
Chapter 2
The Impact of Rating Scales on the CET-4
Writing: A Mixed Methods Study

Shaoyan Zou

Abstract Holistic rating scale and analytic rating scale are two types of scales
which are frequently utilized by raters and EFL teachers in scoring EFL writing
performance. Given their significant differences in terms of the underlying assump-
tions about writing constructs and development, as well as the implications for essay
rating processes, whether one type is superior to the other remains a contentious
issue. However, to date only a few studies have been conducted to empirically
compare the effectiveness of the two types of scales in rating EFL writing perfor-
mance. Therefore, this study was undertaken to examine the impact of two rating
scales, one holistic and the other analytic, on the rating of writing scripts produced in
College English Test Band 4 (CET-4) by adopting the Mixed Methods approach.
Results of the study indicated that the analytic scale was as effective as the holistic
one in terms of scale discrimination, rating reliability and scale level functionality;
However, the analytic scale lent itself more easily to the control of rating variations.
The raters in general held more positive views toward the analytic scale although
suggestions were also proposed to conduct minor revisions to the scale descriptions.
In conclusion, findings of the study revealed the potential of analytic rating scales in
large-scale EFL writing assessments and also generated implications for rating scale
development and validation in other research contexts.

Keywords Rating scales · CET writing · Mixed methods research

2.1 Introduction

In recent decades, spurred by test users’ increasing demand for the interpretability of
test scores (Chapelle et al., 2008), holistic rating scales, especially those commonly
used in large-scale EFL writing assessments have aroused growing concerns
(e.g. Knoch, 2009; Lee et al., 2010). The major concerns are that these holistic
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scales are often designed intuitively, hence may not closely represent the features of
the corresponding writing performance for one thing, and for another, the scoring
criteria adopted in such holistic scales usually rely on impressionistic terminology
which may be open to subjective interpretations (Knoch, 2009).

As such, analytic rating scales have gained renewed momentum particularly in
the domain of EFL writing assessment. Compared with holistic rating scales,
analytic rating scales are more advantageous in capturing examinees’ specific
weaknesses and strengths in writing, which is especially useful for second language
learners whose writing skills are still under development (Lee et al., 2010). There-
fore, the recent years has witnessed increasing research attempts to develop and
validate analytic rating scales for EFL writing tests (e.g., Berger, 2015; Knoch, 2009;
Lee et al., 2010).

Inspired by such a research trend, an analytic rating scale was developed for the
writing assessment of College English Test Band Four (the CET-4 writing), one of
the largest-scale EFL tests in China. Specifically, the scale is expected to adequately
address the concerns over the holistic rating scale currently used in the CET-4
writing (e.g., Fei & Zhao, 2008; Jian & Lu, 2005). Featuring a multi-method
approach, the scale developing process took advantage of document analysis,
intuitive judgment and Rasch model analysis in pinpointing useful rating categories,
providing adequate descriptors, and calibrating difficulty level of the descriptors.
The analytic rating scale developed in this study is comprised of five levels and four
rating categories (see Table 2.1 for a demo of the scale).

However, despite the endeavors involved in the scale developing stage, whether
this analytic scale will be robust in scoring the CET-4 writing scripts or not still
needs further scrutiny. Therefore, this study undertakes to examine the effectiveness
of the analytic scale and the existing holistic scale. The aim is two-fold: one is to
gather validity evidence for the newly-developed analytic scale, and to identify
potential problems that jeopardize the scale validity, and the other is to enrich the
meager literature concerning empirical comparison of the two types of rating scales,
thereby exploring the prospect of analytic rating scale in large-scale EFL writing
assessments.

2.2 Literature Review

2.2.1 A Review of Theoretical Arguments

According to Weigle (2002), holistic scoring involves assigning a single score to a
script based on the rater’s overall impression of the whole script. Whereas, analytic
scoring takes into account a list of elements, each of which is judged separately and
then assigned a single score (Hamp-Lyons, 2016).

Over the past decades, holistic scales have been widely used in writing assess-
ment due to a number of advantages (see Shaw, 2004; Shaw & Weir, 2007; Weigle,
2002; White, 1984, 1985): First, they are highly efficient and practical in terms of

12 S. Zou



time and cost. Second, they are useful for discriminating across a narrow range of
assessment bands and suitable for arriving at a rapid overall rating, especially for
large-scale assessments, thus enhancing rating reliability. Third, they focus the
rater’s attention on the strengths of the writing rather than the weaknesses so that
writers are rewarded for what is well done instead of what is underachieved.
However, holistic scales have been criticized for being devoid of any real theoretical
underpinning, thus leading some researchers to challenge their validity (Shaw &
Weir, 2007). With multiple categories collapsed into a single score, the same score
from different raters may reflect vastly different constructs because raters, more
often than not, bear their own rating criteria in mind during the rating process. For
example, some raters pay more attention to grammatical accuracy, while others
attach great importance to syntactic complexity. Another significant drawback of
holistic scales lies in their inability to capture examinees’ specific weaknesses and
strengths in writing. According to Lee et al. (2010), this drawback can be even more

