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Abstract


This paper presents the results of a longitudinal study of deaf students’ expository writing.  Two sets of writing samples were obtained from students at the National Technical Institute for the Deaf (NTID).  The first sample was taken at the entrance and the second upon completion of the third of fourth writing courses.  Samples were scored following the NTID Writing Test Scoring Categories.  Results show that while errors remain in language and vocabulary use, students’ compositions improved in organization and content


This presentation reviews literature on deaf adolescents’ writing before exploring the structural gains the students in this study demonstrated.  Sample papers and their rating scores will be used.
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Deaf Students’ Composing Processes:  What Do They Actually Learn?

Historically, deaf students’ written language has been analyzed in terms of syntactic and lexical development at the sentence level. Their written language has been generally characterized as shorter (Bochner & Albertini, 1988). This brevity results from a variety of characteristics. These characteristics include a sparser use of intersentiential cohesive devices (Albertini & Schley, 2003), fewer clauses and fewer words per T-unit than their hearing peers (Klecan-Aker & Blondeau 1990).  

More recent literature has focused on students’ texts, rather than sentence production in part for the purpose of identifying deaf students’ successes and failures in generating texts. That is, what are they doing well and where and how do their messages break down?   

Albertini (1990) examined the internal organization of two deaf writers’ journal entries through a schema called a “given-new contract” or an expectation of readers that the writer will present given information prior to introducing new information. Results of the study showed that the writers followed one or more of the organizational patterns of the given-new contract, producing texts which were coherent and organized despite surface linguistic errors (Albertini, 1990, p.127).   

Other recent studies relied on rubrics for purposes of text analysis. Gormley and Sarachan-Deily (1987) examined deaf high school students’ writing using a feature analytical scoring guide with three categories: content, linguistic considerations and surface mechanics. Results of the study showed that when comparing the texts of good and poor writers there were significant differences in content and linguistic considerations.  Errors in surface mechanics, however, were similar in both groups.

Heefner and Shaw (1996) conducted a study to determine whether a Six-Trait Analytical Scale developed by Spandel and Stiggins (1990) for hearing students was valid and reliable as a diagnostic instrument for deaf students’ writing.  To that end, written narratives were collected from 206 students twice a year from 1990 to 1994 and scored by raters using the six trait scale.  Results of the study suggest that the Six-Trait Analytical Scale is reliable and valid when used with deaf students’ texts. Evidence of reliability in the rubric was suggested by the high per cent agreement between the two raters. Validity was described in terms of student growth in the rubric categories. Students demonstrated the greatest growth in ideas and organization and the least growth in conventions (p. 159).

Musselman and Szanto (1998) assessed the writing of 69 deaf adolescents from various educational settings for the purpose of describing their written language. Their research had a dual focus – student performance on measures of conventions, semantics and syntax, and the effect of genre on the aforementioned components.  The study design compared skills of students from Auditory/Oral (A/O) programs with those from Total Communication (TC) programs.  

A five point rubric was used to score the writing samples, each subcategory measuring a different aspect of written language as follows: contextual style, contextual spelling (conventions related to print), thematic maturity (semantics at the text level), contextual vocabulary (semantic development at the word level) and syntactic maturity (grammatical knowledge) (p. 248). The samples were also scored holistically for the purpose of measuring the interaction of form and content in a specific genre (p.249). Results of the study showed that students scored higher on semantic measures than syntactic ones and higher on the text-level semantic measure than the word-level measure. These results suggest that despite their difficulties with vocabulary and syntax, deaf students can convey content with greater success than expected given their language skills.  

Schirmer, Bailey and Fitzgerald (1999) assessed ten deaf students’ writing using the rubric adapted from the Glencoe English Series.  The purpose of the study was to assess the value of a writing rubric as a teaching strategy to help children attend to specific aspects of their own writing and to become metacognitive writers.  Results of this study showed that use of the rubric as a teaching strategy significantly improved in topic control, content, story development and organization.  However, use of the rubric did not improve performance on traits of voice/audience, word choice, sentence structure and mechanics.

The literature, then, though not abundant, suggests two notions. First, the use of rubrics as a diagnostic tool can show strengths and weaknesses in deaf students’ texts. Second, while deaf students’ syntax and mechanics continue to be problematic, students can communicate their ideas in writing surprisingly well, primarily because of success with organization and content.  The purpose of this investigation, then, was to see if and to what extent, the organization and content of deaf students’ texts improved over time when analyzed using a four point rubric. 

