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Prefa cel

Rater variability poses a serious threat to score reliability and validity in performance
assessments. Rater feedback is generally viewed as a useful measure to guard against this
measurement error. Research on the effectiveness of feedback has produced mixed findings, which
reveals a mismatch between the positive expectation held for rater feedback and its limited effects.
Reasons are mainly two-fold ; first, feedback content is dominated by quantitative results of ratings;
second, feedback is always provided in a snapshot manner. To date, little is known about the
effectiveness of mixed feedback combining the psychometric analysis represented by the many - facet
Rasch model ( MFRM) result of raters’ ratings and the hermeneutic comment on validity scores over
several iterations in a rating session lasting a few days. To fill the research gap, the present study
prepared the rater feedback by enriching the MFRM analysis of ratings with the expert rater’s validated
rationales, and delivered such feedback repeatedly over three iterations in a whole CET4 essay rating
session lasting nine days.

A quasi — experimental design with a “ pretest-posttest control-group design” was adopted. As
random sampling of raters was unrealized due to practical constraints, a counter-balanced design was
used in order to control the order effect. 25 CET4 accredited raters were divided unevenly into Group
A (13 raters) and Group B (12 raters). In the first rating session, Group A received the mixed
feedback and Group B received no feedback. The roles of Group A and Group B in the second rating
session were reversed. Five data sources were collected including ratings, raters’ degree of certainty
for each rating, some raters’ think-aloud protocols ( TAPs), the experiment group raters’ answers to
the questionnaire of feedback perceptions and the questionnaire of feedback effectiveness evaluation
and a follow-up interview with some experiment group raters. Data were analyzed either quantitatively
or qualitatively at both group level and individual level. Ratings were analyzed using MFRM anchored
with the expert rater’s ratings. Raters’ degree of certainty were analyzed using a 2 x2 ANOVA at the
group level and a t-test at individual level. TAPs were coded within the coding scheme of text features
and the coding scheme of information-processing behaviors. Percentages of four construct-related
features and four major information-processing behaviors were analyzed using MANOVA. Results of
the two questionnaires were analyzed descriptively and interviews were analyzed thematically.

It was found that at the two rating sessions, the mixed feedback was ineffective in decreasing
rater variability in terms of severity, consistency, bias, central tendency and severity DRIFT
(differential rater functioning over time ). It was ineffective on raters’ successful adjustment to
severity and bias, although its effectiveness on raters’ successful adjustment to consistency was half
validated in the first rating session. It was ineffective on raters’ degree of certainty. It was effective in
improving raters’ mean percentage of construct-related features, esp. the percentage of coherence,
and also in helping raters adopt a wider coverage and a heavier weight of construct-related features in
making scoring decisions. The vast majority of raters deemed that the mixed feedback was

understandable, consistent with their real performance and able to be acted upon, and thus held a
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positive attitude towards its effects. Reasons why the mixed feedback was ineffective on raters’
variability , successful adjustment to severity and bias, and degree of certainty were discussed in terms
of the task requirements (the workload, the duration of the rating session and the performance
appraisal system ), the nature of rating scale, and the characteristics of mock essays and the
characteristics of raters. Reasons why it was effective on raters’ heeded text features were discussed in
terms of its content and delivery mode, the internal needs of CET4 essay raters in rating practice, and
the nature of CET4 essay rating scale. Finally, an internal link was established between findings for
different research questions, which uncovered the truth that not only a number of task requirements
would influence raters’ performance, but also there is an interaction between rater characteristics and
training ( including feedback ). However, they are not explicitly manifested in Knoch’s (2009 )
expanded model of performance assessment.

Findings from this study suggest that although rater variability wasn’t diminished after feedback ,
score validity was improved. Therefore, interpretability of scores can be reinforced and a stronger
validity argument for scores can be formulated.

This book makes the first step to investigate rater feedback in the large scale language tests at
home. It is both theoretically and practically significant to some extent. I hope to have had all the

errors eliminated; the responsibility for those that may be left is entirely mine.

Xu Ying
June, 2014
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Chapter 1 Introduction I

Chapter 1  Introduction

1.1 Background of the study

The field of language testing and assessment has switched its attention to performance assessments
since the “communicative turn” in the early 1980s ( McNamara, 1996; Bachman, 2000). As the
key factor in the performance assessment, raters are supposed to provide appropriate ratings and do so
in a consistent way ( Lim, 2011). The implication is two-fold: on the one hand, raters should
provide reliable scores which are accurate, reproducible and generalizable to other testing occasions
and other similar test instruments ( Ebel & Frisbie, 1991) ; on the other hand, raters should carry out
scoring in a manner consistent with the construct and measurement goals in order to support a validity
argument for scores ( Bejar, 2012).

