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snapshot of internalized rhetorical strategies the 
writer uses independently.

Our purpose was to look more deeply into 
these papers. What, for example, are the character-
istics of a 4 paper? Or the differences between a 1 
and a 4? To answer questions such as these, we 
gathered a team of twelve experienced English lan-
guage arts teachers, all of whom had National Writ-
ing Project experience, some with master’s and PhD 
degrees, and some with National Board certifica-
tion. The team approach, we reasoned, would not 
only provide deeper insight into the student writ-
ing but also foster rich professional conversations 
that would make the analysis a learning event for  
us all. 

We decided to focus on characteristics that 
stood out, or what we called the prominent features 
in the papers. At the outset we had no rubrics or 
preconceived expectations about the papers, relying 
instead on the judgment of team members to iden-
tify the features. We conceived the analysis process 
as organic, a fresh, unbiased reading of the writing. 
As the work progressed, we discussed individual 
papers, standardized our terminology, and read each 
other’s analyses for consistency. Eventually, we came 
up with a list of 32 features, 22 of which were posi-
tive and 10 negative. 

Positive Features

Elaborated details Sensory language

Metaphor Alliteration

et us suppose that we were able to 
use the writing from a statewide 
writing assessment for something 
more than a high-stress event for 

teachers and students. Let us suppose that we could 
use that writing, like the proverbial looking glass, 
to pinpoint the strengths and needs of students and 
help them become better writers. Let us suppose 
that the image within that glass speaks in clear and 
practical terms to the classroom, providing both 
evaluative and diagnostic information. So begins 
the story of our investigation into the characteris-
tics of student writing.

Studying Student Writing

Our work focuses on the state writing assessment of 
464 seventh graders in three rural schools in the 
Southeast (Swain, Graves, and Morse). Writing 
teachers had participated in three years of intensive 
professional development conducted by a local 
writing project site. The schools allowed us to 
study their returned state-scored assessment papers, 
which had been scored 1–4, with 0 for off topic, by 
a large publishing company. Why assessment pa-
pers? Although the analysis could be applied to any 
student writing, we wanted to determine which 
strategies students were using without instruc-
tional intervention and compare the presence of 
those strategies to assessment scores. Unlike class-
room writing that may have been influenced by 
teachers or peers, on-demand writing provides a 

L
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To illustrate the presence of prominent fea-
tures, we have included a student paper (see fig. 1). 
This paper demonstrates multiple positive features 
and one negative feature. It received the highest 
score (4) in the state assessment. Positive features 
include voice, cumulative sentence, verb cluster, 
vivid verbs, effective organization, repetition, ad-
verbial leads, sentence variety, and personification 
or metaphor. The negative feature of redundancy 
was also noted. Before exploring possibilities for 
translating insights from prominent feature analy-
sis into teaching practices, we offer guidance for 
conducting a prominent feature analysis with a 
small group of writing teachers.

Vivid nouns/verbs Hyperbole

Striking words Cumulative sentence

Verb cluster Noun cluster

Absolute Adverbial leads

Balance and parallelism Effective repetition

Sentence variety Effective organization

Subordinate sequence Transitions

Coherence/cohesion Voice

Narrative storytelling Addresses reader

Negative Features

Usage problems Weak structural core

Garble Weak organization

Redundancy List technique

Faulty punctuation Faulty spelling 

Shifting point of view Illegible handwriting

The 32 features, we realized, were representative of 
this one set of student papers, all written to the 
same prompt, on the same day, and within the same 
assessment context. Other analyses on different sets 
of papers would likely yield other features. Statisti-
cal analyses determined which of the features cor-
related most highly with the state assessment 
scores—and with each other. 

