represents one of the more interesting studies examining 
student writing. Like the others, Kelly-Riley (2015) examined student writing; however, Kelly-
Riley did so using a validation framework, attempting to validate the findings from a previous 
study of student writing (Hasswell, 2000). Kelly-Riley (2015) examined work from 30 students, 
from multiple points across their academic careers. Eight different domains related to student 
writing success were examined using a holistic rubric. The author determined that students 
made statistical gains across multiple domains and showed statistical improvement over time 
(Kelly-Riley, 2015).

 What is currently missing from this literature are studies examining student writing 
as a function of race and gender. Race and gender can both represent at-risk factors in higher 
education (Gray, 2013). The influence of race (Aud, Fox, KewalRamani, 2010; Corona et al., 
2017; Harper, 2012; Kim, 2011; Lucas & Paret, 2005; Strayhorn, 2010) and gender (Corona et 
al., 2017; Kim, 2011; Strayhorn, 2010; Voyer & Voyer, 2014) upon student success is prevalent 
within educational literature. However, these studies typically focus on general student 
success. Research examining student writing proficiency as a function of race or gender are 
almost nonexistent within the literature. In fact, higher-education institutions, in general, are 
not examining their data in this way. Acting on behalf of the AAC&U, Hart Research Associates 
conducted a survey with which they determined that 70% of institutional leaders reported 
tracking learning outcomes achievement data; however, only 16% of the responding institutions 
reported disaggregating data by race (Hart Research Associates, 2015a). Ultimately, student 
success in higher education is increasingly becoming a social justice issue (Gray, 2013); 
therefore, it is key for higher-education professionals to better understand how these factors 
may influence student writing performance. 

Statement of  the Problem
 In the face of the challenges and concerns posed by government agencies, researchers 
(Arum & Roska, 2011; Secretary of Education’s Commission on the Future of Higher Education, 
2006), business leaders (Hart Research Associates, 2015b), and institutions must find ways to 
accurately assess, and help improve, student writing. These issues are particularly important 
for public colleges and universities in Texas, for the Texas Higher Education Coordinating 
Board has identified student written communication as one of the core learning objectives 
adopted for all public institutions within the state (Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board, 
2015). However, all institutions seeking to assess student written communication, whether by 
state mandate or faculty choice, face similar challenges. The importance of assessing student 
written communication through the lens of race and gender is magnified given the importance 
of equity in higher education (Gray, 2013; Montenegro & Jankowski, 2017). However, there 
remains a significant gap in the literature in this area that needs to be addressed.

Purpose and Significance of  the Study
 Given the demonstrated importance of written communication for undergraduate 
students, and the criticisms of colleges and universities to adequately prepare students to write 
effectively, faculty and staff need to develop ways to assess student written communication. 
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The authors of this study seek to highlight the efforts of one four-year public university in 
southeast Texas to use a locally developed writing rubric to effectively assess the writing 
proficiency of students as they approached graduation. In particular, the authors attempted 
to determine what, if any, differences might exist in student writing scores as a function of 
student race and student gender. Not only does this study join the growing body of literature 
related to assessing student writing (Allan and Driscoll, 2014; Barnhisel et al., 2012; Cargill & 
Kalikoff, 2007; Desmet et al., 2008; Faulkner, 2013; Good et al., 2012; Kelly-Riley, 2015) this 
study also seeks to examine the important issue of equity in student achievement that many 
are raising in higher education (Gray, 2013; Hart Research Associates 2015a; Montenegro & 
Jankowski, 2017). Finally, the assessment methodologies and analysis techniques presented 
within this study may also serve as an example to other institutions seeking to evaluate 
student writing. 

Research Questions
 The following research questions were addressed in this study: (a) What was the 
difference in the student performance on an end-of-experience student writing assessment 
as a function of student race (i.e., White, Black, Hispanic, Other)?; and (b) What was the 
difference in the student performance on an end-of-experience student writing assessment as 
a function of student gender (i.e., male, female)? 

