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I. Introduction

English writing ability has been evaluated directly in the Joint College
Entrance Examination (JCEE hereafter) since 1981. The main reason for this
design was the consideration of the effectiveness of the test itself and of its
backwash in teaching. It has received more and more support that writing ability
can only be successfully evaluated by asking the students to perform the writing
skill. And it is also believed that such a direct test will bring beneficial
backwash effect on language teaching and learning, since it requires actual
practice of the skill, and in order to get better grades both teachers and students
will pay more attention to training writing ability (Heaton, 1990; Hughes, 1989;
Weir, 1990). However, because this kind of task tests requires subjective
evaluation of writing ability, the reliability in the scoring procedure has been
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questioned frequently by high - school teachers, students, and even raters
themselves, although it is widely accepted to be the right direction for the test of
English writing ability in the JCEE(Chen et al., 1992: Chen et al., 1993; Huang
et al., 1994).

Two limits of our current situation give rise to the public doubt of this
subjective evaluation. First, there is little knowledge about skills and criteria
which raters use for the writing assessments in the JCEE. Second, no empirical
evidence has been provided to account for the inter-rater reliability of the English
composition scoring in the JCEE. Researches have been done in other countries,
most of them published in the United States, on the skills involved in evaluating
writing ability of English as second language (Curaming, 1990; Homburg, 1984).!
And there are also studies on the reliability of the subject scoring of English
compositions. Among them, Mullen (1980), in his analysis of composition scoring
in assessing second-language writing ability, reports that some pairs of raters
achieved high reliability, but there were also pairs of raters that did not perform
reliable grading. Diederich et al. (1961) finds that even English teachers showed
diversity of deciding writing quality. And yet, Kaczmarek (1980) says that the
results of her analysis indicated substantial reliability among individual raters.
Despite of all the pros and cons of the subjective scoring proposed by the
researches in other countries, we are curious about what would happen to local
raters of the JCEE English compositions. What are their strategies or behaviors?
What criteria do they use? And most important of all, are they consistent in the
rating process?

The goal of this study is to investigate (1) the strategies used by our raters
of the JCEE English compositions; and (2) the inter-rater reliability of our raters
with regard to the strategies and criteria they used. Two factors will be
considered in our analysis to see if they had effects on the raters’ behaviors.
They are the raters’ majors and their composition teaching experiences.

I1. Methods

I. Subjects

The subjects for this study were 65 college English teachers who participated
in the English composition and translation scoring of the JCEE in 1995. Twenty-
three (35.38%) majored in English language teching, twenty-three (35.38%) in
English literature, and nineteen (29.24%) in linguistics. Fifty-five (84.62%) of
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them had the experience of teaching college writing. The number of the raters
who had taught compositions for more than four years amounted to 21 (32.31%).
The majority of the raters were female (61.54% female and 38.46% male). Fifty-
four of them (83.08%) have participated in the JCEE scoring before, and only 11
(16.92%) of them had no such prior scoring experience.’? The average time for
scoring fifty pieces of paper (including both composition and translation) was
about 2.22 hours at first, but when they got familiar with the job, they needed
only 1.62 hours.?

2. Materials

This study investigated empirically the thinking process involved in the
composition evaluation. Since the rating process is complex and the psychological
activities cannot be observed directly, little has been known about the raters’
thinking behaviors thus far. In order to elicit possible strategies, we first
interviewed seven raters who had participated in the JCEE English composition
scoring. They were selected to cover contrasts between different majors of
English language teaching, English literature, and linguistics, and between
different prior experiences of teaching composition and scoring the JCEE papers.
By doing so, we expected to collect strategies of raters with different
backgrounds. In our final draft of the questionnaire, we identified 36 strategies
in total.

The questionnaire consisted of two sections containing 44 items. The first
section reported the subjects’ personal data including sex, teaching experiences,
major, and prior experience of scoring the JCEE papers. In addition, the subjects
were asked to indicate how they weighed the five scoring categories of content,
organization, grammar, vocabulary and mechanics. A five-point scale (very
important, important, neither important nor unimportant, not very important,
and not important) was provided.