However, the perennial problem of rater variability is a major threat to test reliability as well as
test validity of the inferences drawn from the testing results. Hence, rater effects have become an
integral part of performance assessments ( Chalhoub-Deville, 1995; Upshur & Turner, 1999). It can
manifest itself in a number of ways, from leniency/severity, central tendency, randomness, halo
effect to differential leniency/severity ( Myford & Wolfe, 2003 ). In short, the error-prone nature of
rater facet leads to unreliable, invalid and unfair results. In the Standards for Educational and
Psychological Testing ( AERA/APA/NCME, 1999 ), Standard 1.8 documents that; * When
statements about the process employed by observers or scorers are part of the argument for validity,
similar information should be provided” (p.19). Since scoring is at the core of both interpretative
argument and validity argument ( Myford, 2012; Suto, 2012; Bejar, 2012 ), therefore, it is
necessary to measure, detect and control rater variability, particularly in the large-scale test.

Rater training is a popular method, which is often regarded as a crucial component because it is
believed to compensate for different examiner backgrounds, and adjust examiner expectations so that
any variability in the marking process caused by divergent expectations is diminished ( Charney,
1984 ; Huot, 1990). Rater training is also defined as the process where judges are (re-) introduced
to the assessment criteria and then required to rate a number of writing samples according to these
criteria in an attempt to arrive at a common interpretation of their meaning ( Elder, Knoch,
Barkhuizen, & von Randow, 2005). Generally speaking, training is often used as a means to
familiarize raters with the tasks and the rating criteria. The most pronounced findings of training
effects are based on Weigle (1994, 1998 ), who discovered that rater training had the effects of
clarifying the intended rating criteria, modifying rater expectation and heightening concern for inter-
rater agreement. Furthermore, it was more successful in helping raters award more predictable scores
than in getting them to give identical scores. However, there has been little empirical research to

assess which elements of a training program are effective and why ( Fulcher & Davidson, 2012,
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p.417). Empirical studies of rater training are far from exhausted. Hence, as Weigle (1998)
indicated, little was known about what actually occurred during examiner training and how it affected
the examiners themselves.

To be specific, rater training is usually made up of familiarization activities, practice rating,
feedback and discussion ( Lane & Stone, 2006). Feedback is generally regarded as part of rater
training, which may impact on rater consistency. With the emergence of Item Response Theory
(IRT), particularly the introduction of many-facet Rasch model ( MFRM ), the individualized
feedback to raters is made possible. A number of empirical studies ( Stahl & Lunz, 1991;
Wigglesworth, 1993 ; Lunt, Morton, & Wigglesworth, 1994; Hoskens & Wilson, 2001; Elder et
al. , 2005; O’Sullivan & Rignall, 2007 ; Knoch, 2011) have been done in an attempt to enhance
their rating accuracy. However, due to different methodological design and research contexts, these
studies engendered mixed findings. A critical review of these inquiries revealed that they emphasized
too much on the diagnostic function of feedback, yet ignored its hermeneutic side. This defect in
research design has a detrimental effect in two aspects: first, when it comes to research objectives,
changes in the rating product ( represented by the scores) are emphasized, while changes in the rating
process (how raters arrive at the scores) are passed over. It is highly possible that providing feedback
may not bring a change to the MFRM statistics generated out of the scores, but may make a difference
to raters ' decision-making process. Second, in terms of feedback content, the effectiveness of
feedback may be deteriorated to a large extent by providing IRT-based results but without any
explanation on how the validity scores are reached. The reason is that raters can become well informed
of their rating pattern, but they have no way to improve as a result of lacking explanation why they
under-perform in the field, not to mention how to improve their rating expertise. Therefore, raters
have to return to their own way of rating in practice. In passing, all of the above empirical studies of
rater feedback were carried out in the oversea context. To my knowledge, no study to date on the
effectiveness of feedback to raters for any tests in China was reported. As a consequence, since there
is no evidence of the effectiveness of mixed feedback with a combination of MFRM results and the

expert’s explanation for the validity scores, the present study aims to fill the research gap.

1.2 Purpose of the study and research questions

The general purpose of the study is to inquire into the effectiveness of mixed feedback combining
MFRM analysis of ratings and the expert rater’s validated rationales for his/her ratings in the real
rating context of College English Test Band 4 (CET4) in China with a quasi-experimental design
( Shadish, Cook, & Campbell, 2002 ; Dérnyei, 2007). Due to the restriction on access to the test
data, this research would have to use mock essays rated by two groups of accredited CET4 raters.
Mock essays are written by students who just attended the then administration of CET4. The whole

rating process would be embedded within the genuine rating context of CET4 writing. In other words,
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except essays, other elements in the real context, raters and the time of rating to name a few, would
be kept all the same to those in the real CET4 essay rating context. Therefore, it can be seen as a
replication of the real rating process. This research design is basically quasi-experimental because it is
hardly possible to use random sampling due to practical constraints.

