
Lunchtime Roundtable, with Merideth Garcia (UW LaCrosse), James Hammond (UoM), 
Virginia M. Schwarz (UW Madison), and Crystal Van Kooten (OU) 
 
The speakers we invited to participate in our roundtable discussion at lunch have each responded 
to one of the strands in “The Braid of Writing Assessment, Social Justice, and the Advancement 
of Opportunity: Eighteen Assertions on Writing Assessment with Commentary,” which was a 
key feature of our CFP for this conference. 
 
Their presentation of these responses, during lunch, will be followed by cross-talk and discussion 
with the audience. 
 
Note from Adrienne: I am copying their responses as documented in their collaborative Google 
doc so you can enjoy [the direct copy of] their original artifact. 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Gin’s Keynote pulls from the tenth braided strand: 
 
10. Classroom research is best accompanied by inferences that allow others to apply 
findings across settings… and include a variety of reporting techniques… for broad 
implications. 
 
A strand of research, to me, that centers social justice, is a group of voices working 
together. Not just any group, but the most diverse and thus unlikely group possible-- 
spanning multiple institutions (and institutional types), regions, affiliations, and social 
identity formations…. Bridging multiple theoretical frameworks and utilizing a range of 
methodologies and reporting techniques. How many of us can say that we work regularly 
within such groups? In this response, I briefly want to highlight importance of working 
with others and what conversations across difference make possible. 
 
I study contract grading. How many of you have heard of it before? [pause]  
 
There are actually many ways teachers in higher education resist traditional grading 
practices, and one of these is “contract grading.” Contract grading is made possible 
through a “grading contract,” a written agreement between teachers and students that 
outlines specific pathway(s) for each possible end-of-course grade—for example, the 
requirements for A, B, C. This method of assessment serves as an alternative to points, 
percentages and other grade-based forms of evaluation. As someone committed to 
anti-oppressive approaches to education, I have remained curious about the ways this 
method of assessment has been or could be taken up—the ways, in other words, contract 
grading lives in practice and mediates our educational experiences. 
 
There are numerous challenges in studying contract grading. We need more 
engagement, more cross-talk- across contexts. Despite being a presence in writing 



classes since the 1960s, contract grading research remains limited in scope: namely, it has 
yet to become comparative. This is due, in part, to a lack of diversity in scholarship: that 
is, the publications available to us do not accurately capture the many practitioners in 
the field working with grading contracts and the improvements and innovations they 
likely implement at the close of each term. Additionally, most articles consist of classroom 
narratives (e.g., Farber, 1990; Shor, 1996) or intellectual debates (e.g., Danielewicz & Elbow, 
2009; Shor, 2009). In these works, authors argue for their own version of the contract over 
another. Finally, published studies that are empirical in nature focus on examining 
student outcomes and behaviors in relation to a contract’s perceived impact (e.g., Inman 
& Powell, 2018; Inoue, 2012; Spidell & Thelin, 2006). While this research is crucial to the field’s 
understanding of contract grading, the decision-making processes of the teachers 
composing them remain unexplored. A comparative approach would expand the unit of 
analysis from individual texts to a collection of texts and their situated contexts. At the 
moment we have examples of grading contracts but very few ways of talking about them.  
 
By placing contract grading in its historical context, like James argues for, and entering 
into conversations with colleagues, I have been able to expand the scope of my research 
and (re)see contract grading, as not one practice, but as a series of component parts, as 
a set of rhetorical choices that reflect one’s own values. There is just as much variation in 
contract grading as any other form of classroom assessment. Bringing this back to the 
task at hand--to think critically about the ways we study assessment and the extent in 
which those methods help us move towards justice-- I simply want to emphasize that 
classroom research for justice requires critical self-reflection. And sometimes the best 
self-reflection is putting oneself in the company of others to defamiliarize the contexts 
and methods we take for granted as just to begin with. 
 