The second section contained 36 strategies used in the composition scoring.
Again, a five-point scale of "all the time,” "most of the time,” "half of the time,"
"seldom,” and "never' was provided for the subjects to indicate the frequency of
adopting each strategy. The strategies covered six topics according to their
purposes. First, Strategy 1 to Strategy 5 (S-1 to S-5) dealt with the topic of the
holistic vs. analytic scoring methods. Then, for the strategies approaching
the five scoring categories, we had S-6, S-7, and S-13 concerning the content
category, S-8 the organization category, S-18 to S-21 and S-24 to S-27 the
grammar category, S-22 and S-23 the vocabulary and the mechanics categories. S-
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16 and S-17 were strategies about choosing the global categories (content and
organization) or the local categories (grammar and vocabulary) as the primary
consideration. Third, S-9 to S-15 and S-31, and S-32 included strategies of
establishing personal grading scale. Then, S-28 to S-29 were strategies of
making judgment by the appearance of the composition. S-33 was an
interpretation strategy. And finally, S-34 to S-36 reported social strategies used
by raters.

3. Procedures

The questionnaires were delivered to the subjects on the second and the third
days of the one-week scoring period. The reason of collecting data at that
time was out of the consideration that the raters should have got some ideas of
the general quality of the compositions, have been familiar with the grading
guidelines, and most important of all, they should have developed their own
strategies.

The raters’ responses were scored by counting 5 for "very important” or "all
the time" to 1 for "not important” or "never" across all items. Measures
ANOVAs were used for the analysis. The scores for each of the subjects were
treated as the dependent variable and the scores of the factors of the raters’
majors and their prior teaching composition experiences as independent variables.
Means were calculated for the weights of the five scoring categories assigned by
the raters, and for the frequencies of the 36 strategies used by the raters.

II1. Results

1. The Rating Strategies and Their Frequencies

The mean frequencies of each strategy were presented in Table 1. From the
data, we wanted to investigate the following questions:!
1. Which of the two scoring methods was more frequently used? The holistic
method or the analytic method?
2. How did the subjects make judgments on the five scoring categories? What
strategies did they tend to apply?
3. What strategies were adopted to establish the raters’ own rating systems?
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4. Were social strategies popular among the raters?

Table 1 Mean Frequencies of the 36 Strategies

Strategies Means Strategies Means  Strategies Means  Strategies  Means

1 2.66 11 3.52 21 2.80 31 2.15
2 3.20 12 3.17 22 3.22 32 2.72
3 1.89 13 3.51 23 2.94 33 2.54
4 1.60 14 3.45 24 2.74 34 2.66
5 2.63 15 4.40 25 2.92 35 1.89
6 2.05 16 3.57 26 2.43 36 2.47
7 3.11 17 2.45 27 3.31
8 3.06 18 2.40 28 3.09
9 2.29 19 2.26 29 1.63

10 3.54 20 3.00 30 1.98

Before we start to discuss the four questions, let us survey the mean
frequencies of all the strategies first. As displayed in Table 1, most of the mean
frequencies fell on the range from 2.05 to 3.57, which represneted an area between
the points of "seldom” and "at half of the time.” Only one strategy was reported
to be used "most of the time" (S-15, mean=4.40). And five were reported to be
nearly "never” used (S-3, mean=1.89; S-4, mean=1.60; S-29, mean=1.63; S-30,
mean=1.98; S-35, mean=1.89).

For the choice between the holistic and the analytic methods, according to the
mean frequencies indicated in Table 1, S-1, an analytic strategy, was used less
frequently than S-2, a holistic strategy. The frequency mean of S-1 was 2.66, and
3.20 for S-2. In other words, when being asked if they gave scores separately for
each category and then added them together as a whole, the raters reported an
average frequency as "seldom” on the scale. And when they were asked if they
gave a single score, based on the overall impression, the frequency mean fell on
the "half of the time" level on the scale. The mean of S-5 provided supporting
evidence of this finding. A strategy of reading compositions more than one time
for decision-making, as stated in S-5, was more likely to be adopted by analytic
raters. And it was found that the mean of S-5 (2.63) was close to that of S-1.

