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A B S T R A C T 

Little research has been conducted on how gifted 
novices compare to experts in their judgments of 
creative writing. If novices and experts assign similar 
ratings, it could be argued that gifted novices are able 
to offer their peers feedback of a similar quality to 
that provided by experts. Such a finding would sup-
port the use of collaborative feedback in gifted class-
rooms. We asked gifted high school creative writers 
and three groups of experts (cognitive psychologists, 
creative writers, and teachers) to rate a set of 27 short 
stories and 28 poems for creativity using a scale of 1 
to 6. The interrater agreement among the novices 
was within acceptable standards, and the agreement 
among the experts was very strong. When the ratings 
of novices were compared to the ratings of experts, a 
strong degree of correlation was found, supporting 
the use of peer feedback among gifted novice creative 
writers. 

How do we “grade” a creative work? How can we 
measure the creativity of a student’s poem or short story? 
One suggestion from the field of creativity research is the 
consensual assessment technique (Amabile, 1982, 1996). 
In this technique, expert raters, selected or recruited for 
their experience in a domain, use their own ideas about 
creativity to provide independent ratings of a product. 
These judgments of creativity are given without consult-
ing with either the experimenter or fellow raters. 

Yet, what does it take to be an “expert” rater? Can 
nonexpert raters reach consensus and provide appropriate 
judgments of creativity? How do expert and novice raters 
compare? This issue has been explored for nearly a cen-
t u ry under the name “aesth etic judgment” (Catte l l , 
Glascock, & Washburn, 1918). Many past investigations 
have found that expert-level judges consistently agree and 
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works (e.g., Child, 1962), even across different cultures 
(Child & Iwao, 1968; Haritos-Fatouros & Child, 1977; 
Iwao, Child, & Garcia, 1969; Rostan, Pariser, & Gruber, 
2002). Some initial work has been conducted on com-
paring novice and expert judgments in domains such as 

P U T T I N G T H E R E S E A R C H 
T O U S E 

Creative writing students need feedback to improve 
their writing, but not all feedback is equally helpful. 
Evaluation always has the potential to inf luence cre-
ativity negatively because it tends to increase extrin-
sic mot i vation and decrease intrinsic mot i va t i o n 
(Amabile, 1996; Baer, 1997b). As such, teachers and 
others who wish to help their students write more 
creatively must be especially careful about the kinds 
of evaluations they provide their students (Amabile, 
1989; Baer, 1997a). 

It perhaps goes without saying that feedback 
from experts will generally be more valuable than 
feedback from nonexperts. But, who qualif ies as an 
expert? Teachers sometimes have students read and 
respond to other students’ writing. Unfortunately, 
this runs the risk of exposing student writers to the 
risks of evaluation without any assurance that the 
feedback they are getting is likely to be helpful. 

This study provides evidence that, when it 
comes to overall evaluations of the creativity of stu-
dent writing, gifted student writers are a decent sub-
stitute for the kinds of experts we would like to have 
evaluating student work. This doesn’t guarantee that 
every gifted student writer will be a good judge, of 
course, any more than we should expect every judg-
ment by a recognized expert (e.g., a writer, writing 
teacher, or literary critic) to be helpful. But, it does 
increase our confidence that peer feedback will be 
useful and productive in a class of gifted student 
writers. 

have high interjudge reliabilities when judging artistic 
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artwork (Haritos-Fatouros & Child; Runco, McCarthy, 
& Svenson, 19 94), dramatic perfo rmance (Myfo rd , 
1989), and music (Hickey, 2001). 