Table 2.1 A demo of the analytic rating scale

Linguistic range
and control Content and idea

Discourse
organization

Linguistic
appropriacy

Level
A

Can use a sufficient
range of vocabulary
to convey informa-
tion and ideas
effectively.
Can use some fairly
advanced words or
phrases as well as
common idioms,
proverbs, sayings or
expressions to con-
vey meaning more
precisely or to
enhance the
expressing effect.
Both the choice of
words and the use of
collocations are
accurate and idio-
matic, thus making
the expression clear
and distinct.
Can effectively and
accurately use a
variety of sentence
patterns, syntactic
or grammatical
structures.

The content is
closely related to
the topic and the
opinions are
expressed in a clear
and distinct man-
ner.
Can explain or
illustrate issues and
ideas with adequate
examples or in
proper ways.
Can effectively
organize and use
facts and details to
support one's argu-
ments.
Can produce clear,
well-organized and
well-developed
text, demonstrating
a sufficient under-
standing of the
topic.

Can appropriately
and flexibly use a
wide variety of
cohesive devices to
indicate the logical
relations between
sentences and to
make the text clear
and well-organized.
Can maintain the
cohesion and con-
sistency of the con-
tent through
echoing the points
mentioned before.
Good paragraph
structures, with
clearly expressed
main points and
adequate supporting
details.
Has an adequate
control of the con-
nections between
paragraphs as well
as the logical rela-
tions between parts
and the whole.

Can express appro-
priately and idio-
matically in written
language based on
specific contexts.
Has certain aware-
ness of the audi-
ence, and the
language style and
register (formal or
informal) are rather
appropriate.
Can express feel-
ings or attitudes in
a manner that is
appropriate to the
context.
Can idiomatically
use cultural refer-
ences and figures
of speech to con-
vey information
effectively.

2 The Impact of Rating Scales on the CET-4 Writing: A Mixed Methods Study 13



conspicuous for EFL learners whose writing skills are still under development and
who are more likely to show uneven profiles across different aspects of writing.

In contrast to holistic scales, the primary advantage of an analytic rating scale is
that it can provide useful diagnostic information about a test taker’s performance,
especially his/her literacy progress (Hamp-Lyons, 1986, 1991; Shaw & Weir, 2007;
Weigle, 2002). Moreover, analytic scales are considered more helpful in rater
training as inexperienced raters can understand and apply rating criteria more easily
(Weigle, 2002; Weir, 1990). Notwithstanding all the advantages, there are also some
concerns over analytic rating scales, such as the high cost and the ‘halo effect’
problem associated with the use of such scales (Weigle, 2002), thus posing questions
for the effectiveness of analytic scales in essay rating.

2.2.2 A Review of Empirical Research

Despite the seemingly abundant theoretical discussion, only a few empirical studies
have been conducted to examine the effectiveness of the two types of scales.
Moreover, findings of the existing research are a little mixed. On one hand, some
studies found that the use of holistic scales could result in a higher generalizability
coefficient and dependability coefficient, thus contributing to satisfactory inter-rater
reliability (Barkaoui, 2007; O’Loughlin, 1994). For instance, in Barkaoui’s (2007)
study, four experienced English teachers scored EFL learners’ writing scripts using
holistic scale and analytic scale alternatively. The results showed that holistic rating
scale contributed to higher rating reliability, while analytic rating scale caused
greater variation between raters, which could be addressed only through increasing
the number of writing scripts.

On the other hand, some research discovered that analytic rating scales could lead
to higher rating reliability due to their advantages in making finer and more accurate
distinctions between test takers’ performances (Barkaoui, 2008; Li, 2014; Li, 2015;
Song & Caruso, 1996; Sun & Han, 2013; Wiseman, 2008). For instance, Song and
Caruso (1996), after scrutinizing holistic and analytic scores assigned by English and
ESL teachers, found significant differences in the holistic scores, but not the analytic
ones. They concluded that raters’ teaching and rating experience might have an
impact on their holistic scores, however, these factors didn’t seem to affect analytic
scoring as analytic scales focus raters’ attention on the same aspects of the essays,
thus mitigating the effects of rater-related variables. Li (2014) also compared two
sets of data elicited through holistic scoring and analytic scoring of the writing
scripts produced in Test for English Majors Band-4 (TEM-4) separately. He found
that analytic rating scale was more advantageous than holistic scale in terms of scale
discrimination, inter- and intra-rater reliability, and interaction bias between raters
and examinees.

