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Writing Test Specifications 
 
 

Introduction 
 
The primary purpose of Oregon’s Test Specifications and 

Blueprints is to provide the consistency necessary for the 

development and administration of the Oregon Assessment of 

Knowledge and Skills (OAKS). OAKS provide critical data for 

Oregon’s accountability system which meets Peer Review 

Requirements of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. 

All students in grades 3 through 8 are required to take the reading 

and mathematics assessments. All students in grades 5 and 8 are 

required to take the science assessment. In high school, reading, 

writing, mathematics, and science are required assessments by 

grade 11, the reporting year. 

 
OAKS is also one way for students to demonstrate proficiency in 

the Essential Skills of reading, writing, and mathematics, which 

will be necessary for earning a high school diploma. English 

Language Proficiency Assessment (ELPA) is required for non-

English speaking students until they acquire enough skills in 

English to exit the program.  Social Sciences is an optional 

assessment. 

 
Test specifications provide guidelines for item writers, who are 

typically Oregon teachers, on what content may be tested and 

how items must be written.  These specifications lead to test 

blueprints that outline test design and the number of questions to 

be tested in each score reporting category (SRC).  The Test 

Specifications and Blueprints document is an important resource, 

not only for item writers and reviewers, but for educators 

administering OAKS and the general public who are interested in 

understanding the content and format of test items. 

 

Background 
 
The purposes of the Oregon Statewide Assessment Program are 

(1) to provide information on individual student achievement on 

performance standards set by the State Board of Education at 

grade and grade-group levels; (2) to provide information for 

federal Elementary and Secondary Education Act requirements 

and for policy decisions by the legislature, the governor, the 

State Board of Education, and local school districts; (3) to 

support instructional program improvement efforts; and (4) to 

inform the public about student achievement in Oregon schools. 
 
The Oregon Statewide Assessment is different from national 

norm-referenced tests used in many districts and states. The 

Oregon Statewide Assessment is a criterion-referenced 

assessment based on the Oregon Content Standards. As a result, 

the types of scores produced from the Oregon Statewide 

Assessment are somewhat different from those produced by 

national norm-referenced tests. 
 
Oregon educators contribute to the test development and 

alignment process by serving on advisory committees called 

Content and Assessment Panels.  Stakeholders in these 

committees are involved in each phase of the development of 

these specifications to assure that they accurately and clearly 

explain the overall design of the test and describe the specific 

content that might appear on the test to measure the knowledge 

and skills described in the content standards. 
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Oregon’s knowledge and skills test questions use multiple choice 

and computer scored constructed response formats.  Each 

multiple choice item has only one correct answer while computer 

scored constructed response items may have many correct 

answers. 

 

A computer electronically collects and scores responses which are 

scored against the answer key to produce a raw score.  The raw 

score is converted to a scale score called a Rasch unit or RIT 

score.  Students receive a scale score based on the number of 

questions answered correctly compared to the total number of 

questions on the form—taking into account the difficulty of the 

questions. Students are not penalized for guessing. 
 
In Oregon’s writing performance assessment, students are asked 

to generate a sample of authentic, sustained work. That sample 

is scored by trained raters using one of Oregon’s official scoring 

guides, which include detailed descriptions on a six-point scale 

of each score reporting category to be assessed.  

 

The content of these specifications reflects the skill expectations 

outlined in the Content Standards adopted by the State Board of 

Education.  
 

 
Statewide and Local Assessments 
 
Statewide assessments are multiple choice and computer scored 

constructed response tests of knowledge and skills that are 

developed and scored by the state. Local assessments include 

performance assessments that may be scored using statewide 

scoring guides that are administered and scored at the local level 

(see Appendix F).  Local assessments  are not included in state 

accountability reports, e.g. AYP reports. 

 

Electronic Administration 
 
On the writing performance online tests, students also randomly 

receive four writing prompts from which to choose (each in a 

different mode). Students may activate a spell check feature to 

check the spelling of words throughout a document.   

 

The following pages on score reporting categories contain a more detailed examination of the test content for writing. The first column 

lists the content standards assessed for the particular score reporting category. The second column provides more detail about how the 

standard would be assessed. Finally, the third column provides some sample prompts that are very similar to the types of prompts used 

on the state assessment.
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IDEAS AND CONTENT                            Score Reporting Category 1 

 
 
 
 
 
High School Standard Explanation Sample Prompt 

Establish a coherent and clearly 
supported thesis that engages the 
reader, conveys a clear and 
distinctive perspective on the 
subject, maintains a consistent 
tone and focus throughout the 
piece of writing, and ends with a 
well supported conclusion. 

This trait addresses the writer’s purpose, focus, main 
ideas, and supporting details that develop the ideas. 
Proficiency may be demonstrated by 

 a clear and easily identifiable purpose and main ideas; 
 relevant supporting details such as examples, 

explanations, descriptions, reasons, logical arguments, 
facts, anecdotes, etc.  

 content and details that show an awareness of 
audience and purpose. 
 

Persuasive Prompt

 

: People are always looking 
for ways to improve schools, and some of the 
best ideas come from students. Think of ONE 
change you could propose that would make 
your school better. Write a paper to 
CONVINCE others to agree with you. 

 

Common Curriculum Goal: Communicate supported ideas across the subject areas, including relevant examples, facts, anecdotes, and 
details appropriate to audience and purpose that engage reader interest. 
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ORGANIZATION  Score Reporting Category 2 

 
 
 
 

High School Standard Explanation Sample Prompt 
Create an organizational structure 
that logically and effectively 
presents information using 
transitional elements that unify 
paragraphs and the work as a 
whole. 

 

This trait addresses the structure of a piece of writing, 
including the thread of central meaning and the patterns and 
devices that hold the piece together. Proficiency may be 
demonstrated by 
 a developed introduction about the equivalent of a 

full paragraph; 
 a clearly sequenced body that is easy to follow with 

effective placement of supporting details; 
 a variety of transitions (e.g., coordinating and 

subordinating conjunctions, effective repetition, the 
use of key phrases);  

 a developed conclusion or sense of closure about the 
equivalent of a full paragraph (effective exceptions 
may occur); 

 paragraph breaks that help establish the 
organizational structure. 

Expository Prompt

 

: Students choose a 
variety of ways in which to stay physically 
fit. Some choose organized team sports 
while others choose individual sports or out-
of-school activities to stay fit. EXPAIN why 
a physical activity you choose is important 
to you. 

Common Curriculum Goal: Organize information in clear sequence, making connections and transitions among ideas, sentences, and 
paragraphs. 
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VOICE    Score Reporting Category 3 

 
 
 
 

High School Standard Explanation Sample Prompt 
NA This trait addresses a sense of the writer behind the words 

and a choice by the writer, whether conscious or not, to 
establish a certain distance from the topic and the audience.  
The choice of an appropriate voice depends on purpose, or 
mode, and audience.  It can be discerned somewhere on a 
continuum from formal to casual, distant to personal, 
academic to anecdotal. The paper must be of sufficient 
length to demonstrate proficiency. Proficiency may be 
demonstrated by 

 a sense of the writer’s commitment to the topic; 

 a tone appropriate to topic, audience, and purpose; 

 passages, when appropriate, that are expressive, 
engaging, sincere, lively, original, suspenseful, or 
humorous. 

Narrative Prompt

 

: Think about a time 
when you faced a challenge. It may have 
been a difficult problem, a competition, 
or a task you faced. TELL A TRUE 
STORY about what happened. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Common Curriculum Goal:  NA 
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WORD CHOICE  Score Reporting Category 4 

 
 
 
 

High School Standard Explanation Sample Prompt 
Use precise language, action verbs, 
sensory details, and appropriate 
modifiers. 

This trait reflects the writer’s use of words appropriate 
to topic, audience, and purpose to convey the intended 
message. Proficiency may be demonstrated by 

 the use of a variety of specific, functional words; 
 avoidance of clichés, for the most part; possible use 

of some slang, although it may not be effective; 
 use of descriptive language, possibly with some 

attempts at figurative language (e.g., similes, 
metaphors, alliteration); these attempts may not be 
consistently effective; 

 possible use of technical language or jargon, 
although not all terms may be effectively used or 
explained; 

 avoidance of repetition and overuse of words. 

Imaginative Prompt

 

: Using ONE of the 
following ideas, MAKE UP A STORY: a) 
“Coals and Embers” or  b) “Injustice.” 

Common Curriculum Goals: …use precise words and fluent sentence structures that support meaning. 
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SENTENCE FLUENCY  Score  Reporting Category 5 

 
 
 
 

High School Standard Explanation Sample Prompt 
Demonstrate an understanding of 
sentence construction—including 
parallel structure and subordination—
to achieve clarity of meaning, vary 
sentence types and enhance flow and 
rhythm. 

This trait addresses the writer’s grasp of the underlying 
structures of the language. When read aloud, the writing 
creates a natural flow of language. Errors in punctuation 
should be ignored when assessing fluency; they will be 
assessed under the Conventions trait. Proficiency may be 
demonstrated by 

 a natural flow of language if the writing were read 
aloud; 

 some variety of sentence structures, with strong 
control over simple and compound sentences and 
variable control over longer, more complex 
sentences; 

 possible incorporation of subordinate clauses and 
parallel constructions, used correctly; 

 variety in sentence lengths; 
 variety in sentence beginnings (e.g., infinitives, 

gerunds, prepositional and participial phrases); 
 possible use of dialogue, which sounds natural, for 

the most part. 

Narrative Prompt

 

: Sometimes things turn 
out in a way we did not think they would. 
TELL A TRUE STORY about a time 
when things did not happen the way you 
expected them to. 

Common Curriculum Goals:  …use precise words and fluent sentence structures that support meaning. 
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CONVENTIONS  Score Reporting Category 6  

 
 
 
 

High School Standards Explanation Sample Prompt 
SPELLING 
Produce writing that shows accurate 
spelling. 

GRAMMAR 
Show control of clauses, including main 
and subordinate, and phrases, including 
gerund, infinitive, and participial. 

Understand and use proper placement of 
modifiers. 

Demonstrate an understanding of proper 
English usage; including the consistent use 
of verb tenses and forms. 

PUNCTUATION 
Use conventions of punctuation correctly, 
including semicolons, colons, ellipses, and 
hyphens. 

 

This trait addresses the mechanics of writing: 
spelling, grammar, punctuation, and capitalization. 
Proficiency may be demonstrated by  

Grammar 
 solid control of subject/verb agreement; 
 general control of noun/pronoun agreement; 
 correct verb tense of regular and irregular 

verbs; consistent verb tense; 
 consistent control of point of view (first, 

second, third person); 
 
Punctuation 
 correct end-of-sentence punctuation; 
 generally correct use of commas (after 

introductory phrases, in compound sentences, 
in a series); 

 internal punctuation that is generally correct; 
 correctly punctuated dialogue, if used; 
 correct use of apostrophes in contractions, 

singular possessives, and plural possessives; 
 generally correct use of conventions of 

punctuation, including semicolons, colons, 
ellipses, and hyphens; 

 

Persuasive Prompt

 

: According to surveys, 
a majority of high school juniors and 
seniors work at part-time jobs during the 
school year. Take a position on whether or 
not you think working and going to school 
at the same time is a good idea. Write a 
paper to CONVINCE others to agree with 
you. 

