
Important Indicator of
Educational Progress

Since 1969, the National
Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) has been an
ongoing nationally represen-
tative indicator of what Ameri-
can students know and can
do in major academic subjects.

Over the years, NAEP
has measured students’
achievement in many sub-
jects, including reading,
mathematics, science,
writing, U.S. history, geogra-
phy, civics, and the arts. In
2002, NAEP conducted a
national assessment in
writing at grades 4, 8, and 12.
State-level results are also
reported at grades 4 and 8.

NAEP is a project of the
National Center for Education
Statistics (NCES) within the
Institute of Education Sci-
ences of the U.S. Department
of Education and is overseen
by the National Assessment
Governing Board (NAGB).

Fourth- and Eighth-Grade Students Make
Gains in Writing Since 1998

Students’ average scores on the NAEP writing
assessment increased between 1998 and 2002
at grades 4 and 8. However, there was no
significant change detected in the average
performance of twelfth-graders over the same
period.

This writing assessment was first administered
to nationally representative samples of fourth-,
eighth-, and twelfth-grade students in 1998.
The figure above shows national average scores
in 1998 and 2002 based on the 0–300 NAEP
writing scale at each grade.

Average test scores have a standard error—
a range of a few points plus or minus the
score—due to sampling error and
measurement error. Statistical tests are used
to determine whether the differences between
average scores are significant; therefore,
not all apparent differences may be found
to be statistically significant. All differences
cited in this report were tested for statistical
significance (see the technical appendix of The
Nation’s Report Card: Writing 2002 for details).

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics,
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 1998 and 2002 Writing Assessments.
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Achievement Levels
Basic: This level denotes partial mastery of prerequisite knowledge and skills that are fundamental
for proficient work at each grade.

Proficient: This level represents solid academic performance for each grade assessed. Students
reaching this level have demonstrated competency over challenging subject matter, including subject-
matter knowledge, application of such knowledge to real-world situations, and analytical skills
appropriate to the subject matter.

Advanced: This level signifies superior performance.

Gains Seen in Fourth- and Eighth-Graders’
2002 Achievement Level Performance
National achievement level results for grades 4, 8, and 12 are shown in the figure and table below.
In 2002, 28 percent of fourth-graders, 31 percent of eighth-graders, and 24 percent of twelfth-
graders performed at or above the Proficient level in writing. This represents an increase since 1998
in the percentage of fourth- and eighth-graders reaching the Proficient level as well as an increase in
the percentage of fourth-graders performing at or above Basic. The percentage of twelfth-graders
performing at or above Basic declined between 1998 and 2000.

Achievement
Levels Provide
Standards for
Student
Performance
Achievement levels are
performance standards set
by NAGB that provide a
context for interpreting
student performance on
NAEP. These performance
standards, based on recom-
mendations from broadly
representative panels of
educators and members of
the public, are used to
report what students should
know and be able to do at
the Basic, Proficient, and
Advanced levels of perfor-
mance in each subject area
and at each grade assessed.

As provided by law, NCES,
upon review of a congres-
sionally mandated evalua-
tion of NAEP, has deter-
mined that achievement
levels are to be used on a
trial basis and should be
interpreted and used with
caution.

However, both NCES and
NAGB believe that these
performance standards are
useful for understanding
trends in student achieve-
ment. NAEP achievement
levels have been widely used
by national and state
officials.

Detailed descriptions of the
NAEP writing achievement
levels can be found in
chapter 1 of the NAEP 2002
writing report card and
on the NAGB web site at
http://www.nagb.org/pubs/
writingbook.pdf

Percentage of students at or above Basic and Proficient in writing, grades 4, 8, and 12: 1998 and 2002

T h e  N a t i o n ’ s  R e p o r t  C a r d

* Significantly different from 2002.
NOTE: Percentages within each achievement level range may not add to 100, or to the exact percentages at or above achievement levels, due to rounding.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 1998 and
2002 Writing Assessments.

At or above At or above

Below Basic At Basic At Proficient At Advanced Basic Proficient
Grade 4 1998 16 * 61 * 22 * 1 * 84 * 23 *

2002 14 58 26 2 86 28

Grade 8 1998 16 58 * 25 * 1 * 84 27 *
2002 15 54 29 2 85 31

Grade 12 1998 22 * 57 * 21 1 * 78 * 22
2002 26 51 22 2 74 24

Percentage of students, by writing achievement level, grades 4, 8, and 12: 1998 and 2002
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Gains Made by Higher-Performing Students at All Three Grades;
Losses Found Among Lower-Performing Students at Grade 12

Each student who partici-
pated in the writing assess-
ment received a booklet
containing two 25-minute
writing tasks.

