
Assessing Literacy: Broadening 
Our Lens BY MEG PETERSEN 

hen we think of assessment of writing, we tend to think first of standardized measurements, 
such as the NECAP, NAEP, etc. Most of these tests evaluate student writing in a timed sample 
to an assigned prompt, with a rubric designed to look at a product and appraise it based on 
traits or characteristics, such as organization, voice, etc., to come up with a numerical score. 
The SAT writing test works on this principle, as does the NECAP and the writing section 
of the Praxis test for potential teachers. 

There are, however, other ways to think about assessment of writing. Tchudi (1997) dis
tinguishes between response, assessment, evaluation, and grading of student writing. He 
sees these activities as falling on a continuum, with response offering the most freedom and 
flexibility and grading the least. 

Response is centered on the student writer as the primary audience. It is richly descriptive 
and highly individualized. The teacher responder tends to share his or her individual expe
rience as a reader and offer commentary highly specific to the student's paper. Response 
tends to be less judgmental; the response is frequently expressed in terms of the reader's 
reactions rather than in the form of pronouncements about the quality of the work. Elbow 
(1973) and Murray (2004) advocate responding to our students as fellow writers, seeking 
to understand their intentions and reacting as a reader to their work. 

Assessment is still highly specific but focuses on areas of strength and weakness in the 
writing. It looks at emerging as well as fully developed aspects of the work. A thorough 
assessment looks at not only what the student can and can't do as a writer, but what he or 
she does inconsistently or is trying to do. Assessment entails noticing what the student is 
doing effectively and where the student is attempting to achieve an end and only partially 
doing so. 

Evaluation enters when a standard of comparison is applied. A teacher makes judgments 
about how well this work compares to what is expected. Grading reduces evaluation to a 
number through the use of a rubric or other scoring system. While grades are often provided 
as feedback to students and may even be the only response a student receives in some cases, 
grading is generally directed towards communicating with an outside audience. 

Rubrics have become ubiquitous as a tool for arriving at a grade for writing. Accrediting 
agencies require them. Many teachers like them because they set expectations for students 
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and provide justification for grades. They lend an air of objectivity 

to the grading of student work, which can feel like a subjective 

process. They have also served to widen what teachers look at 

in student work beyond issues of usage and conventions. They 

are not, however, without their problems. 

Newkirk points out that rubrics tend to obscure the role of the 

author and writer's intention. "The key qualities of good writ

ing (organization, detail, a central problem) are represented 

as something the writing has-rather than something the writ-
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Tools such as the weekly writing record (Horn & Giacobbe, 

2007) can help us keep track of what we are seeing in our 

students' work over time. The weekly writing record is a simple 

tool for recording our observations of individual students' 

work. This was designed for use by elementary and primary 

teachers who can divide their class into groups and take home 

only a certain number of folders each day. But they can also be 

adapted for use by secondary teachers to record observations 

after each major writing assignment with a group of students 

(see Figure 2). 

Most writing teachers want their students 
not only to produce better written products, but also to be 

more thoughtful and deliberate in their choices 
as they compose those products. 

ing does" (2000a, p. 41). He also confesses to "cheating" by 

thinking of what grade he believes the writing should receive 

and then working backwards from there to let the rubric reflect 

that grade. 

In her book Rethinking Rubrics in Writing Assessment (2006), 

Wilson raises concerns about rubrics as a response to writing 

and traces their history as part of the quest for a standardized 

assessment of writing. She points out that rubrics erase or 

ignore disagreements about written work, which, if explored, 

could be quite productive for the writer. Wilson, however, does 

not distinguish between response and assessment through 

rubrics. 

Looking closely at student work can yield insights. The Annenberg 

Institute for School Reform at Brown University has been instru

mental in promoting collaborative assessment conferences, 

guided by protocols where groups of teachers examine individual 

student work samples (Looking at Student Work, n.d.). These 

protocols, or guidelines for conversation, are aimed at ensuring 

equity, broad participation, and efficient use of time that deepen 

assessment of student work. 

At our writing project, we have generated a list of aspects of 

student work to help guide our inspection of student work with the 

protocol (see Figure 1). This comprehensive list attempts to get 

at not only what we see in the work, but urges us to conjecture, 

based on the work, about what we notice about the student's 

approach to work, engagement with the work, thinking about 

the assignment, relationship to the topic he or she was writing 

about, and involvement with the writing. 

When we look only at the written product, even with the 

help of tools like the Looking at Student Work protocol and 

the Aspects of Student Work, we have limited evidence on 

which to make assumptions about the student's thinking. We 

guess at the student's intention or what strategies he or she 

applied while working on the writing. We don't know what 

difficulties the student encountered, how these difficulties 

were approached, or the effort or motivation to do the task. 

Most writing teachers want their students not only to produce 

better written products, but also to be more thoughtful and 

deliberate in their choices as they compose those products. 

In Dean's (2006) terms, we need to assess not only declara

tive (what students know) and procedural (what they can do) 

knowledge, but also conditional (what strategies they know 

how to apply in certain situations) knowledge. In order to truly 

assess writing, we need to know not only what the student has 

done but what the student thought he or she was attempting 

to accomplish. 

The Common Core State Standards for writing are written in 

terms of what the students will be able to demonstrate, rather 

than the features of the written products they produce. Students 

will, to cite an example of one of the anchor standards for writ

ing, "develop and strengthen writing as needed by planning, 

revising, editing, rewriting, or trying a new approach" (Common 

Core State Standards Initiative, n.d.). These standards move 

us away from a single-minded examination of written prod

ucts against a list of traits and towards closer attention to the 

ways in which students are thinking about and approaching 

their writing. 
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One way to begin to approach the thinking aspect of writing is 

through students' written reflections. I have had some success 
with two particular types of student reflections: author's notes 

and course narratives. 

Author's Notes 
Author's notes are communications from students to their read
ers that accompany their papers. The original concept came 
from Elizabeth Ahl, a professor in the English department at 

Plymouth State University. In the writing project, we adapted 
her original concept to ask students to comment on three main 
areas: the history of the piece, their evaluation of the piece, and 

the specific response in which they are interested (see Figure 3). 
Author's notes provide insight into students' thinking and give 

us openings for response and instruction. 

The author's notes from the third paper my composition students 
completed this semester illustrate what students can do with 
these reflections. The assignment for this week was to use 

flashback or moving about in time to show how a present event 
in their lives was influenced by the past. One student wrote, 

At the beginning I hated this essay. I thought it was the 

worst thing I could have written. I had such writer's block 
when it came to figuring out a good, deep, meaningful, 
connection between events in my life. So I landed on the 

simple connection of my two jobs. My only connection 
was that they were my jobs. Then as I continued to write 
I realized the true connection that my subconscious had 
made when it told me to use these two events. That is the 

connection of my coworkers being as close to me as family. 
All I needed to do was start writing and the true meaning 

of the paper came to me! That was a great feeling when 
I finally cracked my writer's block. 

Through the author's note, I learned that this student not only 
has found the connection between his two jobs but hit upon a 

valuable insight about the potential of writing when he realizes 
that we can discover our meaning in the process of writing. I 

was able to pick up on this in my response to him. 

Sometimes what students tell me about their process gives valu
able insight into their thinking and the choices they made while 

they were composing. Another student wrote, 

I had a really tough time thinking of an idea for this essay. 
I was comparing my thoughts to the example given from 
the Comp Journal. I realized I would not come up with 

a story that exciting. I gave it too much thought. But I 
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eventually referred bark to the quick write in class about 
my senior solo. This story made me think about all of the 

experience [ s] I had been through to get there. I started off 
with the senior solo, but later decided that I should go in 
order and work my way up to the ending. I weaved them 
together in the end when I wrote about my nervousness 

during my solo. 