Method

Subjects

The subjects in this study consisted of 27 students at the National Technical Institute for the Deaf (NTID), admittance to which depends in part on a hearing loss of 70 db or higher, unaided. All of the students entered NTID in either 2000 or 2001 and all had tested into either a level A or B writing course upon entry at NTID.  That is, they had scored either 39 or below out of a possible 100 points on the NTID Writing Test (Albertini, Bochner, Cuneo, Hunt, Nielsen, Seago & Shannon, 1986) (Level A) or between 40 and 49 (Level B). Entry at these levels meant the students would have received at least two quarters of direct writing instruction in the English Department before writing the exit paper.     

Procedure

First year students at NTID produce a writing sample prior to the start of their first term for purposes of placement in the English Department program. To this end, students are given the NTID Writing Test. Their writing is based on a prompt intended to elicit an expository essay based on personal experience (see Appendix A). They have approximately 30 minutes to complete the writing sample. They are encouraged to produce their best work and use the full amount of time. The writing sample is scored by three trained raters and given up to 25 points in each of the following areas:  organization, content, language use and vocabulary. There are descriptors for each of the above areas as well as number guides to assist the scorers (Appendix B). The sub-scores are added for a total score. The totals from each of the three raters are then averaged to determine a final score. Students receiving an overall score of 39 or below are placed in Level A writing. Those receiving an overall score of 40 to 49 are placed in Level B. Those receiving 50-59 are placed in Level C and those receiving 60-67 are placed in Level D. Students receiving a score of 68 or above have satisfied the academic writing requirement of the department.

For the past two years, faculty members in the English Department at NTID have been assessing student readiness for Level D writing by eliciting a writing sample from students in Level C near the end of the term. Students are given three topics, told to choose one and spend the class (approximately 50 minutes) writing on their chosen topic. Papers are judged by the Writing C level instructors using a three-point system:  ready (for Writing D), marginally ready, or not ready. The prompts are intended to elicit an expository essay of approximately four paragraphs based on personal experience.

Because the exit writing sample was only scored on a readiness scale, it was necessary to score the samples again using the rubric designed for the NTID Writing Test.  Following the procedure used with the NTID Writing Test, each sample was scored by three raters and the results averaged to obtain a final score.  

These two writing samples, the placement test and the Writing C exit paper, were used for purposes of comparison.

Results

The students’ average scores on each of the four rubrics from the NTID Writing Test were compared with those on the Writing C exit paper.  The complete results are presented on Table 1.  An overview of this table shows that students’ organization improved an average of 4 points, content improved an average of 3.5 points, language improved 2.4 points and vocabulary improved 2.8 points. These numbers, then suggest that students made slightly greater gains in the areas of organization and content than in language and vocabulary.  

In organization, the greatest individual improvements were found with Students E and F who showed a gain of 8 points, while students N and P showed the least improvement, gaining only 1 point.  Student E made the greatest improvement in content, gaining 7 points while student N lost 2 points in the same category.  Student F made the greatest improvement in language, gaining 6 points while student N again lost 2 points.  Student E also made the greatest improvement in vocabulary, gaining 7 points while both Student S and Student N showed no improvement.

An average overall gain of 12.7 points was made across all four areas.  Since 10 points separate each level for purposes of placement, such a gain would be sufficient to move a student to the next level, that is, say, from Academic Writing B to Academic Writing C.

Discussion

The purpose of this investigation was to compare samples of deaf students’ writing taken over time and using a four point rubric to see if, and to what extent, the students’ writing improved in organization and content. A comparison of the scores from the NTID Writing Test and the sample taken at the end of Academic Writing C showed slightly higher gains were made in organization and content than in language and vocabulary. Even slight gains, however, may not be surprising if the focus of the courses align with such gains. While it is certainly true that organization and content are taught at all four levels in the English Department, it is by no means all that is taught.  

Both grammar and vocabulary also receive planned and incidental instruction. Students receive direct instruction on grammar rules and have follow-up practices.  In addition, points for remediation are raised and discussed in class.  Similar approaches are taken with vocabulary.   The structure at each level of the Academic Writing courses, therefore, mimics the rubric used to assess student texts.