The NAEP writing framework,
which defines the content for
the writing assessment, was
developed through a compre-
hensive national process and
adopted by NAGB. The
writing framework is orga-
nized according to three
primary purposes for writ-
ing—narrative, informative,
and persuasive—and is
designed around six objectives

suggesting that students
should

● write for a variety of
purposes;

● write on a variety of tasks
and for different audiences;

● write from a variety of
stimulus materials, and
within various time
constraints;

● generate, draft, revise, and
edit ideas and forms of
expression in their writing;

● display effective choices in
the organization of their
writing, include detail to
illustrate and elaborate

their ideas, and use
appropriate conventions
of written English; and

● value writing as a commu-
nicative activity.

The complete framework is
available on the NAGB web
site at http://www.nagb.org/
pubs/pubs.html.

Beginning in 1998, students
with disabilities and limited
English proficient students
were allowed the use of
accommodations (e.g., extra
time, individual rather than
group administration) in
assessment procedures, if

Increases in fourth-grade
writing scores were observed
for lower-, middle-, and
higher-performing students.
Gains were observed among

the middle- and higher-
performing eighth-graders at
the 50th, 75th, and 90th
percentiles. At grade 12, only
scores at the 90th percentile

increased since 1998, while
scores of the lower-performing
students at the 10th and 25th
percentiles were lower in 2002.

NAEP Writing Assessment Design: Framework, Accommodations, and Samples

Looking at changes in scores
for students at upper and
lower performance levels gives
a more complete picture of
student progress. An examina-
tion of scores at different
percentiles on the 0–300
writing scale at each grade
indicates whether the changes
seen in the national average
score results are reflected in
the performance of lower-,
middle-, and higher-perform-
ing students. The percentile
indicates the percentage of
students whose average scores
fell below a particular  score.
For example, the 75th
percentile score at grade 4 was
179 in 2002, indicating that
75 percent of fourth-graders
scored below 179.

required, so that they could
participate in NAEP. The
writing results presented in
this report are based on
administration procedures that
permitted accommodations.

Results from the 2002 writing
assessment are reported for
the nation at grades 4, 8, and
12, and for states at grades 4
and 8. The national results are
based on a representative
sample of students in both
public and nonpublic schools,
while the state results are
based only on public-school
students.

* Significantly different from 2002.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP), 1998 and 2002 Writing Assessments.
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Writing scale score percentiles, grades 4, 8, and 12: 1998 and 2002
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T h e  N a t i o n ’ s  R e p o r t  C a r d

In addition to national results
on students’ writing perfor-
mance, the 2002 assessment
collected performance data
for fourth- and eighth-graders
who attended public schools
in states and other jurisdic-
tions that volunteered to
participate. In 2002, 45 states
and 5 other jurisdictions
participated at grade 4, and
44 states and 6 other jurisdic-
tions participated at grade 8.

Fourth- and Eighth-Grade Results for Participating States and Jurisdictions
were among the highest
performing jurisdictions.

Tables A and B present
average writing score results
for fourth- and eighth-
graders, respectively. Average
fourth-grade scores ranged
from 125 to 174. Of the 36
jurisdictions that participated
in both the 1998 and 2002
eighth-grade writing assess-
ments, 16 showed score
increases in 2002 and none
showed a significant decrease.

Two states at grade 4 and 3
states at grade 8 did not meet
minimum school participa-
tion guidelines for reporting
their results in 2002.

The following pages present
information about students’
average writing scores and
achievement level perfor-
mance in participating states
and jurisdictions. In addition
to the results from the 2002
assessment, results are also

reported for 1998 at grade 8
(the state-level assessment was
not administered at grade 4
in 1998).

Average Score Results
At grade 4, Connecticut,
Massachusetts, and Delaware
were among the highest-
performing jurisdictions. At
grade 8, Connecticut, Depart-
ment of Defense domestic
schools and overseas schools,
Massachusetts, and Vermont

— Indicates that the jurisdiction did not participate or did not meet minimum participation guidelines for reporting.
‡ Indicates that the jurisdiction did not meet one or more of the guidelines for school participation in 2002.
* Significantly different from 2002 when only one jurisdiction or the nation is being examined.
** Significantly different from 2002 when using a multiple-comparison procedure based on all jurisdictions that participated both years.
1 Department of Defense Domestic Dependent Elementary and Secondary Schools.
2 Department of Defense Dependents Schools (Overseas).
3 National results for the 1998 assessment are based on the national sample, not on aggregated state assessment samples.
NOTE: Comparative performance results may be affected by changes in exclusion rates for students with disabilities and limited English proficient students in the NAEP samples.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 1998 and 2002 Writing Assessments.

