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Foreword

The TOEFL Monograph Series features commissioned papers and reports for TOEFL 2000
and other Test of English as a Foreign Language™ (TOEFL®) test development efforts. As part
of the foundation for the TOEFL 2000 project, a number of papers and reports were
commissioned from experts within the fields of measurement and language teaching and testing.
The resulting critical reviews and expert opinions have helped to inform TOEFL program
development efforts with respect to test construct, test user needs, and test delivery. Opinions
expressed in these papers are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the views or
intentions of the TOEFL program.

These monographs are also of general scholarly interest, and the TOEFL program is pleased
to make them available to colleagues in the fields of language teaching and testing and
international student admissions in higher education.

The TOEFL 2000 project is a broad effort under which language testing at Educational
Testing Service™ (ETS®) will evolve into the 21st century. As a first step, the TOEFL program
recently revised the Test of Spoken English™ (TSE®) and introduced a computer-based version
of the TOEFL test. The revised TSE test, introduced in July 1995, is based on an underlying
construct of communicative language ability and represents a process approach to test validation.
The computer-based TOEFL test, introduced in 1998, takes advantage of new forms of
assessment and improved services made possible by computer-based testing, while also moving
the program toward its longer-range goals, which include:

e the development of a conceptual framework that takes into account models of
communicative competence

e aresearch agenda that informs and supports this emerging framework

e a better understanding of the kinds of information test users need and want from the
TOEFL test

e a better understanding of the technological capabilities for delivery of TOEFL tests into
the next century

Monographs 16 through 20 were the working papers that laid out the TOEFL 2000
conceptual frameworks with their accompanying research agendas. The initial framework
document, Monograph 16, described the process by which the project was to move from
identifying the test domain to building an empirically based interpretation of test scores. The
subsequent framework documents, Monographs 17-20, extended the conceptual frameworks to
the domains of reading, writing, listening, and speaking (both as independent and interdependent
domains). These conceptual frameworks guided the research and prototyping studies described in
subsequent monographs that resulted in the final test model.

As TOEFL 2000 projects are completed, monographs and research reports will continue to be
released and public review of project work invited.

TOEFL Program Office
Educational Testing Service



Abstract

This project established a framework to describe the decision-making processes that
experienced writing assessors use to evaluate compositions written by students who speak
English as a second language (ESL) or as a foreign language (EFL). The framework will assist in
the development and field testing of a scoring scheme for the writing component of the new Test
of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL 2000) examination. Phase One developed empirically
a) an initial framework to describe the decision-making behaviors of 10 experienced ESL/EFL
instructors/assessors of differing backgrounds, each of whom produced concurrent verbal reports
of their decision making while rating 60 TOEFL essays and b) a questionnaire to profile relevant
variables in the raters’ backgrounds. Phase Two refined the framework, gathering additional
think-aloud data from a) seven highly experienced native-English-composition assessors while
they rated 40 of the Phase One TOEFL essays and b) seven of the Phase One ESL/EFL
instructors/assessors while they rated six TOEFL essays and 30 ESL compositions written for
five TOEFL 2000 prototype tasks that involve responding to reading or listening materials. Phase
Two analyses confirmed the utility of the descriptive framework and produced recommendations
for the development of scoring procedures for writing tasks that integrate reading or listening
materials.

Key words: Assessment of ESL writing, rating processes, think-aloud verbal reports, TOEFL,
background influences on assessment, evaluating compositions written from sources
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1. Overview

The purpose of this project was to develop, then refine, an analytic framework that
describes how experienced writing assessors evaluate compositions written by individuals who
speak English as a second language (ESL) and as a foreign language (EFL). This descriptive
framework is intended to serve as a basis for the development and field testing of a scoring
scheme for the writing component of a new version of the Test of English as a Foreign Language
(TOEFL 2000). This report documents Phase One and Phase Two of the two-part study.

Phase One, which was conducted from June 1998 to August 1998, focused on developing
empirically a) an initial framework to describe the decision-making behaviors of 10 experienced
ESL/EFL instructors/assessors and b) a questionnaire to profile individual characteristics of the
raters as well as relevant variables in their backgrounds. To develop the descriptive framework,
the participating assessors — who had diverse backgrounds — produced verbal reports on audio
tape while rating 60 TOEFL essays in Toronto. Phase Two, which was conducted from
September 1998 to December 1998, refined the descriptive framework and the questionnaire
developed in Phase One. In Phase Two, we gathered additional think-aloud data from seven
experienced native-English-composition assessors in various parts of the United States as they
rated 40 TOEFL essays, as well as from seven of the same experienced Phase One ESL/EFL
instructors/assessors in Toronto (with one change in personnel) as they rated five TOEFL 2000
prototype tasks piloted by six ESL students in California. In Phase Two, we also coded and
analyzed matched samples of the think-aloud data from both phases of the project, and we
interviewed participants about their impressions of the prototype tasks, asking for their
suggestions for improvement.