Below we will present the results of the use of the strategies related to
assessing the five scoring categories. For the content and the organization
categories, we proposed one strategy for each of them. As a strategy to evaluate
content, S-7 stated that raters would summarize key points of the composition
content; and we got a mean of 3.11. S-8 suggested an organization evaluation
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strategy of tracing the beginning, the development and the conclusion of the
compositions to have a picture of the whole organization. The frequency mean of
this strategy was 3.06. These results seemed to go counter to our findings of the
weights of the categories as we will see in the later analysis, which indicated
that the raters considered content and organization as "very important’ criteria
for rating. One possible explanation might be the limit of the type of writing
task. In this year, the JCEE English composition task was to require the
students to write two paragraphs on a topic, with a given topic sentence placed at
the beginning of each paragraph. On several occasions, raters said that such a
design had predetermined the content and the organization of the compositions.
Therefore, the students’ compositions showed few varieties in these categories, and
the raters did not have to labor in the assessments of these two categories, even
though they still believed that the categories were very important.

Eight strategies were suggested for the assessment of the grammar category.
The results show that the raters seldom counted the number or the ratio of
grammatical errors (8-18; mean=2.40; S-19, mean=2.2; S-21, mean=2.80), but
they would pay special attention to syntactic complexity at half of the time (S-
20, mean=3.00). Furthermore, they tended not to deduct scores for grammatical
errors of the use of articles, plural forms, and subject-verb agreement if they did
not hinder comprehensibility (not to deduct, S-24, mean=2.74; and to deduct, S-
25, mean=2.92). However, they showed less tolerance of the errors of verb tenses:
not to deduct, S-26, mean=2.43; and to deduct, S-27, mean=3.31. For the
mechanics category, the raters were likely not to punish students for errors of
punctuation and spelling at half of the time (mean=3.22).

Over all, in the rating process, the raters at more than half of the time
tended to give a score on the basis of the content and the organization of the
compositions, then adjusted the scores on the basis of the grammar and the
vocabulary (S-16, mean=3.57). It was seldom that they would give a score at first
on the basis of the grammar and the vocabulary categories and adjusted the score
according to their performances on the content and the organization categories (S-
17, mean=2.45).

For the third issue of the establishment of personal rating system, seven
strategies were proposed. Interestingly, the mean frequencies of six of them were
relatively high. The highest mean was that of S-15 (mean=4.40), which was the
highest mean of all of the 36 strategies. It stated that before the actual scoring,
the raters would first rate representative compositions for each level provided by
the JCEE Committee, to compare their own scales with that proposed by the
committee. The other related strategies were:
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S-9 to compare their scores with the equal scores of the percentage system
(mean=2.29)

S-10 to compare compositions with the representative compositions (mean=3.54)

S-11 to compare compositions with those that have been rated as a regular

check on intra-rater reliability (mean=3.52)

S-12 to set norms of several levels before actual scoring (mean=3.17)

S-13 to think about possible content or points of the topic beforehand

(mean=3.51)
S-14 to set standard levels of high school graduates’ writing ability (mean=
3.45)
The results suggest that more than half of the time, the raters would decide
their own rating scales or systems and tried to adhere to the systems with several
strategies.

The final question was how popular the social strategies were among the
raters. According to Table 1, the three suggested strategies were seldom used.
They did not tend to discuss with or consult people when they faced difficulties of
not knowing how to give a score (S-34, mean=2.66), or of uncertain grammatical
or language usages (S-36, mean=2.47). The other social strategy was to consult
the dictionary. Again, the frequency was pretty low (mean=1.89). There was a
dilemma of using social strategies: peer socialization was a good way to reach
agreement, but it was time-consuming and disturbing at the same time. This
could be a main reason that prevented the raters from using the social strategies.