 

 

Common Curriculum Goals: Demonstrate knowledge of spelling, grammar, punctuation, capitalization, and penmanship across the 
subject areas. 
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CONVENTIONS, cont. Score Reporting Category 6  

 
High School Standards Explanation  

CAPITALIZATION 
Use correct capitalization. 

 
Spelling 
 correctly spelled common words appropriate to grade level; 
 few misspellings of more difficult words; 
 

Capitalization 
 correct capitalization, including within quotation marks; 
 

Paragraphing 
 correct paragraphing in dialogue. 
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Item Specifications 
 

Oregon Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (OAKS) is a 
statewide assessment scored by the state. It is a required 
assessment that provides the base for the accountability 
system. It also measures proficiency in the Essential Skills 
and is one way to determine a student’s eligibility for a high 
school diploma or modified diploma beginning with the 
graduating class of 2012 in the area of reading; writing 
becomes part of the Essential Skills requirements in 2013. 

 

The OAKS Writing Assessment is a performance 
assessment. A multiple choice component was field tested in 
2010, but that particular component will not be tested in 
2011-2014.

 

The Performance Assessment component asks students to 
produce a sustained, focused piece of writing that is scored 
on six state writing standards. Following are the criteria for 
assessment items and prompts for both components. 
Appearing first are lists of criteria for all OAKS assessment 
items, regardless of the content area (reading, writing, 
mathematics, science, or the social sciences). They are 
organized by criteria for content, style and format, and 
graphics. Following those are lists of additional criteria that 
apply specifically and uniquely to the multiple choice field 
test items and the operational performance components of 
the writing assessment.   

 
Criteria for all OAKS Test Questions 

Criteria for item content  

Test items must  
 measure only one state standard (referred to for 

assessment purposes as a Score Reporting Category 
or SRC). 

 be appropriate for students in the grade being 
assessed in terms of reading level, interests, and 
experience. 

 reflect a broad spectrum of skills and cognitive 
levels as part of the overall item pool in order to 
provide an appropriate testing experience for as 
many students as possible. This means that some 
items will be appreciably higher or lower in 
difficulty than the standards for the targeted grade 
level. 

 be free of age, gender, ethnic, religious, 
socioeconomic, or disability stereotypes or bias. (For 
this purpose, every part of every assessment will be 
reviewed and approved by a sensitivity panel that 
applies specific criteria to ensure that it is 
appropriate for use in state testing.) Some content 
may be included specifically to reflect ethnic and 
cultural diversity. 

 avoid religious themes and highly controversial 
subjects. 

 avoid references to death, violence, drug and alcohol 
abuse, criminal activities, and the occult. 

 be embedded in a real-world context. 
 

Writing, High School

Writing Test Specifications 
and Test Blueprints 

10 Oregon Department of Education 
Office of Assessment and Information Services 



Following is a description of each mode: 
NARRATIVE WRITING (also called Personal 
Narrative) recounts a personal experience based on 
something that really happened. The paper has a clear, 
identifiable storyline that is easy to recognize, follow, and 
paraphrase. All details work together in an integrated way to 
create a complete story with a beginning, a middle, and an 
end. There is a focus with a controlling idea, central 
impression, sense of change, or something learned or gained 
by the writer. Events move along, staying within that focus, 
with some sort of a narrative structure, often chronological. 
(For the purposes of the statewide assessment, Narrative is 
distinguished from Imaginative writing in that Narrative 
prompts focus on real-life experiences, whereas Imaginative 
is meant to be fiction.) 
 
IMAGINATIVE WRITING (also called Fictional 
Narrative) describes a situation or story that did not 
happen. Rather, it is created based upon the writer’s 
imagination, although it could be based on real-life. The 
writer might create a scene, situation, and characters; might 
predict what could happen under hypothetical 
circumstances; or might solve a hypothetical problem using 
a creative approach. Imaginative writing often, but not 
always, takes the form of a short story. In some of the most 
effective imaginative writing, the writer uses his or her 
knowledge of the world, people, or situations to make the 
situation or story seem realistic, but, as in all fictional 
writing, the writer is not bound by the constraints of reality. 
Strong imaginative writing may contain, as appropriate, 
elements of fantasy, drama, humor, the unusual, the 
unexpected, or suspense. Reader reactions often range from 
a sense of being challenged or intrigued to a sense of feeling 
delighted or amused. 
 
 

EXPOSITORY WRITING informs, explains, clarifies, 
or defines. The writing informs or amplifies the reader’s 
understanding through a carefully crafted presentation of 
key points, explanations, and supportive detail. The 
writing contains clear ideas that are focused and fully 
explained. When appropriate, the writer uses personal 
knowledge or a variety of credible resources to gather 
accurate, relevant information that provides a strong base 
of support in the form of facts, examples, illustrations, 
incidents, or explanations. Strong writers show a concern 
for audience and purpose by carefully selecting words, 
elaborative detail, and stylistic devices. They also 
recognize that greater stylistic distance may be required in 
a formal, academic paper than in an informal, personal 
paper, but that expository writing can be lively, engaging, 
and indicative of the writer’s commitment to the topic. 
 
PERSUASIVE WRITING attempts to convince the reader 
to agree with a particular point of view and/or to persuade 
the reader to take specific action. The topic must be 
debatable: there are clearly reasons for more than one point 
of view. Persuasive writing differs from expository in that it 
does more than explain; the writer also takes a stand and 
endeavors to persuade the reader to take that same stand. 
Strong persuasive writers support their clearly stated 
position with reasoned arguments supported by credible 
evidence, facts, anecdotes, and statistics; if used, emotional 
appeals are well-balanced by these and other objective 
forms of documentation. Strong writers also address other 
points of view, but acknowledge and respond to opposing 
points without seeming to shift positions. When a specific 
audience has been identified, the nature of the arguments 
and the style of presentation are designed to appeal to that 
audience. (This mode is NOT assessed on the state test for 
grade 4.) 
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Test Blueprint 
 
Teachers and other educators have historically played a vital 
role in the development of these specifications and 
blueprints by serving on Content and Assessment Panels 
and other review groups. These groups have advised the 
Department as content standards have been developed and 
have helped establish priorities on which standards to assess 
and the weighting of the categories within each content area 
assessment. 
 

 

Alignment of Test Items and Prompts to Grade 
Level Standards  

Writing Performance Component 
Writing prompts are carefully designed to provide ample 
opportunities for students at all skill levels to demonstrate 
their skills in each of the six SRCs (traits) at the appropriate 
grade level. Prompts undergo a rigorous process at three 
points in the overall development process to make sure they 
are aligned to content standards. 

1. Prompt writers are provided with adopted content 
standards that they must consider when writing 
prompts. Some prompt writing occurs at an annual 
summer work session of over 50 directors and their 
assistants of the writing scoring sites around the 
state, all of whom are or have been classroom 
teachers. Other prompts are drafted independently 
before the meeting by some of the directors who are 
experienced prompt writers. All prompts are 
reviewed by grade-level groups of 15-20 directors in 
order to verify an appropriate match to grade level 
standards and other criteria Some proposed prompts 
are accepted as written, some are edited, and some 
may be rejected. 

2. Alignment of prompts to the standards is verified 
once again during a review by members of a Content 
and Assessment Panel, who not only ensure that 
items match the standards, but also verify overall 
quality and appropriateness. Reviewers accept 
prompts as written, edit them to achieve a closer 
match to the standards, or reject them. 

3. After the prompts have been field-tested, the 
Department compiles the results in a report that is 
reviewed at the annual winter meeting of the scoring 
directors. Based on detailed data on how each 
prompt performed on each SRC, grade-level groups 
of directors further verify the match between prompt 
and standards and make recommendations on which 
prompts should be used in the operational 
assessment the following year, which should be 
added to the pool for possible future use, and which 
should be rejected. 

 
The ODE Language Arts Assessment Specialist oversees all 
processes and also reviews and approves each item and 
prompt. 
 
The appendix to this document includes additional evidence 
describing procedures that ensure alignment during item 
development. See appendices entitled “Item Development” 
and “Life of an Item.” 
 
 
Content Coverage 
Performance Component 
For purposes of test security, new writing prompts for the 
performance assessment must be written each year. From 
among those drafted for grade 4, three are selected (one 
each in the narrative, expository, and imaginative modes). 
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For grade 7 and high school, four are selected (one in each 
of the four modes). For psychometric reasons, some years 
one prompt may be “linked” (or is repeated) between grades 
4 and 7, and one between grade 7 and high school. Also for 
psychometric reasons, one prompts may be carried over 
from the previous year. High schools have the option of 
choosing between two administration windows, so a second 
set of four prompts must be selected for the high school 
May administration.  
 
Prompts are designed to elicit student writing that can be 
scored on all six SRCs. Scores for four SRCs (Ideas, 
Organization, Sentence Fluency, and Conventions) are 
totaled to reach a composite score. The table on page 19 
shows the relative weight of each SRC.  
 
 
Additional Test Design Criteria 
 
Performance Component 
 

Time: Students have approximately three class periods—
one on each of three days—during which to prepare their 
writing samples. (This is not a timed test. Students may be 
given additional time to complete their work.) Although the 
Administration Manual guidelines do not dictate a specific 
writing process for each of the three days, the instructions 
recommend the following practices: 

• Day 1: Completing student information, prewriting, 
and beginning the rough draft 

• Day 2: Continuing drafts and beginning to revise and 
edit 

• Day 3: Revising, editing, and copying into final form 
to be scored 

 
 

Length:  
Students are provided space in the paper/pencil booklet 
equivalent to approximately two sides of a college-ruled 
sheet of paper on which to write their sample. Students are 
told through written and oral instructions to try to limit their 
writing to the space allowed in the response folder, but they 
are also told that they may attach an extra page, with the 
writing not to exceed one-half of the page. Maximum length 
on the electronic administration is 850 words. 
 
Prompt modes:  
Each of the prompts from which a student may choose is 
designed to elicit a different mode, or purpose, of writing: 
narrative (to tell a true story), expository (to explain 
something), imaginative (to make up a fictional story), and 
persuasive (to convince the audience). The persuasive mode 
is not included among the prompts for grade 4. (See the 
earlier in this document for detailed Definitions of Writing 
Modes.) Students do not receive a mode score.  
  
Spell and Grammar Check Features 
 
For high school and grade 7, students may activate a spell 
check feature to check the spelling of words throughout a 
document.  
 
At grade 4, students may use a spell check that checks for 
spelling at the individual word level.  
 