The following findings from Phase One are presented in this report:

» influences raters perceived on their assessment performance (a draft survey
instrument used to profile raters’ characteristics is provided)

» apreliminary framework to describe the decisions raters most frequently made while
assessing TOEFL essays

» typical decision-making sequences evident in the data
= text features in the TOEFL essays to which the raters attended

* impressions of variations in these behaviors by levels of English proficiency
represented in the compositions, by essay topic, and by characteristics of individual
raters



The following findings from Phase Two are presented in this report:

influences raters perceived on their assessment performance

trends in decision making by native-English-composition raters

trends in decision making for TOEFL 2000 prototype tasks

refinements made to the descriptive framework of decision-making behaviors
statistical descriptions of coded think-aloud data

formative assessment of TOEFL 2000 prototype tasks

In addition to documenting raters’ thinking processes in detail, we found both groups of
raters used fundamentally similar decision-making behaviors, in similar proportions of
frequency, while assessing both TOEFL essays and prototype writing tasks — thus verifying our
descriptive framework. On the basis of these findings, we make the following recommendations:

1.

to use the descriptive framework to design a project in the near future that uses the
present findings to prepare and field test scoring rubrics and procedures

to monitor background influences on assessors’ scoring behaviors

to continue to develop prototype writing tasks that integrate reading and listening,
specifying carefully the instructions in the tasks, criteria for judging them, and the
uses that examinees are expected to make of particular source materials and genres in
their writing



2. Relevance to TOEFL 2000 Project

As argued in Cumming, Kantor, Powers, Santos, and Taylor (2000), revisions planned for
the TOEFL 2000 examination require a new, valid method for scoring a variety of types of
written compositions. Although the holistic scoring scheme now utilized for TOEFL essays
(formerly the Test of Written English, or TWE®™) can serve as a well founded benchmark to begin
this process, it lacks the descriptive model and research base needed to ensure confidence in what
its scores mean in terms of student abilities. Moreover, the TWE rating scale cannot simply be
extended, without extensive research, to the other task types envisioned for the writing
component of the TOEFL 2000 test. Also, the information it provides for score users is too
limited for the purposes of the TOEFL 2000 test. In short, a new scoring scheme for TOEFL
2000 writing tasks needs to be based on close analyses of raters’ decision-making processes, to
be applicable to several types of writing, to be validated, and to be descriptively informative for
reporting purposes.

Cumming et al. (2000) proposed that a “reader-writer model” is necessary for the writing
component of the TOEFL 2000 exam. The present project takes the first steps in this direction.
Before subsequent steps in the development of TOEFL 2000 writing tasks can be taken, a) new
prototype tasks must be field tested, b) alternative scoring schemes must be considered and their
utilization with raters evaluated, and c) the difficulty and other properties of writing tasks must
be determined. These latter steps will be undertaken in projects subsequent to the present one,
but the current study is a necessary, preliminary step. That is, a descriptive framework must be
developed and validated that describes raters’ decision-making behaviors when scoring a range
of writing tasks relevant to the aims of the TOEFL 2000 project before research can be done to
select an appropriate scoring method, to field test prototype writing tasks, to determine the
relative difficulty of those tasks, and to know how to train raters of compositions effectively on
such writing tasks.

Need for the research conducted in the present study is evident in numerous recent
publications that have questioned the construct validity of existing holistic or other types of
analytic schemes for scoring written compositions, both in first-language contexts (e.g., Charney,
1984; Huot, 1990; Purves, 1992) and second-language contexts (e.g., Connor-Linton, 1995;
Cumming, 1997; Hamp-Lyons & Kroll, 1997; Kroll, 1998; Raimes, 1990). These analyses echo
doubts that many others in relevant educational communities have expressed as well. Many
holistic schemes for scoring writing can, with extensive rater training and monitoring for
example (e.g., Stansfield & Ross, 1988; Weigle, 1994), produce reliable, consistent assessments;
but a principal criticism has been that the exact nature of the constructs they assess remains
uncertain. For instance, holistic rating scales can conflate many of the complex traits and
variables that human judges of students’ written compositions perceive (such as fine points of
discourse coherence, grammar, lexical usage, or presentation of ideas) into a few simple scale
points, rendering the meaning or significance of the judges’ assessments in a form that many feel
is either superficial or difficult to interpret (Henning, 1991; Purves, 1992; Raimes, 1990). The
simplicity of the holistic scoring method, and the rating scales that typically accompany it,



obscures its principal virtue: reliance on the complex, richly informed judgments of skilled
human raters to interpret the quality of students’ writing abilities.

Importantly, there has been little research to describe with precision what skilled human
raters attend to when they score compositions, particularly how such assessments correspond to
students’ actual proficiency in writing in a second language. As a consequence, many holistic and
other analytic rating scales lack firm empirical substantiation with respect to evidence about
second-language learners’ writing abilities. Indeed, the methods typically used to develop holistic
scoring rubrics — for example, sorting students’ essays into levels based on judgments of
quality, and then identifying characteristics in students’ texts that distinguish among the levels
(e.g., Ruth & Murphy, 1988) — have produced rating scales that are too imprecise and broadly
defined to demarcate individual students’ achievements in writing, either for the purposes of
achievement testing or of research into second-language writing development (Cumming, 1997,
Polio, 1997). Moreover, there is considerable debate over which types of holistic scoring
methods are most appropriate and informative for second-language assessment (Cumming, 1997,
Hamp-Lyons, 1991):

= truly holistic scoring schemes that combine several traits into single score points?

» multitrait scoring methods that assign ratings to distinct aspects of compositions (e.g.,
discourse organization, presentation of ideas, grammar, and vocabulary)?

= primary trait methods that assign ratings to key features of compositions expected for
a specific writing task (Lloyd-Jones, 1977)?