In addition to the above two lines of conclusions, some researchers argue that
there’s no significant differences between holistic rating scale and analytic rating
scale in terms of their rating reliability (e.g., Bacha, 2001). They can both lead to
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higher agreement within and between raters, although analytic scales can generate
more diagnostic information for EFL learners’ writing proficiency.

Considering the ongoing arguments on the two types of scales and the mixed
findings yielded from existing research, the present study is undertaken to
re-examine the impact of two rating scales, one holistic and the other analytic, on
the CET-4 writing. Specifically, the study is intended to address the following
questions:

1. To what extent do the two scales differ in terms of discriminating power, rater
reliability, rating variation and scale level functionality?

2. To what extent can the rating categories on the analytic scale function as
intended?

3. How do raters of the CET-4 writing perceive the effectiveness of the two scales?

2.3 Research Design

To solve the research questions, a convergent parallel design of the mixed-methods
approach was adopted. According to Creswell and Clark (2017), the advantage of
this type of design lies in that the researcher can collect and analyze both quantitative
and qualitative data during the same research phase, and the two sets of data can then
be merged to provide an overall interpretation of the research questions.

2.3.1 Research Instruments

2.3.1.1 Instruments of the Rating Experiment

The first instrument adopted in the rating experiment is the existing holistic rating
scale for the CET-4 writing which consists of five band levels and three rating
categories: content relevance, language quality and discourse coherence. As with the
operational rating of the CET-4 writing, the holistic scale is presented in Chinese to
facilitate the raters’ interpretation of the scale. The second instrument is the draft
version of the analytic scale. At this stage, the scale is comprised of four sub-scales:
Linguistic Range and Accuracy, Content and Idea, Discourse Organization, and
Linguistic Appropriacy, with each substantiated by detailed level descriptions. As
with the holistic scale, the analytic scale also entails five band levels.

In addition, 30 writing scripts produced in the operational CET-4 in June 2011
and June 2016 respectively were authorized to be utilized by the CET committee.
These scripts which had been used as benchmark essays during the operational rating
process address two different topics, with half of them entitled Online Shopping and
the other half involving writing a Thank-you letter.
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2.3.1.2 Instruments of the Interview

The instrument adopted in the interview was a semi-structured interview guideline
which was designed based on the scale usefulness framework proposed by Knoch
(2009). The guideline mainly deals with the raters’ perceptions of the two scales,
including scale clarity (perceived validity), scale completeness (perceived validity),
scale operability (practicality), feedback for teaching (impact), correspondence with
the CET-4 writing performance (authenticity), as well as its efficiency in rater
training (perceived reliability).

2.3.2 Participants

21 raters selected from various CET-4 marking centers in China took part in the
rating experiment. Among them, 15 were females and 6 males. 19 of them had more
than 5 years of teaching experience and had been involved in the operational
marking of CET-4 writing for more than 3 times. 6 of the raters held a PhD degree
while the others held a master degree.

For the semi-structured interviews, 10 participants (4 males and 6 females) were
invited. All of them were experienced raters of the CET-4 writing and several of
them were rating experts appointed by the CET committee.

2.3.3 Data Collection

The rating experiment began in early January, 2017 and lasted for approximately one
and a half month. To control the potential order effects caused by the use of the two
rating scales, a counterbalanced design was adopted. Specifically, the participants
were divided into two groups with 10 in the first group and 11 in the other. The rating
procedures were as follows: in the first session, Group1 started to rate the 30 CET-4
writing scripts using analytic scale while Group 2 accomplished the same assign-
ments by using the existing rating scale; Whereas, in the second session, the two
groups utilized the two scales in reverse order.

Following the rating experiment, the interviews were conducted one on one
through WeChat, a popular communication software in China. The raters were
encouraged to comment on the analytic scale and further, to make suggestions for
the potential improvement of the scale. All the interviews were live recorded by a
digital voice recorder.
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2.3.4 Data Analysis

2.3.4.1 Quantitative Analysis

The rating data were submitted to Many-faceted Rasch Model (MFRM) analysis
using the computer program of FACETS version 3.80.0 (Linacre, 2013). MFRM can
be used to calibrate a number of facets involved in the rating onto a common logit
scale, thus allowing for a direct comparison of the two scales. Specifically, indices
like examinee separation, rater separation, scale level functionality and rating cate-
gory functionality were closely looked at. According to Fisher (1992), the examinee
separation ratio is conventionally used as an effective indicator of the discrimination
of the rating scale because it measures the spread of examinees’ proficiency relative
to their precision. Meanwhile, rater separation demonstrates how the raters as a
group differ in terms of their severity or leniency. The scale level response structure
and category response structure are indices indicating whether all the scale levels and
scale categories can be used as intended in the rating process. Of particular interest to
this study were infit and outfit mean squares (MnSq) which revealed variations in
rating and assessed global model fit.