This question has not been adequately addressed for 
the issue of novice versus expert judgments of creative 
writing, however. Amabile (1982, 1996) has examined 
the reliabilities of different judges, including teachers, 
poets, and graduate students in creative writing, for haiku 
poems and stories. She has found high levels of reliability 
for all groups (ranging from .77 to .91), and her consen-
sual assessment technique has been widely used in cre-
ativity research with generally high levels of interrater 
reliability (e.g., Baer, 1993, 1994, 1997b, 1998; Baer, 
Kaufman, & Gentile, 2004; Hennessey & Amabile, 1999; 
Runco, 1989). However, no research has been conducted 
comparing the ratings of experts in the domain of cre-
ative writing with those of novice creative writers. In 
addition, little work has focused on gifted novices and 
experts. 

The lack of work on the appropriateness of novice 
judges rating a piece of creative writing is surprising given 
the focus in schools on collaborative learning and peer 
conferencing. Students are often encouraged to learn not 
only from the teacher, but also from each other (Alber, 
1999; Burke, 1994; Clark, 1983; Elbow, 1973; Elbow & 
Belanoff, 1999; Gorman, 1998; Graham & Harris, 1988; 
Jeske, 1989; Karegianes, Pascarella, & Pflaum, 1980; 
M a c A rth u r, Graham, Sch wa rtz, & Sch a fe r, 19 9 5 ; 
Mayfair, 1999; Mueller & Fleming, 2001; Salend, 1990). 
Such evaluation of writing by peers is said to provide both 
“ample feedback on their drafts, which enables them to 
do a thoughtful, informed revision [and] valuable editing 
practice, which enables them to edit their own work bet-
ter in the future” (Jeske, 2002). The advent of computers 
and the Internet has allowed students to interact with a 
much larger peer group than ever before (McFadzean & 
McKenzie, 2001). 

Gifted students are particularly good candidates for 
judging the merits of a piece of creative writing (Clark, 
1983). They tend to excel at metacognition, the ability to 
monitor one’s own learning, perform self-evaluation, and 
then make plans accordingly (see Everson & Tobias, 
1998; Flavell, 1979). In particular, gifted students are bet-
ter able to tra n s fer st ra tegies into diffe rent contex t s 
(Robinson & Clinkenbeard, 1998). A gifted student who 
learned about the components of quality creative writing 
might be more likely to transfer these ideas into evaluat-
ing a peer’s creative writing. 

When students are asked to evaluate the quality of 
their peers’ writing in collaborative learning situations, 

however, some critics claim that this kind of learning 
activity is not that helpful because students’ judgments 
are those of novice writers (Jeske, 1989). Even if these 
students are gifted and more likely to make more mature 
and insightful comments, these comments may still not 
be comparable to the quality of feedback an expert adult 
(such as a teacher) would offer a student writer. 

Yet, little research has been conducted on how gifted 
novices compare to experts in their judgments of creative 
writing. If novices and experts assign highly correlated 
ratings to pieces of creative writing, then it could be 
argued that gifted novices are able to offer their peers 
feedback of a similar quality to that which experts could 
provide. Such a finding would support the use of collab-
orative feedback in gifted classrooms. 

To investigate this question, we asked a team of high 
s chool cre a t i ve wri te rs attending the New Jers ey 
Governor’s School of the Arts to rate a set of 27 short sto-
ries and 28 poems for creativity using a scale of 1 to 6. We 
also asked three groups of experts to rate the same cre-
ative pieces on the same scale so that the consistency in 
ratings between the novices and experts could be investi-
gated. 

M e t h o d 

Selection of Materials 

The 27 short stories and 28 poems were drawn from 
the 1998 National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP) Classroom Writing Study. In that study, eighth 
graders from 32 states were asked to assemble folders 
c o n taining two samples of their best wri t i n g . 
Approximately 125 classrooms, representing a wide vari-
ety of demographics, participated in this study. For the 
present study, a subsample of 27 short stories and 28 
poems was selected for analysis. The papers selected rep-
resented a range of community types (rural, suburban, 
urban) and major geographic regions of the country 
(Northeast, Southeast, Central, and West). No more than 
one paper per student was included in the samples. 
Although an attempt was made to select papers from 
multiple regions and communities, selection was not 
based on content or quality of the papers. 