The issue of validity of the rubrics used is also important to the discussion of the results.  According to Gormley & Sarachan- Deily (1987) there are only two methods for evaluating writing that produce consistency in results.  The first kind is general impression or a holistic approach, and the second is feature analytical scoring.  Feature analytical scoring, or rating sub-skills, provides a frame for deeper textual analysis because it allows the rater to focus on different aspects of the text and evaluate them differently (p. 158).  

While feature analytical scoring provides a frame for analysis, it is important that such a scoring method be valid. Bochner, Albertini, Samar & Metz (1992) found that raters could not selectively score the quality of the four sub-skills used in the NTID Writing Test. Using a principal component analysis (PCA) on the subscale ratings for the categories of organization, content, language use and vocabulary, these researchers found that each subscale “measured essentially the same underlying dimension of writing skill as every other subscale” (p.306).   According to these researchers, their findings do not obviate the notion that organization, content, vocabulary and language form the basis for quality writing. The results of their work, rather, show that raters in their sample were not successfully able to separate the quality of one sub-skill from another when forming their opinions.  

In terms of internal validity, a difference between the findings of Bochner et al (1992) and those of Heefner & Shaw (1998) may lie in the kind of data used for analysis. Bochner et al (1992) used information collected from raters scoring a single set of writing samples. Heefner & Shaw (1998), on the other hand, collected writing samples over a period of four years. These researchers used student growth over time as the indicator for rubric validity.  

Even if the categories used for assessing student writing samples are not used diagnostically, the results of this study can be viewed in terms of trends. The differences in scoring results between the two sets of writing samples suggest that students generally made gains in all four areas. The numbers also suggest that the area of greatest improvement was organization. Whether looking at categories of the rubric or the overall score, the numbers show that deaf students are able to make gains in written English in a relatively short amount of time. 

Suggestions for Further Study

Research (Gormley and Sarachan-Deily (1987); Heefner & Shaw, 1996; Schirmer, Bailey & Fitzgerald, 1999) has shown three analytical scales valid and reliable as diagnostic tools for deaf students’ writing.  Further, researchers have noted greater gains in specific areas of student texts, the result of which is greater readability.    This study compared students’ texts written over time to see where gains were greater.  

The sample studied here was small. A logical next step would be to attempt replication of the results with a larger sample.  In order to alleviate the problem of diagnostic validity with the individual categories in the rubric, the scoring itself also could be changed.  According to Albertini (personal communication, January, 2004), a more precise way to measure kinds of gains in student writing would be to use organization as the construct.  That is, have raters score the pairs of writing samples with only a view to organization.   If the trends described here could be confirmed through the use of a larger sample and through alternate scoring, educators of the deaf would have a better understanding of approaches to help students achieve greater clarity in their writing.

Appendix A

The NTID Writing Test

Directions:

1.  Use a pen; do not use a pencil

2.  You have 30 minutes to write.

3.  Your test score will help place you in a writing course

Topic:

You are in a new place.  Write an essay on your opinions of NTID and the people here.  Give reasons and examples.

Appendix B

NTID Writing Test

Scoring Categories and Descriptors

Organization (25 pts.):  This includes such features as:

· Clear statement of topic placed appropriately

· Intent is evident to readers

· Plan of paper could be outlined by reader (i.e., paper is unified and coherent)

· Appropriate transitions (i.e., transitional markers and clear paragraphing)

Content (25 pts.):  This includes such features as:

· Paper addresses the assigned topic

· Generalizations are supported by examples

· No extraneous material

· Pertinence and noteworthiness of ideas

Language Use (25 pts.):  This includes such features as:

· Correct use of grammatical structures (sentence and discourse level) and punctuation

· Correct use of complex structures

· Intelligible spelling

· Clarity of style and expression

· Clarity of reference

Vocabulary use (25 pts.):  This includes such features as:

· Appropriate semantic use of vocabulary

· Consistent register

· Sophisticated choice of vocabulary

· Appropriate use of figurative and idiomatic expressions

Table I

NTID Writing Test Scores (SVP) and Academic Writing 3 (AW3) Scores


[image: image1.emf]Student SVP Org. AW3 Org SVP Con. AW3 Con. SVP Lang AW3 Lang SVP Voc AW3 Voc SVP Total AW3 Total