Early on we found that the state assessment 
scores were not evenly distributed. At scoring level 
4 (highest), there were 28 papers; 235 at level 3; 
190 at level 2; and at level 1, only 4 papers. Thus, 
92% of the papers were scored as either level 2 or 
level 3, essentially a two-fold classification. Despite 
this skewed distribution, we found patterns in the 
occurrence of certain features across the scores, and 
we were able to establish correlations between spe-
cific features. Some we expected, such as the posi-
tive correlation between effective organization and 
sentence variety, but some were surprising, such as 
the positive correlation between effective repeti-
tion and sentence variety. In the end, it was the 
prominent feature analysis itself, not the state as-
sessment scores, that proved to be most useful for 
the classroom.

FIGURE 1.  The Student Writing Sample

There are many activities I enjoy doing while I am not 
in school. I have a wide variety of them. Some I do 
indoors and some outdoors. Some of these activities 
can be done indoors or outdoors. In the next few para-
graphs I am going to describe, in detail, three of my 
most favorite activities I enjoy doing while I am not in 
school. 

Everyone in (my school) knows that my favorite 
activity, outside of school, is working on computers. It 
may “show-through” a tiny bit. Sometimes I find 
myself talking in “computer language” while others are 
clueless. Most of the time I try to “hack” my computer 
or try to make it better using secret tips. This keeps me 
in my room a lot, but I like doing it. That is why work-
ing on computers is one of my most favorite activities. 

I know that everyone can visualize me with com-
puters, but my classmates seem to have a problem visu-
alizing me fishing. I have been fishing in almost every 
lake in (the) Northeast (region of my state). It is very 
thrilling to be out in the middle of a lake, reeling in a 
whopping five pound catfish. I have many fish stories I 
could tell, but so does everyone else. That is why fish-
ing is also one of my favorite activities to do after 
school.

Last but not least, my most favorite thing to do is 
play the piano. I have been playing it for six years. The 
thrill of the crowd, cheering with a standing ovation. It 
makes my heart beat wild and my mouth crack a smile. 
It is an amazing feeling to hear the crowd cheering for 
me. I play for many occasions such as dinners, 
churches, small groups, and fundraisers. This is certainly 
a talent I will never squander. 

In the previous paragraphs I have described my 
three most favorite activities. I love to do these things 
and I do them quite often. They are quite diversified, 
but so am I. These are my favorite activities to do after 
school and will still probably be my favorite activities to 
do even after I graduate too. Even though, I still like 
doing them.
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Conducting a Prominent Feature Analysis

The purpose of a prominent feature analysis is to 
describe the stylistic flexibility that a young writer, 
or a group of young writers, exhibits on a given day, 
with a given prompt. Using prominent feature 
analysis, we are able to say with some certainty, 

“Maria makes effective use of 
metaphor” or “John is able to 
enrich his writing with adver-
bial leads” or “This class of 
students exhibits the ability to 
elaborate details.” Teachers 
can use our method to conduct 
a prominent feature analysis 
with their students’ writing: 

•	 	Select	a	team	of	experi-
enced teachers of writing. 
Although a single teacher 
might perform the analysis, 
the conversations prior to 
and during the analysis 
enrich the professional 
learning experience. Paul 
LeMahieu and Linda 
Friedrich have described 
the advantages of teachers 
looking at papers together.

•	 Set	aside	time	and	space	for	the	analysis.	The	
analysis takes time, a day or a half day for a 
stack of papers, and requires dedicated 
space—an empty classroom or someone’s din-
ing room table will do nicely.

•	 Select	samples	of	student	writing.	Assess-
ment papers, if available, work well. Other 
independently composed writing may also be 
informative. Writing that has been influ-
enced by teacher or peer support may not 
illustrate the internalized knowledge or skills 
of the writers. 

•	 Consider	removing	names	and	other	identify-
ing information. This step will eliminate 
bias as papers are analyzed. Number the 
papers (and keep a list of matched names and 
numbers for future reference).

•	 Select	several	consensus	papers—perhaps	
papers that received the same grade or a 
range of papers representing high, middle, 
and low writing—to be discussed by all team 
members.