Two further issues are a) the variability in cultural standards that implicitly inform
holistic scoring and b) the sampling of types of written genres for assessment purposes.
Numerous recent studies have found groups of raters to differ in their evaluations of writing
according to their cultural or disciplinary backgrounds and according to the types of written
genres assessed (e.g., Kobayashi & Rinnert, 1996; Mendelsohn & Cumming, 1987; Song &
Caruso, 1996). More information is needed about the range of scoring behaviors that experienced
raters with diverse academic, cultural, and experiential backgrounds demonstrate when using
holistic scoring. Such information is needed to identify differences as well as commonalities
among experienced raters and also to determine which rating behaviors might be worth either
promoting or discouraging in the context of particular writing assessments. Similarly,
information is needed to describe how raters’ scoring behaviors may vary across different types
of writing tasks. Many of the schemes now widely used for holistic scoring of adult ESL/EFL
learners’ compositions (e.g., the current rubric for TOEFL essays; Hamp-Lyons & Henning,
1991; Jacobs, Zinkgraf, Wormuth, Hartfiel & Hughey, 1981) were devised only to rate brief,
argumentative-type essays; they are not suitable for scoring other types of writing tasks, for
example, that might involve the integration of content from reading or listening sources.



For these reasons, we started a program of intensive research into the decision-making
behaviors that experienced raters of compositions actually use when they evaluate ESL/EFL
students’ compositions. Such research has been proposed for over a decade in respect to first-
language writing (e.g., Freedman & Calfee, 1983; Huot, 1990, 1993; and see DeRemer, 1998, for
a recent study), but has been taken up in only a few, isolated, exploratory studies on second-
language writing (e.g., Connor & Carrell, 1993; Cumming, 1990; Milanovic, Saville, &
Shuhong, 1996; Sakyi, 2000; Vaughn, 1991). At present, there is to our knowledge no well
substantiated model that accurately describes the rating behaviors of skilled evaluators of
ESL/EFL compositions. Such a model is needed a) to begin to formulate, field test, and validate
appropriate scoring schemes for ESL/EFL composition assessment; b) to guide and monitor the
training of raters in the use of these scoring schemes; and c) to report results to score users in a
valid, informed manner.

We conducted this study in two parts. In Phase One we developed the preliminary basis
for such a model, then in Phase Two we refined and evaluated it. Although the current study was
exploratory, its grounded basis in analyses of raters’ decision making, and its progressive
sequence for expanding and refining the descriptive model directly in relation to the proposed
writing tasks for the TOEFL 2000 examination, have produced results capable of informing
further decisions about the scoring scheme for the revised assessment.

In this paper, we report the goals, methods, and findings of the two phases of this project
separately, followed by recommendations for further research and development. Our research
followed an emergent sequence: its analyses are grounded on a progressive sequence of empirical
studies, conducted in a collaborative mode, in which the participating graduate students and
university professor generated, as well as collectively analyzed, their own and each other’s
behaviors while rating ESL/EFL compositions. Rather than imposing or creating ad hoc, a
framework for scoring TOEFL writing, the project aimed to construct and progressively refine an
analytic framework from close examination of raters’ behaviors while scoring samples of
ESL/EFL compositions relevant to TOEFL 2000 goals and objectives. The value of this approach
is that the research team was able to share and verify interpretations of the data and to develop a
collective understanding of them as a whole — in a way that would not have been possible if the
roles of assessors and researchers had been isolated and separated from each other.

To counter the possible problems of insularity, bias, and idiosyncrasy this approach may
have produced, Phase Two of the project employed external raters in the United States, each of
whom is highly regarded for his or her expertise in evaluating native-English compositions for
Educational Testing Service (ETS), such as those written for the SAT®II: Writing Test and the
Graduate Record Examinations” (GRE") Writing Assessment. We analyzed the performance of
these raters in relation to that of the research team in Toronto, which assessed comparable sets of
TOEFL essays as well as TOEFL 2000 prototype tasks that involved reading and listening
materials. Collectively, the raters participating in this research were diverse — linguistically and
experientially — including people with extensive experience in settings where English is a



second language, a foreign language, and a native language. In examining the performance of a
broad range of raters, we hoped to account for some of the diversity in standards and experience
under which English is assessed internationally, as well as to identify commonalities within that
diversity.

Both phases of the study made extensive use of think-aloud verbal reports made by raters
as they scored ESL/EFL compositions. This method of inquiry has proved illuminating in
previous studies of the decision-making processes involved in ESL/EFL composition evaluation
(e.g., Cumming, 1990; Vaughn, 1991). Indeed, many have preferred this approach generally for
research into composition assessment (e.g., Huot, 1990; Wolfe, Kao, & Ranney, 1998) and for
other inquiries into human performance on complex tasks (e.g., Ericsson & Simon, 1984),
including many aspects of second-language research (e.g., Cohen, 1994). Care was taken, both
when instructing and training raters to generate the think-aloud protocols and when interpreting
research results, a) to acknowledge that such data represent only information that people attend to
during task performance (i.e., not their full cognitive processes, which probably cannot be
verbalized), and b) to avoid or acknowledge problems of reactivity or other inadvertent
influences on participants’ behaviors (cf. problems identified in various chapters in Smagorinsky,
1994).



3. Phase One: An Initial Framework

Introduction

Phase One of this project addressed the principal question below, along with four related
subquestions:

What aspects of TOEFL essays do experienced instructors/assessors of ESL/EFL compositions
attend to while they assess a purposive sample of these essays (demarcated by English
proficiency level and topic differences)?