2.3.4.2 Qualitative Analysis

Recordings of the interviews were transcribed and coded. A coding scheme was
developed a priori by taking into account the aspects involved in the interviews. The
interview data were then classified according to the themes. It is worth mentioning
that to ensure the accuracy and appropriateness of the coding schemes, a second
qualified researcher was invited for a double check.

2.4 Results and Discussion

2.4.1 Effectiveness of the Two Scales

To facilitate comparison of the two scales, the key statistics resulting from the two
MFRM analyses are summarized in Table 2.2.

Examinee Discrimination
As can be seen from Table 2.2, the examinee separation ratio for the holistic rating
session is 14.88, indicating that the measures of examinee proficiency are statisti-
cally different, and the examinee separation indices by the two scales are quite
similar, although the one yielded by the analytic scale is a little higher. Meanwhile,
the separation reliability estimates of the two scales are also very close to each other,
with the one by the analytic scale being slightly higher.
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According to Knoch (2009), a higher examinee separation ratio indicates a more
discriminating rating scale since more levels on the rating scale are attended to in the
rating process. Following this logic, we can conclude that the two scales are both
effective in discriminating the examinee proficiency levels, and the analytic scale is
slightly more powerful than the holistic scale.

Rater Separation and Reliability
As shown in Table 2.2, the rater separation ratio resulted from the analytic rating
process is 4.11 which is moderately lower than the one by the holistic rating session
(5.18). According to Knoch (2009), “a well-functioning rating scale would result in
small differences between raters in terms of their leniency and harshness as a group”
(p. 205). Eckes (2011) also echoed this point by stating that the rater separation ratio
close to 1 would be ideal because all raters would form a single, homogeneous class.
Following these criteria, it is fair to say that the raters as a group were more similar in
terms of their severity in using the analytic scale than in using the holistic scale.

Variation in Ratings
In assessing global model fit, the first index to be examined is the standard residual.
As Table 2.2 shows, only 0.8% of standard residuals caused by the holistic rating
session are higher than 3, indicating a satisfactory model fit. Likewise, in the analytic
rating session, the standard residuals greater than 3 merely take up 0.6%, suggesting
a good model fit as well. However, as Eckes (2011) noted, “such a result does not
preclude that specific parts of the measurement system exhibit deviations from
model expectations” (p. 58). Therefore, a closer look at the rater statistics is
necessary so as to uncover potential variation in ratings.

Considering that the primary intention of the MFRM was to stringently compare
the effectiveness of the two scales in the CET-4 writing and to inform further scale
revision where necessary, a more severe control range of 0.7~1.3 (Bond & Fox,
2015; McNamara, 1996; Wright & Linacre, 1994) is adopted when examining the
rater fit statistics. Following this criterion, raters with fit values exceeding 1.3 are
considered misfitting because they assign ratings too inconsistently and show more

Table 2.2 Key statistics for the two rating scales

Qualities Indices
The existing rating
scale

The analytic
scale

Examinee discrimination Examinee separation
ratio

14.88 14.99

Separation reliability .98 1.00

Rater separation Rater separation ratio 5.18 4.11

Separation reliability .87 .94

Variation in ratings:
0.7~1.3

% Unexpected
responses

0.8% 0.6%

% Rater misfit 9.5% 4.8%

% Rater overfit 28.6% 9.5%

Scale properties Level functionality Well-spread Well-spread
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variation than the model would predict; Whereas, raters with fit values less than 0.7
are overfitting as their ratings exhibit less variation than expected. Knoch (2009)
holds that a well-functioning rating scale would result in fewer raters who rate either
inconsistently or unduly consistently. According to Knoch, an overfit can be attrib-
uted to two possible reasons: one reason is that the raters were rating too consis-
tently, the other involves the raters’ overuse of the inner levels (i.e. Levels 2, 3, 4) of
a rating scale in order to play safe. As is shown by Table 2.2, in the holistic rating
session, there are 9.5% raters with fit values greater than 1.3, suggesting that their
ratings display too much variation than expected. Meanwhile, 28.6% raters are
overfitting with fit values less than 0.7, indicating that their ratings exhibit less
variation than intended.