Method

Participants
 Student writing artifacts were selected from 4000-level, writing-enhanced courses at 
a four-year, public university in southeast Texas during the spring 2013 semester. A stratified, 
random sampling process was used in order to select authentic student writing artifacts. 
Several steps were taken to identify this sample pool and collect the writing artifacts. As 
the purpose of the original study was to examine the writing proficiencies of upper-division 
students, all students not classified as being juniors or seniors were excluded from the initial 
sample pool. This potential sample pool was then divided into separate stratum, by academic 
college. Students were randomly selected from within these stratum, with the total number of 
students selected being based upon the percentage of junior- and senior-level majors within 
each college for the spring 2013 semester. To identify the total number of artifacts selected 
from each course within the various stratum the total number of declared majors within the 
sample population for each college was divided by the total number of courses within that 
stratum. This methodology resulted in a sample pool that was representative of both the size 
and diversity of the studied university.

 The instructors of record for each of the 203 writing-enhanced courses within the 
sample were then emailed requesting the selected student artifacts. All received artifacts were 
redacted of student and faculty identifying information in preparation for scoring, and were 
assigned a unique tracking code. Ultimately, 430 student artifacts from 153 writing-enhanced 
courses were received, of which 395 were chosen for scoring. A total of 27 submitted artifacts 
were unusable for the writing assessment (e.g., short-answer tests, papers written in a foreign 
language, illegible handwritten student work). Additionally, eight artifacts were used as anchor 
papers to norm faculty raters and were not included within the data for analysis. 

Instrumentation
To obtain the writing scores used for data analysis in this research article the sampled student 
writing artifacts were scored using a locally developed writing rubric. Kuh et al. (2015) argued 
that “rubrics encourage the use of authentic student work for assessment” (p. 39). The rubric 
was separated into four different domains of student writing (i.e., Ideas/Critical Thinking/
Synthesis, Style, Organization, Conventions). All artifacts were scored independently by 
two raters, with each rater scoring the artifact for each domain using a four-point scale. 
These individual domain scores were then averaged to provide an overall score for each 
student artifact.

The authors of  this  
study seek to highlight 

the efforts of  one 
four-year public univer-

sity in southeast Texas to 
use a locally developed 
writing rubric to effec-

tively assess the writing  
proficiency of  students 

as they approached 
graduation. In particular, 
the authors attempted to 

determine what, if  any, 
differences might exist in 
student writing scores as 

a function of  student race 
and student gender. 



RESEARCH & PRACTICE IN ASSESSMENT

Volume Twelve | Winter 2017 63

Score Reliability
 With any rubric-based assessments one important measure of reliability is the 
consistence of the scores (Banta & Palomba, 2015; Millett, Payne, Dwyer, Stickler, & Alexiou, 
2008). Therefore, several steps were taken to ensure the consistency of the scoring process. 
An interdisciplinary group of faculty raters evaluated student artifacts over a two-day period 
using a locally developed rubric. At the beginning of the scoring session the group of raters 
were normed to the rubric using anchor papers. The entire group of raters scored identical 
papers and were then led through a discussion of their scores by a facilitator in order to bring 
everyone into agreement regarding how to appropriately apply the rubric. Twelve of these 
faculty members served as either a first or second rater for each artifact, with the first rater’s 
score not being known by the second rater. When a discrepancy of two or more points was 
present between the average total scores for the first two raters one of two different faculty 
members served as a third rater. The score from the third rater was then used in place of the 
score that was furthest out of agreement. 

 Intraclass correlation coefficients (ICCs) were calculated to determine the level 
of interrater agreement for each of the four writing domains (i.e., Ideas/Critical Thinking/
Synthesis, Style, Organization, and Conventions), the total overall score, and the overall 
average (Fleiss, 2003; Shrout & Fleiss, 1979). Because every rater did not evaluate every 
student writing artifact, a one-way random ICC was calculated. According to Cicchetti 
(1994), ICC agreement values below .40 demonstrate poor agreement, values from .40–.59 
demonstrate fair agreement, values from .60–.74 demonstrate good agreement, and values 
above .75 demonstrate excellent agreement. The ICC agreement values for three of the four 
writing domains (i.e., Ideas/Critical Thinking/Synthesis, Style, Organization) were above 
a .60, indicating good agreement, while the ICC agreement value for conventions was .58, 
indicating fair agreement. The ICC agreement values for the total overall score and the overall 
average were both .80, indicating excellent agreement for the total scores (see Table 1 for a full 
breakdown of the ICC agreement values for this study). 