1. What are the principal characteristics of the instructors/assessors participating in the
study, such as might bear on their rating behaviors?

2. What are the integral decisions the instructors/assessors make to monitor their rating
behaviors while rating, as documented in concurrent verbal reports of their thinking
while assessing the essays?

3. Which text features of the essays do the instructors/assessors attend to for assessment
purposes, as documented in concurrent verbal reports of their thinking while assessing
them?

4. Do these raters’ decisions and the text features they perceive vary appreciably with
the examinee’s level of English proficiency (as determined by previous TOEFL
ratings), with the essay topic, with particular reader characteristics, or with individual
raters?

Method

Ten experienced ESL/EFL instructors were selected for the diversity and extent of their
experiences internationally — nine graduate students and one professor at the University of
Toronto. Each rated randomly sequenced samples of 60 TOEFL essays, which were selected by
ETS staff to represent a range of four essay topics and six score points from a recent version of
the test. All raters produced concurrent think-aloud protocols to document their decision-making
behaviors while they rated the compositions. Audio tapes of these verbal reports were transcribed
by the research team. The participants who had generated the verbal reports then verified and
corrected the transcripts. Next, we analyzed the data to address the four subquestions guiding this
phase of the project. Each rater also completed a profile questionnaire — which had earlier been
developed, pilot tested, and refined by the research team — to document relevant individual
characteristics and experiences, such as may relate to their rating behaviors. Analyses were
primarily impressionistic at this initial stage of the study.



Participants

The 10 participating raters — nine graduate students and one professor — were selected
based on their extensive experience teaching and assessing ESL/EFL writing, the diversity of
their backgrounds and experiences internationally, prior completion of graduate courses in
language assessment and research methods, and their availability for part-time work in Toronto
during the time of the research. All participants acted both as “subjects” in the research and as
paid “researchers,” designing and refining instruments as well as generating, transcribing,
verifying, and analyzing data. Co-investigators at ETS collaborated on the design of the proposal,
selected sample compositions for rating, provided advice during the research, and offered input
into a draft of this report.

To preserve the confidentiality of individual raters, data on individuals are reported in
aggregate here. All participants opted for pseudonyms that preserve their gender but conceal their
ethnicity and other identifying characteristics: Ed, Gary, Jane, Karen, Marty, Melissa, Patricia,
Paul, Roy, Scott, and Zoey (a total of 11, because the pseudonym of one additional rater, who
participated in Phase Two only, is included to keep that individual’s identity confidential). All
participants who are not ETS employees signed forms approved by ETS’ Prior Review
Committee, which indicated their informed consent in view of ethical considerations in the
research; they also signed agreements to preserve the confidentiality of all information related to
the project, not to make any uses of it in their work, and to surrender any claims to the products
of the research. The research team met weekly (for most weeks) between June and August 1998,
reporting on and discussing ongoing aspects of the project’s work, which was conducted mostly
in pairs or individually.

According to information the raters provided by way of the profile questionnaire (see
Appendix A) the 10 participants had the following characteristics:

* They were in their late 20s (one person), 30s (four people), or 40s (five people).
* The group was balanced in their gender distribution: five males and five females.

* They had a range of types of experience teaching/assessing ESL/EFL to adults, and in
a few cases to high school students, in academic contexts (three in ESL contexts in
North America, and seven in both ESL contexts and, more extensively, EFL contexts
in Bulgaria, Hong Kong, Iran, Portugal, or Japan).

» FEach had taught/assessed ESL/EFL for periods of from two to 19 years (six for more
than seven years, three for three to five years, and one for two years).



Approach

All had completed a Teaching English as a Second Language (TESL) or related
teaching certification program.

All a) held a Ph.D. (two people), b) were midway through a Ph.D. program in second
language education (four people), or ¢) were just completing (two people) or midway
through (three people, one of whom held a Ph.D. in another discipline) a master’s
degree in second language education.

They were native speakers of either North American English (five people) or of
Bulgarian, Cantonese, Hungarian, Farsi, or Japanese. Each of the latter had either
resided in Canada for much of their adult lives (two people), or had passed the
university’s TOEFL-score entry requirement of at least 580 and previously completed
at least one year of graduate study at the university successfully, all with average
grades of A. In addition, all routinely used English in their work and graduate studies,
and were sufficiently proficient in English to work part-time in Canada as ESL
instructors.

They rated their ESL/EFL composition-rating abilities as either “expert” (three people
who had extensive experience as raters for university ESL composition exams and
who trained others on composition assessment), “competent” (six people who had
several years’ experience rating university or high school composition exams, two of
whom had also trained teachers in assessment), or “novice” (one person with little
such experience, other than tutoring university ESL students for two years).

They had a range of previous experience writing professionally (four people with
extensive publications, the other six with some professional publications, mainly in
educational contexts), editing work for publication (five people), and/or translating
(three people).

Profile questionnaire. The research team first developed a questionnaire to profile the
characteristics and experiences of raters, such as might bear upon their rating behaviors. We then
revised it four times by piloting it on ourselves. A draft version of this questionnaire was
completed individually by all study participants immediately or shortly after generating their
think-aloud protocols. The version of the questionnaire included in Appendix A was refined
slightly after its administration, based on feedback from the research team in this phase of the

research.



