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NAEP Scoring of Eighth-Grade Informative Writing
Abstract: The National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP) 1998 Writing Assessment measured student writing
performance at the 4th, 8th, and 12th grades. Scoring guides
for three different writing purposes for each grade allowed
scorers to objectively evaluate students’ work. This issue of
NAEPfacts includes an 8th-grade informative writing scoring
guide, along with samples of student work at each of six levels
of performance.

The NAEP Writing Framework1, developed by the Na-
tional Assessment Governing Board, determined that the
NAEP 1998 Writing Assessment should require students
in the 4th, 8th, and 12th grades to write for three differ-
ent purposes: narrative, informative, and persuasive.
Student performance would be evaluated on the basis of
responses to a variety of different topics within each
purpose.

Most students in the 8th grade received two writing top-
ics, or “prompts,” and were given 25 minutes to write on
each, although some received a single 50-minute topic.
Each topic was classified as either narrative, informa-
tive, or persuasive. Twenty-three different topics were
used in the 8th-grade assessment: twenty 25-minute
topics and three 50-minute topics. Three 25-minute top-
ics have been released to the public.2

Student writing samples were assessed according to a
scoring guide that established six levels of performance,
ranging from “Unsatisfactory” to “Excellent.”3 This is-
sue of NAEPfacts includes the complete text of the 8th-
grade “informative” scoring guide on page two, exam-
ples of “informative” writing by 8th-graders at each of
the six levels, and a discussion of how the scoring guide
applies to the six student writing samples.

Focused Holistic Scoring
The scorers of the NAEP 1998 writing assessment used
a scoring method described as “focused holistic scor-
ing.”  This approach combines holistic and “primary
trait” scoring. A strict holistic approach to the scoring of
writing treats a writing task as a “springboard” for writ-
ing.  A particular writing task is given to students as a
stimulus to engage them and inspire them to write, and
students’ responses are scored in terms of the overall
writing quality.  “Primary trait” writing scoring, on the
other hand, is concerned with how well students respond
to a specific topic.  For example, if students are asked to
write about whether they like adventure movies, students
who do not address the topic of adventure movies will
receive lower scores than those who do.

The “focused holistic scoring approach” used by NAEP,
as with all holistic approaches, requires scorers to rate
the overall quality of the writing, regardless of how stu-
dents choose to respond to specific aspects of a given
topic. In contrast to some holistic approaches to the
scoring of writing that offer very general guidelines,
however, NAEP scorers were given detailed scoring
guides that focused their attention on specific character-
istics of students’ writing (organization, development,
syntax, and mechanics).  In this sense, the “traits” of
writing now at issue for NAEP writing scoring have
shifted from a concern with topic-related traits of student
responses to traits associated with overall quality of
writing.
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•  Errors in grammar, spelling, and punctuation sometimes
interfere with understanding.

4. Sufficient Response
•  Develops information with some details.

•  Organized with ideas that are generally related, but has
few or no transitions.

•  Exhibits control over sentence boundaries and sentence
structure, but sentences and word choice may be simple
and unvaried.

•  Errors in grammar, spelling, and punctuation do not in-
terfere with understanding.

5. Skillful Response
•  Develops and shapes information with details in parts of

the response.

•  Is clearly organized, but may lack some transitions
and/or have occasional lapses in continuity.

•  Exhibits some variety in sentence structure and some
good word choices.

•  Errors in grammar, spelling, and punctuation do not in-
terfere with understanding.

6. Excellent Response
•  Develops and shapes information with well-chosen de-

tails across the response.

•  Is well organized with strong transitions.

•  Sustains variety in sentence structure and exhibits good
word choice.

•  Errors in grammar, spelling, and punctuation are few
and do not interfere with understanding.
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Informative Writing
Informative writing focuses primarily on the subject-
matter element in communication. This type of writing is
used to share knowledge and to convey messages, in-
structions, and ideas. Like all writing, informative writ-
ing may be filtered through the writer’s impressions,
understanding, and feelings. Used as a means of explo-
ration, informative writing helps both the writer and the
reader to learn new ideas and to reexamine old conclu-
sions.