By contrast, when using the analytic scale, the raters’ fit statistics are much more
satisfactory. Only one rater shows more variation than predicted, and 9.5% raters are
lack of supposed variation. Taking these findings together, it can be concluded that
the analytic scale can lend itself more easily than the holistic scale to the control of
rating variation.

Scale Level Functionality
The first commonly used indicator of the functionality of the scale levels is the
average measure of each scale level, which represents the average of the examinee
measure modeled to generate the observations in a given level (Eckes, 2011). The
underlying assumption is that average measures should progress monotonically with
the increase of scale levels. As Table 2.3 shows, the observations of the five levels on
the holistic scale range from 83 to 169, all of which greatly exceed the minimum
requirements of 10. Meanwhile, the average measures of each level increase mono-
tonically from �6.51 logits to 5.41 logits, indicating that the five levels on the
holistic scale are used reasonably by the raters.

Another indicator of scale level functionality is the outfit MnSq value for each
level which compares the average examinee measure with the expected examinee
measure that the Rasch model would predict for each scale level. According to Bond
and Fox (2015), this outfit MnSq value should not exceed 2. As is shown in
Table 2.3, the outfit MnSq values of the holistic scale are all around the expected
value of 1. Finally, the level thresholds progress clearly from �5.27 logits to 4.66
logits. All of the threshold calibrations stay well within the expected range of
1.4~5.0 logits (Bond & Fox, 2015). Based on these findings, it is fair to say that
the levels on the existing rating scale are properly ordered and generally functioned
as intended.

Table 2.3 Level statistics for the existing rating scale

Level Observed count (%) Average measure Outfit MnSq Threshold calibration

1 85 (14) �6.51 1.0 NONE

2 140 (23) �3.16 .9 �5.27

3 169 (28) .56 .9 �1.39

4 132 (22) 3.01 .9 1.99

5 83 (14) 5.41 1.1 4.66
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The same set of statistics for the analytic scale are listed in Table 2.4. As the table
shows, the observations for each of the five levels on the analytic scale are all well
above 10, suggesting that the five levels on this scale are also reasonably attended to
by the raters. Besides, the average measures increase from�4.66 logits to 4.10 logits
as the scale levels move up. The outfit MnSq values are either equal or very close to
the expected value of 1. Finally, the level thresholds advance monotonically with the
increase of the levels. Specifically, there is a clear progression from �3.93 logits to
4.27 logits. Given these findings, we can conclude that the five levels on the analytic
scale can generally be used as intended.

To sum up, the results as presented above offer answers to the first research
question: in general, the two scales are both effective in terms of scale discrimina-
tion, rating reliability and scale level functionality; However, the analytic scale lends
itself more easily to the control of rating variation as the raters’ behaviors are more
consistent both at group level and at individual level.

2.4.2 Category Functionality of the Analytic Scale

According to Eckes (2011), the analysis of the category facet is able to generate
insight into the relative difficulty of each rating category and to test the assumption
that these categories can work together to define a single latent dimension. The
statistics relating to the category utility of the analytic scale are presented in
Table 2.5.

Table 2.4 Level statistics for the analytic scale

Level Observed count (%) Average measure Outfit MnSq Threshold calibration

1 361 (14%) �4.66 1.0 NONE

2 517 (21%) �2.46 1.1 �3.93

3 714 (28%) �.02 1.0 �1.53

4 673 (27%) 2.34 1.0 1.20

5 254 (10%) 4.10 1.1 4.27

Table 2.5 Category measurement report

Category Measure S.E.

Infit Outfit Correlation

MnSq Std MnSq Std

Linguistic appropriacy .74 .07 .85 �2.6 .92 �1.1 .89

Linguistic range and accuracy .20 .07 .84 �3.0 .86 �2.4 .90

Discourse organization �.30 .07 1.12 2.0 1.13 2.1 .87

Content and idea �.65 .07 1.09 1.5 1.13 2.2 .86

Mean .00 .07 .97 �.5 1.02 .3 .88

S.D. .61 .00 .09 1.7 .08 1.3 .01
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As is shown by the table, the four categories differ significantly from each other in
terms of their difficulty measures, with Linguistic appropriacy being the most
difficult one (0.74 logits), while Content and idea being the easiest (�0.65 logits).
This result implies that it is relatively more difficult for examinees to gain a higher
score on the category of Linguistic appropriacy than on Content and idea. Mean-
while, the mean square fit indices of the four categories all stay within the narrow
range of 0.7~1.3, which indicates satisfactory data-model fit. Besides, the correlation
estimates of the four rating categories range from 0.86 to 0.90, all of which are well
above 0.3, suggesting that the four rating categories can work together to measure
one single latent construct.