•	 Start	by	reading	the	consensus	papers	
together. Talk about the positive or negative 
features that stand out in the first paper, 
those that are beyond the ordinary for the 
grade level. List those on blank paper clipped 
to the student writing. Compare notes for 
consensus. Repeat this procedure with three 
to five additional papers until the group 
reaches agreement on the differences between 
“ordinary” and “prominent.” 

•	 Continue	to	develop	consensus,	discuss	ter-
minology, and refine the emerging list of 
prominent features.

•	 Begin	the	prominent	feature	analysis,	with	
each teacher reading independently.

•	 Conduct	double	readings	for	a	sample	of	the	
papers to check for consistency.

•	 Create	a	chart	or	database	with	prominent	
features listed in columns across the top and 
student papers, identified numerically, shown 
in rows below. This arrangement allows for a 
count of the frequency of occurrences of each 
identified feature and a display of all the fea-
tures contained in each paper. Both are infor-
mative for instructional purposes.

•	 Reflect	on	the	feature	chart	to	determine	the	
positive features with which students seem 
comfortable, which are used by only a few 
(and therefore should be taught to others), and 
which negative features seem most problem-
atic for individuals and for a class as a whole. 

In prominent feature analysis, there are no 
guidebooks, no rubrics, just student papers and the 
expertise of teachers. Teachers come to the papers 
individually and yet work as a team, analyzing the 
papers but also having the advantage of multiple 
points of view, with the added value of rich profes-
sional conversation. All involved in the process are 
learning. Looking deeply into the writing of their 
students, teachers are not only better prepared to 
make sound instructional decisions but are also bet-
ter able to articulate the quality of their students’ 
writing abilities.

Developing the Prominent Feature Score

In the process of identifying the prominent features 
of each paper, our team periodically read and dis-
cussed each other’s analysis of individual papers to 

The purpose of a 

prominent feature 

analysis is to describe the 

stylistic flexibility that a 

young writer, or a group 

of young writers, exhibits 

on a given day, with a 

given prompt. Using 

prominent feature 

analysis, we are able to 

say with some certainty, 

“Maria makes effective 

use of metaphor” or 

“John is able to enrich his 

writing with adverbial 

leads.”
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Given this, what is the value of the prominent 
feature analysis for classroom instruction? First, 
there is a precise numerical score that can be used 
for comparative and evaluative purposes. But be-
yond each score is a set of rhetorical features, both 
positive and negative, for each student that can be 
used for diagnostic purposes. This information has 
powerful implications for long-range planning and 
staff development programs, but most important, 
for the day-to-day work of the classroom teacher 
and the rhetorical growth of young writers, as we 
explain further below.

Prominent Feature Analysis  
in Classroom Practice

To illustrate the role of prominent features in the 
classroom, we refer to the student paper presented 
earlier in this text. A prominent feature analysis of 
this paper suggests that the 
student is ready for addi-
tional instruction in other 
positive features, such as 
subordinate organization or 
elaborated details. Since 
both effective repetition (vi-
sualize and visualizing) as 
well as redundancy (most fa-
vorite) are noted as features, 
this student might benefit 
from a minilesson that fo-
cuses on the distinctions be-
tween redundancy and 
effective repetition. Below we explore possibilities 
for teaching voice and effective repetition, and for 
avoiding the negative feature, redundancy. 

Voice

Voice: What is it? Who can define it? “I know it 
when I see it,” we say. Our research team reached 
consensus on a definition of voice, adapted from the 
Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory: the 
presence of an original, personal, or authentic conception of 
the subject. Voice was noted as a prominent feature in 
137 papers. Almost half of the highest state-scored 
papers demonstrated voice; about one-fourth of the 
lowest scored papers also demonstrated voice. Thus 
voice appears to be distributed across the scoring 

confirm the validity of our individual analyses. 
Team leaders also began to look more broadly at the 
process as a whole. As we looked at paper after 
paper, we realized that all the features were either 
positive or negative; there were no neutral features. 
Our process for deriving prominent feature scores 
follows:

1. We assigned a numerical value to each 
feature: +1 for a positive feature, –1 for a 
negative feature. We assumed that all the 
features were of equal value, as it was beyond 
the scope of our study to assign a weight to 
each one.

