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Overview 

In the fall of 2006, the composition faculty in the English Department revised our first- year writing program in three significant ways:

1. We changed our placement mechanism from using the English Placement Test (EPT) to a Directed Self-Placement (DSP) model (Royer, Gilles), where students, with direction from the composition program, advisors, and mentors, make their own placement decision.

2.  We created three options for students to choose from to meet their first-year writing requirement: English 10: Accelerated Academic Literacy; English 5A/ 5B: Academic Literacy I & II, a two-semester sequence; and Linguistics 6: Advanced English Strategies for Multilingual Speakers and then English 5A/ 5B. 

3. We implemented a large-scale portfolio reading where students would create portfolios of their best work and two teachers, who are not the students’ own, read and assess student portfolios. English 5A teachers read student portfolios together, and English 5B and English 10 teachers read each other’s student portfolios together. 

In particular, the composition faculty wanted students who finished English 10 and English 5A/5B to meet the same set of outcomes, as they could be demonstrated through their portfolios. Our assessment research was to collect and compare final portfolios from the first joint reading with English 10 and English 5B to see if students were able to finish each option with similar sets of abilities with writing. 

Methodology

We collected 120 portfolios from 10 teachers’ classes, 5 from English 10 and 5 from English 5B, who agreed to be a part of this research. These portfolios were then read again and coded for particular outcomes that could be assess in the portfolios that students turned in. These outcomes were broken down into seven categories (please see the full set of outcomes in Appendix A): 1) Joining Academic Conversations, 2) Language Use, 3) Reading Engagement, 4) Reflection, 5) Research, 6) Writing Process, and 7) Writing Rhetorically.

Using Discourse Analysis (Fairclough, Gee), we looked for students’ work to speak for itself; that is, we agreed to read student portfolios as description of course outcomes, not necessary as some sort of “evidence” of students “right” or “wrong” demonstration of the outcomes. This allowed us to consider the qualitative nature of what students’ produced so that we could use that information to inform our curriculum, pedagogy, and portfolio reading sessions. 
Results

Though there were interesting comparisons between English 5B and 10 students in all seven of the categories, the results that seemed most important were the ones from Joining Academic Conversations, Language Use, Reflection, and Research. 

· Joining Academic Conversations: In general, first-year writing students had not, until now, thought of academic writing as a conversation with other scholars and/or sources. Many students took “writing is like a conversation” literally, creating compare/contrast papers rather than arguments. With that said, many students moved beyond compare/contrast or summary tendencies to join academic conversations with their own voice and their own ideas. Ultimately, the vast majority of students in both English 5B and English 10 seemed to at least understand that effective writing includes engaging in ongoing academic discussions through the use of outside sources.

· Language Use: Many portfolios indicated second language issues, which are a significant challenge in our program and university. With that said, it is important to look beyond those issues with language use to best capture the variety of students we teach. At one end of the extreme are seemingly hardworking students with significant second language issues and at the other are native speakers who either don’t understand or don’t care about effective sentence construction.  In the middle of the spectrum are students who have a strong command of English and an understanding of how sentences work together in a paragraph, but who need to continue to work on sentence and paragraph construction. The students whose “lazy” language use stood out the most were English 10 students who, theoretically at least, selected English 10 based on their strong writing abilities. Though there are probably more second language speakers in English 5B, these students demonstrated more comfort with how sentences work together to develop thoughts or contentions.
· Reflection: An interesting difference between English 10 and English 5B students was in their use of reflection. While English 10 students were concentrating on their newfound awareness of their audience, the English 5B students had already accomplished that and had moved onto more complex analysis and meaning-making (not to say that awareness of audience doesn’t result in complex analysis).  In addition, more English 5B students seemed to use reflection as an analytical device in their polished essays in addition to their reflective essays, in contrast to English 10 students, who tended to confine reflection to their reflective essays.
· Research: Most English 10 students demonstrate understanding of and reason to conduct research but fall a little short on how to use it to develop an argument—the answer to “so what?”  Similarly, while some may not quite make it, most English 5B students use research to develop their own arguments—they do not generally stop at the compare/contrast or reporting stage.
Analysis 
While many English 10 portfolios represented the learning outcomes strongly, in general, 5B students, as a whole, produced more complex and interesting writing.  Specifically, in the outcomes of Joining Academic Conversations, Reflection, Research and Writing Rhetorically, English 5B students seem to be working at a more sophisticated level. In this regard, students are getting more out of the two-semester course.  That is, perhaps just simply because of the English 5B students’ two-semester exposure to academic discourse in comparison to the English 10 students’ one-semester exposure; English 5B students can more skillfully or confidently incorporate the discursive “moves” to which they are exposed through their course readings and through the writing of their peers. 