For the purposes of state assessments, grammar-check 
features must be disabled.  
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Achievement Level Descriptors 
 
Achievement level descriptors describe what students can do based on their performance on statewide tests in the various content 
areas. These may be used by educators to target instruction and inform parents and students of the expectations for students to be 
considered proficient at a particular grade level.    
 
The Achievement Level Descriptors are based on a sampling of a larger set of testable content outlined in the Oregon Content 
Standards. Results for individual students are only one indicator of student ability as measured at the time of testing.  These statements 
give a general description of what most students know and can do within a particular band of achievement and are presented in the 
order of the way they are reported rather than by importance or test emphasis. 
 
Students who score at or within a particular level of achievement possess the bulk of the abilities described at that level and generally 
have mastered the skills described in the preceding achievement levels.   
 
Achievement Level Descriptors for each subject area were developed by groups of parents, educators, and business people who 
worked with state officials to establish the minimum scores required for Exceeds, Meets, Nearly Meets and Does Not Yet Meet. 
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Achievement Level Descr iptors: High School Exceeds 
 
Exceeds 
Students who score at this level demonstrate a 
strong, thorough mastery of the grade level 
knowledge and skills outlined in the academic 
standards for Writing in a sufficiently long and 
complex piece. Main ideas stand out and are 
developed by strong supporting details suitable 
to audience and purpose. Organization enhances 
the ideas and moves the reader through the text 
easily. Sentence variety demonstrates strong 
control of the underlying structures of the 
language, which facilitates smooth, expressive 
oral reading. Students demonstrate strong 
control of a wide range of standard writing 
conventions: punctuation, spelling, 
capitalization, and grammar are correct and 
enhance communication. 

 
Students who EXCEED the high school writing standards demonstrate strong control of 
Ideas and Content by writing a piece of sufficient length and complexity with an easily 
identifiable purpose and clear, focused, interesting main ideas that stand out. Students 
select details carefully to provide strong, accurate, credible support suitable to audience 
and purpose (e.g., explanations, examples, reasons, facts, logical arguments, descriptions, 
anecdotes). The result is a balanced, in-depth explanation or exploration of the topic that 
makes connections and shares insights. 
 
Students demonstrate strong skills in Organization by structuring their writing to 
enhance the ideas and developmental details. The order and structural development move 
the reader through the text easily because the introduction is inviting; a variety of 
transitional elements unify paragraphs and the work as a whole (e.g., coordinating and 
subordinating conjunctions, effective repetition, key phrases); details are placed 
effectively; paragraph breaks help establish the structure; and the conclusion is satisfying.  
 
Students demonstrate strong skills in Sentence Fluency by crafting sentences that 
facilitate smooth, expressive oral reading with a natural flow of language. Sentences are 
comprised of a variety of structures (simple, compound, complex), a variety of beginnings 
(e.g., infinitives, gerunds, prepositional and participial phrases), and a variety of lengths 
that create reader interest and enhance meaning. Parallel constructions and subordinate 
clauses may contribute to variety and flow. If dialogue is used, it sounds natural. 
 
Students demonstrate strong skills in Conventions to enhance communication by using a 
wide range of correct punctuation (e.g., end-of-sentence punctuation, commas for a 
variety of purposes, colons, semi-colons, ellipses, dialogue, hyphens, dashes, 
parentheses). Spelling is correct (of both common and more difficult words), as is 
capitalization. Grammar is correct, especially subject/verb agreement and consistency of 
both verb tense and point-of-view. Errors are few and minor.  
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Achievement Level Descr iptors: High School Meets 
 
Meets 
Students who score at this level demonstrate a 
proficient mastery of the grade level 
knowledge and skills outlined in the state 
content standards for Writing in a sufficiently 
long and complex piece. The purpose and main 
ideas are clear, focused, and developed with 
relevant supporting details appropriate for 
audience and purpose. Organization is clear 
and coherent. Some variety in sentence 
structures contributes to a natural flow of 
language illustrated by ease of oral reading. 
Standard writing conventions are under 
control: punctuation, spelling, capitalization, 
and grammar are correct, for the most part. 
 
 

 
Students who MEET the high school writing standards demonstrate proficiency in Ideas 
and Content by writing a piece of sufficient length and complexity with an easily 
identifiable purpose and clear, focused main ideas. Specific, relevant, accurate details 
develop the ideas and provide support (e.g., explanations, examples, reasons, facts, logical 
arguments, anecdotes). Details may occasionally be developed unevenly. Ideas and details 
demonstrate an awareness of audience and purpose. 
 
Students demonstrate proficient skills in Organization by creating a clear, coherent 
structure and a sequence that is easy to follow. The introduction and conclusion are 
developed (the equivalent of at least a paragraph). A variety of transitions link paragraphs 
and sentences (e.g., coordinating and subordinating conjunctions, key phrases). Paragraph 
breaks help establish the structure, and the placement of details is effective. In some cases, 
the organization may be somewhat formulaic (e.g., the standard “five-paragraph essay” 
without subtlety).  
 
Students demonstrate proficient skills in Sentence Fluency by writing sentences with a 
variety of lengths, structures (simple, compound, complex), and beginnings (e.g., 
prepositional and participial phrases, gerunds). This structural variety contributes to a 
natural sound and flow of language when the writing is read aloud. Students demonstrate 
strong control over simple and compound sentences and variable control over longer, more 
complex sentences. If dialogue is used, it sounds natural, for the most part. 
 
Students demonstrate proficient skills in Conventions by using correct punctuation, 
especially end-of-sentence punctuation (e.g., few if any run-on sentences, comma splices, 
or ineffective sentence fragments). Internal punctuation may sometimes be incorrect. 
Dialogue is correct, if used. Spelling of common words appropriate to grade level is 
correct, as is capitalization. Grammar and usage are correct, especially subject/verb 
agreement, correct and consistent verb tense, and consistent point-of-view. Significant 
errors do not occur frequently. 
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Achievement Level Descr iptors: High School Near ly Meets 
 
Nearly Meets 
Students who score at this level demonstrate 
inconsistent or limited mastery of the grade 
level knowledge and skills outlined in the 
academic standards for Writing. Purpose and 
main ideas are clear but may be overly broad; 
supporting details are limited. Organization is 
present but often skeletal, undeveloped, or too 
obvious. Sentences show some structural 
variety, and parts of the writing are easy to 
read aloud; however, other parts are less 
smooth. Conventions are under limited control 
(punctuation, capitalization, spelling, and 
grammar). Occasionally at this level, the 
writing seems proficient but is not sufficiently 
long and/or complex enough to demonstrate 
solid grade level skills. 

 
Students who NEARLY MEET the high school writing standards demonstrate limited 
control of Ideas and Content. The purpose and main ideas are clear, although they may be 
overly general. Supporting details are often limited, overly broad or simplistic, somewhat 
off-topic, or insufficient to develop the ideas adequately. Details may consist of a series of 
undeveloped points or a close retelling of another work. 
 
Students demonstrate limited skills in Organization when they attempt to organize their 
writing, but the structure is skeletal or inconsistently developed. An introduction and 
conclusion are present but either undeveloped or too obvious. Transitions often consist of 
the same few coordinating conjunctions used repetitively, or supporting points may be 
numbered. Placement of paragraph breaks and some details may not be effective, and the 
relationship between events or ideas may occasionally be unclear.  
 
Students demonstrate limited skills in Sentence Fluency by writing some sentences with 
some structural variety that contribute to a natural sound when read aloud, but others that 
are awkward. Sentence beginnings, lengths, and structures are somewhat varied, but some 
are repetitive. Simple sentences are usually under good control, but longer and more 
complex sentences are often awkward.   
 
Students demonstrate limited control of standard writing Conventions by making 
significant errors more frequently. Even so, end-of-sentence punctuation is usually correct, 
although some run-ons, comma splices, and ineffective fragments do occur. Errors in 
internal punctuation are frequent (e.g., commas, dialogue). Misspelling of common words 
appropriate to grade level may occur. Errors in grammar and usage occur more frequently 
(e.g., subject/verb agreement, verb tense correctness and consistency, consistency of point-
of-view). 
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Achievement Level Descr iptors: High School Does Not Yet Meet 
 
Does Not Yet Meet 
Students who score at this level demonstrate 
partial or minimal mastery of the grade level 
knowledge and skills outlined in the academic 
standards for Writing. Purpose and main ideas 
are unclear; developmental details are minimal, 
irrelevant, or extremely repetitious. The writing 
is difficult to follow and lacks coherence. 
Sentences are choppy or rambling, often with 
awkward constructions that make oral reading 
very difficult. Frequent, significant errors in 
punctuation, spelling, capitalization, and 
grammar impede readability and meaning. 
 

Students who DO NOT MEET the high school writing standards demonstrate minimal 
control of Ideas and Content. Purpose and main ideas require extensive inferences by the 
reader or are simply unclear. Development is often minimal, with few details, or there 
may be many details that are irrelevant and/or repeated extensively.  
 
Students demonstrate minimal skills in Organization when the writing lacks an 
organizational structure, although an occasional organizational device may be discernible. 
The sequence of ideas and details, or the relationship among them, is frequently 
confusing. The introduction and conclusion are often missing or extremely undeveloped. 
Transitions are often missing, or the same few are used repetitively. Paragraph breaks are 
often missing. Some writing may have a sense of organization but be much too short to 
demonstrate adequate skills.   
 
Students demonstrate minimal skills in Sentence Fluency when they write so many 
awkward sentences that the reader has a very difficult time reading aloud and must stop to 
re-read frequently because of the way sentences have been constructed. Sentences are 
usually either short and choppy or long and rambling. The order and placement of words 
in phrases and sentences may be jarring, irregular, and confusing.     
 
Students demonstrate minimal control of standard writing Conventions when there are so 
many severe errors in punctuation, spelling, and grammar that the reader finds it difficult 
to focus on the message and must re-read for meaning. Significant errors occur frequently. 
End-of-sentence punctuation may be missing or may seem to be random. Common words 
may be misspelled, and spelling errors may be so severe that the reader has a difficult 
time decoding words. Errors in grammar and usage may be so significant that the reader 
has difficulty comprehending basic meaning. 
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LOCAL ASSESSMENTS REQUIRED BY OAR 581-22-0615  
ASSESSMENT OF ESSENTIAL SKILLS

 
 
Local Performance Assessments 
School districts and public charter schools that offer instruction 
at grades 3 through 8 or high school must administer annual 
local performance assessments for students in grades 3 through 
8 and at least once in high school for the skill areas of writing, 
speaking, mathematics problem solving, and scientific inquiry. 
The purpose of the local performance assessment requirement 
is to ensure that students in grades 3 through high school are 
afforded opportunities to learn and to receive feedback 
regarding their progress toward meeting specific state 
standards throughout their years in public schools.  
 
A local performance assessment is a standardized measure 
(e.g., activity, exercise, problem, or work sample scored using 
an official state scoring guide), embedded in the school 
district’s or public charter school’s curriculum that evaluates 
the application of students’ knowledge and skills.  Local 
performance assessments must be designed to closely align 
with state standards and to promote independent, individual 
student work.    
 
