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I. INTRODUCTION 
Central Washington University’s general education program was deemed by the 

NWCCU in its 2009 comprehensive evaluation committee report to “conform to accreditation 
standards and was noted as being thoughtfully designed.”  Although the scope of the CWU 
program was thought “attractive in the framework of liberal arts training,” general education 
assessment processes were believed to be “unsatisfactory” in the comprehensive evaluation 
committee report. Specifically, CWU general education assessment procedures were believed to 
have not “produced comprehensive results that could lead to meaningful improvements in the 
program.” In response to the NWCCU findings, the University Assessment Committee 
developed a general education assessment framework, initiated in 2010.  As a part of the 
implementation of that framework, an assessment calendar was developed to assure general 
education goal assessment over a seven-year time frame.  Written communication was assessed 
during the 2010-2011 academic year based on a rubric developed in 2001 by a CWU Writing 
Assessment committee. This rubric was applied to samples of 425 papers from ten general 
education courses and 224 student papers from 12 upper division (300 or 400 level) courses.  
This report summarizes and interprets the results of this element (i.e., written communication) of 
the CWU general education assessment plan. 

II. METHODOLOGY 
Instrument 
The CWU Writing Across the Curriculum Rubric (Gray, 2001) examines student writing 

in five dimensions: Content, Reasoning, Organization, Rhetoric of the Discipline, and 
Conventions and Presentation (see Appendix 1).  Content relates to the appropriateness of the 
assignment, its clarity of purpose, and whether the evidence or information presented in the 
paper is relevant, accurate, necessary, and complete. Reasoning has to do with whether the ideas 
and purpose of the paper are significant, supported by appropriate evidence and sources, and that 
any analysis and interpretation showed some depth of thinking, logical reasoning, accurate 
conclusions, and/or informed recommendations. Organization relates to whether the paper uses 
appropriate headings, transitions, and other signposts to guide the reader, whether the paper’s 
parts are connected to each other and to overall purpose, and whether visual elements, if used, 
are integrated with verbal elements.  Rhetoric of the Discipline refers to the paper’s 
demonstration of subject knowledge, use of specialized concepts and language, format, and tone 
that shows evidence of disciplinary ways of thinking and awareness of audience.  Conventions 
and Presentation relates to whether the text is cited accurately and completely, shows evidence of 
proofreading, few errors, effective formatting, and visuals or diagrams as necessary. 

This rubric was based on the model developed for Washington’s statewide Senior 
Writing Study and the state’s then-current Competency-Based Admissions Standards Project.  
For the 2001 pilot study, a multidisciplinary committee of six faculty members participated in 
scorer training and scored 49 intermediate-level papers from five disciplines.  Each paper was 
read twice, and in cases of reader disagreement by more than one score level, a third reader 
determined the final score.  Inter-rater agreement was high, with 97% rater agreement (defined as 
within one score level).  Of these, 59% of ratings were exact matches.  Each of the five main 
dimensions of the rubric are further divided into three to four sub-areas.  For the present study, 
an overall “pass” or “no-pass” was scored for each dimension.  
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Procedures 
Two samples of student writing were collected during the 2010-2011 academic year.  The 

first was composed of 425 student papers from nine general education classes in eight 
departments (including 13 sections of English 101, a required basic course, which provided 65% 
of the papers).  These classes were all designated as “W” or writing-intensive classes in the 
CWU general education program.  As these classes are breadth courses not housed within a 
particular major, the rubric element Rhetoric of the Discipline was not scored. 

The second sample consisted of 224 student papers from 12 upper division classes in 
eight departments (Exercise Science 457 provided 26% of the papers studied).  Upper division 
classes were selected by departments as being courses within the major in which students 
complete significant writing assignments (see Appendix 2 for course list).  Papers were evaluated 
by course instructors. 

As the purpose of this analysis was to establish baseline data on student writing 
achievement in the general education program as well as upper division classes within majors 
(after completion of basic and breadth courses), results were tabulated as percentages of students 
passing/not-passing by rubric dimension.  An a priori level of 80% passing was established to 
guide data interpretation and discussion of program improvement. 

III. RESULTS 
Table 1 presents pass rates for general education (Writing Intensive) and upper division 

classes for each rubric dimension.  General education papers were not evaluated on the Rhetoric 
of the Discipline dimension. 

