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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Rationales for studying rater variability

As a direct measure of learners’ communicative language ability, performance
assessment (typically writing and speaking assessment) is commonly espoused for
its close link between the test situation and authentic language use and would often
be taken for granted to enhance the validity of inference we could draw from the test
scores (Bachman et al., 1995; Norris et al., 1998; Lynch & McNamara, 1998;
Condon & McQueen, 2000; Bonk & Ockey, 2003). It has therefore been increasingly
involved as compulsory or optional part in many large-scale language test batteries
both at home and abroad (CET, PETS, NMET, TOEFL, IELTS, etc.).

However, the elicitation of complex response from examinees would inevitably
call for human raters to make evaluative judgment on the effectiveness of test
performance or the degree of mastery of the underlying construct the test sets out to
measure. Research findings from numerous studies devoted to rater issue in the
context of performance assessment have indicated that even after principled rater
training or standardization, raters would still exhibit considerable variability or
idiosyncrasies in the ratings they would award (Lunz et al., 1990; Lumley & McNamara,
1995; Wolfe, 1997; Weigle, 1998). Rater variability has therefore long been held as
the most significant source of measurement error and potential threat to the reliability
and fairness of performance assessment.

Furthermore, it is also well recognized that when engaged in the act of scoring,
raters do not mechanically record what they see, rather, their ratings are rooted in
observation, interpretation, and the exercise of personal and professional judgment
(Myford & Wolfe, 2003). It would be reasonable to assume that, raters, with their

internalized criteria and specific manner in implementing those criteria, would mediate
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between the test performance and the final score and determine, to a large extent, the
meaningfulness of the score and the appropriateness of inference we could make
from the test results. Rater variability, therefore, is not just a matter of reliability but
holds a key position in determining the scoring validity of the whole test. As a result,
detecting and measuring the degree of rater variability and exploring the underlying
factors which would lead to the detected variation among raters are constantly
regarded as one of the most important issues and a worthwhile focus of study in both

research and practice in language performance assessment.

1.2 Status quo of studies on rater variability

There are two major orientations of studies on rater variability in the existing
language testing literature. One is mainly concerned with how variability introduced
by raters’ subjective judgment would affect the scoring system (rater effect) through
statistical analysis of the ratings awarded by different raters. The other is, on the
other hand, more rater-oriented, the focus of which is therefore raters’ rationales for
their scoring decisions and the thought processes during their decision-making.
Rather than focus on the final ratings, this approach to investigating rater variability
would perceive raters as the decision makers who might follow different mental
paths to arrive at their final judgment.

Of these two lines of research, studies focusing on statistical modeling of rater
effect and investigation into the potential utility of different mathematic models have
long been dominant in the literature. It might be that rater variability has been
traditionally related with reliability issues and for many large-scale performance
assessment the consistency and reliability of ratings is still the most practical and
urgent concern. The most commonly utilized statistical techniques in detecting and
measuring rater variability include inter-/intra-reliability indices in Classic Test Theory,
estimation of variance component related with the whole rater facet in Generalizability
Theory and calibration of individual raters’ rating patterns in Many-Facet Rasch
Model. By conceptualizing rater effect in different ways, these techniques provide
different statistical indices depicting the quality of raters’ ratings from different
perspectives. Specifically, information could be obtained regarding how different
raters would agree with each other in terms of their rank-ordering of the same group

of examinees using inter-rater reliability coefficient (Standsfiled & Ross, 1988; Huot,
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1990), the extent to which rater group as a whole would contribute to the total variance
in the final scores using G-study (Bachman et al., 1995; Lynch & McNamara, 1998;
Clauser et al., 1999), and how individual raters would differ from each other in their
overall severity, self-consistency and significant bias towards examinees, tasks or
items using calibrations from MFRM (Engelhard, 1994; Bachman et al., 1995; Lynch
& McNamara, 1998; Condon & McQueen, 2000; Myford & Wolfe, 2000; Bonk &
Ockey, 2003; Eckes, 2005).