Table B. Average writing scale scores, grade 8 public schools: By state, 1998 and 2002

Nation (Public) 3 148 * 152
Alabama 144 142
Arizona 143 141
Arkansas 137 *,** 142
California ‡ 141 144
Colorado 151 —
Connecticut 165 164
Delaware 144 *,** 159
Florida 142 *,** 154
Georgia 146 147
Hawaii 135 138
Idaho — 151
Indiana — 150
Kansas ‡ — 155

Kentucky 146 149
Louisiana 136 *,** 142
Maine 155 157
Maryland 147 *,** 157
Massachusetts 155 *,** 163
Michigan — 147
Minnesota ‡ 148 —
Mississippi 134 *,** 141
Missouri 142 *,** 151
Montana ‡ 150 152
Nebraska — 156
Nevada 140 137
New Mexico 141 140
New York ‡ 146 *,** 151

North Carolina 150 *,** 157
North Dakota ‡ — 147
Ohio — 160
Oklahoma 152 150
Oregon ‡ 149 * 155
Pennsylvania — 154
Rhode Island 148 *,** 151
South Carolina 140 *,** 146
Tennessee ‡ 148 148
Texas 154 152
Utah 143 143
Vermont — 163
Virginia 153 157
Washington ‡ 148 *,** 155

West Virginia 144 144
Wisconsin ‡ 153 —
Wyoming 146 *,** 151
Other Jurisdictions
American Samoa — 95
District of Columbia 126 128
DDESS 1 160 164
DoDDS 2 156 *,** 161
Guam — 130
Virgin Islands 124 128

1998 2002 1998 2002 1998 2002 1998 2002

Table A. Average writing scale scores, grade 4 public schools: By state, 2002

Nation (Public) 153
Alabama 140
Arizona 140
Arkansas 145
California ‡ 146
Connecticut 174
Delaware 163
Florida 158
Georgia 149
Hawaii 149
Idaho 150
Indiana 154
Iowa‡ 155

Kansas ‡ 149
Kentucky 154
Louisiana 142
Maine 158
Maryland 157
Massachusetts 170
Michigan 147
Minnesota ‡ 156
Mississippi 141
Missouri 151
Montana ‡ 149
Nebraska 154
Nevada 145

New Mexico 142
New York ‡ 163
North Carolina 159
North Dakota ‡ 150
Ohio 157
Oklahoma 142
Oregon 149
Pennsylvania 156
Rhode Island 157
South Carolina 145
Tennessee ‡ 149
Texas 154
Utah 145

Vermont 158
Virginia 157
Washington ‡ 158
West Virginia 147
Wyoming 150
Other Jurisdictions
District of Columbia 135
DDESS 1 156
DoDDS 2 159
Guam 131
Virgin Islands 125

2002 2002 2002 2002
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Writing Highlights 2002
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Figures A and B show how
the performance of students
in participating states and
jurisdictions compares to the
performance of students in
the national public-school
sample. Of the 48 states and
other jurisdictions that

participated in the 2002
assessment at grade 4, 17 had
scores that were higher than
the national average score, 9
had scores that were not
found to differ significantly
from the national average,
and 22 had scores that were

lower than the national
average.

Of the 47 states and other
jurisdictions that participated
in the 2002 assessment at
grade 8, 12 had scores that
were higher than the national

average score, 15 had scores
that were not found to differ
significantly from the na-
tional average, and 20 had
scores that were lower than
the national average.

Figure A. Comparison of state and national public school average writing scores, grade 4: 2002

Figure B. Comparison of state and national public school average writing scores, grade 8: 2002

1 Department of Defense Domestic Dependent
Elementary and Secondary Schools.
2 Department of Defense Dependents Schools
(Overseas).

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education,
Institute of Education Sciences, National
Center for Education Statistics, National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP),
2002 Writing Assessment.
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Figure C. Percentage of students within each writing achievement level, grade 4 public schools: By state, 2002

Achievement Level Results
The following figures show
the percentages of fourth- and
eighth-graders at each
achievement level for the
states and jurisdictions that
participated in the 2002
writing assessment. Figure C
shows this information for

grade 4, while figure D shows
this information for grade 8.

At grade 4, as shown in figure
C, 9 states and 1 other
jurisdiction had higher
percentages of students at or
above Proficient than the
nation, 12 had percentages
that were not found to differ

significantly from the nation,
and 26 had percentages that
were lower than the nation.

At grade 8, as shown in figure
D, 8 states and 2 other juris-
dictions had higher percent-
ages of students at or above
Proficient than the nation,15
had percentages that were not

found to differ significantly
from the nation, and 22 had
percentages that were lower
than the nation.

In both figures, the shaded
bars represent the proportion
of students in each of three
achievement levels—Basic,
Proficient, and Advanced—as

T h e  N a t i o n ’ s  R e p o r t  C a r d

# Percentage rounds to zero.
‡ Indicates that the jurisdiction did not
meet one or more of the guidelines
for school participation in 2002.
1 Department of Defense Dependents
Schools (Overseas).
2 Department of Defense Domestic
Dependent Elementary and Secondary
Schools.

NOTE: Percentages may not add to
100, due to rounding.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of
Education, Institute of Education
Sciences, National Center for
Education Statistics, National
Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP), 2002 Writing Assessment.
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Figure D. Percentage of students within each writing achievement level, grade 8 public schools: By state, 2002

well as the proportion
performing below Basic. The
central vertical line divides
the proportion of students
who fell below the Proficient
level (i.e., at Basic or below
Basic) from those who
performed at or above the
Proficient achievement level

(i.e., at Proficient or at
Advanced). Scanning down
the horizontal bars to the
right of the vertical line
allows comparison of states’
and other jurisdictions’
percentages of students at or
above Proficient—the achieve-
ment level identified by

Writing Highlights 2002

# Percentage rounds to zero.
‡ Indicates that the jurisdiction did not
meet one or more of the guidelines
for school participation in 2002.
1 Department of Defense Domestic
Dependent Elementary and Secondary
Schools.
2 Department of Defense Dependents
Schools (Overseas).