 

Table 1. 2010-2011 CWU Writing Pass Rates by Rubric Dimension 

  CWU Writing Rubric Dimension  
Course Type  Content Reasoning Organization Rhetoric Conventions 

General Education 
(n = 425) 

Number 
Passed 

390 335 405 - 364 

 % Passed 92% 79% 95% - 86% 
Upper Division     
(n = 224) 

Number 
Passed 

195 184 195 199 164 

 % Passed 87% 82% 87% 89% 74% 
 
 
IV. DISCUSSION 

In the broader context of CWU’s General Education Program, students arrive on campus 
with varying levels of writing skill, and although writing is addressed as a component of many 
classes and programs, the main vehicle for direct instruction and feedback on writing in the 
general education program is the requirement of English 101 and 102.  Transfer students with a 
direct transfer Associates degree complete these requirements prior to arrival at CWU.  All 
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students may choose to access the University Writing Center and other forms of outside-of-class 
tutoring and support. 

An additional assessment of writing occurs for all teacher education students (16.4% of 
CWU graduates in 2010-2011) as they are required to pass the WEST-B exam developed by 
Washington’s Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction.  This exam is typically taken 
mid-program (before the junior year) by native and transfer students alike.  In addition, many 
degree programs assess writing as part of upper division courses, senior capstone projects, and 
portfolios.  As one of CWU’s goals is for students to achieve fluency in writing (see CWU 
catalog), it is desirable to seek evidence that student writing achievement, broadly viewed, 
increases as students navigate their degrees from English 101 to graduation. 

In a discussion of the SAT scores of the high school class of 2011, Banchero (2011) 
noted that 43% of students achieved composite scores high enough to predict “success in 
college” (defined as a 65% chance of earning at least a B- grade point average in their first year).  
The writing scores, on average, were the lowest of the three SAT areas, and all three areas 
reflected a continued year-on-year downward trend. According to the American Association of 
Colleges and Universities’ Liberal Education Outcomes report (American Association of 
Colleges and Universities, 2005), “ETS Academic Profile data show 11% of [college] seniors 
‘proficient’ at level 3 in writing”  (p. 6). However, this figure was not based on actual student 
writing, but a multiple-choice exam. We believe these data indicate that students likely arrive at 
CWU with modest preparation and skill in writing, and that our focus should continue to be on 
offering in-class and out-of-class support toward a reasonable standard of “college-level” writing 
among graduates in all degrees. 

General Education Writing Sample 
Given that the majority of student papers from the general education sample were drawn 

from English 101 classes, and that for most students this is among the first college classes taken, 
we found it interesting and gratifying to see that 3 of the 4 rubric areas showed pass rates greater 
than 80%.      

The WEST-B exam, required for admission into the Teacher Certification Program and 
leading to the Washington Residency Teaching Certificate, (16.4% of CWU degrees conferred in 
2012-2011) was implemented at CWU in 2007.  The writing portion of this test consists of 
approximately 50 multiple-choice items and two constructed-response (writing) items.  Data 
summaries available through CWU’s Center for Teaching and Learning assessment system 
website indicate an average first-attempt pass rate of 84% from 2007-2011.  The first-time pass 
rate for 2011-2012 was 87% with a multiple-attempt aggregate pass rate of 92%. There has been 
a general upward trend in pass rates since 2005, based on 3,754 unique students taking the exam 
(some multiple times).  It appears that CWU students, in general, are well prepared for the 
writing portion of this test; however (and consistent with the SAT), student pass rates are higher 
on the mathematics and reading segments.  This indicates that continued focus on student writing 
skills in the freshman and sophomore years should be considered by all programs. 

This sample of students in the CWU general education program scored highest on 
Organization and lowest on the Reasoning element, the only element with an average pass rate 
below 80%.   These results are similar to a previous CWU investigation showing Reasoning as 
the lowest rated item (Gray, 2001).  
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English 101 papers were drawn from 13 class sections.  Similar to the pilot study (Gray, 
2001) each paper was evaluated by two readers; a third was used if there were major differences 
in ratings.  Rhetoric of the Discipline was not evaluated for English 101 papers.  The evaluators’ 
conclusions seem applicable to the entire university: 

For ENG 101, the lowest scores were for the Reasoning category.  The readers 
attributed this particularly to the students’ difficulty in synthesizing material from 
multiple sources, a primary objective of the assignment.  The scores for 
Conventions were somewhat higher than expected, and the scores for 
Organization were particularly strong.  As students in Fall quarter sections of 
ENG 101 are typically first-quarter freshmen, these scores provide a baseline for 
writing performance early in the general education program.  Student 
performance at this point may be more strongly influenced by their K-12 
preparation than it would be for later courses. 