To guide the research, the following five questions are raised:

Under the circumstances where the mixed feedback to rater performance is provided over 3
successive iterations in a 9-day CET4 essay rating session,
1. What effect does the mixed feedback have on rater variability in terms of

(1) severity?

(2) internal consistency?

(3) bias against students?

(4) central tendency?

(5) severity differential rater functioning over time ( DRIFT) ?
2. To what extent can the experiment group ( EG) raters incorporate the mixed feedback into rating

behavior when it is provided repeatedly over 3 iterations?

3. What effect does the mixed feedback have on raters’ degree of certainty for their ratings?
4. What effect does the mixed feedback have on raters’ decision-making in terms of

(1) text features?

(2) information processing behaviors?

5. What are raters’ perceptions of such feedback?

1.3 Significance of the study

The study is meaningful both in its contribution to a better understanding of the nature of scoring
expertise and the usefulness of mixed feedback, and in its potential use in real practice, esp. in the

training, monitoring and evaluating raters in the performance assessment.
1.3.1 Theoretical significance

As providing feedback to rater performance over a whole rating session lasting a few days
(particularly in the essay rating context of China) is never attempted, hence, the present study adds
to our knowledge by looking into the key issues of acquisition and maintenance of the scoring expertise
with the help of the mixed feedback. In a word, it has theoretical value by answering the question
whether the scoring expertise can be gained and maintained by the mixed feedback? This is the de
facto nature of teachability and learnability of scoring expertise.

To be more specific, the major theoretical value is two-fold. First, the study is epistemologically
beneficial to further our understanding of rater feedback effectiveness and the nature of scoring

expertise. Since there is little research systematically investigating into the effects of training and its
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elements (feedback in particular) , it is less clear whether detailed feedback to rating performance
can enhance rating quality ( Fulcher & Davidson, 2012, p.417), let alone raters’ decision-making
behaviors and their psychological traits such as degree of certainty. Hence, the present study would
try to verify the effectiveness of feedback to rater performance as a method in rater training by adopting
a systematically designed quasi-experiment. It tries to gain a comprehensive view on the effectiveness
of the mixed feedback and inspect the interrelationship between raters’ change in scores, decision-
making behaviors and degree of certainty at both group level and individual level, in an attempt to
establish an intrinsic connection. Although random sampling is unachievable in practice, a counter-
balanced design would be adopted in order to establish a cause-and-effect relationship. Second, since
the testing circle acknowledges that raters fall into fixed rater types in the interpretation and use of
routinely-based rating rubrics ( McNamara & Adams, 1991; McNamara, 1996; Milanovic, Saville,
& Shuhong, 1996; Sakyi, 2000; Cumming, Kantor, & Powers, 2002; Eckes, 2008 ), hence
whether raters” behavior can be changed via feedback becomes the core issue. Regrettably, studies
along this line are underdeveloped. Therefore, findings in the present study are meaningful to verify

or falsify rater type hypothesis as such.
1.3.2 Methodological significance

In addition, the study is methodologically enlightening by enriching rater feedback with a
combination of statistical analysis and the expert rater’s rationales for validity essays ( referred to
essays whose scores have been validated and can be used as the norm). As the traditional way of rater
training, characterized by the dependence on the Classical Test Theory ( CTT), is vehemently
criticized as damaging validity of the ratings by inducing raters to attend to superficial features of
examinee performance ( Shohamy, 1995; Reed & Cohen, 2001; Hamp-Lyons, 2007 ), the mixed
feedback in this study is both practically feasible and theoretically valid because its implementation is
manageable in the real CET4 essay rating practice, and its content is backed by both psychometric
and hermeneutic evidence.

As the present study employs a mixed-methods research design, it makes the fullest use of
qualitative data and quantitative data to contribute to a deeper understanding of effectiveness of the
mixed feedback. As the problems concerning raters are complex and the use of either quantitative or
qualitative approach alone is inadequate to address this complexity, hence the mixed-methods

approach is adopted which is expected to provide an in-depth understanding of research questions.
1.3.3 Practical significance

Finally, its significance in practice roots in the usefulness of such mixed feedback. There is no
study on the effectiveness of rater feedback under the condition of extraordinarily heavy workload and
over a succession of several days. However, the rating conditions in most tests in China are

characterized by the heavy workload. For example, in the real CET4 essay rating practice, a rater has