In all, these results confirm the robustness of the four rating categories. That is to
say, they could function ideally both as an individual and as a whole in discrimi-
nating the CET-4 writing performance. The results could offer adequate answers to
the second research question.

The findings elicited thus far through quantitative analysis enabled a straightfor-
ward comparison of the effectiveness of the two scales in the CET-4 writing.
However, to gain a more comprehensive and more in-depth understanding of the
two scales, a closer look at the interview data should be essential.

2.4.3 Raters’ Perceptions of the Two Scales

The raters’ perceptions of the two scales were transcribed and then classified based
on the themes entailed in the interview guide.

Overall Effectiveness
Almost all the raters expressed positive views on the overall effectiveness of the
analytic scale. Rater 10 believed that compared with the existing rating scale, the
analytic scale made the scoring of the CET-4 writing performance more reliable and
more evidence-based. Also, the raters considered the analytic scale ‘more detailed
and more specific’ (R1), thus ‘it gives more useful guidance in rating’ (R3) and ‘it
makes the rating well-grounded and more objective’ (R2). To quote R2:

In using the existing rating scale, I often hesitated in awarding scores for fear that some
important information might be ignored. However, with the analytic scale, I feel more
confident because everything is clearly set out in the scale.

There was only one rater (R7) who was slightly concerned over the effectiveness of
the analytic scale, holding that:

Although the analytic scale looks reasonably good, it may not be practical to rely solely on
the scale.

In the operational rating of CET-4, benchmark essays played a crucial role which
sometimes even outweighed the role of the rating scale. However, it should be admitted
that in the operational rating process, interpretations of the benchmark essays often varied
from person to person, which to some extent would compromise the objectivity of holistic
scoring.
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Scale Clarity
As for the clarity of the two scales, the raters unanimously held more positive views
toward the analytic scale. They thought that the level descriptions on the analytic
scale were more distinct than those on the existing scale. Specifically, as R4 said:

There are some key words at different levels of the analytic scale which can help to
discriminate the CET-4 writing performance at different levels. For example, in the
sub-scale of Linguistic range and accuracy, Level A is characterized by expressions like
‘rich vocabulary’, ‘accurate expressions’, ‘diversified sentence structures’ and so on, while
Level B is filled with key words like ‘basic vocabulary’, ‘circumlocutions’ , ‘lexical
gaps’, etc.

There are five raters who spoke highly of the sub-scale of Linguistic range and
accuracy on the analytic scale, deeming it to be the most explicit one among the four
sub-scales. As Rater 7 put it:

When describing language errors, expressions like ‘grave language errors’ and ‘occasional
language errors’ are frequently used by the existing scale of the CET-4 writing. The
interpretations of such expressions, however, rely significantly on modifiers like ‘grave’
and ‘occasional’. By contrast, descriptions on the sub-scale of Linguistic range and accu-
racy are more informative and more helpful, say, ‘some grave grammatical errors occur in
writing which distort the meaning conveyed’, and also ‘errors in collocation and usage occur
occasionally, which after all do not hinder comprehension’.

Scale Completeness
According to the raters, the rating criteria and the information entailed in the analytic
scale were more complete than those in the existing scale, and the analytic scale was
sufficient for describing CET-4 writing performance. No criterion or information
was reported unattended. For example, Rater 4 said that:

The new scale has already accounted for everything in my mind, so I am not able to put
forward any other rating categories.

Similarly, Rater 5 also mentioned that:

The new scale is all-encompassing, including almost all the features characterizing the
CET-4 writing scripts.

Scale Operability
Compared with the aspects discussed above, the raters’ attitudes toward the opera-
bility of the analytic scale were a little mixed. Of them, five raters made quite
positive comments on the operability of the scale. For example, Rater 4 made the
following comments:

The process of using the analytic scale was not as complicated as I had assumed it to be. In
fact, rating analytically can be highly efficient if the raters were well trained. As is known to
all, the spoken test of CET adopts an analytic scoring approach. At the beginning, the raters
may rate a bit slowly, however, once they become accustomed to the rating scale, they can
rate both quickly and efficiently.
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Similarly, Rater 5 also reported that he felt a bit unaccustomed when using the
analytic scale at first, but after rating a few scripts, he became more confident.

On the other hand, three raters expressed their concerns over the rating efficiency
of the analytic scale. Rater 3 thought that scoring the writing scripts with the analytic
scale would be extremely time-consuming. As Rater 7 put it:

There are abundant descriptions on the analytic scale; it is therefore very exhausting to use it
in rating the CET-4 writing scripts. It takes more time to rate a single script because each
rating criterion has to be taken into account.