The first purpose  
was to examine what  
differences might exist  
in student writing scores 
as a function of  student 
race and student gender. 

Table 1

Breakdown of ICC Agreement by Category Area

EXAMINING DIFFERENCES IN STUDENT WRITING PROFICIENCY 23 

Table 1 

Breakdown of ICC Agreement by Category Area 

Domain Area 
Intraclass Correlation for Average 

Measures 
Ideas/Critical Thinking/Synthesis .69 

Style .65 

Organization .64 

Conventions .58 

Overall Artifact Average .80 

 

 

 
Results

 Prior to conducting statistical procedures to address differences in student 
performance on an end-of-experience writing assessment as a function of student race 
and of student gender the normality of the dependent variables were first ascertained. The 
standardized skewness coefficients (i.e., the skewness value divided by its standard error) 
and the standardized kurtosis coefficients (i.e., the kurtosis value divided by its standard 
error) were all within the boundaries of normality, +/-3 (Onwuegbuzie & Daniel, 2001) 
for both research questions. However, the assumption for the Box’s Test of Equality of 
Covariance was violated for both research questions. Finally, the Levene’s Test of Equality 
of Error Variances revealed that the assumptions were met for both research questions. 
As the majority of the assumptions were met for both research questions, the use of a 
parametric, one-way Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) was justified for this study 
(Field, 2009). The MANOVA procedures did not reveal a statistically significant difference 
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in student writing performance as a function of race (i.e., White, Black, Hispanic, Other), 
Wilks’ Λ = .97, p = .56, or as a function of gender (i.e., male, female), Wilks’ Λ = .99, p = .65 
(see Table 2 for the descriptive statistics for these analyses).

Discussion
 The purpose of this study was twofold. The first purpose was to examine what 
differences might exist in student writing scores as a function of student race and student 
gender. In doing so, this study joins a growing body of literature on the assessment of student 
writing (Allan and Driscoll, 2014; Barnhisel, et al., 2012; Cargill & Kalikoff, 2007; Desmet, et al., 
2008; Faulkner, 2013; Good, et al., 2012; Kelly-Riley, 2015). Additionally, this study represents 
an example of how an institution is disaggregating student performance data (Hart Research 
Associates, 2015a), and is helping to answer questions regarding the equity of student learning 
(Montenegro & Jankowski, 2017). Finally, this study provides a model to other institutions 
for assessing student writing performance and analyzing those results. At first glance, the 
lack of statistically significant results within this study would seem disheartening. However, 
from an institutional perspective, these results are very important as they highlight the actual 
performance of that institution’s students with regards to written communication.

 If a college or university is doing an adequate job of preparing its students to write 
effectively it would be natural to expect that all students, regardless of race or gender, would 
perform equitably upon an authentic writing assessment. Therefore, the lack of statistically 
significant results observed within this study could be interpreted by decision makers from 
that university to mean that they are preparing students equally well with regard to written 
communication. That said, equity does not necessarily mean quality. More information is 
needed to determine whether the level of student performance observed within this study was 
sufficient for end-of-experience students. A possible explanation for these results may also 
be that weaker students, regardless of race or gender, did not persist to the junior- or senior-
year to be measured, thus limiting the differences observed by race or gender. It should be 
noted that while statistically significant differences in student scores by race and gender were 
not observed, White students scored higher than all other races and females scored higher 
than males across all four rubric domains. Further study is needed to better understand and 
interpret these results.
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Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics for Student Writing Scores by Student Race and Gender 