Although the emergence of more sophisticated statistical methods like GT and
MFRM enables the researchers to investigate rater effect in a more finely-tuned
fashion than the traditional simple correlation coefficients for inter-rater reliability in
CTT, statistics, in its very nature, is to break down the observable score variance into
a single or limited number of dimensions, leaving the complexity and richness
implicated in rating process unexplored, not to mention the various potential factors
which might influence raters’ rating behaviors. Therefore, statistical modeling would
always leave some sources of score variance unexplained, which researchers could
hardly interpret but label them as “idiosyncrasies” of raters. That is why many
researchers have called for more in-depth investigation into this “mysterious” and
sometimes troublesome area of “idiosyncrasies” at the end of their quantitative
studies (Douglas, 1994; Weigle, 1998; Eckes, 2005).

The other line of research, therefore, is devoted to exploring how raters would
arrive at their final decisions, with the aim to find out the underlying reasons leading
to the persistent idiosyncrasies among raters. Some of these studies draw upon
indirect evidence to infer what performance features raters might attend to for their
Jjudgment, such as the correlation between various textual features and raters’ ratings
(Homburg, 1984; Ferris, 1994; Laufer & Nation, 1995; Cumming et al., 2006) and
raters’ comments or annotations on the target essays (Turner & Upshur, 1996, 2002;
Jenkins & Parra’s, 2003; Eckes, 2008). These endeavors help to extract important
features in examinees’ performance which might influence raters’ decision-making
and therefore provide useful information for the validation or development of rater-
oriented rating scales. There are also other studies which utilize raters’ concurrent or
intro-/retrospective verbal protocols as direct evidence of their thought processes in
their decision-making. Some of these studies mainly focus on describing the
similarities and differences in raters’ text focus (heeded information during rating)

and their reading or rating styles as well as the strategies and behavior conducted to
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acquire and process the heeded information (Vaughan, 1991; Milanovic et al., 1996;
Deremer, 1998; Sakyi, 2000; Cumming et al., 2001, 2002; Lumley, 2002, 2005; Orr,
2002; Brown et al., 2005; Hubbard et al., 2006; Wang, 2007). Nevertheless, given
that the nature of such studies is exploratory and descriptive, their findings are
mixed due to specific assessment contexts and different rater groups investigated.
This is quite natural in that, as a complex cognitive process and ill-structured problem-
solving task, rating is bound to exhibit considerable variation across different raters
and conditions. However, what really matters is not just describing the superficial
similarity or difference observed in raters’ behaviors, but to investigate what would
contribute to make them behave in that way.

Though small in number, there emerged some studies which began to investigate
how raters’ personal characteristics such as experience and expertise in assessing
writing (Huot, 1993; Pula & Huot, 1993; Wolfe, 1997; Wolfe & Feltovich, 1994;
Wolfe & Ranney, 1996), L1 status (Erdosy, 2004), professional background
(Cumming, 1990; Cumming et al., 2001, 2002; Erdosy, 2004), and knowledge of
examinees (Deremer, 1998) would influence raters’ decision-making by comparing
different groups of raters. Compared with studies mainly concerned with describing
salient patterns of rating process of different raters, comparing groups of raters, as
mentioned above, is a step further in rater cognition study, which have introduced an
element of experimental design into the study to explore the underlying factors
accounting for the detected differences in raters’ decision-making. However, there
are hardly any attempts, except Wolfe et al.’s studies (Wolfe, 1997; Wolfe &
Feltovich, 1994; Wolfe & Ranney, 1996), to link rater variability in their
decision-making process with their actual rating performance (i.e. how accurate and
consistent their ratings would be compared with some pre-defined norm), which
would be of primary concern in large-scale standardized performance test settings.
Furthermore, these studies, although having revealed important dimensions of
difference among raters with different personal characteristics, still fall short to
provide a unified account for the mechanism of how these factors could induce raters’
variability in their decision-making. Without such knowledge, we are likely to be
overwhelmed with the diverse and sometimes inconsistent findings derived from
different contexts. It is therefore necessary to probe further into raters’ mental basis
for decision-making and how the variability inherent in their minds would lead to

the variability in their decision-making process and outcome, thereby advancing our
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