Upper Division Writing Sample 
In this sample, four of the five rubric dimensions showed pass rates greater than 80%.  

One would expect to see increases in average pass rates in upper-division and capstone courses 
using this rubric if indeed CWU’s programs are achieving the institutional goal of increasing 
writing competence for all students.  This sample of students in CWU upper division courses 
scored highest on Rhetoric and lowest on the Conventions element, the only element with an 
average pass rate below 80%. Overall, upper division students performed similarly to general 
education students, with the exception of Reasoning (3% higher pass rate) and Conventions 
(13% lower).  The scores for Conventions were especially low for the Exercise Science papers 
that made up 26% of the sample.  These trends may be related to the difference between a 
general education student’s work in a basic writing course and that of a student writing an 
assignment for an upper division course within a particular major.  While a student’s reasoning 
ability may increase with time and experience, the conventions of writing within a specific 
discipline may be new enough to pose increased challenge.  These results suggest that early 
coursework within particular majors should emphasize writing conventions of the discipline. 

V. RECOMMENDATIONS  
Based on the experience of collecting and reviewing the current data, we recommend that 

further assessment of student writing be refined in several ways.  First, we would like to suggest 
that the Writing Across the Curriculum rubric be redesigned with at least 4 anchored levels 
within each dimension, rather than a dichotomous pass/no-pass rating.  This will allow for a 
finer-grained analysis of areas of particular strength and challenge for students.  We would also 
like to report and analyze the data within the rubric sub-areas in order to see if particular sub-
areas contribute disproportionately to the overall dimension score.  Second, we would like to 
conduct reliability studies on the refined instrument to specifically evaluate inter-rater 
consistency.  Third, we would like to develop a stratified random sampling strategy that will 
allow for more confident generalization to the general education program, upper division 
courses, and the university as a whole.  Fourth, we feel that true longitudinal data (collecting data 
from the same students or cohort of students over time) would be valuable in identifying trends 
in student achievement.  This may be feasible given current strategic planning that will call for 
yearly assessment data from all programs as well as new possibilities for the use of course-
embedded rubrics within the university’s learning management system.  
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CWU	  Writing	  Rubric	  
Elements	   Pass	   No	  Pass	  

Content	  

	  The	  topic	  is	  appropriate	  for	  the	  assignment.	   	  Topic	  is	  not	  appropriate	  for	  the	  assignment.	  

	  The	  paper	  as	  a	  whole	  has	  a	  clear	  sense	  of	  
purpose.	  

	  Individual	  paragraphs	  and/or	  paper	  as	  a	  
whole	  lack	  a	  clear	  sense	  of	  purpose.	  	  It	  may	  lack	  
a	  thesis,	  controlling	  idea,	  or	  introduction	  and	  
conclusion.	  

	  Evidence	  or	  information	  presented	  in	  the	  
paper	  is	  relevant,	  accurate,	  necessary,	  and	  
complete.	  

	  Substantial	  parts	  of	  the	  writing	  may	  be	  
irrelevant,	  inaccurate,	  or	  only	  weakly	  connected	  
to	  the	  purpose.	  	  There	  may	  be	  insufficient	  
evidence	  or	  information,	  or	  little	  effort	  to	  limit	  
information.	  

Content	  overall:	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Pass:	  

 	  
	   No	  Pass:	  	  	  

Reasoning	  

	  The	  claims,	  ideas,	  and	  purpose	  are	  
significant.	  

	  The	  claims	  and	  ideas	  in	  the	  paper	  may	  be	  
self-‐evident,	  simplistic,	  or	  underdeveloped.	  

	  Claims	  and	  ideas	  are	  supported	  by	  
appropriate	  evidence	  and	  sources.	  

	  Claims	  and	  ideas	  not	  are	  supported	  by	  
evidence	  or	  only	  by	  weak	  evidence.	  

	  Assumptions	  are	  recognized	  and	  made	  
explicit.	  

	  The	  analysis	  may	  rest	  on	  unstated	  or	  
unexamined	  assumptions.	  

	  Analysis	  and	  interpretation	  show	  some	  
combination	  of	  the	  following:	  depth	  of	  
thinking,	  logical	  reasoning,	  complex	  
reasoning,	  accurate	  conclusions,	  and/or	  
informed	  recommendations.	  

	  Analysis	  and	  interpretation	  are	  
underdeveloped,	  vague,	  or	  overly	  general.	  