Sample essays. ETS staff selected a pool of 143 TOEFL essays from a recent
administration of the test, then conveyed these to Toronto, blinded as to the names, locations, or
other identifying characteristics of examinees. The essays represented four different topics' and
the full range of six possible score points. About half were written by hand, and about half were
typed. We assigned new code numbers to the compositions and, when photocopying them,
concealed the original scores they had been assigned. We used Minitab, Inc.’s (1997) program
for assigning random numbers to generate a unique random sequence of 60 of the compositions
for each rater, sampling randomly from the whole pool of 143 compositions. Randomization was
done to counteract the effects of sequencing the compositions on raters’ behaviors, and so that
the participants would not try to predict how many compositions at particular score points would
be assigned to them.

Think-aloud protocols. All raters received an initial demonstration of the think-aloud
process. Instead of essays, training in thinking aloud involved mathematics problems and
counting windows in houses (following Ericsson & Simon, 1984), so as not to bias raters’
behaviors for rating the compositions. After the demonstration, raters practiced the procedure in
pairs for about half an hour with several additional math problems, and then discussed the
procedure collectively. As orientation, each participant read a copy of the proposal for the present
project, and read Cumming (1990) as an example of previous, related research. The research
team generated and collectively revised a standard set of instructions for generating the think-
aloud protocols (see Appendix B).

Rating process. In early July, each participant received a package of 60 randomly
sequenced TOEFL essays (in a unique order for each rater), a copy of the four essay prompts in
response to which the compositions had been written, a tape recorder, several cassette tapes, and
instructions. The raters were asked to assign a number from 1 to 6 for each composition — with
1 representing least proficient writing in English and 6 representing most proficient writing in
English — while simultaneously generating and recording a verbal report of all of the things they
were thinking about while performing this task. To contextualize the assessment task and to elicit
information about each rater’s own conceptualizations of differences in ESL/EFL writing quality,
each participant was asked to assign a rating to each composition in the manner of a g-sort
methodology. That is, they were asked to judge the quality of the compositions without our
specifying in advance which criteria to use. They were also asked to make their evaluations
without direct reference to the scale for scoring TOEFL essays (which none of the raters had used
in their evaluation practices, though a few were familiar with it). In other words, the participants
were left to their own devices and judgments as to how they should rate the compositions. They
completed this task in the convenience of their homes, typically within 1 or 2 days, then
completed the profile questionnaire.

! For reasons of test security, the specific essay prompts are not reported here.
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Transcription process. The research team created and revised a standard set of simple
transcription conventions (see Appendix C). Each tape-recorded think-aloud protocol was
transcribed by a member of the research team who had not produced the particular think-aloud
protocol. Afterward, to assure accuracy, the transcriptions were verified and corrected by the
person who had originally produced the verbal report. Once the transcriptions were complete,
copies were distributed to pairs of researchers, who then conducted preliminary analyses to
address the subquestions guiding this phase of the study. The think-aloud protocols were
extensive, ranging in length from 21 to 56 typed pages per rater, or between 1/6 of a page and
two pages per composition.

Analyses. For preliminary analyses, pairs of researchers reviewed all of the transcribed
data; generated tentative, impressionistic interpretations; then confirmed and discussed these
with each other, checking further on samples of the transcribed data for confirmation. Afterward,
they reported their interpretations to the full research team, which further discussed and refined
the interpretations. Hence, the findings reported in the next section are primarily impressionistic
and qualitative, though grounded in a thorough review of the entire data set, as well as confirmed
by subsequent checks on the data — not only by the participants who produced the data but also
by the entire research team.

Much of the discussion among the research team concerned the terminology we should
use to describe raters’ behaviors and the criteria they displayed, with the aim of reaching a
consensus on phrases that could most faithfully convey these complex concepts. Originally, we
had intended that Phase One would involve coding of data; however, all members of the research
team quickly realized in viewing the transcribed data that simply preparing numerical tallies of
particular aspects of the verbal reports would not produce meaningful analyses at this early stage
of the inquiry. As noted earlier, the think-aloud protocols produced verbal reports of the aspects
of the compositions that the raters reported attending to, rather than full reports of their decision-
making or other cognitive processes. Although the verbal reports were relatively full and
extensive, it was evident that for any particular composition, a rater’s verbal reports represented
only a fragment of the aspects of the compositions that the person attended to while reading and
assessing the compositions. The reports were often just glimpses of the criteria people actually
used to guide their scoring. For this reason, our analyses have treated the verbal reports and the
research participants as a whole, primarily seeking impressionistic interpretations of patterns and
trends in the data overall. This limitation is countered by the sheer extent of the data collected
(which provides ample information on each individual rater’s approach to assessing the
compositions), the overall diversity in the participants’ backgrounds (which provides a wide
range of perspectives and orientations to this kind of assessment), and the focus in Phase One of
the study on generating initial descriptions of raters’ decision-making behaviors.
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A primary purpose of this research was to find out what criteria and procedures the raters
would utilize. Thus, each rater was encouraged to use criteria and procedures of his or her own
devising (rather than the scale for scoring TOEFL essays or any other formal rating scheme).
Since the raters’ scores do not derive from uniform rating criteria (and thus could not logically be
comparable), we have not analyzed the actual ratings that were assigned to the compositions.
Moreover, because each rater received a unique, randomly assigned set of compositions to
evaluate (that is, the ratings were not done on a common set of compositions), the number of
compositions rated in common among the raters was too few, across the six score points, to
permit us to conduct inferential statistics on the data arising from this study. As described in the
next section, only 20 of the 143 TOEFL essays were rated by two or more of the 10 raters.
Among these, only seven essays were rated by at least six of the raters, and the distribution of
most of these seven was skewed by the randomization program at the two lowest points on the
six-point rating scale.