2. We summed the numerical values of each 
paper and observed that the scores ranged 
roughly between –10 and +10. 
(Theoretically, the scores could have ranged 
from –10 to +22.) We hypothesized that 
between the positive and negative feature 
scores there was a still point. We assigned 
the still point a value of 0.

3. To eliminate the negative scores, we added 
10 points to each score. The still point then 
became 10.

The final prominent feature scores ranged 
from 3 to 21 with a mean score of 10.3, remarkably 
close to our hypothetical still point of 10. This 
range is clearly greater than the four-point range of 
state assessment scores. This distribution of promi-
nent feature scores thus provides for a more sensi-
tive discrimination among the papers, allowing 
classroom teachers to distinguish more clearly the 
merits of individual papers and make more accurate 
and informed judgments. The correlation between 
the prominent feature scores and the state assess-
ment scores proved to be statistically significant.

In prominent feature scoring it is not possible 
to develop measures of reliability in the same way 
such measures are developed in holistic scoring. We 
did, however, establish a level of classification con-
sistency by comparing the features identified by 
two readers of the same paper. The percentage of 
agreement was established at 97%.

It should be noted that two papers could re-
ceive an identical prominent feature score and yet be 
quite different. Each, for example, could have a dif-
ferent combination of positive and negative values 
that yield the same score. Furthermore, each of the 
values could represent different rhetorical features.

This information has 

powerful implications for 

long-range planning and 

staff development 

programs, but most 

important, for the day-

to-day work of the 

classroom teacher and 

the rhetorical growth of 

young writers.
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levels and therefore may be a foundation on which 
to build competence in writing.

For direction in the teaching of voice, we re-
turn to our prominent feature analysis. A statistical 
analysis revealed that the abstract concept of voice 
was significantly correlated to 14 well-defined fea-
tures: elaborated details, sensory language, meta-
phors, striking words, cumulative sentences, verb 
clusters, absolutes, adverbial leads, balance/paral-
lelism, effective repetition, sentence variety, effec-
tive organization, transition words, and coherence/
cohesion. Voice yielded more statistically signifi-
cant inter-correlations than any of the other fea-
tures, suggesting that voice may indeed be taught, 
or perhaps may emerge, through teaching the more 
concrete rhetorical forms.

Some features lend themselves to miniles-
sons—cumulative sentences, verb clusters, or ad-
verbial leads, for example. A minilesson on adverbial 
leads might include having students work in pairs 
to select two or three sentences that include only 
the bare facts of an idea or event in both partners’ 
papers. Each pair of students would then play with 
possibilities for enriching the sentences with the 
kinds of additional detail that could be provided by 
a when or where phrase or clause. A bare sentence I 
like to go fishing with my grandfather might become 
On the coldest day of the year and the hottest day of the 
year, when the fish are biting most, my grandfather and I 
always go fishing. The addition of the adverbials not 
only adds voice but also enriches the content of the 
piece and adds to sentence fluency. 

Effective Repetition

Other features, such as balance/parallelism or effec-
tive repetition, may be more effectively taught 
through in-the-moment spotlight lessons. Suppose, 
for example, in a sharing session, a student happens 
to read a piece containing effective repetition, such 
as this example from the paper shown above, I know 
that everyone can visualize me with computers, but my 
classmates seem to have a problem visualizing me fishing. 
Though unplanned, a brief spotlight lesson might 
follow, perhaps in this manner:

•	 Ask	the	writer	to	reread	the	paragraph	in	
which the exemplary sentence appears as the 
class listens for the most effective or perhaps 
the best sentence in the paragraph. 

•	 Ask	for	volunteers	to	say	their	chosen	sen-
tence aloud and tell why they chose it. Fol-
low up by asking for a show of hands of 
others who also chose that sentence. Invari-
ably, a number of class members will choose 
the exemplary sentence that contains the 
effective repetition.