NOTE: Percentages may not add to
100, due to rounding.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of
Education, Institute of Education
Sciences, National Center for
Education Statistics, National
Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP), 2002 Writing Assessment.

NAGB as the standard all
students should reach.

Jurisdictions are listed
alphabetically within three
clusters: the top cluster had
higher percentages of
students at or above Profi-
cient than the nation, the

middle cluster had percentages
that were not found to differ
significantly from the nation,
and the bottom cluster had
lower percentages of students
at or above Proficient than the
nation.
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T h e  N a t i o n ’ s  R e p o r t  C a r d

Students Performing At or Above Proficient in Writing
The percentages of students
in participating states or other
jurisdictions performing at or
above the Proficient level are
presented in table C for grade
4 and in table D for grade 8.
The percentage of fourth-
graders at or above Proficient

ranged from 4 to 49 percent.
The percentage of eighth-
graders at or above Proficient
increased since 1998 in 17
of the 36 jurisdictions that
participated in both years and
decreased in 1 jurisdiction.

Nation (Public) 27
Alabama 15
Arizona 15
Arkansas 19
California ‡ 23
Connecticut 49
Delaware 35
Florida 33
Georgia 23
Hawaii 22
Idaho 22
Indiana 26
Iowa ‡ 27

New Mexico 18
New York ‡ 37
North Carolina 32
North Dakota ‡ 20
Ohio 28
Oklahoma 16
Oregon 22
Pennsylvania 29
Rhode Island 30
South Carolina 17
Tennessee ‡ 23
Texas 29
Utah 20

Table D. Percentage of students at or above Proficient in writing, grade 8 public schools: By state, 1998 and 2002

— Indicates that the jurisdiction did not participate or did not meet minimum participation guidelines for reporting.
‡ Indicates that the jurisdiction did not meet one or more of the guidelines for school participation in 2002.
* Significantly different from 2002 when only one jurisdiction or the nation is being examined.
** Significantly different from 2002 when using a multiple-comparison procedure based on all jurisdictions that participated both years.
1 Department of Defense Domestic Dependent Elementary and Secondary Schools.
2 Department of Defense Dependents Schools (Overseas).
3 National results for the 1998 assessment are based on the national sample, not on aggregated state assessment samples.
NOTE: Comparative performance results may be affected by changes in exclusion rates for students with disabilities and limited English proficient students in the NAEP samples.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 1998 and 2002 Writing Assessments.

Nation (Public) 3 24 * 30
Alabama 17 20
Arizona 21 20
Arkansas 13 *,** 19
California ‡ 20 23
Colorado 27 —
Connecticut 44 45
Delaware 22 *,** 35
Florida 19 *,** 32
Georgia 23 25
Hawaii 15 * 18
Idaho — 29
Indiana — 26
Kansas ‡ — 32
Kentucky 21 25

Louisiana 12 *,** 18
Maine 32 36
Maryland 23 *,** 35
Massachusetts 31 *,** 42
Michigan — 24
Minnesota ‡ 25 —
Mississippi 11 13
Missouri 17 *,** 27
Montana ‡ 25 29
Nebraska — 32
Nevada 17 16
New Mexico 18 18
New York‡ 21 *,** 30
North Carolina 27 *,** 34
North Dakota‡ — 24

Ohio — 38
Oklahoma 25 27
Oregon ‡ 27 *,** 33
Pennsylvania — 32
Rhode Island 25 *,** 29
South Carolina 15 *,** 20
Tennessee ‡ 24 24
Texas 31 31
Utah 21 23
Vermont — 41
Virginia 27 * 32
Washington ‡ 25 *,** 34
West Virginia 18 21
Wisconsin ‡ 28 —
Wyoming 23 * 28

Other Jurisdictions
American Samoa — 3
District of Columbia 11 10
DDESS 1 38 42
DoDDS 2 31 *,** 37
Guam — 13
Virgin Islands 9 * 3

1998 2002 1998 2002 1998 2002 1998 2002

Table C. Percentage of students at or above Proficient in writing , grade 4 public schools: By state, 2002

Kansas ‡ 21
Kentucky 27
Louisiana 14
Maine 32
Maryland 30
Massachusetts 44
Michigan 19
Minnesota ‡ 29
Mississippi 13
Missouri 22
Montana ‡ 22
Nebraska 27
Nevada 18

Vermont 32
Virginia 29
Washington ‡ 30
West Virginia 19
Wyoming 23
Other Jurisdictions
District of Columbia 11
DDESS 1 25
DoDDS 2 30
Guam 9
Virgin Islands 4

2002 2002 2002 2002
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Writing Highlights 2002gender

In addition to reporting on
the performance of all
students, NAEP provides
results for a variety of sub-
groups of students (e.g., race/
ethnicity subgroups) for each
grade level assessed. The
subgroup results show not

only how these groups of
students performed in
comparison with one an-
other, but also what progress
each group has made over
time. This information is a
valuable indicator of how
well the nation is progressing

toward the goal of improving
the achievement of all stu-
dents.

When reading these subgroup
results, it is important to keep
in mind that there is no
simple cause-and-effect

relationship between mem-
bership in a subgroup and
achievement on NAEP. A
complex mixture of educa-
tional and socioeconomic
factors may interact to affect
student performance.

Subgroup Results Reveal How Various
Groups of Students Performed on NAEP

Average Writing Scores by Gender

Average writing scale scores, by gender, grades 4, 8, and 12:
1998 and 2002

* Significantly different from 2002.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics,
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 1998 and 2002 Writing Assessments.

The figures below present
average writing scores for
males and females across
assessment years.

At grades 4 and 8, the average
writing scores of both male
and female students were
higher in 2002 than in 1998.
However, at grade 12 the

2002
1998

Female average score minus
male average score

2002
1998

2002
1998

Score gaps
400 10 20 30

Grade 4

Grade 8

Grade 12

16

20
21

17

19*
25

Average Writing Score Gaps
Between Female and Male Students
In 2002, females
outperformed
males on average
by 17 points at
grade 4, 21
points at grade
8, and 25 points
at grade 12.
Between 1998
and 2002, a
significant
increase in the
average score
gap between
male and female
students was noted at grade 12; however, no signifi-
cant change was detected in the gap between males and
females at grades 4 and 8.

* Significantly different from 2002.
NOTE: Score gaps are calculated based on differences between unrounded average scale scores.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for
Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 1998 and 2002 Writing
Assessments.

190
180

190
180

'98 '02

300

170
160
150
140
130
120

0

140*

159160*

140*

Grade 8

'98 '02

300

190
180
170
160
150
140
130
120

0

158*

142* 146

Grade 4

'98 '02

300

170
160
150
140
130
120

0

Grade 12

Female
Male

163

143

164
160

136

average scores for male
students declined since 1998,
while the apparent increase in
the average scores for female
students during the same

period was not found to be
statistically significant.
Female students outper-
formed male students at all
three grades.
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gender
The percentages of male and
female students at or above
the Basic and Proficient
writing achievement levels are
presented in the figure below.
At grade 4, the percentages of
male and female students at

or above Basic and at or
above Proficient were higher
in 2002 than in 1998. At
grade 8, although the per-
centages of both males and
females at or above Proficient
increased since 1998, no

Achievement Level Results by Gender

Percentage of students at or above Basic and Proficient in writing, by gender, grades 4, 8, and 12: 1998 and 2002

gender

* Significantly different from 2002.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education
Statistics, National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 1998 and 2002 Writing Assessments.

79
*

89
* 78

91

70
*

86
81

91

79

91

63

85

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

'98 '02 '98 '02

Grade 4

Male Female

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

'98 '02 '98 '02

Grade 8

Male Female

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

'98 '02 '98 '02

Grade 12

Male Female

16
*

30
*

17
*

36
*

14

29
*20

36

21

42

14

33

Percent at or above Basic

Percent at or above Proficient 

change was detected in the
percentages of males or females
performing at or above Basic
between 1998 and 2002. At
grade 12, the percentage of
male students at or above Basic
was lower in 2002 than in

1998. While the percentage of
female twelfth-graders at or
above Proficient increased since
1998, no change in the
percentage of male students at
or above Proficient was ob-
served over the same period.
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Average Writing Scores by Race/Ethnicity
Students who took the NAEP
writing assessment were
identified from school records
as belonging to one of the
following racial ethnic groups:
White, Black, Hispanic,
Asian/Pacific Islander,
American Indian (including
Alaska Native), or Other. The
figures on the right show the
average writing scores for
students in four of these
subgroups at grades 4, 8, and
12, across assessment years
(results for the approximately
1 percent or less of students
classified as American Indian/
Alaska Native or Other are
included in the writing report
card but not reported here).

At grades 4 and 8, White,
Black, and Hispanic students
had higher average writing
scores in 2002 than in 1998.
Apparent increases for fourth-
and eighth-grade Asian/
Pacific Islander students were
not found to be statistically
significant.

At grade 12, no significant
changes were detected for any of
the racial/ethnic groups from
1998 to 2002.

In 2002, Asian/Pacific Islander
students outperformed all

other groups at grade 4, and
both Asian/Pacific Islander
and White students outper-
formed Black and Hispanic
students at grades 4 and 8. At
grade 12, White and Asian/

Average Writing Score Gaps Between Selected Racial/Ethnic Subgroups
Average score gaps across assessment years between
White students and Black students and between
White students and Hispanic students are pre-
sented in the figures shown to the right.