School districts and public charter schools may either use a 
work sample scored using an official state scoring guide or a 
comparable measure adopted by the school district or public 
charter school to satisfy the local performance assessment 
requirement. Appendix E – Work Samples and State Scoring 
Guides of the 2009-10 Test Administration Manual provides 
guidance for those school districts and public charter schools 
choosing to use a work sample to satisfy this requirement. 
 

Assessment of Proficiency in the Essential Skills  
As part of the new graduation requirements, high school 
students must demonstrate proficiency in a set of Essential 
Skills, which are defined as process skills that cross academic 
disciplines and are embedded in the content standards. Starting 
with the graduating class of 2012, high school students must 
demonstrate proficiency in the Essential Skills of Reading, 
Writing, Speaking, and Mathematics.  Students may 
demonstrate proficiency in these Essential Skills using any of 
the assessment options approved by the State Board of 
Education.  
 
As of May 2009, the Oregon Assessment of Knowledge and 
Skills (OAKS) is one of the approved assessment options for 
the Essential Skills of Reading, Writing, and Mathematics. 
Another approved option for the Essential Skills of Writing, 
Speaking, and Mathematics is the completion of work samples 
scored locally using an official state scoring guide. Appendix D 
– Requirements for Assessment of Essential Skills of the 2009-
10 Test Administration Manual provides guidance for those 
school districts and public charter schools choosing to use a 
work sample to satisfy this requirement.   
 
The Assessment of Essential Skills Review Panel (AESRP), 
which consists of experts from school districts and post-
secondary education institutions, reviews and recommends 
additions or changes to the list of approved assessment 
options. The AESRP bases its recommendations on evidence 
provided by the school districts, research organizations, and 
other experts that the proposed assessment option accurately 
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measures the Essential Skill. The State Board of Education 
then makes the determination whether to adopt the AESRP’s 
recommendations.  ODE anticipates that the State Board of 
Education will approve additional assessment options based 
on recommendations from the AERSP in the coming  

months. In addition, the AESRP is developing a set of 
criteria for approval by the State Board of Education that 
school districts and public charter schools may use in 
developing local assessment options. 
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Appendix 
 

The Appendix of this document includes additional documents that deal with test construction, design, and Writing 
assessment. 
 
Included in this section are: 
 
 Appendix A: Oregon Achievement Standards Summary 
 
 Appendix B: Item Development Process 
 
 Appendix C: Life of an Item 
 
 Appendix D: Official State Writing Scor ing Guide



 

 

ACHIEVEMENT STANDARDS 

 
 

 

 

 

 

2012-13 Achievement Standards Summary
 
 

 
The charts below show the achievement standards (requirements to meet and exceed) for Oregon’s Assessments of Knowledge and 
Skills (OAKS) by content area and grade or benchmark level.  All students are required to take reading/literature and mathematics 
assessments in grades 3-8 and 11; writing in grade 11; and science in grades 5, 8, and 11.  Assessments in social sciences are 
optional; however, they may be required by some districts or schools.  For detailed assessment information, refer to the 2012-13 Test 
Administration Manual (www.ode.state.or.us/go/TAM).  It provides timelines, options, and procedures that ensure both test reliability 
and validity from classroom to classroom, teacher to teacher, school to school, and district to district. 
 

Grade 3  MEET EXCEED 

Reading/Literature  211 224 

Mathematics  212 219 

Writing, Speaking, Science, 
Social Sciences  

No state test 

 
Grade 4  MEET EXCEED 

Reading/Literature 216 226 

Mathematics 219 227 

Speaking, Science, and 
Social Sciences 

No state test 

Writing** 
• Composite Score 
• Minimum score in each trait 
• Conventions score 

 
• 32 to 39* (out of 48) 

• 3 (out of 6) 
• Not doubled 

 
• 40 to 48 (out of 48) 
• 4 (out of 6) 
• Not doubled 

Voice and Word Choice are not included in the achievement standard. 
*A composite score of 28 to 31 points nearly meets the standard.  Scores in 
this range indicate that the writing is close to meeting the standard and that 
local performance assessments could be used to provide a more 
comprehensive view of student proficiency in writing. 

 
Grade 5 MEET EXCEED 

Reading/Literature 221 230 

Mathematics 225 234 

Science 226 239 

Social Sciences # 215 225 

# Optional state test; may be required by districts or schools. 

Writing, Speaking No state test 

 

Grade 6  MEET EXCEED 

Reading/Literature  226 237 

Mathematics  227 237 

Writing, Speaking, Science, 
Social Sciences  

No state test 

 
Grade 7  MEET EXCEED 

Reading/Literature 229 241 

Mathematics 232 242 

Speaking, Science, and 
Social Sciences 

No state test 

Writing** 

• Composite Score 
• Minimum score in each trait 
• Conventions score 

 
• 40 to 49* (out of 60) 

• 3 (out of 6) 
• Doubled 

 
• 50 to 60 (out of 60) 
• 4 (out of 6) 
• Doubled 

Voice and Word Choice are not included in the achievement standard. 
*A composite score of 35 to 39 points nearly meets the standard.  Scores in 
this range indicate that the writing is close to meeting the standard and that 
local performance assessments could be used to provide a more 
comprehensive view of student proficiency in writing. 

 
Grade 8 MEET EXCEED 

Reading/Literature 232 242 

Mathematics 234 245 

Science 235 247 

Social Sciences # 231 241 

# Optional state test; may be required by districts or schools. 

Writing, Speaking No state test 

 

**Due to legislative action during the 2011 session the state writing assessment at grades 4 & 7 were suspended for the 2011-2012 and 2012-2013 
school years. 
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ACHIEVEMENT STANDARDS 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

High School 
Achievement Standards 

for Oregon Statewide Assessments1 
Oregon Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (OAKS) is one 
option to provide evidence of proficiency in Essential Skills. 

Subject Area Meets Exceeds Notes Essential Skill 

Reading/Literature 236 247 
Content of the 2012-13 OAKS Reading/Literature 
Assessment is based on the Grade Level Content 
Standards adopted in 2002-2003. 

Read and 
comprehend a variety 
of text 

Writing  
• Composite Score  
• Minimum score allowed in 

any trait  
• Conventions score 

 
• 40 to 49 (out of 60) 

• 3 (out of 6) 
 

• Doubled 

 
• 50 to 60 

• 4 (out of 6) 
 

• Doubled 

*A composite score of 35 to 39 points nearly meets the 
standard. Scores in this range indicate that the writing 
is close to meeting the standard and that local 
performance assessments could be used to provide a 
more comprehensive view of student proficiency in 
writing. 
•  Score on Voice and Word Choice traits are not 
included in the achievement standard. 

Write clearly and 
accurately. 

Mathematics 236 251 
Content of the 2012-13 OAKS Mathematics test is 
based on the Content Standards adopted in 2009 
for high school and 2007 for grades K-8. 

Apply mathematics 
in a variety of 
settings 

Science 240 252 
Content of the 2012-13 OAKS Science test is 
based on the Content Standards adopted in 2009. 

 

Social Sciences 239 249 
Optional State Assessment; content of the 2012-
13 OAKS Social Sciences Assessment is based 
on the Content Standards adopted in 2001. 

 

 

 
 
 

Achievement Standards for Demonstrating Proficiency in  
Essential Skills for High School Diploma2 

 

Essential Skill OAKS Assessment Required Scores Other Options 

Reading  
(students enrolled in grade 9 in 
2008-2009 & beyond) 

Reading/Literature 236 Meets 
247 Exceeds 

Work samples; other approved 
standardized tests 

Writing  
(students enrolled in grade 9 in 
2009-2010 & beyond)  

Writing 
Performance 
Assessment 

40 Meets 
50 Exceeds 

Work samples; other approved 
standardized tests 

Apply Mathematics  
(students enrolled in grade 9 in 
2010-2011 & beyond) 

Mathematics 236 Meets 
251 Exceeds 

Work samples; other approved 
standardized tests 

 
 
 
 
1 In future years, Achievement Standards may change for the purposes of accountability and earning a high school diploma. 
 
2 For purposes of demonstrating mastery of Essential Skills, students must meet the achievement standards in effect during their 8th 

grade year.  However, students may use achievement standards adopted in their 9th through 12th grade years that are equal to or 
lower than the achievement standards approved as of March 1 of the students’ 8

th grade year.  In addition, students may demonstrate 
proficiency in the Essential Skills using additional assessment options adopted in their 9th through 12th grade years. 
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ACHIEVEMENT STANDARDS 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Look at Work Samples as Required Local Performance Assessments 
(Grades 3 – 8 and High School) 

 
Local Performance assessments evaluate the application of students’ knowledge and skills.  OAR 581-022-0615 Assessment of 
Essential Skills requires students to complete one or more local performance assessments for each assessed skill area per year in 
grades 3-8 and at least once in high school.  The table below outlines the achievement standards for work samples scored with an 
official state scoring guide and used as a local performance assessment.  For detailed assessment information refer to the 2011-12 
Test Administration Manual at www.ode.state.or.us/go/TAM.  It provides work sample guidelines, options, and procedures that help 
ensure both work sample reliability and validity from classroom to classroom, teacher to teacher, school to school, and district to 
district. 
   

Skill Area 
(Official State 

Scoring Guide) 
Grade 

Achievement Standard 
for Purpose of Local 

Performance 
Assessment 

Notes about Work Samples 

Meets 
(out of 6) 

Exceeds 
(out of 6) 

Writing 

Grade 3 3 4 
Grade 3 students are not held to a standard in Sentence 
Fluency. 

Grades 4-8 and High 
School 

4 5 
Voice and Word Choice may be scored but are not 
required traits.  Exemplars reflect expectations at each 
grade level. 

Speaking 
Grade 3 3 4 Grade 3 students are not held to a standard in Language. 

Grades 4-8 and High 
School 

4 5 Exemplars reflect expectations at each grade level. 

Mathematics 
Problem Solving1 

Grades 3-8 and High 
School 

4 5 Exemplars reflect expectations at each grade level. 

Scientific Inquiry2 
Grades 3-8 and High 

School 
4 5 

Separate Official scoring guides exist for each grade/band 
(Grade 3, Benchmark 2 (Grades 4-5), Benchmark 3 
(Grades 6-8), and High School). 

 
Related Web Links: 
Official State Scoring Guides:  www.ode.state.or.us/search/page/?id=32  
Exemplars of scored work samples are currently found on subject-specific assessment pages linked from: 
www.ode.state.or.us/search/page/?id=1307  
 
 
 
1   Revised mathematics problem scoring guide was adopted by the State Board of Education (May 19, 2011) for use beginning with the      

2011-2012 school year. 
 