2 Inter-rater Reliability of the Use of Strategics and Criteria

Two independent factors of academic backgrounds and prior composition
teaching experiences were tested to see if they had effects on the use of the
strategies. Interestingly, the results indicate that the two factors had neither
main effects nor interaction effects significantly on the use of almost all the
strategies, except S-32. This strategy was a way of rating the two paragraphs of
the compositions separately and then adding the scores together. The ANOVA
results show that the interaction effects between the raters’ majors and their
composition teaching experiences on S-32 was significant (F=5.39, p<.05). Table 2
shows the mean frequencies for the six groups.
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Table 2 Numbers, and Mean Frequencies
for the Interaction Groups

Groups No. Means
EFL*-TEA 6 2.83
EFL*+TEA 17 2.53
LIT*- TEA 2 5*
LIT*+TEA 21 2.76
LIN*-TEA 2 1*
LIN*+TEA 17 2.7

Notes: EFL, LIT, and LIN represent the academic backgrounds of
English  language teaching, English literature and
linguisties. +TEA and -TEA mean with or without
composition teaching experience. The combination of
"EFL*-TEA" stands for the group with the major of EFL
but with no composition teaching experience.

As indicated in Table 2, the mean frequencies of four of the groups were
close, but the raters of the groups with English literature or linguistics
backgrounds and without prior composition teaching experience had distinctive
attitudes toward S-32. Those who majored in English literature reported to use
the strategy "all the time" and the majors of linguistics reported "never" using
the strategy. Although the interaction effect was significant here, it involved only
four raters. The results might not be representative. Therefore, we might
infer that, over all, for most raters, the factors of academic backgrounds and
composition teaching experiences did not significantly affect the raters’ behaviors
of using the rating strategies.

The same factors were tested again to see their effects on the raters’ criteria.
ANOVA results indicate that the raters shared common value of the scoring
categories, in spite of the differences of academic backgrounds and prior
composition teaching experiences among them. The two factors showed neither
significant main effects nor interaction effects on the raters’ focus on the five
categories. This fact suggests that the raters, whether they majored in English
language teaching, English literature or in linguistics, and whether they had
taught college writing or not, assigned similar weights on the five categories,
when they rated the papers.
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Table 3 Mean Weights of the Scoring Categories

[tems . Means
Content 4.67
Grammar 4.28
Organization 4.23
Vocabulary 3.78
Mechanics 3.17

As Table 3 shows, the categories of content, organization, and grammar were
almost regarded as very important criteria for rating. As for the other two
categories of vocabulary and mechanics, they were considered to be neither
important nor unimportant. One thing worth noticing was that the mean of the
content category (mean=4.67) was much higher than those of the other categories,
and it was pretty close to the score of being "very important.” On the other
hand, the mean of the mechanics category was the lowest (mean=3.17), which was
ranged closely to the "neither important nor unimportant” point. The grammar
and the organization categories were almost equally important with the means of
4.98 and 4.23 respectively. In other words, in the raters’ opinions, content was
the most important criterion of the rating. What came after were grammar,
organization, and vocabulary. Mechanics was the least important category.

IV. Discussion and Conclusions

The analysis of the mean frequencies of the strategies demonstrates that most
of the strategies (30 among 36) were seldom used or were used at half of the
time. One major reason of this phenomenon, as some raters explained, was that
the raters used various strategies for compositions with different qualities.
Therefore, it was almost impossible to have one strategy suitable for a majority
of the compositions.  However, for the strategies not applied to grading
individual compositions, we found higher frequencies. For example, the mean
frequencies of the strategies used to establish personal grading systems like those
from S-9 to S-15, almost reached the point of "most of the time." In particular,
the mean frequency of S-15, stating a behavior of rating the representative
compositions of each level to know if their scoring systems were close to the
provided standards, amounted to the highest 4.40. The high frequencies of the
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strategies suggest that the grading guides provided by the JCEE Committee were
not only necessary but also helpful to the raters to decide their scoring systems.