Findings

Findings from Phase One of this study are reported in terms of the four subquestions that
guided this phase of the project.

Characteristics of Participants Influencing Their Ratings

Research subquestion 1 asked what the principal characteristics of participants in the
study were, such as might bear on their rating behaviors. The principal characteristics of the
raters participating in this phase of the study were summarized earlier, under the heading
Participants. These profile data make evident the diversity in participants’ backgrounds as well as
their common, extensive experience in teaching and assessing adult ESL/EFL writing.

Past influences on rating behaviors. Three items in the profile questionnaire (see
Appendix A, section I, items 1 to 3) asked participants to document and assess the influences,
from past experiences, that they thought affected their rating behaviors in the present task. On a
scale from 1 to 5, where 1 = “not at all,” 3 = “slightly,” and 5 = ““a great deal,” the raters reported
the following:

=  Two raters thought there were no such influences on their ratings. One of these two
raters stated he had not taught composition for two years, and therefore had “forgotten
the scales [he] had used before,” while the other rater did not elaborate on this point.

= Three raters stated there were very slight influences (self-ratings of 2) on their ratings.
One of these raters stated she was “familiar with both TWE and [another Canadian
rating scale] bands, and they might have influenced me to a slight degree.” One
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stated she knew only about TOEFL essays or TWE “in a general sense, but not a
specific way.” And the other rater indicated she was not influenced on any “specifics
apart from the anchors of 1 as incompetent and 6 as native-like competence.”

= Three raters thought their ratings were “slightly” influenced (self-ratings of 3) by
previous rating scales they had used. Each person cited particular but different rating
scales they had used extensively in their previous work or research: one from a
university in Canada, one from a published, widely used scale for assessing writing,
and one from a high school assessment system in another country.

= One rater thought he was influenced (self-rating of 4) by a rating scale he had used
extensively in his work as a rater and instructor at a Canadian university.

=  One rater stated he was influenced “a great deal” (self-rating of 5) by several
published and widely used schemes for assessing ESL writing as well as a marking
scheme used at the university where he had worked (in a country other than Canada).

In sum, most of the participants believed that their ratings had been influenced to at least
some extent by their previous experiences as evaluators or instructors of ESL/EFL. The
perceived extent of this influence varied greatly, however, as did the range of possible influences
cited. These influences included a variety of published scales commonly used to assess ESL/EFL
composition (e.g., Hamp-Lyons & Henning, 1991; Jacobs et al., 1981; the scale for scoring
TOEFL essays), scales used at particular universities or in high school systems, and unique rating
scales certain people had used in their teaching.

This finding is not surprising, given a) that the effects of training on raters of ESL/EFL
composition are well documented (e.g., Wiegle, 1994), b) that all participants have devoted their
careers to second-language education and assessment, and c) that the nature of the overall task
was very open-ended (i.e., raters were encouraged to devise their own scoring schemes). But the
implication of the finding for the TOEFL 2000 project, and for further TOEFL 2000 research, is
that raters of ESL/EFL composition will probably be influenced, to varying extents, by scales and
criteria they may have used previously to assess ESL/EFL compositions. Indeed, it may be
relatively difficult for experienced raters to “unlearn” or shift themselves away from particular
criteria or procedures that they have become skilled at using. Erdosy (2000), in subanalyses of
these and other data from Phase One, provides further evidence that the raters were influenced
primarily by their previous experiences teaching and assessing ESL/EFL.

There was a pattern in these self-report data (again not unexpected) that the more
experience raters had with specific scales for rating ESL/EFL compositions, the more they
perceived themselves to be influenced by such scales. This trend was not consistent, though. Two
of the most experienced raters (both of whom described themselves as “expert” raters of ESL
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compositions) rated their influences as only “slight” (ratings of 2 or 3), perhaps as a result of
their having previously used such a wide range of schemes for composition assessment that they
were not tied to any particular scoring scheme. Nonetheless, it can be presumed that the
development of wholly unique scales for assessing ESL/EFL writing for the TOEFL 2000
examination is inevitably going to be shaped (or constrained) by the prior history and influences
of existing schemes and practices, such as now are widely in use. But if the TOEFL 2000 test is
going to reflect prevailing standards for ESL/EFL writing ability, how could things be otherwise?

Elements of effective writing. Another item on the profile questionnaire (see Appendix A,
section I, item 4) asked participants “what three qualities [they] believe make for especially
effective writing in the context of a composition examination?” Participants used various terms
to respond to this question, the most frequently mentioned of which related to:

= rhetorical organization, including introductory statements, development, cohesion,
and fulfillment of the writing task (mentioned by nine raters)

= expression of ideas, including logic, argumentation, clarity, uniqueness, and
supporting points (mentioned by nine raters)

= accuracy and fluency of English grammar and vocabulary (mentioned by seven raters,
with two raters citing grammar and vocabulary as separate categories)

= the amount of written text produced (mentioned by two raters)

The brief statements about these text qualities that participants wrote on the questionnaire
could hardly do justice to the complexity of concepts that these terms may represent. Nor do they
illuminate the differing perspectives that individual raters may have had on these terms in view
of specific text qualities or text types (as evidenced by research on contrastive rhetoric, for
example). These terms may be conventional and common to ESL/EFL assessment practices;
there was some uniformity in participants’ mentioning of them, suggesting they may point
toward important categories (or traits) in scoring English writing. But people may associate
different values and interpretations with these terms in specific contexts or in regard to different
genres of writing. Therefore, we think it important to look to the criteria that emerged from the
think-aloud data to determine more precisely (than is possible in written questionnaire responses)
the criteria that these raters used to make judgments about writing quality in this context.