In addition to the above comments, there were two raters who seriously doubted the
operability of the analytic scale. Their major concern was also related to the time
consumed by analytic scoring, thus they considered it to be essentially impractical
for such a large-scale test. As Rater 10 said:

If every single piece of writing were to be assigned four analytic scores, the work load would
become extremely heavier and more raters would be recruited, which would lead to a higher
cost.

Feedback for teaching
All the raters expressed affirmative viewpoints on the feedback that the analytic scale
would be able to provide, highlighting that:

Such a scale would be very useful in that it could make the teaching of English writing more
focused (Rater 6).

As Rater 2 said:

Compared with the existing rating scale, the analytic scale is more advantageous in provid-
ing feedback on the test takers’ writing performance. The feedback, I believe, will in turn
promote the effectiveness of the teaching and learning of English writing.

Also, this point was further echoed in the following quote:

It is no denying that the existing rating scale is very effective in terms of discriminating the
CET-4 writing performance. However, even writing performance assigned at the same
proficiency level may differ from each other in that some of them might excel at language
use, whilst the others might do better in organization or content. It is in this respect that the
analytic scale would excel the current holistic scale (Rater 3).

Usefulness for Rater Training
As for the usefulness of the scales for rater training, eight raters held a more positive
attitude toward the analytic scale. For example, Rater 1 said:

I think the analytic scale will be more effective in rater training since it is fairly detailed and
the level division is also reasonable. At least, I feel, I myself would benefit from rater training
featuring such an informative scale.

Even Rater 7 who had previously expressed some doubts over the operability of the
analytic scale acknowledged that:
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In the operational scoring of the CET-4 writing, due to the vagueness of the existing rating
scale, the raters’ interpretations of the scoring points sometimes deviate from what has been
informed during the rater training. Well, I think with the analytic scale, this problem might
be solved.

Despite these positive remarks, however, two raters cast some doubts on the
usefulness of the analytic scale in rater training. As Rater 8 said:

With so many descriptors, how can the efficiency of rater training be guaranteed? I’m afraid
that the rater training will be turned into a laborious process which costs more but gains less.

2.4.4 Discussion

2.4.4.1 Construct Validity of the Scales

Bachman and Palmer (1996) define construct validity as “the meaningfulness and
appropriateness of the interpretations that we make on the basis of test scores”
(p. 21). Knoch (2009) argues that to establish construct validity for a rating scale,
we should not only understand the purpose and context of an assessment, but
determine whether the rating scale can effectively help raters in arriving at scores.

According to Jin (2008), the intended purpose of CET-4 is two-fold: one is to
provide an objective evaluation of a student’ s overall English proficiency, and the
other is to exert positive impact on the EFL teaching at the tertiary level in China. In
view of the first aspect, the rating scale of the CET-4 writing is supposed to help
evaluating the examinees’ writing proficiency objectively. In other words, the rating
scale should be powerful in discriminating the examinees’ writing proficiency. In
this study, the construct validity of the analytic scale could be evidenced on one hand
by the results of MFRM analysis, and on the other by the raters’ opinions elicited
through the interviews. Specifically, the analytic scale resulted in higher examinee
separation ratio and lower rater separation ratio, which indicated a more satisfactory
scale discrimination. Besides, the raters’ comments on the overall effectiveness of
the two scales also bore out the superiority of the analytic scale in terms of its
construct validity. According to the raters, the rating process facilitated by the
analytic scale was more objective as the detailed level descriptions made the rating
more valid. In other words, the raters didn’t have to rely on their own intuitive
judgments. As such, it is fair to say that the analytic scale is a little more advanta-
geous than the holistic scale in terms of construct validity.

2.4.4.2 Reliability of the Scales

According to Bachman and Palmer (1996), reliability refers to consistency of
measurement, and it is a necessary condition for construct validity. In this study,
scale reliability was demonstrated through two major aspects: rater separation and
rating variations. For the first aspect, two types of statistics were closely looked at –

24 S. Zou



rater separation ratio and rater separation reliability. The results showed that the
analytic scale could help to yield moderately higher rater separation ratio as well as
greater rater separation reliability, hence the scale reliability was more satisfactory.

The other aspect concerning scale reliability is raters’ variation in rating which
reveals the extent to which the raters’ behaviors were consistent with the model
expectation. Ideally, neither too much nor too little variation is desired because the
two cases suggest that the raters either rate too inconsistently or over consistently
(Bond & Fox, 2015). The results of MFRM indicated that compared with the holistic
scale, the analytic scale lent itself more easily to control variations in rating. Hence, it
can be concluded that the analytic scale is more reliable than the holistic scale in the
CET-4 writing.