Student 

Demographic 

Characteristic 

Ideas, Critical 

Thinking, 

Synthesis Style Organization Conventions 

Overall 

Student 

Average 

 M  SD  M  SD  M  SD  M  SD  M SD  

Race           

White (n = 259) 2.75 0.74 2.72 0.69 2.67 0.72 2.64 0.75 2.69 0.64 

Black (n = 51) 2.61 0.81 2.56 0.72 2.55 0.66 2.41 0.73 2.53 0.65 

Hispanic (n = 56) 2.57 0.66 2.62 0.60 2.53 0.64 2.46 0.70 2.54 0.56 

Other (n = 28) 2.43 0.68 2.46 0.71 2.55 0.61 2.45 0.55 2.48 0.53 

Gender           

Male (n = 143) 2.64 0.76 2.63 0.72 2.60 0.68 2.52 0.77 2.59 0.65 

Female (n = 251) 2.71 0.72 2.69 0.67 2.64 0.71 2.60 0.71 2.66 0.61 
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 More work is also needed in order to determine whether the findings of this study are 
the result of some outside factors. The lack of statistical significance in the results of this study 
may not be representative of actual student performance, but instead may reflect error within 
the assessment process itself. For example, the locally developed rubric used within this study 
may not be sensitive enough to pick up the differences between the various student groups. 
There may also be flaws with the rubric itself which may be impacting the collected results. 
Finally, the sample size used for this study may also not have been have been sufficient to 
identify any differences by race or by gender. 

 Several steps can be taken in order to address these possible concerns. The first 
logical course of action would be to increase the size of the sample being used for analysis. This 
would allow the researchers to determine whether the results were the result of an insufficient 
sample size or were actually representative of student performance. It might also allow for 
separate statistical analysis on the racial groups included within the Other category (e.g., 
Asian or Pacific Islander, American Indian, International). Further replication of this study is 
needed to replicate and validate the results identified here (cf. Kelly-Riley, 2015).

 Furthermore, as this initial study used a one-way MANOVA no attempt was made 
to examine the interactions between race and gender upon student written communication 
proficiencies. Follow-up studies are needed, with larger samples, to better understand how 
student performance can be affected by student membership within multiple groups. Additional 
variables, like socio-economic status and first-generation status, could also be included within 
such an analysis to better understand the nuances of student writing.

 Efforts could also be made to help further validity of the rubric used to score student 
writing artifacts. For example, the same rubric could be used to also score writing artifacts from 
beginning students, the scores from which could be compared to those of end-of-experience 
students in order to determine whether the rubric was sensitive enough to pick up potential 
differences between the two groups. Also, cross-institutional scoring and comparison could 
offer opportunities for rubric validation. Already scored, redacted, and coded student artifacts 
could be traded between, and scored by, peer institutions in order to determine how student 
artifacts from one institution scored using the instrument from the other. Scores could then 
be compared using statistical analysis in order to determine how well the scores from the 
two rubrics correlated. This would both provide evidence for the validity of both institutions’ 
assessment instruments, and would possibly give insight into how an institution’s students 
were doing in comparison to peers. 

 As a parting warning, readers are cautioned to not overgeneralize the findings presented 
within this study. The examined population was limited to junior- and senior-level students 
attending one public, four-year Texas university, in 2013. The results from the analysis may 
therefore not be generalizable beyond the time, setting, and population involved within this 
study. Finally, although several steps were taken to try to ensure the validity and reliability 
of the methodologies used in this study, faculty, staff, and administrators may experience 
different results if they attempt to replicate the methodologies at their own institutions.

Conclusion
 The data presented within this study represent only the first effort by one institution to 
evaluate the written communication proficiencies of its students, and the specific assessment 
methodologies highlighted here are not the only ways to evaluate student writing. Despite the 
promises of some groups to provide the magic bullet for evaluating written communication 
(e.g., the CLA+; Council for Aid to Education, 2015), it is impossible for any single test, 
measure, or rubric to provide all the information needed by institutions to improve student 
writing. Institutional improvement does not occur over night but instead takes the time and 
intentionality of faculty, staff, and administrators.

 Student writing remains of great importance (Allan & Driscoll, 2014; Arum & Roska, 
2011; Hart Research Associates, 2013, 2015b; Kelly-Riley, 2015), and those within higher 
education need to better prepare students to write effectively. In order to make the changes 
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that are necessary to improve student written communication, faculty, staff, and administrators 
must have the necessary data to make those changes. This study provides an overview of one 
institution’s attempts to use authentic assessments to gather this needed data. In doing so, 
readers may be inspired to engage in their own local assessments of student writing. 
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