Informative writing may also involve reporting on
events or experiences, or analyzing concepts and rela-
tionships, including developing hypotheses and generali-
zations. Any of these types of informative writing can be
based on the writer’s personal knowledge and experience
or on information newly presented to the writer that
must be understood in order to complete a task. Usually,
informative writing involves a mix of the familiar and
the new, and both are clarified in the process of writing.
Depending on the task, writing based on either personal
experience or secondary information may span the range
of thinking skills from recall to analysis to evaluation.

Eighth-grade students were given a number of informa-
tive topics in the 1998 Writing Assessment. The same
informative scoring guide was used for all of these top-
ics. This issue of NAEPfacts presents 8th-grade student
writing samples at all six response levels, from “Unsatis-
factory” to “Excellent,” that students wrote about a pro-
posed television show for teenagers. The complete text
of the topic is as follows:

Designing a TV Show
A public television network is seeking ideas for a new se-
ries of shows that would be educational for teenagers. The
series will include ten one-hour episodes and will be
shown once a week. Some of the titles under consideration
are:
“Great Cities of the World”
“Women in History”
“Nature Walks”
“American Legends”

Choose one of these titles. Write a letter to the network
president describing your ideas for a new educational se-
ries. In your letter, describe what one episode might be
like. Use specific examples of what information you would
include in the episode so the network president will be able
to imagine what the series would be like.

1. Sample “Unsatisfactory” Response
Dear President,

I would like to do a brochure, on
“Great Cities of the World” I need
your opinion should I do it on New
York, Tokyo, Tiawan, Los Angelos, or
should I do all of them?

Always

Student

The “Unsatisfactory” rating was given to 3 percent of the
responses to this topic. As the scoring guide in the gray
box indicates, such responses were very undeveloped or
very poorly written. In the “Unsatisfactory” response
shown above, the student chooses one of the series titles
provided in the topic and asks what to include, without
presenting his or her ideas about what to show on the
television series.

2. Sample “Insufficient” Response
Dear President

I think you should do the series on
“Great City’s of the World.” If you did
the series off of that title it would be
best. You would get to learn about all
the cities instead of just one city. Be-
cause teenagers could learn about other
cities in other countries. That’s why I
think you should do the series on “Great
City’s of the World.”

The “Insufficient” rating was given to 13 percent of the
responses to this topic. Such responses supplied only
minimal information about the student’s choice of an
educational television series. In the example shown
above, the student provides a justification for the series:
“You would get to learn about all the cities instead of
just one city.” However, the student does not develop
that justification by describing the substance of the
show.

3. Sample “Uneven” Response

Dear Network President,

I think you should do a show on
American legends. You can tell about
real people like George Washington or
Abraham Lincon. You might want to con-
sider using fictional characters such
as Paul Bunyan or Johnny Appleseed.
You might want to do shorter section
on all of the less popular Presidents
like Teddy Roosevelt or Woodrow Wil-
son.

I would put in how George Washington
helped win the Revolutionary War or
how he made a good President You could
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also tell how John F. Kennedy was as-
sasianated or how Abraham Lincon
helped in the Cival War.

The “Uneven” rating was given to 40 percent of the re-
sponses to this topic. In many of these responses, stu-
dents mentioned a few specific elements to be presented
on the television series, but listed rather than developed
them. In the “Uneven” paper shown above, the student
enumerates various “American Legends” to be pre-
sented, along with an identifying detail or two about
George Washington, John F. Kennedy, and Abraham
Lincoln, for example: “You could also tell how John F.
Kennedy was assasianated or how Abraham Lincon
helped in the Cival War.” The student, however, does
not develop points, and his or her command of the me-
chanics of writing is uneven.