2.4.4.3 Impact of the Scales

According to Bachman and Palmer (1996), the impact of test use generally operates
at two levels: a micro level, which concerns the impact on individuals, and a macro
level, which refers to the impact on the educational system or society. As CET-4 is
widely perceived to be a high-stakes test, the impact of the rating scale used in
CET-4 writing should be considered both at the micro level and at the macro level.
At the micro level, the scales are expected to provide useful and meaningful
feedback to the test takers. In this regard, the results of the interviews could provide
some insights. For instance, the raters mentioned that compared with the existing
rating scale, more detailed information regarding the CET-4 writing performance
was entailed in the analytic scale, such as the range of lexical use or the grammatical
accuracy. If delivered to the test takers along with the score report, the information
can supposedly help learners diagnose their strengths and weaknesses in EFL
writing. Because the raters involved in the interviews were all experienced college
English teachers, their opinions could to a large degree reflect the test takers’ real
needs.

In addition to the test takers, the raters as a group were also directly affected by
the rating scale. During the interviews, the raters all mentioned that the analytic scale
was more explicit in terms of level descriptions, enabling them to focus more
intensively on the CET-4 writing scripts so as to ensure that the scripts could be
assigned accurately at different levels of the analytic scale.

The impact of the rating scales at a macro level mainly concerns college English
teaching. During the interviews, the advantage of the analytic scale in this respect
had been echoed by the raters as they commented that the detailed information
offered by the analytic scale would make the teaching of College English writing
more focused than before.

In all, the above evidence indicated that the analytic scale could exert more
positive impact both at micro level and at macro level.
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2.4.4.4 Practicality of the Scales

According to Bachman and Palmer (1996), practicality denotes “the relationship
between the resources that will be required in the design, development, and use of
the test and the resources that will be available for these activities” (p. 36). In other
words, the practicality of a test is constrained to some degree by the available
resources. In a similar vein, the practicality of a rating scale is also limited by such
kind of resources.

When being inquired about the implementation of the rating scales in CET-4
writing, the raters showed quite mixed attitudes: first, half of the interviewees
exhibited great confidence in the practicality of the scale, commenting positively
on the use of it in the CET-4 writing; Second, three of the interviewees expressed
some concerns over the intensive labor involved in analytic scoring; Third, two of
the interviewees seriously doubted the operability of the analytic scale in scoring the
CET-4 writing performance. Admittedly, such mixed attitudes might mitigate the
practicality of the analytic scale in the CET-4 writing to some extent. However, the
interviewees’ mixed attitudes could be attributed to two possible factors: on one
hand, the scale descriptors were established merely on an experimental basis at this
stage, hence they still need further refinement; On the other, the interviewees were
highly experienced in using the existing holistic scale, and it was somewhat difficult
for them to tailor themselves to analytic scoring in such a short period. As such,
retraining activities would be called for to help raters become more accustomed to
the analytic scale, were it to be adopted in the operation scoring of the CET-4
writing. In addition, considering that large-scale EFL tests have increasingly resorted
to automatic essay scoring in recent years, the potential of such an analytic rating
scale in the CET-4 writing deserves further exploration because in automatic scoring
process, the large rating cost traditionally associated with the use of analytic scales
can be reduced significantly (Lee et al., 2010).

2.5 Conclusion and Limitations

Taking advantage of a mixed-methods approach, this study compared the effective-
ness of two common types of rating scales in the context of scoring CET-4 writing
performance. Results of the study indicated that the empirically developed analytic
rating scale was more robust than the holistic scale currently adopted by CET-4
writing although its practicality needed more research.

Methodologically, this study not only offered some valuable insights into the
validation of rating scales in the context of large-scale EFL writing assessments, but
provided some new evidence for the comparison of the two commonly used types of
scales. More practically, by validating an empirically developed analytic scale for
CET-4 writing, the study had some implications for the clarification of the CET-4
writing construct and the interpretation of the CET-4 writing scores. As mentioned in
the beginning, the interpretability of tests scores has become an increasing demand
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on behalf of test users. Jin and Yang (2018) also stress that “language assessment
researchers in China should attach more importance to the interpretation of test
scores, treating it as a crucial part in test validation” (p. 36).

However, this study is not without limitations. The most obvious one lies in that
the evidence for the use of the two scales is only one-sided, that is, from CET-4
raters. CET-4 constructors’ views are yet to be investigated. Therefore, it would be a
gross overstatement to say that the analytic rating scale has been fully validated
because “validity is an evolving property and validation is a continuing process”
(Messick, 1989: 13). In other words, more evidence relating to the scale validity will
be called for, particularly evidence demonstrating the applicability of the analytic
scale to the operational scoring of the CET-4 writing as well as the potentiality of the
scale in reporting the CET-4 writing scores.
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