Reasoning	  overall:	   Pass 	   	   No	  Pass:	  	  

Organization	  

	  Overall	  organization	  fits	  the	  paper’s	  
purpose.	  

	  The	  paper	  may	  seem	  haphazard	  and	  may	  be	  
difficult	  to	  follow.	  

	  The	  paper	  uses	  appropriate	  headings,	  
transitions,	  and	  other	  signposts	  to	  guide	  the	  
reader.	  

	  Paper	  lacks	  adequate	  signposting.	  

	  The	  paper’s	  parts	  are	  connected	  to	  each	  
other	  and	  to	  the	  overall	  purpose.	  

	  The	  progression	  of	  thought	  is	  unclear.	  

	  Visual	  elements,	  if	  used,	  are	  integrated	  
with	  verbal	  elements.	  

	  Purpose	  of	  visual	  elements	  is	  unclear.	  

Organization	  overall:	   Pass	   	   	   No	  Pass:	  	  

Rhetoric	  of	  
the	  Discipline	  

(optional	  for	  
Gen	  Ed)	  

	  Demonstrates	  knowledge	  of	  the	  subject.	   	  Knowledge	  of	  the	  subject	  flawed	  or	  limited	  or	  
it	  is	  not	  possible	  to	  determine.	  

	  Use	  of	  specialized	  concepts	  demonstrates	  
understanding.	  

	  Use	  of	  specialized	  concepts	  inappropriate	  or	  
inadequate.	  

	  The	  paper’s	  genre,	  format,	  language,	  and	  
tone	  are	  appropriate	  to	  the	  discipline.	  

	  Shows	  little	  or	  no	  awareness	  of	  genre,	  
format,	  language,	  and	  tone	  used	  in	  the	  
discipline.	  

	  The	  paper	  shows	  evidence	  of	  disciplinary	  
ways	  of	  thinking	  and	  awareness	  of	  audience.	  

	  Little	  evidence	  of	  disciplinary	  ways	  of	  thinking	  
and/or	  awareness	  of	  audience.	  
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Rhetoric	  of	  the	  Discipline	  overall:	   Pass	   	   	   No	  Pass:	  	  

Conventions	  
and	  

Presentation	  

	  The	  text	  shows	  evidence	  of	  crafting,	  
editing,	  and	  proofreading.	  	  Errors	  may	  be	  
present,	  but	  they	  do	  not	  impede	  meaning.	  

	  Frequent	  errors	  and/or	  insufficient	  variety	  
and	  complexity	  of	  sentences.	  	  Errors	  may	  
impede	  meaning.	  

	  Information	  is	  cited	  accurately	  and	  
completely.	  

	  	  Citation	  is	  incomplete	  or	  there	  are	  serious	  
flaws	  in	  documentation.	  

	  Format	  of	  paper,	  including	  any	  visuals	  or	  
diagrams,	  is	  effective.	  

	  Format	  is	  inappropriate	  and/or	  visuals	  and	  
diagrams	  	  

Conventions	  and	  Presentation	  
overall:	  

Pass	   	   	   No	  Pass:	  

	  
	  

Using	  the	  CWU	  Writing	  Rubric	  	  
This	  rubric	  is	  intended	  to	  gauge	  how	  well	  students	  can	  write	  academic	  texts.	  This	  rubric	  is	  based	  on	  a	  
previous	  CWU	  writing-‐across-‐the-‐curriculum	  assessment	  and	  is	  designed	  for	  use	  in	  multiple	  disciplines	  
and	  at	  different	  levels.	  	  	  
For	  each	  general	  element,	  specific	  criteria	  are	  included	  to	  aid	  in	  evaluation,	  but	  they	  need	  not	  be	  
checked	  off.	  	  	  Some	  criteria	  will	  apply	  more	  to	  particular	  assignments,	  and	  a	  single	  criterion	  need	  not	  be	  
decisive.	  	  For	  example,	  a	  well-‐edited	  paper	  with	  an	  ineffective	  use	  of	  visuals	  might	  still	  pass	  for	  
Conventions	  and	  Presentation.	  	  Departments	  may	  wish	  to	  use	  a	  three-‐	  or	  four-‐point	  scale,	  but	  for	  
university-‐wide	  purposes,	  the	  minimum	  needed	  to	  be	  reported	  is	  Pass/No	  Pass.	  	  	  	  
The	  rubric	  can	  be	  used	  by	  an	  instructor	  in	  a	  class,	  or	  as	  part	  of	  a	  group	  reading.	  	  In	  either	  case,	  it	  can	  be	  
applied	  to	  a	  random	  sample	  of	  papers	  rather	  than	  all	  of	  the	  papers.	  	  If	  it	  is	  used	  in	  a	  class,	  the	  rubric	  
evaluation	  may	  possibly	  differ	  from	  the	  grade	  because	  the	  grade	  may	  take	  into	  account	  other	  factors.	  
This	  assessment	  is	  not	  intended	  to	  “grade”	  departments	  or	  instructors	  for	  the	  strength	  of	  their	  students’	  
writing,	  but	  rather	  to	  identify	  how	  writing	  across	  campus	  can	  be	  improved.	  	  	  