From this author's note, I learned that she had played with the order 
of her piece and that she consciously considered how to relate the 

earlier story of her first dance recital to the senior solo. From looking 
at the paper, I might have concluded that the chronological order was 

unintentional or that she had assumed the paper had to be arranged 
chronologically. In my response, I asked her to consider why she 
made the choices she did and how the paper might have affected 
the reader differently if she had made other choices. 

Similarly, Carol's author's note on the same paper gave me 
insight into how she had applied an exercise we had done in class 
and the sophisticated thinking that went into her essay: 

I came up with the idea of money and how it has changed 
my life for the better as I have grown up and become mature 

about the money that I have earned. When I wrote this piece, 
I decided to condense the part about getting the Rover ... 
I stretched out the part of my dad losing his job because it 
was important to my life today and such an epic moment 

that I wanted to focus on. I changed my mind how I told the 
story and tried to sound positive after all the negative that 

happened. I was trying to explain to the reader how money 
should not be the basis of one's life as it wa~ mine and that 
the people around you matter much more. This draft is dif
ferent because I have taken two stories and tried to mold 

it into one with two different writing styles that hopefully 
transition well into each other. I had trouble putting the 

two together and having them make sense and to try to give 
them a theme about the importance of money. 

I see in Carol's reflection an understanding of the assignment and 

its challenging nature, as well as how she uses the exercise on 
manipulation of time in an essay to help her to achieve the effects 
she is seeking. At the same time, in this author's note, I see Carol 

taking control of her writing and explaining the decisions she has 
made. She struggles to relate the two incidents thematically to 

convey her message. 

One common frustration teachers express is that students, 
after meeting in conference or engaging in peer review ses

sions where specifir suggestions are made, appear to ignore 



One common frustration 
teachers express is that 

students, after meeting in 
conference or engaging 

in peer review sessions where 
specific suggestions are made, 
appear to ignore suggestions 
in their final drafts. Lack of 
revision is often attributed to 

laziness or resistance on 
the part of the student, but 
author's notes can provide 
insight into why changes 
were or were not made. 

suggestions in their final drafts. Lack of revision is often 
attributed to laziness or resistance on the part of the student, 
but author's notes can provide insight into why changes were 

or were not made. Here is an example from Zachary's author's 
note on his first paper: 

Also, we talked about the possibility of opening up with the 
officer down demonstration and leading people to believe 
it was real and then continuing the normal day after that. 

Is there a specific part in the officer down paragraph that 
would be a good spot to make that transition and then pick 
up again at the end? 

In this case, Zachary had considered the suggestion but wasn't 
sure how to execute it. Sometimes students tell me that they did 
or did not make changes for other reasons. Sometimes they decide 
the change would take the paper in a direction they don't like. In 
the same author's note, Zach talks about a change he did make 

but is having second thoughts about. 

This version of my paper is very similar to the original, 

except the very original had an added paragraph at the 
end to summarize everything up and to allow the reader 
to recover after such a dramatic paragraph about officer 
down. I had a friend read it and she believed that the 

dramatic paragraph would allow for the paper to end with 
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a bang. I really like this paper but in my opinion I would 

like to end it with a small paragraph explaining my own 
personal reaction to the question "Am I ready to die on 
the job?" I felt that that would be a good way to end it but 
my friend thought otherwise. What do you think? 

Sometimes the author's note helps me to understand a paper that 
otherwise would not make sense to me. The connection between 

the events described in Manny's paper was not at all evident to 
me until I read his author's note: 

I was a little confused about the assignment, probably 
because I wasn't in class. But I read your email and talked 
to Ali in the class and I gave it my best shot. I tried playing 

around with the present being this past hockey season and 
how we had such a good team that we had a shot at the 
states. And then I flash back to my freshman year when I 
got kicked off the team, and how that could have been the 

end of my hockey career. I would like you to comment on 
how this worked as well as how I use the past and present 
forms, because I wasn't exactly sure how to make it sound 

past and present all the time. 

This author's note allowed me to see the relationship between 

the two stories and get an idea of what Manny was trying to 
accomplish. It also gave me a chance to address his understand
ing of the assignment. Often, students ask specific questions 
in their author's notes that provide a direction for response and 

allow teachers to respond directly to students' concerns. 