The “success” of students in English 5B in comparison to students in English 10 may also be a result of DSP itself: students are choosing correctly to go into 5A/5B and perhaps not making the correct choice to go into English 10.  In particular, anecdotal evidence from teachers and students has demonstrated, particularly in the last year, that students have not had the information they needed to make the right choice; in addition students seem to choose classes for what we would consider the wrong reasons: English 10 finishes the requirement in less time. 
Implementation

This research has helped us to understand some of the inconsistencies between the two programs, ways to improve DSP, and has helped us to consider better ways to use the portfolio. 

· Joining Academic Conversations and Research: We found a wide range in research expectations between the teachers whose portfolios we analyzed. Through orientations and meetings with teachers, we standardized our research expectations throughout the program, so that all teachers could prepare students to meet those standards. This doesn’t address the two semester versus the one semester problem discussed above, but it does help teachers to have similar goals when teaching to these outcomes. 

· Reflection: Many English 10 teachers were not working with students on their reflective cover letter for their portfolios, where most of the outcomes for reflection could be found. As English 5B students had already been through a midterm and final portfolio reading in English 5A, they had much more practice with this kind of thinking and writing. Thus, we standardized reflection across our program by getting teachers to spend some time working with students on their reflections in class, as some teachers were giving the assignment to students and letting them accomplish it on their own with minimal to no feedback about how readers might read this piece of writing. 

· Language Use: As mentioned above, we have a range of language use issues that face our program. Each group of students needs something different from their teachers, so the composition faculty are using a variety of different teacher development contexts to help teachers figure out the best ways to address all of our students’ needs. That said, even one, two or three semester of focused attention on language use is not enough for many native language and ESL students to be able to graduate from the university meeting the expectations that many professors and administrators have. Language learning, as with learning to write, is something that takes continual and consistent practice and reinforcement.

Finally, we have also taken information about how DSP functions and presented that information locally, to the Student Success Task Force and nationally, to The Conference on College Composition and Communication. In our local context we shared our concerns about how students were getting information, how they were being advised, and how they acquired help from other university offices to make their decisions; we requested support from these other offices to point students toward particular material and let them have the final choice. At our national conference, we called for more scholarship on DSP in order to help us create strategies for allowing for student choice while also helping them to make the best decisions for their education.
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Appendix A: Outcome Categories with Final Outcomes

	Joining Academic Conversations
	· think of writing as an attempt to influence audience

· explain the significance of their findings

· identify the author’s assumptions, argument, major claims
· distinguish between good evidence and less effective evidence

	Language Use
	· demonstrate sentence control and variety

· understand editing as a process of rhetorical decision-making

· more complex sentence structure

· academic language use

· transitioning into research (others’ ideas)

· second language issues 

	Reading Engagement


	· understand how texts relate to larger issues, or other texts, or an ongoing conversation

· analyze texts through close reading

	Reflection


	· develop ideas through observations and reflections on their own experience

· articulate what they have learned over time
· articulate what they are trying to accomplish in a piece of writing

	Research


	· draw on a variety of research methods

· locate, analyze and integrate research to develop an argument

· use secondary sources effectively

· understand the conventions of citation

· summarize, paraphrase, quote, and cite research in their writing
· identify the difference between evidence, claims, and explanations

	Writing Process


	· practice prewriting as a stage of invention and idea generation

· perform several strategies for outlining or organizational planning

· use revision as a stage of rethinking content and structure

· develop several strategies for revision

· understand that different writings/ genres call for varying processes

	Writing Rhetorically
	· revise writing according to purpose, audience, situation, persona, genre, message