The frequency analysis also demonstrates that the time pressures the raters
were experiencing in the rating process had effects on the use of the strategies.
First, under time pressures, the raters tended to adopt the holistic method.
According to their reports, they would give a mark based on the overall
impression they got after the first reading, unless they encountered unusually
good or bad compositions. In such cases, they would reread the compositions
before they made judgment. The other effect of the time pressures was that the
raters rarely turned to social resources in their rating process, because it might
disturb their concentrating on their ratings. Despite the possible disadvantage,
some raters still strongly recommended to achieve inter-rater reliability through
peer socialization.

The analysis of the strategies used to evaluate the five scoring categories
indicates that the communicative competence has become the focus of assessing
writing ability in the JCEE English compositions. According to the mean
frequencies, the raters tended to consider first the categories of content and
organization rather than those of grammar and vocabulary to decide the overall
writing quality. Furthermore, they tended to tolerate minor errors of punctuation,
plural forms and the use of articles, if they did not hinder communication. This
communication-oriented tendency will certainly bring some backwash effects on
the English language teaching.

The second part of our analysis was to investigate the inter-rater reliability
of our raters. For the use of the rating strategies, the results indicate that there
were no significant differences among the raters, although they varied in their
majors and experiences of teaching composition. For the 35 strategies, there was
no statistic evidence showing that the two factors significantly influenced the way
the raters used the strategies. The only affected strategy was influenced by the
interaction effect of the two factors and it involved only four raters in two
groups.  Therefore, we may infer that, over all, there was no significant
difference of the use of the strategies among the raters.

As for the criteria analysis, the results also indicate that there was no
significant differences among the raters in determining the weights of the five
scoring categories. One thing worth noticing was that the mean weights attached
to the categories, as displayed in Table 3, were almost equal to the grading
standards provided by the JCEE Committee. They reached the agreement that
content, organization, and grammar played heavy roles in determining the overall
quality of the compositions, and mechanics played the least important role. This
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finding suggests that the grading guides have been observed and they are, thus,
helpful to enhancing inter-rater reliability. Since there are practical difficulties
of training raters for such a large-scale scoring situation, it is desirable to have
comprehensive, applicable grading guides for the raters. Furthermore, because
different types of writing tasks like free composition and composition with topic
sentences, require specific guides, it would be most satisfactory, if the grading
guides are to be reinterpreted every year for new topics.

In conclusion, this study has provided empirical accounts for some aspects of
the complex rating process and for the inter-rater reliability of our raters. We
identified and described the use of 36 strategies. Although this is by no means a
comprehensive list, it is hoped that this investigation can cast a light on the
complex rating process.and raise the interest in this topic. The statistic results
of the analysis concerning the reliability of the raters’ strategies and criteria do
not present a complete description, because only two factors were considered.
Many additional factors like prior scoring experience, and their belief about good
writing quality may play important roles in the rating process. Therefore,
the results of this study are tentative. Further investigation of other relevant
factors and their interaction is needed to have better understanding of the rating
process.
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Notes

I. The researches have proposed different descriptions of rating strategies.
Homburg (1984) presents a "funnel model,” which indicates that raters give
scores on the basis of one major feature first, and then further discriminate
the compositions on the basis of other features. Cumming (1990) identifies 28
interpretation and judgment strategies that operate interactively in the rating
process.
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2. Whether the raters had prior experience of scoring the JCEE papers could be a
critical factor affecting the raters’ behaviors. Although we did not analyze the
effect of this factor in the present study, we believe an investigation on it
would gain insights from another aspect.

3. The standard deviations show that the time discrepancy among individual
raters did not vary greatly, as the raters got familiar with the job (SD=0.602
at first and SD=0.487 later).

4. As mentioned in Section II, the strategies identified in this questionnaire
covered six major topics. Because of space limit, this study will merely cover
parts of the strategy analysis.
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