LESSONS LEARNED FROM THE

2012 Grade 4 Writing
Computer-Based
Assessment Study
Reflecting changes in technology, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES)
is transitioning to technology-based assessments for the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP).
NCES conducted the NAEP Grade 4 Writing Computer-Based Assessment (WCBA) Study to determine if fourth-grade
students could write effectively on the computer and examine the feasibility of administering additional technologybased assessments to fourth-grade students in the future. The study consisted of two parts:
Small-scale usability testing to inform development of the assessment platform for fourth-grade students
A pilot writing assessment administered to a sample of 13,000 students nationwide
Lessons learned from the study can inform future development of computer-based assessments as well as shed light
on what fourth-grade students know and can do. Note that the sample used in this study is not representative of the
nation. The performance results only pertain to participants in the pilot study. Please use caution when interpreting
these findings.

Development
NCES first conducted a usability study to learn more about fourth-grade students’ abilities to respond to writing
assessments presented on the computer. The WCBA platform administered to eighth- and twelfth-graders in 2011
served as the model for this study. The following lessons informed the refinement of the WCBA platform for the
fourth-grade pilot assessment.
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Universal Design and Accommodations
Computer-based assessments, like the WCBA, allow for universal design features that make the assessment
accessible to a wider population of students and remove the need for separate testing sessions and additional
administrator staff. The following universal design features were built into the WCBA platform:
A ‘text-to-speech’ function to read aloud all or selected portions of directions, tasks, and stimulus materials.
Students were provided with earphones.
Adjustable font size up to 48 points to ensure readability of directions and materials.
A variety of color schemes, including a high-contrast option.
Additional accommodations that were not part of the WCBA platform were also available for students with
disabilities and English language learners. They included, but were not limited to:
Extended time
Breaks during testing
Testing in a separate session
A screen magnifier

Performance
The WCBA platform was updated following the usability study and used to administer the Grade 4 WCBA pilot
assessment. The pilot investigated fourth-grade students’ ability to compose typed responses to different prompts
under 30- and 20-minute conditions. Results are for students who completed two 30-minute tasks, unless otherwise
noted. Student actions are also reported for the lowest-performing 20% of students, the highest-performing 20% of
students, and the students performing in between those two groups.
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Assessment Questions
Students responded to two writing tasks that included age- and grade-appropriate real-world issues. Each writing
task included text, and some also included pictures, audio, or video components. Students were asked to compose
responses that fulfilled one of three purposes:
Convey: Students were tasked with bringing a real or imagined experience to life for the reader.
Explain: Students were tasked with presenting information and ideas to others in a manner that aids
understanding of a topic.
Persuade: Students were tasked with persuading the reader to take action or convincing the reader to
change his/her viewpoint on a variety of topics important to others (e.g., peers, school, the nation).

For more information, visit: http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard

