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Abstract

The present study maps the decision-making behaviors of experienced raters in a well-
established Communal Writing Assessment (CWA) context, tracing their behaviors all the way
from the independent rating sessions, where the initial images and judgments are formed, to the
communal rating sessions, where the final scores are assigned on the basis of collaboration
between two raters. Results from think-aloud protocols, recorded discussions, retrospective
reports and reported scores from 20 raters rating 15 ESL essays show that when moving from the
independent ratings to the communal ratings, there is little, if any, increase in rater agreement
levels and the raters’ attention to the textual features corresponding to the official criteria become
more evenly distributed. However, rather than consulting the scale descriptors directly in
resolving insecurities about score assignment, the raters seemed to rely heavily on each others’
expertise, thereby reducing the importance of the scale and emphasizing the value of the

community of raters.

In validating their scores in the communal rating discussions the raters appeared to be critically
and equally engaged in the discussions, and through deliberating and refining their assessments
the raters believed that CWA practices produce more accurate scores than in independent ratings
and lead to professional development. These interpretations support a hermeneutic rather than a

psychometric approach to establishing the validity of the present CWA practices.
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From Independent Ratings to Communal Ratings

Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Purpose of the Study

The purpose of the present thesis study was to describe and analyze the decision-making
behaviors of raters assessing EFL (English as a Foreign Language) essays in a CWA (Communal
Writing Assessment) practice, more specifically to trace the progression of their behaviors from
when they form a preliminary score in independent rating sessions to when they collaborate with
another rater to reach a final score in communal rating sessions. The study was stimulated by
recent introspective studies into raters’ decision-making behaviors in traditional performance-
based writing assessment and by recent studies into CWA practices, thus continuing the

increasing focus in research and in assessment practices on raters’ rating process.

1.2 Rationale for the Study

The development in writing assessment towards focusing on the rating process (how raters reach
their scores) rather than just the rating product (the final scores) reflects a growing interest in -
other aspects besides reliability in validating performance-based writing assessment. Since low
inter-rater reliability rates were repbrted in performance-based writing assessment in the 1960s .
(especially Diederich, French & Carlton, 1961), major standardization procedures have been
introduced to reduce rater variance in scoring. Recently, however, although inter-reliability
remains a central concern, researchers and practitioners alike have begun to look into how raters

reach their scores in the validation of performance-based writing.

The past couple of decades have witnessed a steady increase in studies that investigate the rating
process (Connor-Linton, 1995a; Cumming, 1990; Cumming, Kantor & Powers, 2001, 2002;
DeRemer, 1998; Erdosy, 2004; Huot, 1993; Lumley, 2002, 2005; Milanovic, Saville & Shuhong,

1
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1996; Pula & Huot, 1993; Sakyi, 2000, 2003, Vaughan, 1991; Wolfe et al., 1998). These studies
have refuted “the assumption that trained raters will respond to an essay in the same way if they
are given a set of characteristics to guide them” (Vaughan, 1991:111), and they have shown that
the rating task is a highly complex one in which raters rely on their own individual styles, invoke
different assessment criteria, and at times feel frustrated having to align the simple scoring
rubrics to the complex student scripts and their own responses to them (Broad, 1994, 2000,

Lumley, 2002, 2005).

The increasing attention to the rating process is not restricted to research methods, but can also
be seen in some assessment practices. In communal assessment practices such as CWA where
“two or more raters work(ing) together to reach a joint decision on the basis of a writing
performance” (Broad, 1997:134) the focus on the rating process is accentuated. Raters arc here
given an opportunity to uncover part of their rating process in that they can bring forward their
different assessment strategies and have them validated before a final score is assigned. The
validity potentials of CWA have been emphasized by an increasing number of scholars in
educational measurement (e.g. Broad, 1997; Broad & Boyd, 2005; Moss, 1994, 1996; Moss &
Schutz, 2001; Moss, Schutz & Collins, 1998) as well as in composition (e.g. Broad, 2003; Huot,
1996). The arguments for increased validity potentials in CWA are grounded in the paradigm of
a social construction of reality (Berger & Luckmann, 1966), in which differences are not
necessarily seen as a “measurement error” but are accepted as the norm and as a strength that can
potentially bring about a synergy for sounder assessments and professional development (Moss,

1994, 1996). '

Despite Broad’s claim on CWA that “the limited application of such methods to writing
assessment has been conducted by researchers, not practitioners” (Broad, 2003:14), communal
rating procedures, have, in fact, been practiced for many years in Denmark at all educational
levels. With the sound theoretical foundation for CWA and its application in at least some
countries, it is surprising that so few empirically based studies have been conducted on such
writing assessment practices. Some empirical studies have been carried out (Allen, 1995; Broad,

2000, 2003; Condon & Hamp-Lyons, 1994; Durst, Roemer & Schultz, 1994; Johnson, Penny,
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Shumate, & Fisher, 2005; Mohan & Low, 1995; Moss et al., 1998; Nixon & McClay, 2007}, but
they are sparse and eclectic, and so the research body on CWA needs to be expanded by further
exploring what actually takes place during CWA sessions.

1.3 The Present Study

The present study is an empirical investigation of the decision-making behaviors of experienced
raters in a well-established CWA practice. The thesis research systematically traces the
progression of raters’ decision making from the independent rating sessions, where they rate
student scripts individually, to the communal rating sessions, where two raters are paired to reach
a joint decision on a score. The study draws on data obtained from think-aloud protocols from
independent rating sessions and recordings from verbal exchanges in communal rating sessions,
as well as from raters’ retrospective perceptions. The background for the study is the Danish
HHX (Hgjere Handelsskole Eksamen) exam, a high stakes business-focused high-school exit
exam, and the participants (the raters) in this study are all members of the HHX censorkorps
(national rater corps) for the HHX written EFL component. The scripts are essays written either

by students who have sat for the HHX exam or by students who have practiced for this exam.

The study relates to and expands the existing research into raters’ decision-making behaviors in
writing assessment. It supplements studies into the rating process in independent ratings and
along with a limited set of researchers (e.g. Allen, 1995, Broad, 2000, 2003; Mohan & Low,
1995; Nixon & McClay, 2007) challenges the dearth of empirical research into CWA. What
makes this study unique is that it systematically traces raters’ decision-making all the way from
independent rating sessions to communal rating sessions and documents the difference in rating
behaviors between the two sessions. Further, it records the behaviors of raters highly experienced

in rating in a well-established CWA practice.

In shedding light on the complexities of decision-making behaviors in a well-established CWA

system, this study intends to contribute to the validation research of CWA.
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1.4 Organization of the Thesis

The thesis is organized around the empirical study of raters’ decision-making behaviors of a
well-established CWA practice and the research which has stimulated this study. Chapter 2:
Literature Review is divided into three parts: Independent Ratings, Communal Ratings, and
From Independent Ratings to Communal Ratings. Part 1, Independent Ratings, reviews the
literature on raters’ decision-making behaviors in traditional, independent ratings of
_performance-based writing samples, focusing on studies which have employed think-aloud
protocols to map the decision-making process. The results of these reviewed studies are analyzed
in terms of their validity implications of traditional, independent ratings of written scripts. Part 2,
Communal Ratings, continues the focus on raters and reviews the sparse literature on rater
dynamics in CWA. The studies are reviewed in terms of the validity potentials of CWA. Part 3,
From Independent Ratings to Communal Ratings, describes briefly how the implications from
the reviewed literature in Independent Ratings and Communal Ratings have generated an interest
in mapping raters’ decision-making behaviors in a well-established CWA practice focusing on
the development of these behaviors from when the raters form their preliminary judgments of
student scripts in independent rating sessions to when they reach a final score on these scripts
with a co-rater in communal rating sessions. Chapter 3: Methods describes the venue of the
empirical study, a well-established CWA practice in Denmark, and how raters’ decision-making
behaviors were chronicled with the use of verbal reports: think-aloud protocols in independent
rating sessions, recording the rater discussions in communal rating sessions, and raters’
retrospective reports on their CWA experiences. The results are presented in three chapters.
Chapter 4, which maps the raters’ decision-making behaviors in their independent rating
sessions; Chapter 5, which maps the raters’ behaviors in their communal rating sessions; and
finally Chapter 6, which compares the results from chapters 5 and 6 to trace the progression of
the raters’ decision-making behaviors from the independent rating sessions to the communal
rating sessions. Chapter 7: Discussion and Conclusion sums up the findings and discusses them

in terms of validity implications of CWA and the concept of rater expertise.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review: Raters’ Decision-Making Behaviors in

Writing Assessment

2.1 Purpose and Scope of the Literature Review

The purpose of this chapter is to review the literature that stimulated the present thesis study into
raters’ decision-making behaviors in Communal Writing Assessment (CWA). It begins with a
brief account of the increasing attention to the rating process in performance-based writing
assessment. The rest of the chapter is divided into three parts (Independent Ratings, Communal
Ratings, and From Independent Ratings to Communal Ratings), each part emphasizing the
increased focus on raters’ rating process in writing assessment as it is manifested in research as
well as in actual assessment practices. The first part, Independent Ratings, reviews the expanding
and insightful literature into raters’ decision-making in traditional performance-based writing
assessment practices, in which raters rate student scripts independently. The results of these
mainly introspective studies present the rating task as a complex and multi-faceted one, in which
raters face the difficult task of reconciling their complex readings of student scripts with simple
and abstract scoring rubrics. The results further show that although prototypical rating behaviors
can be identified, raters exhibit great variability in how they approach the rating task. The results
of the reviewed literature are analyzed in terms of validity implications of traditional,
standardized writing assessment practices. The second part, Communal Ratings, reviews the
sparse and less structured literature on CWA, a communal assessment practice in which raters
first rate student scripts independently and subsequently meet with (an)other rater(s) in a
communal rating session to collaborate on a final score assignment. It presents the growing
theoretical interest in CWA, and communal assessment practices in general, as lying within a
hermeneutic paradigm rather than a psychometric paradigm. It discusses the theoretically based
validity claims on CWA and reviews the sparse and exploratory empirical research into such
assessment practices, The third part, From Independent Ratings to Communal Ratings presents

the purpose of the present thesis study, which is to map raters’ decision-making behaviors in
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CWA by tracing their progress all the way from their independent rating sessions to their
communal rating sessions. It thus continues the focus on the rating process by building on
research into raters’ decision-making behaviors in traditional, independent writing assessment

practices and the sparse research into CWA practices.

2.2 Increasing Attention to the Rating Process in Performance-

Based Writing Assessment

Performance-based writing tests such as essays, reports, reviews, etc. are now a recognized and
widely used instrument to test students’ writing abilities (Barkaoui, 2007a)'. Unlike more
indirect tests such as multiple choice tests, this form of assessment requires the students to
integrate multiple skills and knowledge in constructing their responses and allows them some
latitude in responding to their task (Weigle, 2002). The complex student responses that such tests
stimulate inevitably lead to variation not only in the student responses themselves (e.g. Barkaoui,
2007b: Breland, Lee, Najaran & Muraki, 2004; Lee, Breland, & Muraki, 2004, Polio & Glew,
1996), but also in the interpretation and judgment of these responses (e.g. Barkaoui, 2007b;
Broad, 2003; Huot, 2002; Lumley, 2005). In particular, Diederich et al.’s (1961) study reported
an alarmingly high variance in rater agreement (median correlation of .31 between raters) in

performance-based writing assessment.

Since the publication of Diederich et al.’s study (1961) rigorous reliability-boosting
standardization procedures have been implemented that reduce the human “measurement error”
of variation considerably. By now most large-scale writing assessment instruments come with
detailed scoring rubrics with scale descriptors and benchmark samples accompanied by elaborate
rater training and rater monitoring programs that train raters to use rubrics consistently and
uniformly, Research into such procedures concludes that high inter-rater reliability levels can be
obtained if raters read scripts quickly and superficially while sticking closely to the scoring
rubrics (e.g. Myers, 1980; Charney 1984; Stansfield & Ross, 1988; Weigle, 1994), but also that

! Spolsky (1995) recounts in detail how performance-based assessment fell out of popularity for some time,
especially in the US.

Vivian Lindhardsen, Copenhagen Business School



From Independent Ratings to Communal Ratings

idiosyncratic differences cannot be eliminated (Kondo-Brown, 2002, Sweedler-Brown, 1985).
The pressure on raters to rate in a standardized way is often high, as their suitability as
professional raters often depends on a high reliability level. In other words, a proficient rater is a
reliable rater, who can rate fast and without personal commitment (as illustrated by Wolfe, Kao

& Ranney, 1998).

Although focus on inter-rater reliability has not waned, a growing number of researchers and
practitioners have in the past couple of decades begun to question the notion that reliability is the
sole method or criterion in validating scoring procedures in performance-based writing
assessment and have argued that validity must remain the essential concern in validating a test.
Williamson even challenged the traditional notion that reliability is a precondition for validity,
arguing that, “comparatively high reliability is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for
establishing the validity of a measure” (1994:162). Some scholars entirely dismiss the notion of
reliability in the traditional psychometric sense or go so far as to argue that an excessive focus on
reliability and its accompanying privileging of standardization undermine or even corrupt the
validity of a measurement. Pamela Moss, a prominent theorist in educational assessment, has
been particularly critical of the psychometric notion of reliability. In asking the title question
“Can there be validity without reliability? her answer is a convincing “yes”, if by reliability is
meant “consistency, quantitatively defined, among independent observations or sets of

observations that are intended as interchangeable” (Moss, 1994:6).

The last couple of decades have witnessed an expanding attention to other aspects besides
reliability in validating performance-based writing, and it is now acknowledged that variability is
inevitable in writing as well as reading (Barkaoui, 2007b; Broad, 2003; Deville & Chalhoub-
Deville, 2006; Huot, 2002). In scoring, this has manifested itself in valuable research into how
raters reach their judgments during their rating process, and it has inspired assessment practices
such as CWA that allows raters to validate their assessments against other raters during the rating
process. Section 2.3: Independent Ratings below reviews research into the rating process in
traditional performance based writing assessment, and Section 2.4: Communal Ratings reviews

literature on CWA.
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2.3 Independent Ratings

Research into what goes on “behind the curtain” (Connor-Linton, 1995b) of raters’ minds when
they assess written scripts independently has blossomed over the past couple of decades. This
inquiry has resulted in progressively detailed accounts of not only what raters attend to while

rating their scripts, but also how they conduct themselves during the rating process.

2.3.1 Simple Accounts of Raters’ Decision-Making Behaviors
Early accounts of raters’ decision-making behaviors were relatively simple in nature: They
employed indirect methodologies to account for what textual features affected raters’ decision-

making and presented simple models of the rating process.

2.3.1.1 Textual Features

Many studies have examined written scripts for traits (t-units, grammatical errors, vocabulary,
length, spelling, etc.) associated with high or low scores on writing tests. Such studies have
produced varying results. High scores in EMT (English Mother Tongue) tests have been
associated with vocabulary density (Grobe, 1981), with length and freedom from errors (Stewart
& Grobe, 1979), and with quality of content (Freedman, 1979). In ESL (English as Second
Language) language-related features, especially the absence of error, have been shown to
contribute significantly to the scores of ESL scripts (e.g. Homburg, 1984; Song & Caruso, 1996;
Sweedler-Brown, 1993).

2.1.1.2 Rating Process
One of the first researchers to suggest a model of the rating process was Homburg (1984). He
proposed the often cited “funnel model” in which it is suggested that raters grossly categorize

student scripts on the basis of one textual feature and then categorize further on the basis of yet
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other features. Although his model offers some information on what features seem to be
significant in the judgment of student scripts, it has been criticized for being much too simple in
that it suggests a linear process of decision-making, based entirely on countable textual features

of the scripts.

Another widely cited model of raters’ decision-making that surfaced around the same time as
Homburg’s funnel model was Freedman and Calfee’s (1983) model of raters’ rating process. It
distinguished itself from Homburg’s (1984) model by being grounded in cognitive models of
information processing. Freedman and Calfee suggested that raters go through three main stages
during the course of their rating. First, raters read and comprehend the written script to create an
image of it, then they evaluate this constructed image, and finally they articulate a judgment
based on a comparison of the text image and the scoring rubric. Although they assumed that
raters will have to have created an image of the student script before evaluating that image,
Freedman and Calfee acknowledged that this process is often recursive rather than strictly linear
in that the raters may not finalize their interpretations of the entire script before judging it.
Besides suggesting recursion, their model allows for variation. Variation is inevitable as raters
may draw on different knowledge sources, beliefs, and value systems when interpreting the
scripts as well as when evaluating and judging them. Later studies have confirmed this
variability by documenting that raters consult different sources to form their assessments of
student scripts. Thus, Pula and Huot {1993) found that raters’ prior knowledge—especially
personal background, previous professional training and work experience—impacts on raters’
rating behavior. Erdosy (2004) confirmed this variability, stressing raters’ differences in personal
backgrounds and professional experiences. Differences in culture and disciplinary background
have also been found to influence rater behavior (e.g. Connor-Linton, 1995a; Mendelsohn &

Cumming, 1987; Shi, 2001).

Freedman and Calfee’s (1983) information processing model of rating behavior has contributed
to the understanding of raters’ overall decision-making, especially the notion that raters do not
evaluate the student scripts, but rather their constructed image of them. But their model has been

criticized for being far too simple. It does not allow for the complex, multifaceted, and
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interactive nature of decision-making identified in later studies (e.g. Cumming, 1990; Cumming
et al. 2001, 2002; DeRemer, 1998; Lumley, 2002, 2005; Milanovic et al. 1996; Sakyi, 2000,
2003; Wolfe et al., 1998). Moreover, the model takes into consideration only variation in the
textual features that may impact on raters’ interpretations, not possible variation in the raters’
cognitive processing actions (Cumming, 1990; Cumming et al. 2001, 2002; Lumley, 2002, 2005;
Sakyi, 2000, 2003; Vaughan, 1991; Wolfe et al. 1998).

2.3.2 Complex Models of Raters’ Decision-Making Behaviors

Recent studies into raters’ decision-making behaviors have presented detailed accounts of what
raters do during the course of rating students’ scripts. Employing a more direct and process-
oriented methodology, such as think-aloud procedures (TA), these studies have tended to focus
on raters’ comments, making it possible to focus on the raters’ own images that they have
constructed of the student scripts, not the scripts themselves. These studies have contributed to
information about what textual and contextual features raters attend to during their rating
process, and they have shed light on how raters direct and monitor their rating behavior during
the course of rating. The picture that has emerged of raters’ decision-making from this inquiry is

that raters engage in complex, multi-faceted rating behaviors.

2.3.2.1 Interpretation Strategies and Judgment Strategies

Grounded in Freedman and Calfee’s (1983) premise that raters construct an image of student
scripts and subsequently evaluate and judge that image, Cumming (1990), and later Cumming et
al. (2001, 2002}, identified a multifaceted set of decision-making behaviors involved in rating
writing for ESL/EFL tests. The set comprised 27° behaviors (reduced from 35 in Cumming et al.,
2001, 2002), divided into interpretation strategies and judgment strategies. Interpretation
strategies are strategies raters use to create an image of the student scripts; judgment strategies
are used to evaluate and judge that image. Cutting across the interpretation strategies and the

judgment strategies, Cumming (1990, 2001, 2002} identified textual and non-textual focus areas.

2 In Cumming‘s (1990) earlier study, which was based on a smaller body of data, 28 decision-making behaviors

were identified.
10
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The former showed how raters focus on the scripts (or, rather, their image of the scripts) and the
latter how they manage or control their own decision-making. The broad categories of their

decision-making matrix are reproduced in Figure 2.1.

Self-Monitoring Rhetorical and Language Focus
Focus Ideational Focus

Interpretation Strategies

Judgment Strategies

Figure 2.1: Cumming et al.’s Framework of Raters’ Decision-Making Behaviors

The matrix identifies what the raters focus on to construct an image of student scripts
(interpretation strategies) and what they focus on while evaluating or judging the scripts

(judgment strategies).

During the process of developing an image of the scripts, the raters in Cumming’s studies were
shown to focus on the scripts by discerning the rhetorical structure, summarizing ideas,
classifying errors, and interpreting or editing ambiguous phrases; and to focus on their self-
monitoring behavior by engaging in such behaviors as reading the scripts and envisioning the
personal situation of the writer. When judging their image of the scripts, the raters would focus
on the scripts by assessing logic or topic development, task completion or relevance, coherence,
originality or creativity, organization, style, use and understanding of source material, ideas and
rhetoric, total written production, comprehensibility and fluency, frequency and gravity of errors,

lexis, syntax or morphology, spelling or punctuation, and language overall.

Sakyi (2003), too, made a distinction between interpretation strategies and judgment strategies,
although not as explicitly as Cumming (1990) and Cumming, et al. (2001, 2002) in that he
distinguished between raters’ understanding the text and identifying or correcting errors on the

one hand and evaluating content as well as structure and format on the other.

11
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Although the decision-making behaviors in Cumming et al.’s (2001, 2002) model are logically
distinguishable, the authors acknowledge that they are interrelated and frequently occur in
conjunction with one another. As a consequence of this interrelatedness, the rhetorical focus area
and the ideational focus area of Cumming (1990) were consolidated in Cumming et al. (2001,
2002). Although the language and content focus areas are also to some extent interrelated,
Cumming (1990) found that raters attempted to distinguish between language proficiency on the

one hand and content and ideas on the other.

While Cumming’s (1990) and Cumming’s (2001, 2002) studies confirm Freedman and Calfee’s
(1983) model that raters construct a textual image (by using interpretation strategies) and
evaluate and judge that image (by using judgment strategies), the data in Cumming (1990) and
Cumming (2001, 2002) revealed a more complex, interactive, and multifaceted rating process

than that suggested by Freedman and Calfee (1983).

Other researchers have also used direct research methodologies to consult raters’ about their
comments directly. They have drawn on Freedman’s and Calfee’s (1983) model to deepen our
understanding of raters’ complex rating behaviors. Although they have not maintained as strict a
distinction between interpretation strategies and judgment strategies as Cumming (1990) and
Cumming et al. (2001, 2002) and have not classified or termed rater focus in exactly the same
way, similar studies into the rating process have confirmed raters’ focus on various textual
features and self-monitoring aspects, and they have contributed to understanding how raters
sequence their behaviors and how they use a scoring rubric in assigning their scores (e.g.
DeRemer, 1998; Huot, 1993; Lumley, 2002, 2005; Milanovic et al. 1996; Sakyi, 2000, 2003;
Vaughan, 1991; Wolfe, 1997; Wolfe et al., 1998).

2.3.2.2 Textual Focus
Many of the above mentioned studies have detected patterns of how raters balance their attention
to the textual features of the scripts. The weight that raters attribute to different text features in

their assessment decisions has been of particular interest.

12
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Although it is not possible to unequivocally measure the weight that raters attach to the different
textual features they encounter in the student scripts, a number of researchers have attempted to
identify certain tendencics. This has often been done by counting raters’ comments on the
assumption that the frequency of mention corresponds to the weight attached to different textual
features. Counting the frequency of raters’ comments may give some indication of the
importance raters attach to different textual features, but that is an uncertain assumption. As
Lumley pointed out “the value of relative importance or influence of comments made under
different categories cannot be evaluated. Thus a single comment under task fulfillment or
coherence may well carry more weight in the rater’s judgment than several comments on
individual spelling or tense errors” (2005:193). Counting comments by raters, however, has been
the preferred method of getting at the raters’ priorities when it comes to discerning features of
students’ scripts and their contributions toward a final score. Admitting that it is impossible to
establish the exact weight that raters attribute to different textual features, Milanovic et al. (1996)
nevertheless concluded on the basis of their empirical study that “the relatively modest number
of characteristics catalogued by the markers in their written and verbal reports on each paper

suggests that they only remarked upon the elements which distinguished a paper” (1996:100).

Studies that have counted raters’ comments have shown that raters attend to a variety of textual
features related to language, but also to content, style, length and rhetoric. Vaughan (1991)
placed raters® comments in order of frequency and reported the following order of textual
weight: content, handwriting, tense/verb problem, punctuation, introducti(;n, morphology’.
Although not presenting raters’ comments by frequency, Milanovic et al. (1996) recorded raters’
priority of comments on the following features: length, legibility, grammar, structure,
communicative effectiveness, tone, vocabulary, spelling, content, task realization, and
punctuation. Addressing slightly more specific areas of content and organization, Sakyi (2000

and 2003) recorded most raters’ comments on the following features: introduction, thesis

3 That content was placed highest on the list does not necessarily show that the broad category of content carried
more weight than the broad category of language, as language here was split into subcategories (e.g. tense/verb
problem and morphology), each competing against the broader category of content. The list does show, however,
that content was referred to as a broad category, that language was referred to more specifically, or that content as a
broad category received the most comments.
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development, topic relevance, organization, supporting argument, intelligent thinking, grammar,
vocabulary, sentence structure, grammatical errors. These and other studies into raters’ decision-
making (e.g. Cumming, 1990; Cumming et al. 2001, 2002; Lumley, 2005) have shown that raters

make reference to a wide spectrum of textual features.

Although variability has been found in the importance that raters attach to different textual
features, a number of studies have noticed that raters pay particular attention to treating errors.
Cumming et al. (2001, 2002) and Cumming (1990) reported that raters devoted much of their
attention to error treatment. The rating behaviors that stood out in their study were editing
phrases and classifying language errors, All other behaviors accounted for less than 10% of the
total data. Sakyi (2003), too, observed that errors took up much of raters’ attention. In particular,
Sakyi found that if raters did not correct errors, at least they couldn’t help but identify them (in
mechanical, grammatical and syntactic categories). This focus on errors supports earlier research
using indirect methodologies (referred to above in Section 2.3.1.1) to measure raters’ assessment
criteria. Lumley (2005:186), referring to other studies beside his own, reports that command of
grammar seems to attract a lot of raters’ attention. Huot (1993), who studied EMT, rather than
ESL writing assessment, suggests that raters may focus on errors in grammar and mechanics

because they are easy to recognize.

2.3.2.3 Use of Scoring Rubric

In contrast to studies like those of Cumming and colleagues, a few researchers have investigated
how raters use a designated scoring rubric (e.g. DeRemer, 1998; Lumley, 2002; 2005: Sakyi,
2000, 2003; Vaughan, 1991; Wolfe et al. 1998). Research into how raters use the scoring rubric
presented to them is very important because the rubric is an explicit statement of the theoretical
construct of writing ability (or at least a reflection of the test developers’ view of what is of
relevance in assessing writing). Most fests assume that “given a scale that describes the
characteristics of an essay at each level, trained raters will assess the essays in the same way