2   Revised scientific inquiry scoring guides and newly-developed engineering design scoring guides were adopted by the State Board 

of Education (May 19, 2011) for use beginning with the 2011-2012 school year. 
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ACHIEVEMENT STANDARDS 

 
 
 
 
 

Using Work Samples to Assess Essential Skills for the Oregon Diploma 
 

Essential Skills graduation requirements are determined based on when a student is first enrolled in grade 9, which is referred to as the 
cohort year. These requirements are applied to students earning either the regular or modified diploma. Students who entered grade 9 
in the 2009-2010 school year (most of whom will graduate in 2013) are required to demonstrate proficiency in the Essential Skills of 
Reading and Writing. The remaining implementation timeline is described in the table below. 
 
 Work samples are one assessment option that high school students may use to demonstrate they are proficient in the Essential Skills. 
Regarding demonstration of proficiency in the Essential Skills, districts must: 

 provide students with instruction in and multiple assessment opportunities to demonstrate proficiency in the Essential Skills for 
the purpose of earning a high school or modified diploma. 

 allow students to use assessment options adopted in a student’s 9th through 12th grade years. 

 allow students to use achievement standards adopted in their 9th through 12th grade years that are equal to or lower than the 
achievement standards approved as of March 1 of the students’ 8th grade year. 

 
At the high school level, students may use work samples to fulfill both the local performance assessment and the Essential Skills 
requirements.   
 
The table below describes the achievement standard for work samples scored for the purpose of demonstrating proficiency in the 
Essential Skills with regard to conferring a high school diploma. 
 

Essential Skill 
Number and Types of Work 

Samples 
Scoring Guide 

First 
Implementation 

Achievement Standard for 
Purpose of Conferring High 

School Diploma 
(Cut Scores) 

Read and comprehend 
a variety of text 

2 total work samples: 

 at least one must be informative 

 the second may be informative 
or literary 

Official Reading 
Scoring Guide 

Students who 
entered grade 9 
in 2008-2009 

Total score of 12 (6-point scale) 
across 3 traits with no trait lower 
than a 3; score of 5 or 6 on all 
traits to exceed. 

Write clearly and 
accurately 

2 total work samples: 

One must be in either expository or 
persuasive mode, the other may be 
in any of the four approved modes: 

 expository 

 persuasive 

 narrative (personal) 

 narrative (fictional) 

Official Writing 
Scoring Guide 

Students who 
entered grade 9 
in 2009-2010 

Score of 4 (6-point scale) to 
meet in each of the 4 required 
traits; score of 5 or 6 to exceed. 

Apply mathematics in 
a variety of settings 

2 total work samples: 

One each from two of these: 

 algebra 

 geometry 

 statistics 

Official 
Mathematics 
Problem 
Solving Scoring 
Guide 

Students who 
entered grade 9 
in 2010-2011 

Score of 4 (6-point scale) to 
meet in each dimension; score 
of 5 or 6 to exceed. 
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APPENDIX B:  ITEM DEVELOPMENT PROCESS 

Oregon’s item development process is consistent with industry 
practice and takes approximately two years, including writing, 
reviewing, and field-testing new items. Just as the development 
of Oregon’s content and performance standards is an open, 
consensus-driven process, the development of test items and 
prompts to measure those constructs is grounded in a similar 
philosophy. 

Item Writing 

For the Knowledge and Skills (multiple-choice) tests and the 
Writing Performance Assessment, most item writing takes 
place during item writing workshops, in which Oregon teachers 
across the five main content areas write and review items.   

Item writers are typically Oregon teachers who have received 
training in item construction, are familiar with test 
specifications, and have demonstrated skill in writing items 
that pass content and sensitivity panel review. Item writers 
receive professional development compensation for their time 
and travel expenses. Among other security precautions, ODE 
requires item writers to sign confidentiality forms assuring that 
they will work with the items in a secure manner. 

All items are written to measure specific subdomains of the 
content standards at a variety of specified levels of cognitive 
complexity. Cognitive complexity is represented by the 

following classification, developed from Bloom’s (1956) 
educational taxonomy:1 

• Recall: Recall, label, or locate information; define or 
describe facts or processes. 

• Skill/Concept (Basic Application): Use information 
or conceptual knowledge, often requiring two or more 
steps; summarize, classify, or explain information or 
processes; make predictions or generalizations; solve 
problems. 

• Strategic thinking: Analyze, critique, compare or 
contrast; create new information; or organize 
presented information.  

• Extended thinking: Make connections and extensions 
(exclusively assessed in the Writing Performance 
Assessment and local performance assessments).  

During the item writing workshop, writers draft items, 
document rationale of distracters, and conduct peer reviews of 
each other’s items. Examples of items are provided, and 
facilitators provide process guidance and additional review. 
Writers and reviewers evaluate the strength and clarity of the 
match between the drafted item and the standard it measures. 
All issues are worked out or solved multiple times by multiple 

                                                   
1 Bloom, B. S. (ed.), Engelhart, M. D., Furst, E. J., Hill, W. H., & 
Krathwohl, D. R. (1956). Taxonomy of educational objectives: Handbook I: 
Cognitive domain. New York: David McKay. 
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reviewers who verify that distracters are plausible, that answers 
are correct, and that each item has only a single correct answer. 

Figure 1.  
Sample Oregon Item Writing Form 

 

Following item writing workshops, items are entered into the 
Item Tracking System (ITS).  Oregon’s original graphics are 
initially entered into the ODE’s Comprehensive Item 
Management System (CIMS) and then transferred to ITS. 
Within ITS and CIMS, each item is given a unique item 
identification number to facilitate the monitoring and tracking 
of changes to and usage of the item throughout the review 
process and each item’s history.  ITS provides authorized users 
with access to each item’s alignment and attributes, field-test 
results and use, response rationales, and previous versions. 

Although item writing workshops may still occur annually, 
ODE has recently moved toward distributed item writing in 
which consistently strong item writers author additional items 
throughout the year. Items still go through the review process 
previously described.  Item writers are trained on the use of 
secure item entry using ITS, and graphic drafts are scanned by 
the item writers and securely transmitted to ODE.  

Committee/Panel Review 

ODE convenes a series of advisory groups to advise ODE both 
on assessment-related policy and on item development. ODE 
seeks to ensure that membership on these advisory groups 
reflects the demographics of Oregon’s student population. Each 
advisory group has approximately 15–35 members who serve 
three-year terms with one-third of the members rotating out 
each year and being replaced by new representatives. The 
following table describes the structure of these groups.
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Structure of ODE Assessment-Related Advisory Groups 

Committee/Panel Number of 
Members Meeting Frequency Who Nominates Members? 

Assessment Policy Advisory Committee 15–20 2-3 times a year School districts, COSA, OSBA, OEA, ESDs, and 
OPTA 

Sensitivity Panel 15–20 4–6 times a year School districts, OEA, ESDs (application 
process) 

English/Language Arts Content and 
Assessment Panel 35 4-6 times a year School districts, OEA, ESDs, and self-nominate 

(application process) 
Mathematics Content and Assessment Panel 35 4 - 6 times a year School districts, OEA, ESDs, and self-nominate 

(application process) 
Science Content and  
Assessment Panel 35 4- 6 times a year School districts, OEA, ESDs, and self-nominate 

(application process) 
Social Sciences Content and Assessment 
Panel 25 1 - 2 times a year School districts, OEA, ESDs, and self-nominate 

(application process) 
English Language Proficiency Content and 
Assessment Panel 35 1 – 2 times a year  School districts, OEA, ESDs, and self-nominate 

(application process) 
 

Note. Oregon’s Accommodations and Modifications Review Panel is not described here. 
Source:  http://www.ode.state.or.us/teachlearn/testing/dev/panels/structurecapanels.doc  

Panel members commit up to 6 school days of service with an 
additional 3 or 4 days during the summer. However, panels will 
be convened remotely rather than in person as secure 
technology improvements allow distributed work.   Although 
committee members on district contracts are not compensated 
for their service, they do receive travel reimbursement for 
committee travel of more than 70 miles, and substitute teachers 
are provided for service during the school year.  When 
classroom teacher members work for ODE during non-contract 
time, they are compensated at an hourly wage as temporary 
employees 

The Assessment Policy Advisory Committee consists of 
representatives from Oregon school districts, schools, and 

ESDs who are knowledgeable about assessment-related issues. 
The purpose of the Committee is to advise ODE on both the 
procedural and policy implications of Oregon’s assessment 
system, as well as the feasibility of proposed improvements to 
Oregon’s assessment system. Committee members provide 
input regarding the various elements of the state assessment 
system such as educational technology, electronic reporting, 
operational assessment issues, and test administration.   

In addition to seeking advice on assessment-related policy, 
ODE requires that all items generated for use on Oregon 
statewide assessments must pass a series of rigorous reviews 
before they can be used in field and operational tests. All items 
go through both a content and a sensitivity review as part of the 
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item development process; only those items that measure the 
grade-level expectations and meet both overall quality and 
sensitivity criteria are carried forward to the field-test stage.  

ODE Content and Assessment Panels exist for each of the 
content areas for which statewide tests are given: 
English/Language Arts (this panel reviews Writing and 
Reading/Literature assessment items), Mathematics, Science, 
Social Sciences, and English Language Proficiency. 

Most members of these panels are classroom teachers, with 
some representation from higher education, district curriculum 
and assessment personnel, and related businesses. Criteria for 
panel selection include the following: 

• Knowledge of Oregon’s content standards and 
expertise in the subject area and its eligible content 

• Teaching experience at the grade level or benchmark 
to which the individual will be assigned 

• Geographical location to ensure that all regions of 
Oregon are represented 

• Gender and ethnic diversity to ensure that the panel 
represents the diversity of Oregon’s student population 

Current item writers are not allowed to serve on item review 
committees. However, in some cases, content and assessment 
panel experts may be utilized as item writing facilitators. 

Items are accepted, rejected, or modified by the Content and 
Assessment Panel to make sure they represent the constructs 
embodied in grade-specific content standards and test 
specifications. In addition to judgments of content relevance, 

the panels appraise the technical quality of items, looking for 
items that are free from such flaws as (a) inappropriate 
readability level, (b) ambiguity, (c) incorrectly keyed answers 
and distracters, (d) unclear instructions, and (e) factual 
inaccuracy. The panels for each content area use the following 
review process: 

1. Three content panel members review each item 
independently and complete an Item Review Form 
(IRF) (figure 1) using a pre-assigned reviewer ID. 

2. Then, the three content panel members review the item 
collectively, and item reviewers make a 
recommendation for each item on the IRF to either (a) 
accept the item as written, (b) accept the item with 
revisions, or (c) reject the item (sometimes an alternate 
question is offered that entails a simple revision). 

3. When all three reviewers agree that an item should be 
accepted or rejected, no further discussion is needed. If 
one or more of the reviewers feel that an item should be 
revised, then they attempt to reach a consensus and 
produce a “master copy” of their recommendation. The 
same is true if one or two of the reviewers reject an 
item that another reviewer finds acceptable with or 
without revisions. 