· describe writing as a process of decision making

· problematize an issue

· identify and summarize the academic conversation that frames an issue

· understand drafting/speculative writing as a mode of discovery and invention

· understand how a thesis or controlling idea shapes the structure of a text


Appendix B: Learning Outcomes Narrative

CSUF First Year Writing Program Study:

Assessment of the Final Portfolio for English 5B and English 10 Students

By Jennifer M. H. Mayer

General Narrative and Reflection

After having reviewed 120 first-year writing student final portfolios and coding them for our program’s learning outcomes, first-year writing student final portfolios and coding them for our program’s learning outcomes, I have selected approximately 150 text samples.  I selected each text sample based in my knowledge of our program standards, determined by norming sessions of teachers and program coordinators at the end of the spring 2007 semester and as documented by the first-year writing program’s Learning Outcomes.  In addition, I made great effort to read the portfolios with an open mind.  Consistent with the localized assessment philosophy of DSP, Dr. Crisco and I agreed, very early in the process, to allow the students’ work to speak for itself; that is, we agreed to read student portfolios as description of course outcomes, not necessary as some sort of “evidence” of students “right” or “wrong” demonstration of the outcomes.  As a new teacher of English 5A/5B, I had limited ideas of what each course outcome might look like in a student’s final portfolio so I depended upon the students’ writing to inform me, not the other way around.  


I collected 15 samples for Joining Academic Conversations, 13 samples for Language Use, 7 samples for Reading Engagement, 27 samples for Reflection, 29 samples for Research, 14 samples for Writing Process, and 45 samples for Writing Rhetorically.  Reflecting upon why it was “easier” to collect samples for one outcome over another, I think the concentration of outcome samples may indicate trends: perhaps students have better grasp of Writing Rhetorically than Language Use, for instance because it was easier to find moments of rhetorical writing in student work.  Or, the concentration of outcome samples may also indicate a program-wide emphasis on rhetorical writing skills versus language use skills.  I tend to think it is the latter: when I think about the portfolios I read across both courses, students tended to reflect more on writing for an audience rather than trying to construct effective sentences.  Certainly students did reflect on language use but on the whole, more students, based in their reflections, were more concerned with writing rhetorically than language use. 
In addition to general trends, we may break down our findings by course.  While many English 10 portfolios represented the learning outcomes strongly, in general, 5B students, as a whole, produced more complex and interesting writing.  Specifically, in the outcomes of Joining Academic Conversations, Reflection, Research and Writing Rhetorically, English 5B students seem to be working at a more sophisticated level.  As I discuss in more detail below, I can’t help but conclude the reason why: the students are getting more out of the two-semester course.  That is, perhaps just simply because of the English 5B students’ two-semester exposure to academic discourse in comparison to the English 10 students’ one-semester exposure, English 5B students can more skillfully or confidently incorporate the discursive “moves” to which they are exposed through their course readings and, I would contend, the writing of their peers.  

The “success” of students in English 5B in comparison to students in English 10 may also be a result of DSP itself: students are choosing correctly to go into 5A/5B and perhaps not making the correct choice to go into English 10.  I mention this because one English 10 student reflected that when he walked into the class, he was “very nervous” thought about dropping the course.  He described himself as “just being an average writer.”  According to our DSP guidelines, English 10 is not intended for students who regard themselves as “average” writers but for students who consider themselves strong writers, due to its accelerated nature.  Certainly, this student may have chosen English 10 for the challenge and that is his prerogative.  This does indicate students other than self-identified strong writers are choosing to take English 10, while they could greatly benefit from the two-semester English 5A/5B course.  Overall, however, most students do opt for 5A/5B and therefore they do receive the necessary instruction and time to hone their writing and analytical skills.