In 2002, the score gap between White fourth-
graders and Black fourth-graders was smaller than
in 1998.  At grades 8 and 12, any apparent
differences in either the White/Black or White/
Hispanic gaps between 2002 and 1998 were not
found to be statistically significant. Similarly, the
apparent change between 1998 and 2002 in the
White/Hispanic gap at grade 4 was not found to
be statistically significant.

* Significantly different from 2002
NOTE: Score gaps are calculated based on differences between unrounded average scale scores.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics,
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 1998 and 2002 Writing Assessments.

race/ethnicity

* Significantly different from 2002
NOTE: Italicized scale score values indicate that two or more groups had the same rounded average score. The average scale scores, when rounded, were the same
for Black and Hispanic students at grade 8 in 1998 (the 1998 scores were significantly different from 2002 for both Black and Hispanic students), and for White
and Asian/Pacific Islander students at grade 8 in 2002. At each grade, approximately 1 percent or less of students were classified as American Indian/Alaska Native
or Other.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP),
1998 and 2002 Writing Assessments.

Pacific Islander students scored
higher on average than Black
and Hispanic students, and
Hispanic students had higher
scores than Black students.

2002
1998

White average score minus
Black average score

2002
1998

2002
1998

Score gaps
400 10 20 30

Grade 4

Grade 8

Grade 12

2002
1998

White average score minus
Hispanic average score

2002
1998

2002
1998

Score gaps
400 10 20 30

Grade 4

Grade 8

Grade 12

26*
21

26
25

21
24

23
19

25
24

19
18

'98 '02

300

190
180
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160
150
140
130
120

0

Grade 4

'98 '02

300

190
180
170
160
150
140
130
120

0

Grade 8

'98 '02

300

190
180
170
160
150
140
130
120

0

Grade 12

White Asian/Pacific IslanderBlack Hispanic

159

140

167
161

141

135
137

161
157*
154156*

134*
130*

136
134

150
155

136
130

154
151

131*

Average writing scale scores, by race/ethnicity, grades 4, 8, and 12: 1998 and 2002
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Achievement-level results for
the racial/ethnic subgroups
are presented in the figures
below. At grade 4, the
percentages of White, Black,
Hispanic, and Asian/Pacific
Islander students at or above
Proficient were higher in 2002
than in 1998. The percentages

Achievement Level Results by Race/Ethnicity
of White students and Black
students at or above Basic
were also higher in 2002 than
in 1998.

At grade 8, the percentages of
White, Black, and Hispanic
students at or above the
Proficient level were higher in

T h e  N a t i o n ’ s  R e p o r t  C a r d race/ethnicity

Percentages of students at or above Basic and Proficient in writing, by race/ethnicity, grades 4, 8, and 12: 1998 and 2002

2002 than in 1998. Apparent
changes in the percentages of
students at or above Basic
were not found to be statisti-
cally significant for any of the
racial/ethnic subgroups.

At grade 12, the percentage of
White students performing at

'98 '02 '98 '02 '98 '02 '98 '02

White Black Hispanic
Asian/ 
Pacific 
Islander

Grade 4

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

89

68 71

9190

77 77

93

28

8 10
*

31
34

14 17

41

*

*

*

*

*

'98 '02 '98 '02 '98 '02 '98 '02

White Black Hispanic
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Pacific 
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Grade 8

0
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40
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90

100

89

71 70

85
90

74 73

88

33

8 10

32
38

13 16

40

*

**

'98 '02 '98 '02 '98 '02 '98 '02

White Black Hispanic
Asian/ 
Pacific 
Islander

Grade 12

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

83

64 66

7679

59
64

76

26

8 10

23
28

9
13

25

*

Percent at or above Basic

Percent at or above Proficient 

* Significantly different from 2002.
NOTE: At each grade, approximately 1 percent or less of the students were classified as American Indian/Alaska Native or Other.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 1998 and 2002 Writing Assessments.

or above Basic declined
between 1998 and 2002. No
significant differences in the
percentages of students
performing at or above
Proficient were detected for
any racial/ethnic subgroup for
the same period.
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Writing Purpose:

A better understanding of
students’ performance on the
NAEP 2002 writing assess-
ment can be gained by
examining sample tasks and
students’ responses to them.
Samples of writing tasks and
student responses from the

NAEP 2002 writing assess-
ment are presented on the
following pages. Students
were given 25 minutes in
which to plan and write a
response. The tables that
accompany these sample tasks
show the percentages of

students whose responses
were rated at or above a
particular level: first the
overall percentage and then
the percentage of students at
each achievement level.  In
addition, the writing purpose
is identified for each sample

Sample Writing Questions

Grade 4 Sample Questions and Responses

The Unusual Day prompt
presented students with a
sequence of full color
imaginative drawings
designed to provide a
framework for creating a
narrative.  Student
responses were rated
according to the 6-level
grade 4 narrative scoring
guide in one of the
following score catego-
ries:

● Excellent,

● Skillful,

● Sufficient,

● Uneven,

● Insufficient, or

● Unsatisfactory.