Glossary	  
Purpose:	  	  A	  more	  broadly	  applicable	  term	  than	  “thesis.”	  	  Some	  writing	  assignments	  may	  not	  require	  a	  
thesis	  in	  the	  strict	  sense,	  but	  the	  paper	  should	  nonetheless	  have	  a	  controlling	  idea	  or	  topic.	  	  If	  the	  
purpose	  of	  the	  paper	  is	  argument	  or	  analysis,	  it	  should	  have	  a	  thesis;	  if	  the	  purpose	  is	  to	  inform,	  a	  thesis	  
may	  not	  be	  necessary.	  

Rhetoric	  of	  the	  Discipline:	  	  Each	  discipline	  has	  its	  own	  conventions,	  forms,	  and	  ways	  of	  making	  
arguments.	  	  Students	  at	  the	  general	  education	  level	  are	  not	  expected	  to	  have	  mastered	  the	  rhetoric	  of	  a	  
discipline,	  so	  this	  criterion	  is	  more	  appropriate	  for	  a	  capstone	  course	  or	  an	  advanced	  course	  within	  a	  
discipline.	  

Conventions	  and	  Presentation:	  What	  we	  often	  refer	  to	  as	  “grammar”	  encompasses	  several	  skills,	  which	  
include	  grammar,	  mechanics,	  syntax,	  academic	  conventions,	  and	  expression.	  
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Collecting	  &	  Reporting	  Results	  
Collect	  Data:	  Student	  writing	  should	  be	  evaluated	  with	  the	  attached	  rubric.	  Data	  should	  be	  reported	  in	  
pass/no	  pass	  format	  for	  institutional	  purposes.	  	  	  Data	  should	  be	  collected	  from	  courses	  within	  General	  
Education	  (“W”	  courses	  and	  those	  that	  have	  writing	  as	  an	  outcome)	  and	  reported	  in	  the	  departmental	  
yearly	  assessment	  report.	  Discipline	  based	  courses	  within	  the	  major	  would	  also	  be	  collected	  and	  
reported	  separately	  in	  the	  yearly	  assessment	  report.	  The	  first	  year	  of	  reporting	  would	  be	  
June/September,	  2011.	  

Report	  Format:	  Results	  should	  be	  reported	  in	  terms	  of	  the	  number	  and	  percentage	  of	  students	  
passing/not-‐passing	  each	  element.	  	  See	  example	  below	  based	  on	  sample	  data	  from	  30	  students.	  

Rubric	  Element	   Pass*	  

	  

Non-‐Pass*	  

	  

Content	  	   20/67%	   10/33%	  

Reasoning	   15/50%	   15/50%	  

Organization	   30/100%	   0/0%	  

Rhetoric	  of	  the	  Discipline	  (optional	  for	  Gen	  Ed)	   25/83%	   5/17%	  

Conventions	  &	  Presentation	   5/17%	   25/83%	  

	   *Discipline	  based	  courses	  would	  identify	  number	  and	  percentage	  of	  native	  and	  transfer	  students	  
passing/failing	  each	  element.	  
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APPENDIX 2 
CLASSES INCLUDED IN CWU WRITING STUDY 

 

General Education   # Students 

English 101 292 

English 102 21 

Geology 302 15 

Political Science 101 20 

Psychology 205 12 

STEP 101 10 

History 102 33 

Philosophy 101 11 

Religious Studies 101 11 

Total Students 425 

 

Upper Division  # Students 

Anthropology 301 11 

Anthropology 416 (PBE) 11 

Anthropology 458 15 

Chemistry 433 17 

English 489 15 

Exercise Science 457 59 

Geology 423 7 

Geology 434 12 

Geology 478 19 

Law and Justice 451 29 

Political Science 489 20 

Psychology  300 9 

Total Students 224 

 


