A Brief Comparison of Accuplacer and Human Grader Placement Recommendations.

On the 9th of July, Beverly Metcalf, Sarah Wilson and I adjusted the English department’s placement rubric for use with the Accuplacer “Writeplacer” system. Subsequently, we used the adjusted rubric to assign scores to a sample set of 36 essays. After tallying and averaging our scores, I found that 50% of the time there was no difference between our placement recommendations and the recommendations given by the Acccuplacer system. 

Although scoring differences did occur 50% of the time, they were minor. A one-point difference between the placement recommendations occurred 38% of the time, and a two-point difference occurred 12% of the time.  There was never a difference greater than two points.  Most importantly, there was only a 17% overall difference in actual class placement.  However, it is concerning that 72% of the students that received a placement that differed from the Accuplacer recommendation were placed at a lower course level. The lower placement was most frequently represented as the difference between a score of 4 and a score of 5 which represents the difference between 105 and 105S.  

Overall, Accuplacer is a reliable tool for placement. The 17% variation between Accuplacer’s recommendation and the human grader is akin to the subtle differences between human graders. One way to address the disparities between Accuplacer and human assessment is to launch a more directed reading effort.  Since disparities most frequently occur at the junction between 4 and 5, we might choose to only score by hand essays with a score of 5.   However, I’m not sure that we gain anything by utilizing human graders in any case. 

Rather than reading the essays, we might consider accounting for the disparities by requiring that every composition professor administer a diagnostic essay on the first day of class.  Instructors can then use the diagnostic essays to find students who are placed inappropriately and recommend schedule adjustments. This effort would be most successful if the diagnostic essay prompt and form for recommending a schedule adjustment were standardized. Standardization would give us control over the language used to suggest the schedule adjustment and make the process more efficient.  Moreover, a standardized diagnostic could provide us with an additional tool for writing assessment. If we require professors to administer the same essay on the first and last day of the course and collect those essays, we would be better able to consistently measure student progress.  In addition, the “English Program Rubric for CAS Composition Essays” would make it easier for professors to assess the diagnostic essay and the “end of the semester” counterpart.  Building the diagnostic essay into the structure of our composition classes would enable us to diffuse some of the work of placement and assessment.  
Comparison of Human and Accuplacer Placement Recommendations--Average
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Comparison of Human and Accuplacer Placement Recommendation—Detail
	Grader
	No

Variation
	One-point Variation
	Two-point Variation
	Placement Variation
	Higher than Accuplacer
	Lower than Accuplacer

	Beverly Metcalf
	58%
	42%
	0%
	14%
	40%
	60%

	Sarah Wilson
	63%
	25%
	11%
	25%
	44%
	56%

	Rewa Burnham
	28%
	47%
	25%
	11%
	0%
	100%