4. In most cases, recommendations are followed and 
revisions are made, or items are eliminated. The ODE 
assessment specialist can override the recommendation, 
but this occurs rarely and only for compelling reasons. 
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Figure 2.  
Sample Oregon Content and Assessment Panel Item 
Review Form 

 

The content panels perform specific checks on items to confirm 
that: 

• the SRC and subcategory match. 
• the key is correct. 
• alternate valid interpretations making the distracters 

correct do not exist. 
• the item is grade-level appropriate in content and reading 

levels. 
• the item is of overall high quality (wording and 

grammar, graphic quality, curricular importance, etc). 
• the identified level of difficulty (i.e., easy, medium, 

hard) is correct. 
• Reading/Literature passages are appropriate in content 

and reading levels. Science and Social Sciences stimuli 
align to appropriate content and reading skills. 

• the level of cognitive complexity (i.e., recall, 
skill/concept or strategic thinking) is appropriate to the 
item and correctly identified. 

Following review by the content panel, and according to panel 
feedback, ODE assessment specialists edit and revise items in ITS 
in preparation for review by the Sensitivity Panel.  

All items that pass review by the content specialist are next 
presented to the sensitivity panel. The sensitivity panel reviews 
convenes day-long meetings, four to six times a year. The panel 
reviews items from all grade levels and content areas for bias, 
controversial content, and overly emotional issues. 
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In general, the sensitivity panel ensures that items: 

• present racial, ethnic, and cultural groups in a positive 
light. 

• do not contain controversial, offensive, or potentially 
upsetting content. 

• avoid content familiar only to specific groups of 
students because of race or ethnicity, class, or 
geographic location. 

• aid in the elimination of stereotypes. 
• avoid words or phrases that have multiple meanings. 

Following the sensitivity panels and according to panel 
feedback, ODE assessment specialists edit and revise items in 
the ITS system.  

EXPERT REVIEW 
Next, ODE assessment specialists submit the new items for 
review by experts that have experience in the roles of item 
writer and content and assessment panel member.  Expert 
reviewers add an additional quality control check for the online 
assessments.   Experts have received extensive professional 
development in ITS to review items in a web-preview format 
providing the exact rendering provided in the online 
assessments.  Experts review each item and confirm that:  

• the key is correct. 
• alternate valid interpretations making the distracters 

correct do not exist. 
• the item is grade-level appropriate in content and 

reading levels. 
 

• the item is of overall high quality (wording and grammar, 
graphic quality, curricular importance, etc). 

Following the expert review in most cases, recommendations are 
followed and revisions are made, or items are eliminated. The ODE 
assessment specialist can override the recommendation, but this 
occurs rarely and only for compelling reasons.  

FIELD TESTING 
Once the items have been reviewed by the content and assessment 
panel, the sensitivity panel, and an expert reviewer, all Mathematics, 
Reading/Literature, Science, and Social Sciences test items are field 
tested. Field test items identified by the ODE assessment specialists 
are embedded in the operational tests by content area. As students 
take the operational tests, they also respond to approximately 5-8 
field test items embedded in the test.  

ODE then receives data files of the student responses, which ODE 
analyzes to determine whether the field test items are behaving as 
expected. The ODE assessment specialists eliminate those items 
which the data analysis indicate performed weakly. ODE assessment 
staff calibrate the difficulty level for those items that performed 
successfully in preparation for using the item operationally.
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TRANSLATION OF ITEMS TO SPANISH 
Concurrent with the field testing of items in English, all 
Mathematics, Science, and Social Sciences test items are 
translated into Spanish.  All required grade-level and benchmark- 
level statewide tests for Mathematics and Science are offered in 
English-Spanish tests. English-Spanish tests are also available for 
Social Sciences. Stacked English-Spanish items are used on 
electronic tests.  Side-by-side English-Spanish and English-
Russian Paper/Pencil assessments are available in Mathematics 
and Science. 
 
Following translation by ODE’s translation vendor, the translated 
items are reviewed by ODE’s Spanish- and Russian-speaking 
experts to ensure that each item accurately conveys the intent of 
the English text. While the procedure described below specifically 
addresses Spanish translation, ODE follows a similar procedure 
for translation of Paper/Pencil items into Russian.   
 
The following linguistic guidelines are used by ODE’s translation 
vendor and Spanish-speaking experts: 

• Students are expected to have subject knowledge and use 
proper terminology/vocabulary for that subject.  In other 
words, what is expected from English-speaking students is 
also expected from Spanish-speaking students. 

• ODE uses formal Spanish (usted, not tú) for test items and 
includes proper verb conjugation. 

• ODE strives to use Global Spanish language that will be 
interpreted and understood by all Spanish speakers from 
anywhere in the world.  Global Spanish language includes 
words used worldwide by most Spanish speakers. 

 
After the ODE Spanish reviewers complete a review of the 
newly translated items, extensive research is conducted by a 
small group of reviewers on any word that has not met group 
consensus.  Every attempt is made to choose the most correct 

translation based upon grade level and cultural relevance. A variety 
of resources are used for selecting the proper translated words 
including: dictionaries from Mexico, South America and Spain 
(e.g. Diccionario Hispanoamericano de Dudas, Diccionario de 
Matemáticas), and ODE’s list of translated terms for Science at  
http://www.ode.state.or.us/search/page/?id=517  
and for Mathematics at 
http://www.ode.state.or.us/search/page/?id=500 .   
 

ADDITIONAL EXPERT REVIEW OF ITEMS 
On an annual basis, ODE assessment specialists review items from 
the field test pool for inclusion within the operational test. This 
level of review acts as an additional quality control for the online 
assessments. In addition, whenever ODE transitions to a different 
test delivery system, ODE submits all of its Reading/Literature, 
Mathematics, Science, and Social Sciences items for an additional 
level of expert review to ensure that all items appear consistently 
from year to year when presented to students. 

 ITEM USE AND RELEASE 
Approximately every three years, ODE releases one sample test for 
each content area and grade-level and benchmark-level comprised 
of items used on previous test forms. These items are no longer 
secure and are taken out of the pool of eligible test items.  

Released items are provided in the form of practice tests. Practice 
tests for Reading/Literature, Mathematics, Social Sciences, and 
Science are available on ODE’s Website at 
http://www.ode.state.or.us/search/page/?id=1222 . 

 
Sample Writing prompts are also available at 
http://www.ode.state.or.us/teachlearn/subjects/elarts/writing/asses
sment/usingsampleprompts.pdf 
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The complete two-year Lifecycle of a Knowledge and Skills Item
Mathematics, Reading/Literature, Science, Social Sciences

PAGE 1

1 Phase 1›Item Writing 2 Phase 2›Item Review 3 Phase 3›Field Testing

A.  Assessment staff schedules and
coordinates item writing activities, 
and recruits Oregon teachers to
construct items to be entered into 
an item database

REVIEW

WRITING

SITES SORT

REVIEW

EDIT

REVIEW

FIELD TEST

EMBED

TEST

PROCESS
EDITENTRY

C. Teachers review items written by
their peers.

D.  After items are written, assess-
ment staff enter items into a 
database.

A. Assessment Specialist sorts and
organizes items for review.

B. Subject Specific Content and 
Assessment Panels, consisting of
Oregon teachers, review test items 
with respect to content validity and
grade appropriateness.

C. Assessment Specialist edits 
and revises items according to 
content panel feedback.

D. Sensitivity Panel reviews items in 
two-day meetings, generally held
four times a year.

E. Assessment Specialist edits and
revises items according to Sensitivity
Panel feedback.

B. Field test items are embedded
in an operational test.

C. Students complete operational 
tests with embedded field test items.

D. Data files of student responses
are submitted to ODE for analysis.

A. Assessment Specialist identifies
items to be field tested.

NEXT PHASE NEXT PHASE

Bank of POTENTIAL items Bank of REVIEWED items Bank of FIELD items

B. Item Writing: Teachers receive 
professional development 
training on item development, 
including a focus on standards
alignment and item content and 
format. Items are written explicitly
to measure Oregon academic 
content standards.
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The complete two-year Lifecycle of a Knowledge and Skills Item
Mathematics, Reading/Literature, Science, Social Sciences

PAGE 2

4 Phase 4›Data
Analysis of 

Field Test Items

5 Phase 5›Test 
Construction

6 Phase 6›Data
Analysis of Operational

Test Items

A. Assessment staff generates
psychometric data to determine if 
the item “behaves” as expected.

CALIBRATE

REVIEW

ANALYZE SELECT

RANGE

CONSTRUCT

REVIEW

PRESENTED

SCORES

TEST

PROCESS

TARGETFINAL

C. Assessment staff calibrate the 
difficulty of field test items that
meet the successful criteria.

B. Assessment Specialist reviews
data to determine which items 
should be “dropped” because of 
weak performance.

A. Assessment Specialist selects 
items for operational testing.

B. Assessment Specialist balances
items across Score Reporting 
Categories (SRCs) (such as 
Geometry in Mathematics or 
Vocabulary in Reading/Literature) 
and range of difficulty according to 
test specifications.

C. Assessment staff construct 
tests, online test pools,and 
finalize Administration Manual.

D. Assessment staff and 
expert reviewers proofread test
items and stimuli for errors.

E. Final Operational Tests and pools
are prepared.

E. Item performance tables which
 describe how well each item 
performs are used to review items
and pools of items to identify any
additional items to be dropped.

B. Students complete the opera-
tional test and receive instant 
scores when using online
delivery.

C.  Assessment staff analyze item
statistics to verify the item
performs as expected

D. Assessment staff analyze item 
statistics to make sure items are 
not biased against a particular sub-
group (e.g., students with 
disabilities, ethnic groups, or gender).

A. Tests are sent to contractor for
print distribution or delivery online.

NEXT PHASE NEXT PHASE

Bank of CALIBRATED items
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Official Writing Scoring Guide 
 

Ideas/Content 

6 

The writing is exceptionally clear, focused, and 

interesting.  It holds the reader's attention 

throughout.  Main ideas stand out and are 

developed by strong support and rich details 

suitable to audience and purpose.  The writing is 

characterized by 
 clarity, focus, and control. 
 main idea(s) that stand out. 
 supporting, relevant, carefully selected details; 

when appropriate, use of resources provides 
strong, accurate, credible support. 

 a thorough, balanced, in-depth explanation / 
exploration of the topic; the writing makes 
connections and shares insights. 

 content and selected details that are well-suited 
to audience and purpose. 

5 

The writing is clear, focused and interesting.  It 

holds the reader's attention.  Main ideas stand out 

and are developed by supporting details suitable 

to audience and purpose.  The writing is 

characterized by 

 clarity, focus, and control. 
 main idea(s) that stand out. 
 supporting, relevant, carefully selected details; 

when appropriate, use of resources provides 
strong, accurate, credible support. 

 a thorough, balanced explanation / exploration of 
the topic; the writing makes connections and 
shares insights. 

 content and selected details that are well-suited 
to audience and purpose. 

