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Introduction 
 

In February 2002, the Governor’s Blue Ribbon Commission on Higher Education recommended 
that the State Council of Higher Education in Virginia (SCHEV) coordinate efforts to measure 
student achievement in areas of general education.  Two years later SCHEV provided more 
specific guidelines by mandating that Virginia post-secondary institutions assess six core 
competencies on a rotating basis: 
 

• Critical Thinking 
• Information Literacy 
• Oral Communication 
• Quantitative Reasoning 
• Scientific Reasoning 
• Written Communication 

 
Based upon SCHEV’s guidelines, the Virginia Community College System (VCCS) determined 
a schedule for assessing core competencies. 

Table 1. Schedule for VCCS Assessments of Core Competencies 
 

Academic Year VCCS Core Competencies 

2002-2003 Written Communication 
Information Literacy (Pilot) 

2003-2004 Information Literacy 
2004-2005 Quantitative Reasoning/ Scientific Reasoning 
2005-2006 Critical Thinking (Pilot) 

2006-2007 Critical Thinking 
Oral Communication 

2008-2009 Quantitative Reasoning/ Scientific Reasoning 
2009-2010 Written Communication 

 
In 2006, the VCCS Task Force on General Education proposed general education goals for the 
state-wide community college system.  The VCCS Task Force on General Education detailed 
the knowledge, skills, and/or attitudes that comprise each core competency.  
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Written Communication Core Competency 
 

VCCS has defined a competent communicator as one who can interact with others using all 
forms of communication, resulting in understanding and being understood. Degree graduates 
will demonstrate the ability to: 

a. understand and interpret complex materials; 
b. assimilate, organize, develop and present an idea formally and informally; 
c. use standard English; 
d. use appropriate verbal and non-verbal responses in interpersonal relations and group 

discussions; 
e. use listening skills; 
f. recognize the role of culture in communication. 

 
Written Communication Assessment 

 
The VCCS conducted a writing assessment pilot at a workshop in March 2002.  At this 
workshop participants finalized a revised scoring rubric.  The criteria included on the rubric for 
effective written communication skills were: 

 
• Focus 
• Organization 
• Content 
• Style 
• Conventions 

 
The VCCS Writing Sample Scoring Grid has six levels of performance; the scoring grid is 
provided at the end of this research brief.  The levels of performance with their corresponding 
point values are presented in Table 2. 
 

Table 2. Point Value by Level of Performance 
VCCS Writing Sample Scoring Grid 

 
Score Level of Performance 

1 Incompetence 
2 Inadequate Competence 
3 Developing Competence 
4 Adequate Competence 
5 Reasonability Consistent Competence 
6 Clear & Consistent Competence 

 
The workshop participants also finalized a list of three possible essay topics.  These three topics 
were: 

1. Stereotyping 
2. Community Change 
3. Family Traditions 
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First Implementation: 2002-2003 
The Office of Institutional Research, Planning, and Assessment (OIR) generated a random 
sample of 10% of NOVA's English 111 sections to participate in this assessment in Fall 2002.  
Essays were collected from this sample and evaluated in 2003 using the rubric developed by 
VCCS. 
 
Below are the mean rubric scores for both NOVA and VCCS.  The highest possible score was 6. 
 
 

Table 3. Assessment of Written Communication: Fall 2002 
 

Institution Mean Scores Median Scores 
NOVA 3.81 4.00 
VCCS 3.94 4.00 

 
 

Figure 1. Assessment of Written Communication: Fall 2002 
Mean Rubric Scores 

 

 
 
The results for NOVA and VCCS were similar.  The mean score for both was slightly below the 
performance level of “Adequate Competence.” 
 
Second Implementation: 2009-2010 
For assessments conducted from Fall 2008 to Spring 2010, VCCS was required to conduct 
value-added assessments.  SCHEV defines value-added as “measures that indicate progress, 
or lack thereof, as a consequence of the student’s institutional experience.”  For the second 
implementation of the written communication assessment, each VCCS school was required to 
submit 50 essays for the pre-test group (first-time students) in ENG 111 in Fall 2009.  Each 
school also submitted 50 essays for the post-test group (graduating students) in Spring 2010.  
VCCS will evaluate the essays and analyze results in Summer 2010. 
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Use of Results 
The results of this assessment activity are shared with several groups of NOVA faculty and 
staff: the Administrative Council; the Student Learning Outcomes Assessment Group; the 
General Education Council; the Instructional and Student Services Committee; the Achieving 
the Dream Committee; the Deans Working Group; and the appropriate non-discipline-specific 
degrees, for which the work groups are interdisciplinary.  Feedback and input from various 
stakeholders are used to make changes in the assessment processes used to assess student 
learning.  Such changes complement modifications made to improve the critical thinking skills of 
NOVA’s students.  As part of the review process, the General Education Council is an active 
participant in making recommendations meant to enhance student learning at NOVA. 
 