4. Sample “Sufficient” Response
Dear Mr. President,

I think you should have a show
about “Women in history.” A lot of
people want to know about women and
what they’ve done to help our country.
There have been many women heroes, and
they should be recognized. You could
do the show like Wishbone, except all
the shows be about women in history
instead of characters from a book. An
idea for a show is Anne Frank. You
could go to the place where they hid
for so long and do the show right
there. Everyone will get the chance to
see how Anne lived. A lot of people
haven’t heard or seen her story. Well,
it’s time they do! So, please take
into consideration my ideas and re-
spond when you make your decision.

Students at the upper score levels (“Sufficient” or better)
provided organized responses with illustrative details.
Some students provided descriptions of an entire epi-
sode, down to the dialogue and camera angles.

The “Sufficient” rating was given to 34 percent of the
responses to this topic. Such responses were organized
and provided some details. In the response shown above,
the student’s writing is clear, accurate, and organized.

5. Sample “Skillful” Response
Dear Network President,

I think that I have a new show for
your network. It’s called Great Cities
of the World. The show is about four
teenagers, around the ages of fourteen

to seventeen who travel around the
world. In each show they travel to two
cities. When they arrive in the city
they will first talk about the cities
history and what it is like now in the
present. They talk about some of the
tradions of the city. For example if
the students went to Paris, France
they would talk about France’s past
and some of the things they do in
there daily lives. They could talk
about the people, what they look like
and their styles. To keep the show in-
teresting you can show things such as
we learn how to say a word from their
language or meet many different people
from their city. Also to keep the show
interesting they can have problems

The “Skillful” rating was given to 8 percent of the re-
sponses to this topic. In such responses, students used
detail and elaboration in parts of the response, with tran-
sitions to connect ideas. In the response shown above,
the student specifies who will be the narrators of the
show and the order in which information will be pre-
sented: “The show is about four teenagers, around the
ages of fourteen to seventeen who travel around the
world. In each show they travel to two cities. When they
arrive in the city they will first talk about the cities his-
tory and what it is like now in the present.” The student
also uses the example of Paris as the subject for one
show. The student uses complex sentences and transi-
tions (such as “When they arrive in the city . . . . ,” “For
example . . . .”) to tie points together and lead the reader
through the essay.

6. Sample “Excellent” Response
Dear Network president,

Hello! I am a young teenager and I
think that teenagers these days would
like to see something educational. I
think a good idea for a t.v. show
would be “Great Cities of the World.
¶For example, one episode could be
about Chicago and tell famous places
you could visit. One place could be
the Sears Tower in which a camera
could show people going up in an ele-
vator and then seeing the view of
downtown Chicago. ¶Another place the
t.v. show could go to is the Shed
Aquarium. In it are many types of
ocean life that interesting to see up
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close. They could also go to the art
museum and look at famous paintings.
¶Just for fun, the show could go to
F.A.O. Schwartz, a large toy store
with many toys you can play with. As a
matter of fact, you could just go
shopping period. Chicago is known for
its many stores ¶Then you could take a
trip to a restaurant such as Ed De-
bivic’s or Planet Hollywood, just to
spice up the show a bit. ¶Now that
I’ve explained where to go in Chicago,
I’ll tell you a little more about the
set-up of the show. I think that you
should have a host who is young,
around fiftheen, energetic, and a
spunky personality. She or he could
act as the tour guide and show the
viewers around each city. She could
also explain the city’s trademark’s,
such as the Sears Tower. I think that
if you use a young person, it would
attract young viewers.

¶ And last of all, I think the camera
should look at the city as if it was
viewer’s eyes. For example, when you
look around, you see things as you
would see them, as if you were really
there in Chicago, sight-seeing.

¶ Well, I hope you enjoy my input and
put it into consideration. I’ll be
looking forward to seeing a new t.v.
show about “Great Cities of the
World.”