Here’s my write up of what I’ll say on Saturday:  
Crystal VanKooten 
Reflections on Assertion 18: “Efforts should be made to strengthen writing assessment for 
formative purposes in order to develop innovative approaches to assessment informed by social 
justice perspectives.”   

This assertion encourages us to use and develop formative writing assessments in support of 
social justice for all students, instead of relying on purely summative assessments. These 
formative practices might start at the classroom instructional level and then be integrated into 
new programs of research on writing assessment at the individual and programmatic levels. 
Formative classroom assessments thus focus on providing students with information, feedback, 
and responses that will help them grow as writers in and through a particular moment as they 
continue the work of writing and composing, and they often require that students respond and 
act. Summative assessments, in contrast, provide information, feedback, and responses that 
summarize and evaluate work considered to be “completed,” and these are often offered only at 
the end of a writing or composing process and do not necessarily require a response. 

In the classroom, developing and using formative assessments for composition is something very 
important to me related to all student writing, but especially students’ work with digital media 
composition. Many students approach a given digital media compositional task—making a 



video, composing a blog post or a webtext, recording and editing an audio piece or a podcast 
episode—as a novice. If they do have experience writing and composing in these spaces, it may 
be limited to a certain program, tool, or skill. Because most students participate in these 
composing tasks as obvious beginners, assessment of the final product of their efforts becomes 
less important, especially early on as students learn and build functional and technical skills and 
reflect on where and how to apply this expanding knowledge. More important than being able to 
produce a final product of very high or even professional quality, then, are the habits and the 
awareness that students can develop as they work toward composing all kinds of products, both 
digital media and print. This approach to assessment places value on all learning for all students, 
not just the learning that may or may not be visible in a final product, and it is one site where 
justice and opportunity might be offered and enacted, as the authors of “The Braid” suggest. 

If we are on board with using and developing more formative assessment practices in our 
classrooms, then, what might that look like, practically? I’ll share just a few useful techniques 
and approaches that I use with my own students as I assess their digital media compositions: 

● Have students set and reflect upon different kinds of goals for their compositions. I ask 
students to set goals for developing functional and rhetorical literacies and to articulate, 
reflect on, and revise their goals often. 

● Offer formative feedback on developing processes and products early, often, and in many 
forms. Have students offer lots of feedback to each other when your instructional time is 
limited, and train them to give feedback in specific ways when possible. 

● Ask and require students to apply learning from earlier work to current work, and to 
reflect on differences and similarities between processes and products. 

Finally, how do formative classroom practices like these make their way up the assessment chain 
to the programmatic level? As assertion 18 suggests, these practices might become part of our 
classrooms first, then our research, and then become part of how we assess our programs. Thus 
when we reflect upon or formally research our own writing assessments, we must collect and 
analyze documents such as student written reflections, goal statements, responses to feedback, 
and documentation of feedback given to peers. These kinds of documents might then be included 
in assessments at the programmatic level along with final products.  

Merideth Garcia 
A teacher’s take on Assertion 9: “Direct work with students is the first step in writing 
assessment.” 
 
Yes. As a twenty-year veteran of K-12, community college, and university classrooms, this 
seems to me to be one of those principles that is so straightforward that it is easily lost in the 
shuffle of complex conversations about writing and writing assessment. Students are our raison 
d’être, and how we assess their writing should start with an investigation and validation of what 
they already know and can do and what they want to achieve in our writing classes. This 
assertion reminds us that writing is not just the final product, or even the processes that get us 
there, but also the relationships that underpin our reasons for writing. 



Acknowledging these relationships is critical to developing socially just assessment practices. 
Students write to communicate with family, friends, colleagues, and broader communities. They 
write to discover, to signal belonging, to deliberate, and to instruct.  And while one might argue 
that teachers are always engaged in “direct work with students,” Assertion 9 pushes us to think 
about what we can gain from paying close attention to student writing and writing processes and 
from enrolling students more directly in the assessment of their work.  