Narrative

sample questions

task. Additional tasks and
student responses as well as
student performance data
from previous NAEP writing
assessments may be viewed
on the NAEP web site at
http://nces.ed.gov/
nationsreportcard/itmrls/.

IMAGINE!

One morning you wake up and go down to breakfast.

This is what you see on the table.

You are surprised. Then . . .

...when you look out the window,
this is what you see.

Write a story called “The Very Unusual Day” about what happens
until you go to bed again.
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Overall percentage Below Basic At Basic At Proficient At Advanced
“Uneven” or better 114 or below1 115–1751 176–2241 225 or above1

87 37 90 100 100“Uneven” responses
often consisted of unde-
veloped lists of things the
narrators of the stories
saw in the stimulus
pictures. This sample
“Uneven” response
exhibits typical difficul-
ties with sentence bound-
aries, grammar, and
spelling which, at times,
interfere with the attempt
to tell the story.

Sample “Uneven” Response

Percentage “Uneven” or better

1NAEP writing scale range.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics,
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 2002 Writing Assessment.

T h e  N a t i o n ’ s  R e p o r t  C a r d sample questions
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Overall percentage Below Basic At Basic At Proficient At Advanced
“Skillful” or better 114 or below1 115–1751 176–2241 225 or above1

18 # 6 46 93In “Skillful” responses,
students used details to
develop their stories in
parts of the response.
They provided a clear
structure to their stories,
though with an occa-
sional lack of transitions,
as shown in this sample
response.

Sample “Skillful” Response
��������

Percentage “Skillful” or better

# Percentage rounds to zero.
1NAEP writing scale range.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics,
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 2002 Writing Assessment.

Writing Highlights 2002sample questions
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Writing Purpose:

School Schedule re-
quired students to read
a short newspaper
article about the sleep-
ing habits of adults and
children, and how those
habits ought to influence
school schedules.
Students were to react to
the article and use its
content to frame their
arguments. Students
offered a range of
positions, some arguing
both for and against
changing the school
schedule, and discussed
potential effects of a
schedule change on in-
school performance,
participation in after-
school activities, and
family life. Responses to
this task were rated
according to the six-level
grade 8 persuasive
scoring guide in one of
the following score
categories:

● Excellent,

● Skillful,

● Sufficient,

● Uneven,

● Insufficient, or

● Unsatisfactory.

Persuasive

Grade 8 Sample Questions and Responses

Imagine that the article shown below appeared in your local news-
paper. Read the article carefully, then write a letter to your principal
arguing for or against the proposition that classes at your school
should begin and end much later in the day. Be sure to give detailed
reasons to support your argument and make it convincing.

  The Journal of Medicine announced 
today the results of several recent studies 
on the sleep patterns of teenagers and 
adults. These studies show that adults 
and teenagers often have different kinds 
of sleep patterns because they are at 
different stages in the human growth 
cycle.
     The study on teenagers’ sleep 
patterns showed that changes in 
teenagers’ growth hormones are related 
to sleeping patterns. In general, 
teenagers’ energy levels are at their 
lowest in the morning, between 9 a.m. 
and 12 noon. To make the most of 
students’ attention span and ability to 
learn, the study showed that most 
teenagers need to stay up late at night 
and to sleep late in the morning. They 

called this pattern “the night owl 
syndrome.”
     Studies of adults (over 30 years of 
age) showed the opposite sleep pattern. 
On average, adults’ energy levels were at 
their lowest at night between 9 p.m. and 
12 midnight and at their highest between       
6 and 9 a.m. In addition, a study of 
adults of different ages revealed that as 
adults get older they seem to wake up 
earlier in the morning. Thus, adults need 
to go to sleep earlier in the evening. 
Researchers called this sleep pattern “the 
early bird syndrome.”
     Researchers claim that these studies 
should be reviewed by all school 
systems and appropriate changes should 
be made to the daily school schedule.

T h e  N a t i o n ’ s  R e p o r t  C a r d sample questions
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Overall percentage Below Basic At Basic At Proficient At Advanced
“Uneven” or better 113 or below1 114–1721 173–2231 224 or above1

85 34 90 100 100“Uneven” responses took
a clear position about
changing the school
schedule, but offered
unclear or undeveloped
support. Further, they
often had difficulties with
sentence boundary
control. The “Uneven”
response shown here
does make a few clear
points in support of a
position, but none of
those points is sufficiently
developed.

Percentage “Uneven” or better

1NAEP writing scale range.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics,
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 2002 Writing Assessment.

Sample “Uneven” Response

Writing Highlights 2002sample questions



18

Overall percentage Below Basic At Basic At Proficient At Advanced
“Skillful” or better 113 or below1 114–1721 173–2231 224 or above1

18 # 5 43 93“Skillful” responses
offered clear positions
supported with reasons
and examples in parts of
the response. This
sample response does
develop the arguments
and is reasonably orga-
nized; however, transi-
tions between ideas and
arguments are not
always present, and
sentence structure and
word choice are rela-
tively unvaried. As with
many upper-level re-
sponses, rhetorical
questions are addressed
to the audience (e.g.,
“What happens when
we get older?”).