Procedure 

Eight gifted creative writers were recruited from 
among the high school juniors selected to attend the New 
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Jersey Governor’s School of the Arts. From the many stu-
dents who apply to the creative writing program of the 
Governor’s School of the Arts, only 10% are accepted. 
This rigorous process involves an evaluation of student 
writing samples and a subsequent interview. Thus, the 
participants in this study represent some of the most 
gifted “novice” creative writers in the state. 

In addition, 13 ex p e rt judges part i c i p a ted in th i s 
st u d y, re p resenting th ree diffe rent types of ex p e rt i s e . 
The fi rst type of ex p e rtise invo l ved an in-depth fa m i l i a r-
ity with eighth - grade cre a t i ve writing. Middle sch o o l 
te a ch e rs who emphasized the te a ching of cre a t i ve wri t-
ing in their practice comp rised this f i rst group of 
ex p e rts. The second group of ex p e rts consisted of pub-
lished cre a t i ve wri te rs, all of whom also had ex te n s i ve 
ex p e rience wo rking with middle school students, eith e r 
th rough giving wo rkshops in the schools or th ro u g h 
editing collections of cre a t i ve writing by middle sch o o l 
students. The th i rd type of ex p e rtise invo l ved a fa m i l i a r-
ity with re s e a rch on cre a t i v i t y. Psych o l o g i sts who st u d y 
c reativity made up the th i rd group of ex p e rts. There wa s 
ro u g h ly equal re p re s e n tation in each of these types of 
ex p e rtise (four te a ch e rs, four wri te rs, and fi ve psych o l o-
g i sts). We re c ru i ted ra te rs based on th ree fa c to rs: an 
a p p ro p ri a te level of ex p e rtise (e.g., the psych o l o g i sts had 
all published papers in the area of creativity); a willing-
ness to underta ke the ex te n s i ve rating pro c e d u re; and a 
p roximity to Pri n c eton, NJ, for any possible future 
wo rk. 

Novices and experts rated the poems and short sto-
ries independently. They were asked to read the poems 
and short stories and assign them a score from 1 to 6, with 
1 being the lowest level of creativity and 6 representing 
the highest level of creativity. Raters were asked to assign 
creativity ratings based on their own personal definition 
of cre a t i v i t y; no additional guidance, descri pto rs, or 
material on creativity was provided. 

To help them with the task, judges were encouraged 
first to divide the papers in each group into three piles 
(low, medium, and high creativity) and then to subdivide 
each pile to create six levels of creativity. In their final rat-
ings, they were free to move papers into whichever of the 
six levels they deemed most appropriate, regardless of 
their initial rankings, and they were asked to report only 
their final ratings. 

Each rater read every piece of writing. Ratings were 
c o n d u c ted and collected entire ly th rough the mail. 
Raters did not meet or talk about their ratings with one 
another or with the experimenters until after all the rat-
ings had been submitted. 

Data Analysis 

For this analysis, we were interested in two ques-
tions. The first question was “How much did raters in 
each group (novice and expert) agree with each other?” 
For this question, we conducted coefficient alpha inter-
ra ter reliability analysis, a recommended te ch n i qu e 
(Fleiss, 1981; Landis & Koch, 1977). The second ques-
tion was “What is the relationship of the novice raters to 
the expert raters?” For this question, we computed 
Pearson correlation coefficients. 

R e s u l t s 

In order to address the question of whether gifted 
novice ratings are similar to expert ratings, we first inves-
tigated interrater reliabilities among the novice group and 
among the expert group. Then, we compared the novice 
ratings with the combined expert ratings and also with 
the ratings of different subgroups of experts. 