The only trends between rating behaviors and questionnaire responses that we noticed at
this stage related to participants’ previous teaching, assessing, writing, editing, or translating
experiences. More experienced raters seemed to verbalize more extensively their assessment
decisions (in the think-aloud protocols, some of them produced longer and more verbose
protocols) and their experiences (similarly, some produced more detailed questionnaire
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responses). Also, in some cases more experienced raters tended to adopt certain specific
macrostrategies for comparing their ratings of the compositions (such as reviewing them
collectively or sorting them into piles upon initial inspection; these are discussed in more depth
in a later section). These impressions echo similar findings in Huot’s (1993, p. 226) comparative
study of expert and novice assessors of native-English compositions. However, the selection of
participants for this phase of the study was not designed to evaluate such influences
systematically, so we did not undertake detailed analyses of these variables.

Decision-Making Behaviors While Rating

To answer subquestion 2 — What are the integral decisions the instructors/assessors
make to monitor their rating behaviors while rating, as documented in concurrent verbal reports
of their thinking while assessing the essays? — we analyzed the decision-making behaviors
displayed in the think-aloud protocols two ways. First, we considered the schemes developed by
Cumming (1990) and Sakyi (2000), presented in Appendix D, as preliminary frameworks to
describe decision-making behaviors while rating ESL/EFL compositions; we then assessed the
adequacy of these schemes to account for the present data. In particular, we searched for
decision-making behaviors that might not have been identified in the earlier research (i.e., in
either Cumming, 1990, or Sakyi, 2000) or that may not have been described in a way that
accurately reflected the present data. This first analysis identified specific #ypes of decisions that
the raters, as a whole, made while rating the compositions. The second analysis considered the
sequences of decision making that they made.

Our initial inspections of the think-aloud data verified that all of the categories of
behavior described in Appendix D appeared frequently in the present data. However, certain
other decision-making behaviors also appeared in the present data — seemingly because the
present data contained a wider range of levels of English proficiency and because we used raters
with differing backgrounds (more so than in the studies by Cumming, 1990, or Sakyi, 2000). As
a result, we sought to verify, extend, and refine this framework by matching the descriptive terms
in the preliminary framework to the present sets of think-aloud protocols. The major points of
verification of the earlier framework were:

»  We reaffirmed the basic distinction between interpretation strategies (reading
strategies aimed at comprehending the composition) and judgment strategies
(evaluation strategies for formulating a score). This distinction seemed evident in data
from all 10 raters, forming “a sort of tension between the reader as reader and reader
as rater,” as Huot, in analyzing the rating behavior of native-English-composition
assessors, termed it (1990, p. 255).
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We reaffirmed the three general categories of decision-making behaviors, with a focus
either on self-monitoring of one’s own rating behaviors, the composition’s realization
of rhetorical and ideational elements, or the composition’s accuracy and fluency in
the English language.

We verified the presence of all of the decision-making behaviors initially described in
either Cumming (1990) or Sakyi (2000) in each of the sets of think-aloud data from
each of the 10 raters in the present study.

The major alterations we made to the earlier descriptive framework to account for the
present data are described as follows:

We added the behavior decide on a macrostrategy for reading and rating the
compositions to account for the ways in which several of our raters approached the
overall assessment task differently. Some either just read the compositions and rated
them, while others sorted the compositions into piles, according to their first
impressions of the compositions, prior to assessing them more thoroughly.

We added the behavior assess writing skill to account for several raters’ frequent
comments about the literacy, writing expertise, lack of experience, and so forth of the
examinees.

We added the behavior assess style, register, or genre to account for raters’ frequent
remarks about the style of writing — informal or formal, colloquial or conversational,
academic or nonacademic, and so on.

We added the behavior assess reasoning or logic to account for the frequent attention
the raters paid to the quality of ideas expressed, their logic (or lack of logic), and
qualities such as presumptuousness, triteness, unusualness, and so on.

We added the behavior assess task completion to account for frequent remarks in the
data about whether the examinee had, or had not, successfully completed the task
assigned in the essay prompt.

We added the behavior assess fluency to account for this criterion being frequently
mentioned by all raters.

We added the behavior monitor for personal biases to describe how some raters
checked whether their own preferences, past experiences, or viewpoints might be
inadvertently affecting their assessments.

16



=  We revised the wording describing most of the behaviors to more precisely describe
what we thought appeared in the present data (e.g., changing “establish” to
“consider,” adding phrases, etc.).

