ETS ) Research Basis for the

Criterion®™ Online Writing Evaluation Service

ETS invests substantial resources in designing products to improve student learning and in
evaluating their effects. One such product — the CriterionS" Online Writing Evaluation Service —
was designed to do just that. The Criterion service supports classroom instruction and assessment by
giving students an overall score and immediate, individualized, constructive and specific diagnostic
feedback on their essays. Those components improve the writing loop (planning, drafting, feedback,
revising and sharing work) by providing a mechanism for students to draft essays, receive immediate
feedback, and revise work in the same or consecutive class periods.

While we don'’t yet have results from randomized controlled trials that demonstrate the Criterion
service’s ability to improve student writing, this document sets out our thoughts on how the Criterion
service might improve student writing, if used regularly and appropriately. This document also
describes evidence from studies that did not use the Criterion service, but that generally support
our position. In the diagram below, each numbered arrow refers to specific supporting evidence
that is detailed in the research document that accompanies this discussion.

CRITERION COMPONENTS
Tools for Students
For each essay submitted, the Criterion service provides:

Student Outcomes

* A score with an associated rubric Increased Improved
e Diagnostic feedback on grammar, usage, *:1» time on task student
mechanics, style, and organization and development writing
For the revision process, the Criterion service provides:

e (Opportunities for revision and resubmission

e Sample essays at each score point More revisions
* A context-sensitive Writer's Handbook (é» made to essays

The Criterion service provides capabilities for:
¢ Dialogue between student and teacher
¢ Online student portfolios =
e Access at school and other locations More writing

tasks assigned More opportunities for effective ||
Tools for Teachers and increased interactions between teachers [
The Criterion service offers teachers: ﬁ OIOpOr'tu_nities and students
e Alibrary of essay topics to practice
e QOptions within assignments writing

¢ Online tracking of student portfolios
e Access at school and other locations

Teachers can further customize instruction by:

e Selecting level-appropriate writing resources More time to support students in learning
and feedback % : i

o Creating their own essay topics the hlgher-order aspects of writing

e Using summary class reports to analyze
progress and patterns of errors Teacher QOutcomes

e Commenting on student work through
different modalities
e Tailoring assignments to target specific skills
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Research Summary

Research tells us that providing immediate, individualized and specific feedback encourages
students to write more extensively, to revise their work more intensively, and that using information
technology in the classroom increases the time students spend on writing (e.g., Beach, 1979;
Covill, 1997; Etchison, 1989; Fitzgerald, 1987; Goldberg, Russell, & Cook, 2003; Kluger & DeNisi,
1996; Solomon, Lutkus, Kaplan, & Skolnik, 2004).

Research shows that using technology for classroom assignments gives teachers more time to
support students in learning the higher-order aspects of writing and to interact with individuals
and with the whole class (e.g., Greenwald, Persky, Campbell, & Mazzeo, 1999; Solomon et al.,
2004; Tiene & Luft, 2001).

When students increase their writing and revising activities and teachers have time to interact
with students on a deeper level, students will make more improvements in writing skills and
overall writing quality (e.g., Bardine, Bardine, & Deegan, 2000; Butterfield, Hacker, & Plumb,
1994; Cochran-Smith, 1991; Fitzgerald, 1987; Gentile, 1992; Goldberg et al., 2003; Greenwald

et al., 1999; Lehr, 1995; Solomon et al., 2004; Tiene & Luft, 2001; U.S. Department of Education,
National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 1999).

For more details of this summary, see the Full Description of the Research Foundation.
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The Criterion®" Service: Full Description of the
Research Foundation

Within each box below, there are three pieces of information: (1) specific research for how the product
leads to the identified outcome; (2) a generalization about the associated challenges in today’s
classrooms, and (3) information on how the product addresses both the research and the challenges.

Using computers when learning to write engages students and results in
Increased Time on Task

A research summary (Goldberg et al., 2003) found that, on average, students who use computers
when learning to write are more engaged and motivated in their writing. In earlier research, Etchison
(1989) found that students who used computers for composition classes spent more time producing
text than students who used traditional paper-and-pencil methods. Greenwald et al. (1999)

showed that nearly 75% of students in grades 4, 8, and 12 used computers for writing drafts or

final versions at least once or twice a month (more than a third of all students did so at least once a
week). Additionally, “in 70% of fourth-grade and 68% of eighth-grade classrooms, teachers believed
that computer use had changed student writing” (Solomon et al., 2004, p. 27). Specifically, when
students use computers, teachers reported “an increase in students’ motivation and an increase in
students’ time spent on writing and revising their work” (Solomon et al., p. 27).

In general, students enjoy working with computers, are generally competent users, and tend to
write more when using computers.

The Criterion service is an online writing service that gives students access to writing assignments
at any location where a computer and an Internet connection are available.

Giving students task-specific feedback results in
More Revisions Made to Essays

Research suggests that giving students feedback on their writing results in significantly more revisions
(Beach, 1979; Fitzgerald, 1987). Interestingly, Covill (1997) found that students are looking for
feedback to improve their work. Furthermore, a research summary by Kluger and DeNisi (1996)
suggested feedback that supports learning at the task level is likely to yield impressive gains in
performance. In 1998, a high percentage of classrooms (87% fourth-grade and 91% eighth-grade)
had teachers mentioning the importance of giving feedback to students (Solomon et al., 2004).
“Whether feedback took the form of a one-on-one conference, comments based on a rubric or list
of requirements, written comments on submitted work or more generalized comments to the whole
class, teachers reported that students do make changes in their writing as a result of feedback”
(Solomon et al., p. 12).

In general, teachers do not assign as many writing tasks as they would like because of the time it
takes to provide feedback to students. Due to the amount of time between when a student hands in
an assignment and when he/she receives feedback, the student might have already made revisions
or might not read the comments and just look at the final grade.

The Criterion service provides students with individualized, instant diagnostic feedback on each
essay and each revision that they submit, specifically in the areas of organization and development;
style; and grammar, usage, and mechanics.
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More Effective Interactions Between Teachers and Students lead to
Improved Student Writing Skills and Overall Writing Quality

Research has shown that when teachers create opportunities for dialogue about student writing,
they report that students focus less on grades and more on overall writing quality, pay more attention
to comments, and understand feedback better (Bardine et al., 2000). Although the design of NAEP
studies does not allow us to infer causality, Greenwald et al. (1999) and Solomon et al. (2004) found
that students who were consistently afforded the opportunity to discuss their writing with teachers
outperformed peers who participated in this dialogue only occasionally. In addition, Lehr (1995)
found positive results when there was direct teacher intervention related to student writing.

In general, when students are given opportunities to interact with teachers regarding their writing,
the overall quality of their writing improves. In today’s classrooms, teachers are often unable to
create these interactions due to large class sizes, packed curriculum, and other factors.

The Criterion service provides scores and feedback on surface-level errors, thereby allowing the
teacher to focus on providing feedback about content, to discuss writing in depth with students, and
to provide direct guidance in the critical stages of the writing and revising processes.
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