For the novices, the coefficient alpha interrater reli-
abilities were .82 for the poems and .74 for the short sto-
ries. For the experts, the coefficient alpha interrater 
reliabilities were .88 for the poems and .88 for the short 
stories. Interrater correlation coefficients in the area of 
.75 are considered to be “excellent” (Fleiss, 19 81 ) . 
Indeed, Landis and Koch (1977) posited that any inter-
rater correlation above .80 is “almost perfect.” Thus, the 
i n te rra ter agreement among the novices was with i n 
a c c e ptable sta n d a rds, and the agreement among th e 
experts was very strong. 

When the ratings of novices were compared to the 
ratings of experts, a strong degree of correlation was 
found. Full correlations are pre s e n ted in Table 1. 
Novices’ ratings correlated with expert ratings at r = .78 
for poetry and r = .77 for short stories. As can be seen in 
Table 1, the correlations for the three different types of 
experts across poetry and short stories ranged from .62 to 
.80. Novice ratings of poetry and short stories both cor-
related highest with the expert group of writers. All cor-
relations were significant at p < .0001. 

D i s c u s s i o n 

Gifted novices produced ratings with nearly as high a 
reliability as did experts. In addition, the gifted novices’ 
ratings corre l a ted signif i c a n t ly with all th ree ex p e rt 
groups. This f inding indicates that gifted novices may 
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T a b l e 1 

Correlations Between Novice and Different 
Expert Raters by Type of Writing 

Poetry Short Stories 

Novices Novices 

Psychologists 
Writers 
Teachers 
All Experts 

.62* 

.80* 

.68* 

.78* 

.65* 

.74* 

.62* 

.77* 

Note. * p < .0001 

well produce equally effective responses to creative work 
as experts. This research has implications in two contexts: 
One is more relevant to creativity and giftedness research 
and the other is more “hands on” for the classroom. 

The distinction between novice and experts in the 
creativity and giftedness field is one that has been much 
discussed. On the one hand, some theorists claim that 
possessing too much knowledge about a domain can pre-
vent truly novel and original thoughts. Frensch and 
Sternberg (1989), for example, found that expert bridge 
players found it more difficult to adjust to changes in the 
rules of the game than novices (both surface changes and 
conceptual changes, but more notably the latter). Minsky 
(1997) argued that a great deal of our knowledge is geared 
toward avoiding negative experiences—and yet it is these 
very negative experiences that may result in creative pro-
duction. More specific to this study, Runco, McCarthy, 
and Svenson (1994) suggested that professionals in an 
artistic field may be less capable of assessing student work 
than peers or teachers. 

In contrast, other theorists attribute a large portion 
of creative success to knowledge and expertise. Perhaps 
most extremely, Ericsson and Charness (1994) argued 
that experience and extended practice account for much 
of what distinguishes elite performers. Certainly, there is 
a great deal of evidence in support of a “10-year” rule— 
that a creative person’s first significant contribution tends 
to occur approximately 10 years after first entering a field 
(Hayes, 1981, 1989). 

Gifted novices represent an interesting phenome-
non. They have more experience and are farther along 
into their “10 years.” Yet, they may also be early enough 
in a career that they may avoid some of the pitfalls that 
ensnare experts. This study suggests that gifted novices 
may be close enough to experts that their ability to judge 

creative work may have merit in its own right. It is 
important to distinguish, however, the ability to give 
consistent, appropriate ratings of creative work from the 
ability to give useful feedback. It may well be the case that 
gifted novices can recognize the quality of creative work, 
but are less equipped to articulate why and how individ-
ual variations occur. 

Another way of interpreting these f indings is to 
examine them in the context of collaborative learning. In 
an extensive survey of writing education, the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress asked a nationally 
representative sample of more than 20,000 eighth graders 
and more than 14,000 teachers to comment on the use of 
peer rev i ew and discussion in writing inst ru c t i o n 
( G re e nwald, Pe rs k y, Campbell, & Mazzeo, 19 9 9 ) . 
Thirty-three percent of the teachers reported that they 
always had students discuss their writing with peers, and 
64% said that they sometimes did. When students were 
asked a similar question (“How often does your teacher 
ask you to work in pairs or small groups to discuss your 
writing?”), 11% said “almost every day,” 28% said “1–2 
times per week,” 33% said “1–2 times per month,” and 
28% said “never or hardly ever.” Thus, peer review is a 
common practice in about one third and a frequent prac-
tice in at least another third of the eighth-grade English 
classrooms. 