 

4 

The writing is clear and focused.  The reader can 

easily understand the main ideas.  Support is 

present, although it may be limited or rather 

general.  The writing is characterized by 
 an easily identifiable purpose. 
 clear main idea(s). 
 supporting details that are relevant, but may be 

overly general or limited in places; when 
appropriate, resources are used to provide 
accurate support. 

 a topic that is explored / explained, although 
developmental details may occasionally be out of 
balance with the main idea(s); some connections 
and insights may be present. 

 content and selected details that are relevant, but 
perhaps not consistently well-chosen for 
audience and purpose. 

3 

The reader can understand the main ideas, 

although they may be overly broad or simplistic, 

and the results may not be effective.  Supporting 

detail is often limited, insubstantial, overly 

general, or occasionally slightly off-topic.  The 

writing is characterized by 
 an easily identifiable purpose and main idea(s). 
 predictable or overly-obvious main ideas; or 

points that echo observations heard elsewhere; 
or a close retelling of another work. 

 support that is attempted, but developmental 
details are often limited, uneven, somewhat off-
topic, predictable, or too general (e.g., a list of 
underdeveloped points). 

 details that may not be well-grounded in credible 
resources; they may be based on clichés, 
stereotypes or questionable sources of 
information.  

 difficulties when moving from general 
observations to specifics. 

2 

Main ideas and purpose are somewhat unclear or 

development is attempted but minimal.  The 

writing is characterized by 
 a purpose and main idea(s) that may require 

extensive inferences by the reader. 
 minimal development; insufficient details.  
 irrelevant details that clutter the text.  
 extensive repetition of detail. 
 

 

1 

The writing lacks a central idea or purpose.  The 

writing is characterized by 
 ideas that are extremely limited or simply unclear. 
 attempts at development that are minimal or non-

existent; the paper is too short to demonstrate 
the development of an idea. 
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Official Writing Scoring Guide 
 

Organization 

6 

The organization enhances the central idea(s) 

and its development.  The order and structure are 

compelling and move the reader through the text 

easily.  The writing is characterized by 
 effective, perhaps creative, sequencing and 

paragraph breaks; the organizational structure 
fits the topic, and the writing is easy to follow. 

 a strong, inviting beginning that draws the reader 
in and a strong, satisfying sense of resolution or 
closure. 

 smooth, effective transitions among all elements 
(sentences, paragraphs, ideas). 

 details that fit where placed. 

5 

The organization enhances the central idea(s) and 

its development.  The order and structure are 

strong and move the reader through the text.  The 

writing is characterized by 

 effective sequencing and paragraph breaks; the 
organizational structure fits the topic, and the 
writing is easy to follow. 

 an inviting beginning that draws the reader in and 
a satisfying sense of resolution or closure. 

 smooth, effective transitions among all elements 
(sentences, paragraphs, ideas). 

 details that fit where placed. 
 

4 

Organization is clear and coherent.  Order and 

structure are present, but may seem formulaic.  

The writing is characterized by 
 clear sequencing and paragraph breaks. 
 an organization that may be predictable. 
 a recognizable, developed beginning that may 

not be particularly inviting; a developed 
conclusion that may lack subtlety. 

 a body that is easy to follow with details that fit 
where placed. 

 transitions that may be stilted or formulaic. 
 organization which helps the reader, despite 

some weaknesses. 

3 

An attempt has been made to organize the 

writing; however, the overall structure is 

inconsistent or skeletal.  The writing is 

characterized by 
 attempts at sequencing and paragraph breaks, 

but the order or the relationship among ideas 
may occasionally be unclear. 

 a beginning and an ending which, although 
present, are either undeveloped or too obvious 
(e.g., "My topic is..."; "These are all the reasons 
that..."). 

 transitions that sometimes work.  The same few 
transitional devices (e.g., coordinating 
conjunctions, numbering, etc.) may be overused. 

 a structure that is skeletal or too rigid. 
 placement of details that may not always be 

effective. 
 organization which lapses in some places, but 

helps the reader in others. 

2 

The writing lacks a clear organizational structure.  

An occasional organizational device is discernible; 

however, the writing is either difficult to follow and 

the reader has to reread substantial portions, or 

the piece is simply too short to demonstrate 

organizational skills.  The writing is characterized 

by 
 some attempts at sequencing, but the order or the 

relationship among ideas is frequently unclear; a 
lack of paragraph breaks. 

 a missing or extremely undeveloped beginning, 
body, and/or ending.  

 a lack of transitions, or when present, ineffective 
or overused. 

 a lack of an effective organizational structure. 
 details that seem to be randomly placed, leaving 

the reader frequently confused. 
 

1 

The writing lacks coherence; organization seems 

haphazard and disjointed.  Even after rereading, 

the reader remains confused.  The writing is 

characterized by 
 a lack of effective sequencing and paragraph 

breaks. 
 a failure to provide an identifiable beginning, 

body and/or ending. 
 a lack of transitions. 
 pacing that is consistently awkward; the reader 

feels either mired down in trivia or rushed along 
too rapidly. 

 a lack of organization which ultimately obscures 
or distorts the main point. 
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Voice 

6 

The writer has chosen a voice appropriate for the 

topic, purpose, and audience.  The writer demon-

strates deep commitment to the topic, and there is 

an exceptional sense of "writing to be read."  The 

writing is expressive, engaging, or sincere.  The 

writing is characterized by 

 an effective level of closeness to or distance from 
the audience (e.g., a narrative should have a 
strong personal voice, while an expository piece 
may require extensive use of outside resources 
and a more academic voice; nevertheless, both 
should be engaging, lively, or interesting.  
Technical writing may require greater distance.). 

 an exceptionally strong sense of audience; the 
writer seems to be aware of the reader and of 
how to communicate the message most 
effectively.  The reader may discern the writer 
behind the words and feel a sense of interaction. 

 a sense that the topic has come to life; when 
appropriate, the writing may show originality, 
liveliness, honesty, conviction, excitement, 
humor, or suspense. 

5 

The writer has chosen a voice appropriate for the 

topic, purpose, and audience.  The writer demon-

strates commitment to the topic, and there is a 

sense of "writing to be read."  The writing is 

expressive, engaging, or sincere.  The writing is 

characterized by 

 an appropriate level of closeness to or distance 
from the audience (e.g., a narrative should have 
a strong personal voice, while an expository 
piece may require extensive use of outside 
resources and a more academic voice; 
nevertheless, both should be engaging, lively, or 
interesting.  Technical writing may require greater 
distance.). 

 a strong sense of audience; the writer seems to 
be aware of the reader and of how to 
communicate the message most effectively.  The 
reader may discern the writer behind the words 
and feel a sense of interaction. 

 a sense that the topic has come to life; when 
appropriate, the writing may show originality, 
liveliness, honesty, conviction, excitement, 
humor, or suspense.  

4 

A voice is present.  The writer seems committed 

to the topic, and there may be a sense of "writing 

to be read."  In places, the writing is expressive, 

engaging, or sincere.  The writing is characterized 

by 
 a suitable level of closeness to or distance from 

the audience. 
 a sense of audience; the writer seems to be 

aware of the reader.  The reader may glimpse the 
writer behind the words and feel a sense of 
interaction in places. 

 liveliness, sincerity, or humor when appropriate; 
however, at times the writing may be either 
inappropriately casual or personal, or 
inappropriately formal and stiff. 

 

3 

The writer's commitment to the topic seems 

inconsistent.  A sense of the writer may emerge at 

times; however, the voice is either inappropriately 

personal or inappropriately impersonal.  The 

writing is characterized by 

 a limited sense of audience; the writer's 
awareness of the reader is unclear. 

 an occasional sense of the writer behind the 
words; however, the voice may shift or disappear 
a line or two later and the writing become 
somewhat mechanical. 

 a limited ability to shift to a more objective voice 
when necessary. 

 text that is too short to demonstrate a consistent 
and appropriate voice. 

 

2 

The writing provides little sense of involvement or 

commitment.  There is no evidence that the writer 

has chosen a suitable voice.  The writing is 

characterized by 
 little engagement of the writer; the writing tends 

to be largely flat, lifeless, stiff, or mechanical. 
 a voice that is likely to be overly informal and 

personal.  
 a lack of audience awareness; there is little 

sense of "writing to be read."  
 little or no hint of the writer behind the words.  

There is rarely a sense of interaction between 
reader and writer.  

 

1 

The writing seems to lack a sense of involvement 

or commitment.  The writing is characterized by 

 no engagement of the writer; the writing is flat 
and lifeless. 

 a lack of audience awareness; there is no sense 
of "writing to be read." 

 no hint of the writer behind the words.  There is 
no sense of interaction between writer and 
reader; the writing does not involve or engage the 
reader. 
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Word Choice 

6 

Words convey the intended message in an 

exceptionally interesting, precise, and natural way 

appropriate to audience and purpose.  The writer 

employs a rich, broad range of words which have 

been carefully chosen and thoughtfully placed for 

impact.  The writing is characterized by 
 accurate, strong, specific words; powerful words 

energize the writing. 
 fresh, original expression; slang, if used, seems 

purposeful and is effective. 
 vocabulary that is striking and varied, but that is 

natural and not overdone. 
 ordinary words used in an unusual way. 
 words that evoke strong images; figurative 

language may be used. 

5 

Words convey the intended message in an 

interesting, precise, and natural way appropriate 

to audience and purpose.  The writer employs a 

broad range of words which have been carefully 

chosen and thoughtfully placed for impact.  The 

writing is characterized by 

 accurate, specific words; word choices energize 
the writing. 

 fresh, vivid expression; slang, if used, seems 
purposeful and is effective. 

 vocabulary that may be striking and varied, but 
that is natural and not overdone. 

 ordinary words used in an unusual way. 
 words that evoke clear images; figurative 

language may be used. 

4 

Words effectively convey the intended message.  

The writer employs a variety of words that are 

functional and appropriate to audience and 

purpose.  The writing is characterized by 
 words that work but do not particularly energize 

the writing. 
 expression that is functional; however, slang, if 

used, does not seem purposeful and is not 
particularly effective. 

 attempts at colorful language that may 
occasionally seem overdone. 

 occasional overuse of technical language or 
jargon. 

 rare experiments with language; however, the 
writing may have some fine moments and 
generally avoids clichés. 

3 

Language lacks precision and variety, or may be 

inappropriate to audience and purpose in places.  

The writer does not employ a variety of words, 

producing a sort of "generic" paper filled with 

familiar words and phrases.  The writing is 

characterized by 
 words that work, but that rarely capture the 

reader's interest. 
 expression that seems mundane and general; 

slang, if used, does not seem purposeful and is 
not effective. 

 attempts at colorful language that seem 
overdone or forced. 

 words that are accurate for the most part, 
although misused words may occasionally 
appear; technical language or jargon may be 
overused or inappropriately used. 

 reliance on clichés and overused expressions. 
 text that is too short to demonstrate variety. 