Outcome-Specific Narratives/Reflections
Joining Academic Conversations
· think of writing as an attempt to influence audience

· explain the significance of their findings

· identify the author’s assumptions, argument, major claims

· distinguish between good evidence and less effective evidence


When I think about my general reflections upon “Joining Academic Conversations” vis-à-vis our first year writing students, I must remember than many of them have not, until now, thought of academic writing as a conversation with other scholars and/or sources.  Despite this, as I read through the portfolios, many students did have a good understanding of this; many at least began to treat their ideas and the ideas of others as in a conversation (see Sardo and Brown as examples).  I think where the conversation ends is somewhere short of the TSIS question of “so what?” (see Kinnemore and Kagy).  It seems that many students take “writing is like a conversation” literally, which turns their paper into a compare/contrast paper rather than one built around an argument.  That is, such as in the case of Kagy, while she is clearly interested in the flag and provides information about the flag from outside sources, the paper’s report style does not help us understand why she is writing the paper, outside of satisfying the assignment.  With that said, I did discover a good amount of students who moved beyond compare/contrast or summary tendencies to join academic conversations with their own voice and their own ideas (see Walker, Sanchez and Ayala).  While some students get closer than others, the vast majority of students in both English 5B and English 10 seem to at least understand that effective writing includes engaging in ongoing academic discussions through the use of outside sources.

Language Use

· demonstrate sentence control and variety

· understand editing as a process of rhetorical decision-making

· more complex sentence structure

· academic language use

· transitioning into research (others’ ideas)

· second language issues 


This learning outcome was particularly difficult for me to code because of our diverse student population: English is not the first language of many of our students.  As a result, many portfolios reflected this; I read a lot of student work that had significant second language issues (see Lee and Xiong).  While I did encounter many portfolios that indicated these issues and I did not want to ignore the fact that second language issues are a significant challenge in our program, I endeavored to look beyond those issues with language use to best capture the variety of students we teach.  That is, it would be very easy to concentrate solely on second language issues vis-à-vis this outcome even though I was not especially struck by these issues.  To be completely honest, I expected second-language issues but was not expecting to read the amount of what I consider lazy language use.  


While I cannot confirm that students such as Chamberlin and Rodriguez do not speak English as a second language, if one read one of their papers alongside a second-language student’s paper, one may easily determine who spent more time on the writing process.  These two aspects of language use are the extremes: at one end are seemingly hardworking students with significant second language issues and at the other are native speakers who either don’t understand or don’t care about effective sentence construction, etc.  In the middle of the spectrum are students like Escadon, Contreras and Landeros: students who have a strong command of English and an understanding of how sentences work together in a paragraph, but who need to continue to work on sentence and paragraph construction (many final papers still had paragraphs that were the length of whole pages).  


Interestingly, language use was one of the outcomes in which I found surprising differences between English 5B and 10 students.  The two students whose “lazy” language use stood out to me the most were English 10 students who, theoretically at least, selected English 10 based on their strong writing abilities.  I elaborated on this in my presentation for CCCC 2008: generally, English 5B students demonstrated that they were perhaps more comfortable with not only with how sentences work together to develop thoughts or contentions, in contrast to many English 10 students’ paragraphs of statements that remained undeveloped.  I tend to think that it may be a case of exposure; English 5B students have two semesters of exposure to the type of academic writing (through their assigned readings and research) college requires whereas English 10 students only have one.

Reading Engagement

· understand how texts relate to larger issues, or other texts, or an ongoing conversation

· analyze texts through close reading

As I read students’ portfolios, what stood out to me as “reading engagement” was students’ relating to particular readings—regarding them not simply as an assignment but something from which they could glean meaning.  That is, students seem to have a more complex relationship with reading than what they perhaps had in high school—they read more closely to find aspects of the reading to which they could relate.  Identifying with a reading seemed most significant to students who, in their papers, used sources effectively to develop their ideas/opinions/arguments.  Pinheiro in particular is a good example of this, not only does he utilize readings to develop his ideas but he effectively reflects on engaging in his readings in this way.  In contrast, other students did not seem actively engaged with the sources they included in their papers.  A more extreme example of this is represented by Veenendaal; while the student includes Faderman’s book in his/her paper, its inclusion does not help to develop the student’s thesis.  I experienced this in my own English 5B class: many students, who perhaps had to include a certain amount of secondary texts or who did not do research beyond the readings they were assigned in class, “threw in” texts in which they were not engaged and therefore did not effectively support their arguments.  The lack of engagement seemed more, particularly in the case of students like Veenendaal in English 10, a case of not adequately understanding how to read and then decide how and/or whether or not to effectively use a secondary text (as I discussed already in “Joining Academic Conversations”) in their writing.

