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English teachers don't al-
ways have the reputation of
being progressive.

"We're in a paper-grading
fog," said Anita Mattos, an
English teacher at Rancho
Santa Margarita Intermedi-
ate. "We're too deep in the
muck to see what's out there."

Mattos is the first teacher
to glimpse what Saddleback
Valley officials hope will be the
solution -a computer pro-
gram that uses artificial in-
telligence to grade students'
writing. Mattos tested the
program for a month in 2003,

Students used to waiting
weeks or months to get grades
on writing assignments will
next year get immediate feed-
back from a program that, dis-
trict officials say, appeals to
the technologically savvy.
Teachers, meanwhile, will get
some relief from essay-grad-
ing.

"It's not replacing the
teachers," said Michael Morri-
son, the district's technology
specialist. "But it will be a val-
uable instructional tool."

The district will pilot the
program with s~venth-grad-
ers, using a technology grant.
Eighth-grade teachers ~ try
the program -likely My Ac-
cess, a product made by Van-
tage Learning that is used to
grade 5 million college place-
ment exams annually -in
2005-2006.

Early models of artificial in-
telligence grading would have
graded Shakespeare's "To be
or not to be" as a childish sen-
tence. But representatives of

Vantage Learning -the com-
pany that created spelling and
grammar checks used on.most
home computers -say the
newest version of its program
is sophisticated enough to
gauge everything from the
speaker's writing voice to the
clarity of his argument.

The program uses 300 to
500 samp1es of graded writing
on a specific topic .and
searches for similarities in the
writings, evaluating every-
thing from sentence structure
and length to word usage and
persuasive strategies. Any pa-
per can be submitted to be
graded based on the grading
scale in the program.

"Some of us were like,
c'mon, how could this work?"
said Catherine D' Aoust, coor-
dinator of instructional ser-
vices. "We really questioned
this -how this could help -
then found we were really ex-
cited about what this could
do."

That's partly because of
Mattos' experience with the
program. She was skeptical
when Morrison asked her in
2003 to check out My Access.
But when it was installed in
her classroom, she saw stu-
dents more engaged in the
writing process. They were
eager to see whether they'd
scored higher than in previous
rounds of writing.

"We knew that, yes, it was
going to provide equitable
scoring," said John Stippick
with Vantage Learning. "We
knew that immediate feed-
back was going to score the fi-
nal process. But none of us re-
alized how much it was going
to motivate the students."