Course Narratives 

Author's notes are enormously helpful as a tool for responding to 
student writing, for helping students evaluate their own writing, 
and for both students and teachers to become more aware of strate

gies students use as they compose. The notes provide a window 
into student thinking about their own work. Portfolio narratives 
allow students to move beyond commenting on individual pieces 

of writing to looking at a body of their work and analyzing their 
strengths and weaknesses as a writer. 

Portfolio reflections have been criticized for being little more 

than glorified course evaluations addressed to the person who 
will be assigning grades. Newkirk (2000b) explains how boys 
particularly may resist this invitation to reflect on their writing 

as "a double bind" choice between "sucking up" to authority or 
risking being at odds with a teacher's goals. Another criticism 
involves the mere collection of "stuff," which, viewed out of context, 

tells us little. No question is posed and no analysis takes place 
in order to answer that question (Batson, 2010). 
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The course narrative, another reflection adapted from an assign
ment designed by Ahl, extends a kind of challenge rather than 
an invitation. In the way we have adapted this assignment in 

the writing project, students are asked to not only evaluate their 
development, but, in a sense, to prove through citing evidence 
from their work that they have met the challenges set forth by the 
course. We ask students to "review the body of your work and 

take notes on what you notice before you begin. The purpose of 
the narrative is for you to reflect on what you have learned and 

to clearly and specifically document that learning. The narrative 
is at least as important as the work itself and it should help me 
to see evidence of your learning." 

For each aspect of writing that students say they have learned, 
they are expected to cite evidence from their writing to support 
their claims. It differs from the "standards-based" portfolios 
in that students are given broad guidelines about areas to 

address, such as their ability to revise, edit, plan, etc., but are 
not provided with a list of specific standards. In a creative writ
ing course, they might be asked to comment on their evolving 

understanding of the particular genres of writing they were 
asked to produce, as well as to comment on their revision 
process. Tlie aim of the portfolio narrative is to get at their 
thinking as a writer and their ability to assess and document 

their own progress. 

Three narratives from a creative writing class illustrate how 

students' thinking is evident in their narratives. Because the 
creative writing class focused on narrative-short story and 
poetry writing-students were required to discuss examples 
of each form in their course narratives. The short story took 

up the larger part of the semester, as they took it through 
several drafts to create a story of at least 10 pages in length. 
These constraints made it the best example, although not the 
only one, of students' ideas about revision. Alyssa writes very 
little about revision in her narrative, instead focusing on the 

content of her story. 

The story "Vast Ocean" was supposed to be about a cast
away sailor. The problem I encountered with this was that 

it held very little dialogue due to the lack of contact with 
other human beings. That is when I created the Indian 
character. She was perfect. She was everything George 
was looking for in a woman. It is not all about what you do 
in life, it is who you do it with. There are so many lonely 

people. People seem to have this perspective that they 
are disconnected from everything and alone ... The piece 
still feels unfinished because I could write forever about 
George and his life on the island. 
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Alyssa introduces another character to solve the problem of not 

being able to ustain the story without dialogue but is not able to 
look critically at her work. Instead, she writes about the theme 
of the story. She evidences a more writer-based prose (Flower, 
1979) when she comments on what is unfinished about the story, 

saying that she could keep writing. She is not considering how 
her reader is experiencing her story but rather focusing on her 
own experience of writing it, essentially for herself. 

Will addresses revision of his story more directly in his narrative. 
In some ways, he faced the same problem Alyssa did but appears 
to think about it differently. 

My original story had the main character barely interacting 
with anyone except himself. There was too much build 
up in the beginning and almost no dialogue between the 
characters. The second draft addressed this problem but 

the ending was way too abrupt and did not really have a 
trigger that made the main character change. 

Here, Will evidences more understanding of story structure and a 
greater capacity to look critically at his own work. As one reads on 
in his narrative, it becomes clear that he has come to this awareness 

through the process of receiving feedback on his work. 

