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placed course during the first few weeks were considered not appropriately placed.  A 
comparison of student and instructor agreement on the appropriateness of the placement was 
also conducted.  The success rates of placed students were also examined.   Student success is 
considered receiving a pass or a grade of C or above in a particular course.    

All of these measures were compared against students who did not take the new writing 
assessment tool and were placed with the prior system in Spring 2013.  Additionally, these 
validity results were compared against the previous validity studies conducted in 2011 and 
Spring 2012 (OIR, 2011, 2012).   

 

Results 

Table 1 shows a comparison of students’ ratings of the appropriateness of course placements.   
Both new writing assessment and previously assessed samples had a relatively high proportion 
of students who reported that their placement was a good fit.   The non-writing sample 
students from Spring 13, however, reported fitting into the course at higher rates.   

 

Table 1: Students’ reported placement opinions.     

  

Student over-
prepared 

Student 
underprepared Student good fit 

Count % Count % Count % 

Writing 
sample 
status 

Writing sample 4 4.7% 6 7.1% 75 88.2% 

Non-writing sample 
Spring 13 

0 0.0% 1 2.0% 50 98.0% 

 

Instructors’ rating of students’ placements were compared as well.  Both samples had a 
relatively high proportion of instructors who reported that students’ placements were a good 
fit (See Table 2).    The Fall 13 students placed with the new writing sample were rated as fits 
by instructors at lower levels than the non-writing sample placed students from Spring 13.      
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Table 2: Instructors’ reported placement opinions.    

  

Instructor over-
prepared 

Instructor 
underprepared Instructor good fit 

Count % Count % Count % 
Writing 
sample 
status 

Writing sample 
4 4.7% 6 7.1% 75 88.2% 

 0 0% 10 8.2% 111 91.7% 

 

There was a relatively high degree of correspondence between instructor and student 
placement ratings.  Students and instructors agreed in 79.5% of the cases.   

There were not any discernable differences in course success rates between students who 
were placed with the additional writing assessment and those who originally placed without the 
piloted writing assessment.   

Table 3: Course success by writing sample status.    

  

Non-success Success 

Count Row N % Count Row N % 
Writing 
sample 
status 

writing 
sample 

14 16.5% 71 83.5% 

non-
writing 
sample 
Sp 13 

23 15.1% 129 84.9% 

 

The piloted assessment system’s student and instructor placement ratings were similar to the 
results found in the 2011 validity study.  Students’ ratings were lower in Fall 13 while instructor 
rating were higher with the Fall 13 writing sample students (See Table 4).   

 
Table 4: Placement validity survey distributions a 2011 to 2013 comparison.     

Placement Status 
 

Student 
 

Instructor 

  
2011 

 

Fall 2013 
 

2011 

 

Fall 2013 

Overqualified 1.0% 4.7% 6.7% 4.7% 
Under qualified 1.0% 

1 0% 
7.1% 14.4% 7.1% 

Good placement 98.1% 88.2% 78.8% 88.2% 
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Summary 

Prior to considering the results, some weaknesses of the current study must be recognized.  
Firstly, the total sample for the analyses was relatively small. With less than 100 students having 
provided ratings of their placements, any findings from the current study are vulnerable to 
confounding factors.  Another important weakness is that comparisons to the new placement 
validity results may be not be sound.  For example, the current study compared student and 
instructor placement ratings of students who were placed with the new system versus those 
who were placed with the previous system.  Those students who were placed with a prior 
system may have been enrolled in the class because they completed the previous course in the 
ESL sequence.  Thus, comparing the fit of these students compares not only the existing 
placement system but also the validity of the course sequence.  Another concern is that the 
previous 2011 validity study may have included some students who took a form of the writing 
assessment.  During the 2011 sampling period, the ESL department had used a form of writing 
assessment, so the comparison to the current instrument may have been contaminated.   

While these weaknesses affect the certainty of conclusions, it appears that the assessment 
system with the additional writing assessment has strong placement validity.  A large proportion 
of students and instructors reported that the placement made through the new system was a 
good fit.  Success rates also suggest that the placements were valid.   

Comparisons with those students, who were not placed with the piloted assessment system, do 
not seem to show any differences and in most cases were lower.  Comparisons to the previous 
validation study conducted in 2011 show that the new system had slightly lower student and 
slightly higher instructor placement validity ratings.  Student and instructor ratings were already 
high making it difficult to show a dramatic improvement.  It is clear, however, that the 
additional writing component did not dramatically improve placement validity.  While there may 
be individual value from the use of the writing assessment in the ESL assessment system, it does 
not seem to substantially increase placement validity.  These results suggest a need for a further 
discussion of the cost-benefit ratio of the new writing sample component of the ESL assessment 
system.   