The “Excellent” rating was given to 2 percent of the re-
sponses to this topic, in which students used detail and
development across the response. The “Excellent” re-
sponse shown above describes an entire episode of a
television series in detail. The student includes such de-
tails as how the camera would move: “One place could
be the Sears Tower in which a camera could show peo-
ple going up in an elevator and then seeing the view of
downtown Chicago.” He or she describes a wide variety
of sights in Chicago with suggestions for how to present
them. Points such as “I think the camera should look at
the city as if it was the viewer’s eyes” enable the reader
to visualize the show. This student shows good control
of language; occasional minor errors do not interfere
with meaning. (Note: The “¶” symbols in the sample are
paragraph signs and reflect symbols placed in the text by
the student.)

Conclusion
The scoring guides used in the NAEP 1998 Writing As-
sessment set six possible levels of writing performance
for students, from “Unsatisfactory” to “Excellent.”
Among 8th-graders who wrote on the “TV Show” in-
formative writing topic, 3 percent were rated “Unsatis-
factory,” 13 percent were rated “Insufficient,” 40 percent
were rated “Uneven,” 34 percent were rated “Sufficient,”
8 percent were rated “Skillful,” and 2 percent were rated
“Excellent.”

Scoring guides, or “rubrics,” are a widely used means of
ensuring objective scoring for student work that requires
a judgement of quality. Teachers working with scoring
guides in the classroom can use the guides not only to
evaluate student work but also to explain to students
where their work needs improvement.4

Endnotes
1 pp. 5–11, National Assessment Governing Board. Writing
framework and specifications for the 1998 National Assess-
ment of Educational Progress. Washington, DC: Author. Web
address http://www.nagb.org/pubs/writing.pdf
2 The three topics are available in The NAEP 1998 Writing
Report Card. Additional information is available from the
“Sample Questions” section of the NAEP website:
http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/ITMRLS/intro.shtml
3 The same basic guide was used for all three writing pur-
poses, with some modifications.
4 For more information on the use of scoring guides or rubrics,
see Moskal, Barbara M. Scoring Rubrics: What, When and
How?. Practical Assessment, Research & Evaluation, 7(3).
http://ericae.net/pare/getvn.asp?v=7&n=3
The ERIC Clearinghouse has a discussion of rubrics, a bibli-
ography, and additional links at
http://ericae.net/faqs/rubrics/scoring_rubrics.htm

For Further Information
The NAEP 1998 Writing Report Card, NCES 1999–486,
is the complete report. Single copies are available free
from ED Pubs, P.O. Box 1398, Jessup, Md. 20794–
1398. Copies may also be obtained over the World Wide
Web
(http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/writing/)

Two additional NAEPfacts, Scoring of Fourth-Grade
Narrative Writing (NCES 2000–495), and Scoring of
Twelfth-Grade Persuasive Writing (NCES 2000–488),
are also available. Single copies are available free from
ED Pubs, P.O. Box 1398, Jessup, Md. 20794–1398.
Copies may also be obtained over the World Wide Web
(http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/writing/)

NAEPfacts briefly summarize findings from the National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). The series
is a product of the National Center for Education Statis-
tics, Gary Phillips, Acting Commissioner, and Peggy
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Carr, Associate Commissioner for Education Assess-
ment. This issue of NAEPfacts was prepared by Sheida
White of NCES and Alan Vanneman of the Education
Statistics Services Institute, based on previously pub-
lished material.

To order NAEP publications, call toll free 1–877–4ED–
Pubs (1–877–433–7827), TTY/TDD 1–877–576–7734;

e-mail: edpubs@inet.ed.gov;
internet: http://www.ed.gov/pubs/edpubs.html

The NCES World Wide Web Home Page is
http://nces.ed.gov/

The NAEP World Wide Web Home Page is
http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/

1 pp. 5–11, National Assessment Governing Board. Writing
framework and specifications for the 1998 National Assess-
ment of Educational Progress. Washington, DC: Author. Web
address http://www.nagb.org/pubs/writing.pdf.
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