2 

Language is monotonous and/or misused, 

detracting from the meaning and impact.  The 

writing is characterized by 
 words that are colorless, flat or imprecise. 
 monotonous repetition or overwhelming reliance 

on worn expressions that repeatedly detract from 
the message. 

 images that are fuzzy or absent altogether. 

1 

The writing shows an extremely limited 

vocabulary or is so filled with misuses of words 

that the meaning is obscured.  Only the most 

general kind of message is communicated 

because of vague or imprecise language.  The 

writing is characterized by 
 general, vague words that fail to communicate. 
 an extremely limited range of words. 
 words that simply do not fit the text; they seem 

imprecise, inadequate, or just plain wrong. 
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Sentence Fluency 

6 

The writing has an effective flow and rhythm.  

Sentences show a high degree of craftsmanship, 

with consistently strong and varied structure that 

makes expressive oral reading easy and 

enjoyable.  The writing is characterized by 
 a natural, fluent sound; it glides along with one 

sentence flowing effortlessly into the next. 
 extensive variation in sentence structure, length, 

and beginnings that add interest to the text. 
 sentence structure that enhances meaning by 

drawing attention to key ideas or reinforcing 
relationships among ideas. 

 varied sentence patterns that create an effective 
combination of power and grace. 

 strong control over sentence structure; 
fragments, if used at all, work well. 

 stylistic control; dialogue, if used, sounds natural. 

5 

The writing has an easy flow and rhythm.  

Sentences are carefully crafted, with strong and 

varied structure that makes expressive oral 

reading easy and enjoyable.  The writing is 

characterized by 

 a natural, fluent sound; it glides along with one 
sentence flowing into the next. 

 variation in sentence structure, length, and 
beginnings that add interest to the text. 

 sentence structure that enhances meaning. 
 control over sentence structure; fragments, if 

used at all, work well. 
 stylistic control; dialogue, if used, sounds natural. 

 

4 

The writing flows; however, connections between 

phrases or sentences may be less than fluid.  

Sentence patterns are somewhat varied, 

contributing to ease in oral reading.  The writing 

is characterized by 
 a natural sound; the reader can move easily 

through the piece, although it may lack a certain 
rhythm and grace. 

 some repeated patterns of sentence structure, 
length, and beginnings that may detract 
somewhat from overall impact. 

 strong control over simple sentence structures, 
but variable control over more complex 
sentences; fragments, if present, are usually 
effective. 

 occasional lapses in stylistic control; dialogue, if 
used, sounds natural for the most part, but may 
at times sound stilted or unnatural. 

3 

The writing tends to be mechanical rather than 

fluid.  Occasional awkward constructions may 

force the reader to slow down or reread.  The 

writing is characterized by 
 some passages that invite fluid oral reading; 

however, others do not. 
 some variety in sentence structure, length, and 

beginnings, although the writer falls into repetitive 
sentence patterns. 

 good control over simple sentence structures, but 
little control over more complex sentences; 
fragments, if present, may not be effective. 

 sentences which, although functional, lack 
energy. 

 lapses in stylistic control; dialogue, if used, may 
sound stilted or unnatural. 

 text that is too short to demonstrate variety and 
control. 

 

2 

The writing tends to be either choppy or rambling.  

Awkward constructions often force the reader to 

slow down or reread.  The writing is characterized 

by 
 significant portions of the text that are difficult to 

follow or read aloud. 
 sentence patterns that are monotonous (e.g., 

subject-verb or subject-verb-object). 
 a significant number of awkward, choppy, or 

rambling constructions. 

1 

The writing is difficult to follow or to read aloud.  

Sentences tend to be incomplete, rambling, or 

very awkward.  The writing is characterized by 
 text that does not invite--and may not even 

permit--smooth oral reading. 
 confusing word order that is often jarring and 

irregular. 
 sentence structure that frequently obscures 

meaning. 
 sentences that are disjointed, confusing, or 

rambling. 
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Conventions 

6 

The writing demonstrates exceptionally strong 

control of standard writing conventions (e.g., 

punctuation, spelling, capitalization, grammar and 

usage) and uses them effectively to enhance 

communication.  Errors are so few and so minor 

that the reader can easily skim right over them 

unless specifically searching for them.  The 

writing is characterized by 
 strong control of conventions; manipulation of 

conventions may occur for stylistic effect. 
 strong, effective use of punctuation that guides 

the reader through the text. 
 correct spelling, even of more difficult words. 
 correct grammar and usage that contribute to 

clarity and style. 
 skill in using a wide range of conventions in a 

sufficiently long and complex piece. 
 little or no need for editing. 

5 

The writing demonstrates strong control of 

standard writing conventions (e.g., punctuation, 

spelling, capitalization, grammar and usage) and 

uses them effectively to enhance communication.  

Errors are few and minor. Conventions support 

readability.  The writing is characterized by 

 strong control of conventions. 
 effective use of punctuation that guides the 

reader through the text. 
 correct spelling, even of more difficult words. 
 correct capitalization; errors, if any, are minor. 
 correct grammar and usage that contribute to 

clarity and style. 
 skill in using a wide range of conventions in a 

sufficiently long and complex piece. 
 little need for editing. 

4 

The writing demonstrates control of standard 

writing conventions (e.g., punctuation, spelling, 

capitalization, grammar and usage).  Significant 

errors do not occur frequently. Minor errors, while 

perhaps noticeable, do not impede readability.  

The writing is characterized by 
 control over conventions used, although a wide 

range is not demonstrated. 
 correct end-of-sentence punctuation; internal 

punctuation may sometimes be incorrect. 
 spelling that is usually correct, especially on 

common words. 
 correct capitalization; errors, if any, are minor. 
 occasional lapses in correct grammar and usage; 

problems are not severe enough to distort 
meaning or confuse the reader. 

 moderate need for editing. 

3 

The writing demonstrates limited control of 

standard writing conventions (e.g., punctuation, 

spelling, capitalization, grammar and usage).  

Errors may begin to impede readability.  The 

writing is characterized by 
 some control over basic conventions; the text 

may be too simple or too short to reveal mastery. 
 end-of-sentence punctuation that is usually 

correct; however, internal punctuation contains 
frequent errors. 

 spelling errors that distract the reader; 
misspelling of common words occurs. 

 capitalization errors. 
 errors in grammar and usage that do not block 

meaning but do distract the reader. 
 significant need for editing. 

2 
The writing demonstrates little control of standard 

writing conventions.  Frequent, significant errors 

impede readability.  The writing is characterized 

by 
 little control over basic conventions. 
 many end-of-sentence punctuation errors; 

internal punctuation contains frequent errors. 
 spelling errors that frequently distract the reader; 

misspelling of common words often occurs. 
 capitalization that is inconsistent or often 

incorrect. 
 errors in grammar and usage that interfere with 

readability and meaning. 
 substantial need for editing. 
 

1 

Numerous errors in usage, spelling, capitalization, 

and punctuation repeatedly distract the reader 

and make the text difficult to read.  In fact, the 

severity and frequency of errors are so 

overwhelming that the reader finds it difficult to 

focus on the message and must reread for 

meaning.  The writing is characterized by 

 very limited skill in using conventions. 
 basic punctuation (including end-of-sentence 

punctuation) that tends to be omitted, haphazard, 
or incorrect. 

 frequent spelling errors that significantly impair 
readability. 

 capitalization that appears to be random. 
 a need for extensive editing. 
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Citing Sources 
Use only on classroom assignments requiring research 

6 

The writing demonstrates exceptionally strong 

commitment to the quality and significance of 

research and the accuracy of the written 

document.  Documentation is used to avoid 

plagiarism and to enable the reader to judge how 

believable or important a piece of information is 

by checking the source.  The writer has 
 acknowledged borrowed material by introducing 

the quotation or paraphrase with the name of the 
authority. 

 punctuated all quoted materials; errors, if any, 
are minor. 

 paraphrased material by rewriting it using writer’s 
style and language. 

 provided specific in-text documentation for each 
borrowed item. 

 provided a bibliography page listing every source 
cited in the paper; omitted sources that were 
consulted but not used. 

5 

The writing demonstrates a strong commitment to 

the quality and significance of research and the 

accuracy of the written document.  Documentation 

is used to avoid plagiarism and to enable the 

reader to judge how believable or important a 

piece of information is by checking the source.  

Errors are so few and so minor that the reader can 

easily skim right over them unless specifically 

searching for them.  The writer has 
 acknowledged borrowed material by introducing 

the quotation or paraphrase with the name of the 
authority; key phrases are directly quoted so as to 
give full credit where credit is due. 

 punctuated all quoted materials; errors are minor. 
 paraphrased material by rewriting using writer’s 

style and language. 
 provided specific in-text documentation for 

borrowed material. 
 provided a bibliography page listing every source 

cited in the paper; omitted sources that were 
consulted but not used. 

4 

The writing demonstrates a commitment to the 

quality and significance of research and the 

accuracy of the written document.  Documentation 

is used to avoid plagiarism and to enable the 

reader to judge how believable or important a 

piece of information is by checking the source.  

Minor errors, while perhaps noticeable, do not 

blatantly violate the rules of documentation.  The 

writer has 
 acknowledged borrowed material by sometimes 

introducing the quotation or paraphrase with the 
name of the authority. 

 punctuated all quoted materials; errors, while 
noticeable, do not impede understanding. 

 paraphrased material by rewriting using writer’s 
style and language. 

 provided in-text documentation for most borrowed 
material. 

 provided a bibliography page listing every source 
cited in the paper; included sources that were 
consulted but not used. 

3 

The writing demonstrates a limited commitment to 

the quality and significance of research and the 

accuracy of the written document.  

Documentation is sometimes used to avoid 

plagiarism and to enable the reader to judge how 

believable or important a piece of information is 

by checking the source.  Errors begin to violate 

the rules of documentation.  The writer has 
 enclosed quoted materials within quotation 

marks; however, incorrectly used commas, 
colons, semicolons, question marks or 
exclamation marks that are part of the quoted 
material. 

 included paraphrased material that is not 
properly documented. 

 paraphrased material by simply rearranging 
sentence patterns. 

2 

The writing demonstrates little commitment to the 

quality and significance of research and the 

accuracy of the written document.  Frequent errors 

in documentation result in instances of plagiarism 

and often do not enable the reader to check the 

source.  The writer has 
 enclosed quoted materials within quotation marks; 

however, incorrectly used commas, colons, 
semicolons, question marks or exclamation marks 
that are part of the quoted material. 

 attempted paraphrasing but included words that 
should be enclosed by quotation marks or 
rephrased into the writer’s language and style. 

 altered the essential ideas of the source. 
 included citations that incorrectly identify 

reference sources. 

1 

The writing demonstrates disregard for the 

conventions of research writing.  Lack of proper 

documentation results in plagiarism and does not 

enable the reader to check the source.  The writer 

has 
 borrowed abundantly from an original source, 

even to the point of retaining the essential 
wording. 

 no citations that credit source material. 
 included words or ideas from a source without 

providing quotation marks. 
 no bibliography page listing sources that were 

used. 
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