Student A 10 14 10 14 13 13 12 13 45 54

Student B 10 13 8 12 8 12 8 11 34 48

Student C 11 13 10 12 10 12 10 13 40 51

Student D 10 14 10 14 10 11 10 12 40 51

Student E 9 17 9 16 11 17 9 16 37 66

Student F 7 15 8 14 9 15 9 15 33 59

Student G 10 15 10 14 11 15 9 14 40 58

Student H 8 12 8 11 9 10 9 11 34 45

Student I 10 16 9 17 10 12 10 13 39 57

Student J 11 16 11 15 10 14 10 14 41 59

Student K 7 13 6 11 7 10 7 11 26 45

Student L 10 14 9 12 9 11 9 12 37 49

Student M 8 11 8 11 9 11 10 12 35 46

Student N 10 11 10 8 11 9 11 11 42 39

Student O 11 14 11 13 11 14 12 13 46 54

Student P 10 11 7 11 7 11 8 13 32 46

Student Q 10 13 7 10 7 10 8 11 32 44

Student R 9 11 9 11 10 10 10 12 37 43

Student S 12 14 12 13 12 12 12 12 47 51

Student T 10 15 10 15 13 14 12 14 45 58

Student U 6 12 5 10 6 9 6 9 23 39

Student V 11 16 11 14 12 15 12 13 46 58

Student W 10 14 10 14 12 15 12 14 45 57

Student X 11 13 11 13 10 11 11 12 44 50

Student Y 8 16 9 14 8 13 10 12 35 55

Student AA 10 14 11 13 9 12 9 13 38 52


Table 2

Percent Change from NTID Writing Test Scores to Academic Writing 3 Scores

	Student 
	% change in org.
	% change in cont.
	% change in lang.
	% change in vocab.

	Student A
	16
	16
	0
	4

	Student B
	12
	16
	16
	12

	Student C
	8
	8
	8
	12

	Student D
	16
	16
	4
	8

	Student E
	32
	28
	20
	28

	Student F
	32
	24
	24
	24

	Student G
	20
	16
	16
	20

	Student H
	16
	12
	4
	8

	Student I
	24
	32
	8
	12

	Student J
	20
	16
	16
	16

	Student K
	24
	20
	12
	16

	Student L
	16
	12
	8
	12

	Student M
	12
	12
	8
	8

	Student N
	4
	-8
	-8
	0

	Student O
	12
	8
	12
	4

	Student P
	4
	16
	16
	16

	Student Q
	12
	12
	12
	12

	Student R
	8
	8
	0
	8

	Student S
	8
	4
	0
	0

	Student T
	16
	12
	4
	8

	Student U
	24
	20
	12
	12

	Student V
	16
	8
	12
	12

	Student W
	16
	16
	12
	8

	Student X
	8
	8
	4
	8

	Student Y
	24
	20
	20
	12

	Student AA
	16
	8
	12
	16
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		Student		SVP Org.		AW3 Org		SVP Con.		AW3 Con.		SVP Lang		AW3 Lang		SVP Voc		AW3 Voc		SVP Total		AW3 Total

		Student A		10		14		10		14		13		13		12		13		45		54

		Student B		10		13		8		12		8		12		8		11		34		48

		Student C		11		13		10		12		10		12		10		13		40		51

		Student D		10		14		10		14		10		11		10		12		40		51

		Student E		9		17		9		16		11		17		9		16		37		66

		Student F		7		15		8		14		9		15		9		15		33		59

		Student G		10		15		10		14		11		15		9		14		40		58

		Student H		8		12		8		11		9		10		9		11		34		45

		Student I		10		16		9		17		10		12		10		13		39		57

		Student J		11		16		11		15		10		14		10		14		41		59

		Student K		7		13		6		11		7		10		7		11		26		45

		Student L		10		14		9		12		9		11		9		12		37		49

		Student M		8		11		8		11		9		11		10		12		35		46

		Student N		10		11		10		8		11		9		11		11		42		39

		Student O		11		14		11		13		11		14		12		13		46		54

		Student P		10		11		7		11		7		11		8		13		32		46

		Student Q		10		13		7		10		7		10		8		11		32		44

		Student R		9		11		9		11		10		10		10		12		37		43

		Student S		12		14		12		13		12		12		12		12		47		51

		Student T		10		15		10		15		13		14		12		14		45		58

		Student U		6		12		5		10		6		9		6		9		23		39

		Student V		11		16		11		14		12		15		12		13		46		58

		Student W		10		14		10		14		12		15		12		14		45		57

		Student X		11		13		11		13		10		11		11		12		44		50

		Student Y		8		16		9		14		8		13		10		12		35		55

		Student AA		10		14		11		13		9		12		9		13		38		52
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