 
Next Implementation:  
VCCS will conduct its next assessment of written communication skills in the academic year 
2015-2016.  The table below presents the schedule for upcoming VCCS core competency 
assessments. 
 

Table 4. Schedule for Future VCCS Assessments of Core Competencies 
 

Academic Year VCCS Core Competencies 
2011-2012 Critical Thinking 
2012-2013 Oral Communication 
2013-2114 Information Literacy 
2014-2015 Quantitative Reasoning/Scientific Reasoning 
2015-2016 Written Communication 

 
 
NOVA’s Independent Assessment of Written Communication 
In Fall 2009, each VCCS school had to submit 50 essays from first-time students in sections of 
ENG 111.  In order to ensure that essays were collected from enough first-time students, NOVA 
chose to collect essays from approximately 5% of the ENG 111 sections taught on five of the six 
campuses (Medical Education Campus does not offer ENG 111).  Essays were collected from a 
total of 11 sections. 
 
In Spring 2010, NOVA collected writing samples from at least 50 graduating students.  To target 
graduating students, ENG 112 was used because it is one of the NOVA courses with the 
highest frequencies of graduating students.  Similar to Fall 2009, essays were collected from 
approximately 5% of the ENG 112 sections across the same five campuses, for a total of eight 
sections. 
 
While NOVA must submit only a total of 100 essays to VCCS, it has and will continue to collect 
more than that.  This will allow the College to look at the writing skills of its students in more 
depth.  NOVA will evaluate the essays and analyze results in Summer 2010. 
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VCCS Writing Sample Scoring Grid 

 6 5 4 3 2 1 

 clear & consistent 
competence 

reasonably 
consistent 

competence 
adequate 

competence 
developing 
competence 

inadequate 
competence incompetence 

Fo
cu

s clearly-stated purpose 
that addresses the 
writing task in a 
thoughtful way 

effectively addresses 
the writing task and 
shows depth 

addresses the writing 
task but may lack 
complexity 

inconsistent sense of 
purpose; loose relation 
to writing task 

confused sense of 
purpose; no evidence 
of connection to writing 
task  

absence of any 
purpose or relation to 
writing task 

O
rg

an
iz

at
io

n well-organized 
content, with effective 
transitions; effective 
beginning and ending 
paragraphs 
 
 

generally well-
organized with 
appropriate transitions 
and relevant beginning 
and ending 

some signs of logical 
organization with 
beginning, middle and 
end & transitions 
between  

inadequate 
organization; may 
have abrupt or illogical 
shifts & ineffective flow 
of ideas  

confused organization; 
no transitions; 
beginning and ending 
do not relate to content 

no evidence of an 
organizational plan or 
intent to develop 

C
on

te
nt

 substantial, logical and 
concrete development 
of ideas; effective use 
of paragraph structure 

adequately and 
thoughtfully developed 
content with specific 
details or examples 

partially developed 
content with some 
details or examples 
and appropriate 
paragraphing  

incomplete 
development of 
content; may be 
vague, 
simplistic, or 
stereotypical 

superficial 
development; 
inadequate, 
inappropriate or 
redundant details; 
inadequate 
paragraphing 

weak ideas, with no 
supporting details and 
inappropriate 
conclusions 

St
yl

e 

appropriate and 
precise word choice; 
language and 
sentence structure are 
alive, mature, and 
varied  

facility with language; 
mature range of 
vocabulary and control 
of sentence-level style 

adequate language 
use, with some 
imprecise word choice; 
some sentence variety 

inappropriate, 
imprecise or 
inadequate language; 
limited sentence 
variety 

inadequate  and 
simplistic language, 
with no variety and 
errors in word choice 

no control over word 
choice; excessive 
errors in meaning 

C
on

ve
nt

io
ns

 

few mechanical and 
usage errors; evidence 
of superior control of 
diction 
 

some mechanical, 
proofreading or usage 
errors 

mechanical and usage 
errors that do not 
interfere with meaning 

repeated weaknesses 
in mechanics and 
usage; pattern of flaws 

mechanical and usage 
errors that  interfere 
with writer’s purpose 

mechanical and usage 
errors so severe that 
writer’s ideas are 
hidden 

 
 Non-Scoreable (NS) 

• is illegible; i.e., includes so many undecipherable words that no sense can be made of the response 
or 

• is incoherent, i.e., words are legible but syntax is so garbled that response makes no sense 
or 

• is a blank paper 