•	 Lead	a	brief	discussion	of	the	way	in	which	
the writer used the same root word with dif-
ferent endings (visualize, visualizing) to make 
the sentence flow and to emphasize an idea. 

•	 Invite	students	to	recall	other	instances	in	
which they’ve noted a writer using effective 
repetition (i.e., Martin Luther King Jr.’s I 
Have a Dream). Teachers should share models.

•	 Ask	a	student	to	start	a	class	chart	entitled	
Effective Repetition and to write the spotlighted 
sentence under the title, giving credit to the 
author. From there on, students who write 
with effective repetition or find examples in 
their reading should add these to the chart.

Since some features may not be appropriate 
for all pieces of writing, an effective practice may be 
to heighten awareness of the feature and provide an 
array of authentic models, thus situating the con-
cept and the language of the feature into the culture 
of the classroom.

Redundancy

The problem of redundancy proved to be a major 
negative feature in the seventh-grade assessment. 
Of the 464 students in the study, 254 (55%) exhib-
ited redundancy in their writing. Although redun-
dancy is generally associated with the lower levels 
of assessment, it occurs at higher levels as well. At 
level 4, 24% of the papers were characterized as re-
dundant compared to 75% at level 1. 

The presence of redundancy may be the result 
of the error-avoidance strategies promoted by tradi-
tional composition curricula. Repeating the same 
idea over and over, students may reason, reduces the 
possibility of making an error. The problem is that 
redundancy is itself a negative feature. Strategies 
for reducing redundancy may include stressing cer-
tain positive features, such as the verb cluster, that 
advance the argument or provide fresh details. In 
our study, redundancy correlated negatively with 
the cumulative sentence, sensory language, meta-
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phor, vivid nouns and verbs, striking words, effec-
tive organization, and voice—meaning that the 
presence of redundancy was less likely to appear 
when these positive features were present. Hence a 
teacher might choose to focus on these positive fea-
tures as a strategy for diminishing redundancy. 

Prominent Feature Scoring 

How does prominent feature scoring differ from 
other kinds of assessment? Whereas other kinds of 
assessment, such as traditional grading and rubric-
based scoring, assign numerical values to abstract 
rhetorical concepts, prominent feature scoring de-
rives numerical values from the presence or absence 
of concrete rhetorical features. Among profession-
als, there will be differences of opinion, but the dif-
ferences will be about what makes us professional, 
whether or not a rhetorical element has risen to the 
level of prominence, not whether a certain piece of 
writing is a B or a C, or a 3 or a 4. The discussion 
will be about the writing itself, not about the clas-
sification system. And aren’t second opinions char-
acteristic of other professions?

This is not to suggest that prominent feature 
scoring should replace holistic or analytic scoring. 
Without a process for achieving consistency between 
readers, research in writing would not be possible. If 
prominent feature scoring should find a place in the 
curriculum, it will likely be in the classroom rather 
than in large-group scoring sessions.

At the outset we sought to discover the char-
acteristics of seventh-grade writing on a statewide 

writing assessment. Along the way we hit on a 
method of assessment that fulfills many of the goals 
Brian Huot describes in his call for a new theory of 
assessment, one that would “recognize the impor-
tance of context, rhetoric, teaching, and learning” 
(552) and that would “be able to describe the prom-
ise and limitations of a writer working within a 
particular rhetorical and linguistic context” (564). 
Prominent feature scoring is indeed based on fea-
tures of language and rhetoric rather than on nu-
merically based guidelines. And it brings together, 
in a systematic and mutually supporting way, diag-
nosis, assessment, teaching, and learning. It also 
provides for both sides of diagnosis: the strengths of 
individual student writing as well as what needs 
improvement. Perhaps this is too optimistic, but 
we also believe that prominent feature analysis may 
make reading student papers a joyous task by re-
moving the element of subjectivity and bringing 
the reader closer to the writing itself. 
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