I originally thought my first and second drafts were fine 
the way they were and if I hadn't received any feedback 

on them, it would not have had any changes made to it 
since the first draft. Before this class, it was obvious that 
I never had any real experience doing any revisions to 

my work, so having people constantly looking at my work 
and giving back feedback on how to improve the certain 
parts of my work rather than focusing on the grammar of 
my work was a big change. 

Alyssa and Will received much the same kind of feedback and 
both made changes in response to that feedback, but Will seems 
to have internalized the response to a greater degree and is 

able to reflect not only on the story structure but on the revision 
process itself. He is able to use the feedback he has received to 
see the story from a reader's point of view. Nancy takes it a step 
further in her narrative. 

Being in Creative Writing has taught me one of the most 
important lessons when it comes to writing that big essay, 

or even a small poem. When you are stuck for ideas, write. 
When you think you have a draft, re-write. One of the most 
important things I remember hearing .. . during the short 
story unit was "you don't have to marry your first draft." I 



laughed at the silliness. Of course you don't have to marry 
your first draft, I don't do that! But then I questioned my 
own writing. Do I do that? ... I remember it every time I 

hesitate to tear a paper apart in revision. 

Nancy goes on to discuss her revision process in relation to her 
short story. 

The piece was one I had written in a style I was not used 
to. I attempted a science-fiction style and played with 
scene and characters in a world unknown. It was dif

ficult, and overall I am pleased with how the piece came 
out. ... It taught me a lot about expanding my ideas and 

stretching my writing past my comfort zone. Writing 
this piece changed my ideas about what it meant to be 
creative-for the first time in my writing I became my 
character. I learned not just to give my character a name, 

but to really create the life of the character ... her life 
became three-dimensional with her background, her 
future, her relationships with others, her thoughts and 

feelings. I learned how to develop a character and make 
her "real." I also learned, as with the rough draft, that 
you do not ~eed to stick to your original character. I did 
change my characters in the story several times. 

Nancy's revisions are not only taking place at the surface level 
of changing the actual text of the story but also at the conceptual 
level. She is changing her idea of who her characters are, which 
drives the changes in the story itself. Nancy is better able than 

her classmates to articulate aspects of her process. In her final 
assessment of her short story, she writes, 

I am proud to say I tried it and will hopefully go back to 
it soon. This is something else I learned about writing. 
Sometimes you need to put something aside, start some
thing fresh, and let your thoughts collect before you go 
back to it, and that is okay. 

All three writers made substantial changes in their short stories 
during the process of writing several drafts. What I learned from 
the narratives is that there were also important differences in 

their processes of thinking about their revisions. Alyssa adds 
a character to solve the technical problem of having to sustain 
action without dialogue. The character she adds is "perfect" and 
"everything George is looking for in a woman," which reveals 

the character is created to fit a slot within the plot rather than 
to create conflict or advance the action. Will evidences more 
understanding of conflict and the necessity for his main character 
to change substantially over the course of the story. He is able 

to look at the structure of the story as a whole and see how it is 

working and used the help of feedback from his classmates and 
instructor to become aware of these issues. Nancy shows more 
confidence in the way she discusses the writing process and 
character development. Her characters seem to drive the action 
of the story rather than the other way around, and she is able to 

talk more generally about strategies she can apply to her writing 
using her story as an example. 

These differences are not evident to as great a degree from look
ing at the products alone. As Nancy notes in her narrative, she is 
exploring a genre of writing that is new to her and with which she 

has limited familiarity. She takes risks in her writing and is not 
as confident as she might have been with a more familiar type of 
story. Will's story presents some strong technical problems that 

propelled his learning, but he is not as accustomed to revision 
and will need more experience with it to be able to direct his own 
revisions by looking critically at his own work. His narrative tells 

me that he is aware of these revisions and the reasoning behind 
them. His revisions are in his zone of proximal development 
(Vygotskii & Cole, 1978) in that he is able to accomplish them 

and to reflect on them with the support of his instructor and peers. 
Alyssa will need more support in order to reach this stage. 

The portfolio narratives allow teachers access to students' think
ing and their ability to reflect about their writing. This allows us 

to begin to assess what students are able to do in the process of 
writing, something that is not always evident from an examination 
of their products. I often have told students who are studying to 

be writing teachers to remember that we are teaching the writer 
and not the piece of writing. Of course, we want our students to 
be able to produce effective pieces of writing, but in order to do 
that they will need to take risks and often will fall short. Our 

current assessment systems fail to honor the awkward attempts 
and emerging skills or the more basic strategies that students 
like Alyssa are using. If we don't understand those initial efforts, 
it is hard to build on the strategies students are using. 

My hope is that what has been presented here can help us to 
begin to look at assessments in deeper and more productive 
ways. Looking differently at students' work, reading their author's 

notes and portfolio narratives, can help us to be more aware 
of what students are thinking about their work. Only when we 
understand the strategies students are actually using and the 

way in which they conceive of what they are trying to do can we 
begin to build on what they are able to do to enable them to do 
it more effectively. This kind of teaching will provide students 
with strategies they can take with them to new writing situations 
throughout their lives. 
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--------------'s Cumulative Record for the Year. Grade--------------

Knows about topic, Knows about sentence Needs to know how to: Instructional plans: 
organization, and details: structure, wording, and 

mechanics: 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 
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Figure 2. 

Name _________________ _ Date 

Type of Writing ----------------------------------

Topic development (ap- I notice this student can: I notice this student Instructional plans: 
proach to topic, overall needs: 
effect of the paper): 

Organization (focused, 
logically ordered): 

Details (description and 
examples): 

Sentence structure (sen-
tences complete, correct, and 
varied In length and form): 

Wording (vocabulary, word 
choice, usage): 

Mechanics (spelling, 
convention~): 

Figure 3. 

Author's Notes: Instructions for Students 
Author's notes are notes from you (the author) to me (your reader) telling me what I need to know in order to respond effectively, wisely, 
and well to your work. Remember that I do not grade your papers, so there is no point in trying to conceal the problems with the paper. I 
would really like to know what problems you can identity and what you think about your piece. 

What should you include in your author's notes? 

The history of the piece-how did you come up with the idea? What decisions did you make as you wrote the piece? How did you decide 
how to approach it? What did you change as you wrote It? What were you trying to show the reader? How does this draft compare to 
earlier versions? What problems have you encountered and what strategies did you use to try to solve them? What response did you get 
along the way and how did it affect you? 

Your evaluation of the piece-what do you think of this paper? What do you think i~ working well in this piece? What lines or parts of the 
paper do you like? What is frustrating you? What do you think really needs work? What problems have you been unable to solve? 

The response you would find most helpful-what would you like me to comment on about the paper? What do you want to know from 
your readers? What advice or assessment do you need? 

Some things you can do in your author's notes: 
1. Ask questions: 

• Ask me-as-reader questions about the effects of the text. 
• Ask me questions about meeting particular requirements of the assignment. 
• Ask specific questions about specific passages. 

2. Discuss the process of composition/research/revisions. 
3. Explain what you were trying to do. 
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4. Comment on strategies: 
• What strategies did you use on this writing assignment that worked well for you? Did you consider strategies of inquiry, drafting, 

and product in your answer? 
• Why do you think they worked well? In other words, what did each strategy do for you that Improved your ability to write or your 

writing? 
• Under what conditions might you use these strategies again? 

5. Explain what resources you have used to complete the assignment. 

What aren't author's notes? 

Author's notes are NOT apologies, clarifications of what is unclear in the paper, defenses of your paper against possible criticism, or 
complaints about the assignment. They should be more than summaries of the paper they accompany. If you find yourself explaining what 
is In the paper, you probably need to go back to write more. 

I would like to understand your writing process, your intent, and I would like you, through your author's notes, to start a conversation with 
me about your paper. What do I need to know in order to be most helpful to you in my response? The best author's notes open up issues 
for me to discuss in my response, expose vulnerabilities in your paper. Open yourself up to receive good response to your work. 
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