While peer review of student work is often recom-
mended as a way to improve student writing, some have 
questioned the quality of the feedback that the novice 
writers could be expected to provide one another. This 
study provides support for the use of peer feedback in 
classes of gifted writers because it demonstrates that, at 
least in the area of summary judgments of the creativity of 
a poem or story, gifted creative writers and experts in the 
field of creative writing tend to give very similar evalua-
tions. Similarly, it suggests that gifted novice creative 
writers may be able to provide useful feedback—similar 
to that which experts might provide—to younger or less 
gifted creative writers. 

It is interesting that, among the three subgroups of 
experts (cognitive psychologists, teachers, and creative 
writers), the correlations of gifted high school novice cre-
ative writers were highest with adult expert creative writ-
ers in both the poetry and short story samples. This is not 
surprising because this is the group into which the 
novices hope to enter themselves as they and their writ-
ing mature. 

While our results provide support for the use of 
peer confe rencing and other kinds of peer fe e d b a ck in 
classes of gifted cre a t i ve wri te rs and for the use of gifte d 
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ex p e rts to eva l u a te the wo rk of less gifted wri te rs and 
p rovide them fe e d b a ck, it must be emphasized that th e 
n ovices in this study we re all g i fte d n ovices, and any 
ex t rapolation of these results to more typical nov i c e 
w ri te rs must be made cautiously. We wish specif i c a l ly 
to note that this study should not be used as a carte 
b l a n che endorsement of all uses of peer fe e d b a ck in 
w riting classes. Peer confe rencing is used (and widely 
recommended) among virt u a l ly all levels of st u d e n t 
w ri te rs, even in special education classrooms where 
w ri te rs may exhibit minimal writing talent or inte re st 
in writing (Alber, 1999; Graham & Harris, 19 8 8 ; 
Ka regianes et al., 1980; MacArthur et al., 1995; Salend, 
19 9 0 ) . While it may be true that the use of peer eva l u-
ations of student writing are useful in such classro o m s , 
this study included only gifted novices and cannot 
d ete rmine whether less gifted novices could prov i d e 
s i m i l a rly valuable fe e d b a ck. 

It should also be borne in mind that this study com-
pared ratings of the creativity of short stories and poems of 
expert judges and gifted novices, not judgments of other 
aspects of those stories and poems (such as grammatical 
correctness). While we think it likely that gifted novice 
writers would also be able to provide accurate and useful 
feedback in such areas (because it is unlikely they would 
have been identified as gifted writers without at least a 
modest level of knowledge of grammar, punctuation 
rules, etc.), that is not what this study asked them to 
assess. When peer conferencing is used in regular (i.e., 
noncreative writing) classrooms, a major focus of the 
feedback peers would be asked to provide could be in 
areas such as grammar, punctuation, and capitalization. 
We strongly caution that using this study—which did not 
examine any of those areas and used only gifted novice 
writers—to support the use of peer conferencing in reg-
ular, nongifted, noncreative writing classes would be an 
extreme extrapolation of our data. There is a need for fur-
ther research in this area to investigate how the evalua-
tions (of both creativity and of other aspects of writing) of 
nongifted novice writers compare to the evaluations of 
experts. 

In summary, by showing that gifted novices ra te 
the creativity of short sto ries and poems in a manner 
similar to that of ex p e rts, this study offe rs support fo r 
the quality of gifted novices’ aesth etic judgment. In 
addition, this study supports the use of peer fe e d b a ck as 
used in many collabora t i ve learning situations—at least 
among gifted students who are on their way to becom-
ing “ex p e rt s .” 
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