Making “direct work with students” an orienting principle of assessment means knowing 
something about what students want to achieve with their writing. What conversations do they 
want to join? What relationships do they want to build? What ideas do they want to explore? A 
few things I’ve tried as a means of discovery in writing classrooms include: 

● Assign a short narrative paper that asks students to reflect on their experiences with the 
topic of the course. This can take many forms (lifelist, literacy narrative, 
auto-ethnographic account); the idea is to get students thinking—on paper—about what 
they’ve done with writing before and what they’d like to learn how to do. 

● Ask students for a simple goal statement on the first day of the course and then again at 
the midpoint and end of the semester. This allows the teacher to see where student goals 
align with the course’s and where they depart. In doing so, it provides an opportunity to 
be transparent about course goals or adjust the course to meet students’ goals if possible. 

● Develop writing rubrics with students, outlining what is critical to meet course goals and 
asking students to contribute. This is a negotiation process and provides an opportunity to 
(re)connect the assignment to both course and individual writing goals. 

These exercises are a form of classroom research, providing teachers with information about 
where students are coming from, what they value, and where instruction might push the 
boundaries of what students know and can do. They are valuable for the teacher and students 
engaged in the class together, and—if data is collected and analyzed in a systematic way—could 
hold value for others. Assessment practices have long looked to the writing product for evidence 
of student achievement—sometimes drawing conclusions that say more about the assessment 
than the student. Assertion 9 reorients assessment to consider what a student wants to do with 
writing before assessing it. 

 

J. W. Hammond: Alternative Pasts and Futures for Writing Assessment 

As a co-author of the “Braid of Writing Assessment” chapter from Writing Assessment, Social 
Justice, and the Advancement of Opportunity, I find myself in the unfamiliar position of 
responding to a set of assertions I have helped to develop. Perhaps counterintuitively, the 
assertion I consider most important to my practice is the list’s second one, which might initially 
seem far removed from practice. The assertion reads: “Social justice historiography reveals 
normative fixations and yields reflexive engagement” (p. 381).  
 



To put this assertion another way: Thinking historically about our assessment practices can teach 
us a lot about the hidden assumptions at work in those practices—and it can challenge us to ask 
difficult questions about our own values and actions as teachers. My interest in practice is never 
just an interest in practice. I am committed to thinking through the effects of my practices, as 
well as their stakes and their ethical significance. 
 
It is here that thinking historically about writing assessment is essential. It empowers us to 
understand that, as teachers, we participate in several overlapping, alternative histories—each of 
which may demand different things of us, and each of which we have an obligation to act 
ethically within. To list just three of these overlapping histories: 
 

● We take part in our students’ life stories—each, its own history of sorts. Where do our 
students come from? What have their experiences with writing instruction and 
assessment been? What can we do, as instructors, to take stock of these personal histories 
and to address them generously and generatively? How, in other words, can our courses 
play a positive role in our students’ life stories—as they understand those stories? 
 

● We take part in the history of the institutions that employ us. Which communities have 
our institutions served in the past, and how? Alternatively, which communities have our 
institutions failed to serve—and which have they ignored or harmed? Beyond reckoning 
with these pasts, we must ask ourselves: When we assess students, what forms of 
institutional data are generated, reported, and preserved? How, in other words, do our 
classroom actions become institutional history? 
 

● We take part in the history of our academic fields and disciplines. When we tell the 
history of our disciplines, whose stories do we tell—and who does the telling? 
Historically, whose stories, voices, and experiences have been ignored in our journals, 
books, and conferences? And what can we do, within our disciplines, to shift these 
dynamics in a direction we consider more viable and just? 
 

Whichever parts of our practice we focus on, our work as teachers requires a critical sensitivity 
to history. Whether in the form of conferencing with our students or diving into our institutions’ 
archives, the work of examining the past affords us valuable insights into the histories that shape 
our classrooms—histories we have a pedagogical responsibility to respond to. 