Percentage “Skillful” or better

# Percentage rounds to zero.
1NAEP writing scale range.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics,
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 2002 Writing Assessment.

Sample “Skillful” Response

T h e  N a t i o n ’ s  R e p o r t  C a r d sample questions
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Writing Purpose:

Informative

Grade 12 Sample Questions and Responses

For Save a Book,
students were asked to
explain what book
they would save by
memorization if they
lived in a society
where reading was
not allowed. Since any
book could be chosen,
a wide range of
responses were ac-
ceptable. Twelfth-grade
writers responded well
to this task, writing
about books ranging
from classics such as
Homer’s Iliad to
popular favorites and
even the occasional
history textbook.
Upper-level responses
sometimes used the
passage as a spring-
board to make obser-
vations about social
issues. Responses to
this prompt were rated
according to the six-
level grade 12 persua-
sive scoring guide in
one of the following
score categories:

● Excellent,

● Skillful,

● Sufficient,

● Uneven,

● Insufficient, or

● Unsatisfactory.

A novel written in the 1950’s describes a world where people are not allowed to
read books. A small group of people who want to save books memorize them,
so that the books won’t be forgotten. For example, an old man who has memo-
rized the novel The Call of the Wild helps a young boy memorize it by reciting
the story to him. In this way, the book is saved for the future.

If you were told that you could save just one book for future generations, which
book would you choose?

Write an essay in which you discuss which book you would choose to save for
future generations and what it is about the book that makes it important to
save. Be sure to discuss in detail why the book is important to you and why it
would be important to future generations.

Writing Highlights 2002sample questions
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Overall percentage Below Basic At Basic At Proficient At Advanced
“Uneven” or better 121 or below1 122–1771 178–2291 230 or above1

82 48 91 99 ***“Uneven” responses
often presented quite
limited information about
books chosen for dis-
cussion. This response
presents a very brief
description and a series
of unsupported abstrac-
tions about To Kill a
Mockingbird. Some
statements seem unre-
lated, making the re-
sponse disjointed.

Sample “Uneven” Response

Percentage “Uneven” or better

*** Sample size is insufficient to permit a reliable estimate.
1NAEP writing scale range.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics,
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 2002 Writing Assessment.

T h e  N a t i o n ’ s  R e p o r t  C a r d sample questions
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Overall percentage Below Basic At Basic At Proficient At Advanced
“Skillful” or better 121 or below1 122–1771 178–2291 230 or above1

17 # 11 46 ***“Skillful” responses often
included extensive
information and orga-
nized the information
quite well, with occa-
sional lapses. The
sample response shown
here about The Joy Luck
Club develops a focused
discussion using many
pertinent details about
the book. The few errors
do not interfere with
understanding; however,
occasionally awkward
sentence structure and a
bit of repetition about the
importance of experi-
ence weaken the re-
sponse.

Sample “Skillful” Response

Percentage “Skillful” or better

# Percentage rounds to zero.
*** Sample size is insufficient to permit a reliable estimate.
1NAEP writing scale range.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics,
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 2002 Writing Assessment.

Writing Highlights 2002sample questions
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Overall percentage Below Basic At Basic At Proficient At Advanced
“Excellent” 121 or below1 122–1771 178–2291 230 or above1

4 # 1 12 ***“Excellent” responses
were well developed
throughout with sentence
variety and good word
choice.  The “Excellent”
response shown here,
about Herman Hesse’s
Demian, is well devel-
oped and has strong
transitions.  Well-chosen
details and precise word
choices support a sus-
tained controlling idea:
that teens can learn from
the main character’s
coming of age.

Sample “Excellent” Response

Percentage “Excellent”

# Percentage rounds to zero.
*** Sample size is insufficient to permit a reliable estimate.
1NAEP writing scale range.
SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics,
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 2002 Writing Assessment.

T h e  N a t i o n ’ s  R e p o r t  C a r d sample questions
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NAEP
on the Web

http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard

The NAEP web site offers a wealth of assessment information, publications,
and analysis tools, including

� fast “one-stop” access to free NAEP publications and assessment data

� national and state “report cards” on student achievement in core subject
areas such as reading, mathematics, and science

� sample questions, student answers, and scoring guides

� interactive data analysis tool and student performance results from past
NAEP assessments

More Information
Additional results and detailed
information about the NAEP
2002 writing assessment can be
found on the NAEP web site.
Additional NAEP publications can
be ordered from

U.S. Department of Education
ED Pubs
P.O. Box 1398
Jessup, MD 20794–1398
877–4ED–PUBS
(877–433–7827)

Additional information about the
NAEP writing framework can be
found on the National Assessment
Governing Board web site at http://
www.nagb.org/pubs/pubs.html.
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