Reflection

· develop ideas through observations and reflections on their own experience

· articulate what they have learned over time

· articulate what they are trying to accomplish in a piece of writing


Out of all of the learning outcomes for which I coded student portfolios, I enjoyed “Reflection” the most because of the variety of subjects upon which the students reflected in both their reflective essays and through their final, polished papers.  Many students reflected upon their newfound attention to audience (see Wilson, Calloway and Wright); these students reflected upon the importance of writing with an audience in mind for clarity of purpose and rhetorical effectiveness.  In particular, Wilson reflects on writing how he had not previously considered that anyone would actually read his paper and had to change this perception in order to avoid offending one of his peer readers.  Similarly, Verwey reflects on being the audience in a peer workshop group; through reading other students’ papers, she could more readily see what she might improve upon in her own paper.  

In addition, many students, particularly in English 5B reflected on how, through their new reading and writing skills, they were able to create new knowledge (see Lee, Martinez, Kagy and Watras).  I appreciate Kagy’s reflection because she reflects on how she now understands why we write, which seems to help her understand the writing process itself.  Now that she knows why we write, she might better understand (or become more invested in) how we write.  Like Kagy, Watras effectively reflects on writing as “thinking” or perhaps proof of thinking: that academic writing itself is a reflection upon his understanding of things learned.  


An interesting difference between English 10 and English 5B students was in their use of reflection.  It seemed that while English 10 students were concentrating on their newfound awareness of their audience, the English 5B students had already accomplished that and had moved onto more complex analysis and meaning-making (not to say that awareness of audience doesn’t result in complex analysis).  In addition, more English 5B students seemed to use reflection as an analytical device in their polished essays in addition to their reflective essays, in contrast to English 10 students, who tended to confine reflection to their reflective essays.  Like I have mentioned with regard to nearly every learning outcome thus far, I think students in English 5A/5B are at distinct advantage in comparison to those in English 10 simply because they are exposed to academic discourse longer and thus able to incorporate the discursive “moves” more readily into their own writing.

Research

· draw on a variety of research methods

· locate, analyze and integrate research to develop an argument

· use secondary sources effectively

· understand the conventions of citation

· summarize, paraphrase, quote, and cite research in their writing

· identify the difference between evidence, claims, and explanations

In the “Joining Academic Conversations” discussion above, I indicated that many students’ papers tended to be compare/contrast or report-style papers.  While students from both English 5B and English 10 demonstrated this tendency, as a group, I found papers from English 10 students more likely to be in the compare/contrast or report styles.  Similar to the “Joining Academic Conversations” outcome, in the “Research” outcome, I noticed again English 10 students’ tendencies toward compare/contrast.  As indicated in our program’s criteria for research, our students should be able to summarize and paraphrase information from a secondary source but to integrate that information to develop an argument.  Such is the case with Brown, whose paper demonstrates what many English 10 students do with researched sources.  In his paper (and the selected quote), Brown summarizes and paraphrases both Tannen and Locke effectively.  He even comes up with some analysis at the end of the paragraph.  Where he stops is at the compare/contrast tendency.  The purpose of the paper, seemingly, is to compare and contrast these thinkers’ ideas about language.  Like other English 10 students, he paper does not accomplish the “so what?” that many English 5B students’ papers do.  Particularly, in his paper, Cervantez contends that McCandless, in the book Into the Wild is basically driven to his death by his dysfunctional family.  In the sample I selected, Cervantez combines a secondary source that explains the nature of dysfunctional in relationship to what is going with McCandless in Into the Wild to support his contention.  While I do not capture Cervantez’s “so what” moment in the data, it is clear that he has moved beyond reporting and compare/contrasting.