every time” (Vaughan, 1991:112),
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Lumley (2002, 2005), however, concluded in his study on raters’ uses of a scoring rubric that it
was difficult to identify a full picture of how raters actually use a rubric as his raters tended to
not articulate their use of it in determining their judgments of the scripts. Lumley’s raters tended
to form intuitive impressions and only make explicit references to the scale of the rubric when
justifying or articulating their scores. Therefore, “the relationship between the scale contents and
text quality remains obscure” Lumley (2002:246). He found that “the movement is from their
own impressions towards descriptions of texts in terms of the scale descriptors, rather than from
the scale towards their own ‘styles’ or criteria.” (Lumley: 2005:293). The weak position of the
rubric in the overall process of evaluating writing is echoed in other studies into how rubrics are

used in the rating process.

Sakyi (2003:125) identified a range of behaviors describing how raters deal with a scoring
rubric, ranging from sticking very closely to it, to relying almost entirely on their own individual
criteria of what constitutes good writing, He identified the following broad, rubric-consulting
behaviors:
1. Matching essay characteristics to scale descriptors;
2. Using scale level descriptors to confirm or justify a score, that is, the raters first make an
impression of the scripts and subsequently use the scale descriptors to narrow down or
confirm their impressions (similar to Lumley’s, 2002, 2005, main findings); and

3. Using one’s own set of criteria with little or no reference to the rubric.

DeRemer (1998) identified a similar continuum of uses of a scoring rubric:

1. Rubric-based scoring: raters make an extensive search of the rubric in order to match the
student script with the rubric;

2. Text-based scoring or a complex recognition task: raters conduct an analysis of the
scoring criteria before the score is assigned, but no search in the rubric is made during the
scoring process; the text, not the rubric is the focus during the rating process (similar to
Lumley’s, 2002, 2005, main findings); and

3. General impression scoring: the rubric is not consulted; the score is determined based on

the rater’s general impression.
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This broad range of rubric-consulting behaviors reported across different raters and across
different scripts confirms Vaughan’s (1991) and Weigle’s (1994) findings that despite similar
training raters do not uniformly apply a predetermined rubric. Although many raters made a
conscious attempt to follow the scoring guide, Sakyi (2003) found in his research that they often
fell back on their individual strategies to assign a score. In such cases, such strategies were used
to arrive at a final score as comparing essays, depending on a few aspects of the scripts, re-
reading to confirm a score, deducting points for certain deficiencies, and even assessing features

not even cited in the scoring guide (Vaughan, 1991).

2.3.2.4 The Simplicity of the Scale and the Complexity of the Scoring Task

As Lumley (2002, 2005) has emphasized, the reason that raters often fail to match student scripts
to scoring rubrics is that the rubrics fall short of representing the complex nature of the scripts
and the raters’ perceptions of them. Raters are usually conscientious and often wrestle to fit their
intuitive impressions within a scoring scale, and even at times saériﬁce their impressions of the
script if they are not represented in the scale (Lumley, 2005:313). Lumley found that raters do
not perceive the categories in the rubric to be discrete and that the boundaries that the raters draw
between textual features are often not based on the same as those in the rubric, a finding that

underpins his ¢claim that the rubrics do not actually represent student scripts (Lumley, 2005:218).

Lumley refutes possible arguments that the answer to the problem would be to improve rating
scales to better represent the complexity of written scripts and the assessments of them, arguing
that scales would necessarily have to entail simplification and abstraction (2002:263):”It cannot
represent the individual perspective of each rater, nor describe adequately each text. Therefore
raters have to fit their own perceptions to the given procedure” (Lumley: 2005:240). The
simplicity and inadequacy of rating scales and sample papers to represent the scales were also
noted by Elbow, who stated that “rubrics fail to fit many papers” (1993:192). This tendency was
further illustrated in Broad’s (2000) study, which revealed that finding sample scripts to

exemplify scoring rubrics’ descriptors was a difficult and frustrating job.
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The above-mentioned studies convey a highly complex picture of the rating task: It is rarely a
simple exercise of mat