Just as in the case of “Joining Academic Conversations,” we may find some excellent use of research in English 10 papers (see McPhail) or somewhat ineffective use of research in English 5B papers (see Vang).  Generally, however, most English 10 students demonstrate understanding of and reason to conduct research but fall a little short on how to use it to develop an argument—the answer to “so what?”  Similarly, while some may not quite make it, most English 5B students use research to develop their own arguments—they do not stop at the compare/contrast or reporting stage more often than not.

As a total sample, it was difficult to determine if our students knew how to “draw on a variety of research methods” as many used the books and/or other readings assigned to them in class.  What I did notice was that many students did not draw upon the perhaps unreliable Internet sources (Wikipedia, etc.), instead paid attention to the credibility of a source as they gathered historical or contextual information (see Burgos for an example of this).  In addition, the conventions of citation were a challenge for students across the board; whether this is a result of their skills or their teachers’ attention (or lack thereof) to conventions of citation is hard to determine.   

Writing Process

· practice prewriting as a stage of invention and idea generation

· perform several strategies for outlining or organizational planning

· use revision as a stage of rethinking content and structure

· develop several strategies for revision

· understand that different writings/ genres call for varying processes

Out of all of the learning outcomes for first year writing, students from both English 5B and English 10 seemed to be at the same “place” with Writing Process.  Frankly, everyone seemed to be at the ground floor when it came to thinking about writing as a process at the beginning of their college writing experience.  Nearly all students included at least a small reflection on the fact that they received comments from their instructors and/or peers and actually revised some aspect of their project according to the feedback they received, which seemed to be a new phenomenon compared to writing in high school.  Many remarked that through feedback they received, they were able to make their paper’s purpose more clear, analysis more complex, and organization more effective.  It was clear in nearly all of the portfolios I read that students did engage in the writing process to some degree, having at least considered the feedback received from an instructor or peer.

In addition, a few students reflected that, through their first year writing class, they began to understand that the process of writing is the process of learning.  English 10 student LeBlanc articulates this especially well: “[l]earning to treat the writing process as more than just getting an essay done but using it as a means to learn about you care about helped me greatly.  Especially with this paper I had grown in my knowledge of both sides of an issue in order to make a firm decision for or against it.”  Through the writing process, LeBlanc not only increased his knowledge of a particular subject but also constructed an educated opinion about that subject.  Similarly, English 5B student Sanchez expresses “shock” after having read some surprising research about the causes of air pollution in the Central Valley; his experience was completely different from the studies he read through his research.  Sanchez’s reflection is an example of engaging in research and the writing process as a means to discovery rather than looking for “proof” of their preconceived ideas.  

Writing Rhetorically

· revise writing according to purpose, audience, situation, persona, genre, message

· describe writing as a process of decision making

· problematize an issue

· identify and summarize the academic conversation that frames an issue

· understand drafting/speculative writing as a mode of discovery and invention

· understand how a thesis or controlling idea shapes the structure of a text

I have already mentioned, in the context of Reflection, that both English 10 and English 5B students seem to write with an audience in mind.  In the context of Joining Academic Conversations, while some students did not quite get to the point of contributing new knowledge to an academic conversation, many portfolios that I read demonstrated aptitude in summarizing/paraphrasing the pertinent conversations.  I think this aptitude really shined through in many students’ problematizing arguments from other sources to help flesh out their own.   English 5B students were particularly effective with problematizing others’ arguments or their own preconceived notions to construct and strengthen their contentions.  Cruz’s polished essay is effectively rhetorical—he problematizes the source’s argument.  While it may need polishing, Cruz clearly engages the sources to flesh out his own argument.  Cramer also provides a solid representation of the rhetorical moves English 5B students tended to make; the student effectively discounts a common argument regarding his topic by problematizing it as a free speech matter by reframing it as an economic one.

Consistent with the difference between English 5B and English 10 as discussed in Research, what I noticed most about the successful rhetorical moves made by English 10 students was attention to audience.  Leyva and Gomez both demonstrate effective attention to audience.  In particular, Gomez is aware that, at least ultimately, English teachers are her audience.  Although she does tend to simplify an English teacher’s job in her argument, which might backfire rhetorically with some members of that particular audience, I think most will recognize the thought process behind making English teachers a large part of her argument as rhetorically effective.