Table 1 displays the preliminary descriptive framework after all verifications and
revisions — a total of 37 distinct decision-making behaviors that appeared frequently in the
Phase One think-aloud data. Comparing the behaviors listed in Table 1 to related lists or schemes
produced by other research into the decision-making behaviors of composition assessors (e.g.,
DeRemer, 1998, pp. 23-24; Pula & Huot, 1993, pp. 243-244; Vaughn, 1991, pp. 119, 122-125;
Wolfe, Kao, & Ranney, 1998, pp. 472-477), we are confident that this framework, in addition to
accounting for our own data comprehensively, also encompasses the most integral decision-
making behaviors identified in these other studies (though from a different analytic and
contextual perspective). Similarly, the behaviors identified here correspond, though only
generally, to those identified by the raters as important criteria they said they applied during their
assessments (see Elements of effective writing, earlier). Nonetheless, this version of the
descriptive framework was tentative and preliminary, pending further analyses and refinements
reported later for Phase Two of the present study.
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Table 1

Preliminary Descriptive Framework of Rater’s Decision-Making Behaviors While Scoring

TOEFL Essays

Self-monitoring focus

Rhetorical and ideational
focus

Language focus

Interpretation strategies

* read or reread essay prompt
* read or reread composition

* envision personal situation
and viewpoint of writer

* interpret ambiguous or
unclear phrases

* discern rhetorical structure

* summarize ideas or
propositions

* scan whole composition
* classify errors into types

* edit or correct phrases for
interpretation

Judgment strategies

* decide on macrostrategy for
reading and rating

* consider own personal
response

* define and/or revise own
criteria

* compare with other
compositions or “anchors”

* distinguish interactions
between categories

* summarize and tally
judgments collectively

* articulate or revise scoring
decision

* monitor for personal biases

* assess reasoning or logic
* assess task completion

* assess relevance

* assess coherence

* assess topic development

* assess interest, originality, or
creativity

* identify redundancies

* assess helpfulness in guiding
readers

* assess style, register, or
genre

* rate ideas and rhetoric

* assess quantity of total
written production

* assess comprehensibility

* consider gravity of errors

* consider error frequency

* assess fluency

* assess writing skill

* consider command of lexis

* consider command of syntax
and morphology

* consider command of
spelling and punctuation

* rate language overall

Note. Neither Table 1, nor the following versions of Table 1 that are presented later, are intended to indicate any
particular sequences in which these decision-making behaviors might occur.

Sequences of Decision Making While Rating: Macrostrategies

In a second analysis of the think-aloud data, which also aimed to address subquestion 2,
we identified typical sequences of decision making. Globally, we observed a fundamental
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distinction between macrostrategies and microstrategies. As noted earlier, we adopted the term
macrostrategies to account for behaviors raters exhibited when deciding how to deal with the
overall set of compositions. We had not provided any specific directives about this behavior,
because we wanted to see how participants approached this task independently. Most raters
simply started reading and assessing the compositions in the sequence in which they had been
presented to them. For example:

And right now I’'m looking at the first composition. I think I will just take the
compositions in the order in which they come, uh, because, uh, I don’t really feel
like reordering them. (Scott)

But others spent time deciding how they would first approach the task as a whole. For instance:

All right, so I think what I’ll do is, just to get warmed up is, pull some of the
shorter ones, put them at the front and start with the easier ones. So I am just
looking through my pile, pulling out some of the ones that I can see that are
obviously extremely short and good candidates for getting a score of 1 ... based on
their length ... O.K., I am still looking through my pile, trying to identify some of
the shorter ones ... [ want to start out reading some of the easier ones until I'm
familiar, until I feel comfortable rating. O.K., so I've pulled out, uh, I don’t know,
at least half a dozen of the shorter ones, and I’d like to start with those. (Jane)

So now I’m sort of making little piles. I’'m putting this 62 on my left and I'm
putting this, uh, which one was the one that was so good? I’m putting the 88 on
my right, and I’m just trying to lay the others in between in the sort of, so I'm
putting 7 right in the middle. Well, no. Now I’'m going to put it just, I’'m going to
put it in pile number two. (Zoey)

And others exercised macrostrategies later during their assessments, reviewing all and revising
some of their preliminary scores for the compositions. For example:

So, I’ve now read them all once, initially, over and I feel I should have a look
again, to sort of standardize my scores and reconsider them. Now, I, I don’t
personally feel, I kind of feel on these tasks, that I, my own experience has been to
just read through them quickly, and make fast decisions, so I don’t want to do too
much, but [ am working without a scale. So I don’t want to do too much revising,
but I am reconsidering, but I am going to look at them again just to see whether
my ... the scores are consistent or not. Uh, [ am concerned about that and
recognize that I only gave one 6, but that was distinctly more effective writing
than any of the other ones. Um, I gave a lot of, I think I gave, I think I gave a lot of
Is, 2s, and 3s, particularly 3s, and that seemed a little off balance but that just may
be where the sample is, what was selected for me. (Roy)
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These macrostrategies had a procedural aspect: the raters used them to guide themselves
overall through the relatively undefined task of reaching assessment judgments. They also had a
substantive aspect: the participants established specific criteria on which they based their
judgments, based on their consideration of the unique set of compositions each person received.
Similarly, most participants expressed an awareness of their consideration of specific aspects of
the written compositions, based on their previous evaluation experiences:

Again, I don’t know why but it seems that I am working like a machine, looking at
content and organization first and language afterwards. And once again, all I can
say is that for the past 3 or 4 years I’ve basically been working with the English
Composition Ability Profile, based on Jacobs et al. (1981), where the, uh, thing is
broken down essentially into language, organization, content, vocabulary,
language, and mechanics. I tend to conflate vocabulary into language, uh, and I
tend to look at it more holistically than they do, but I guess in, in a sense what I'm
doing is separating organization and content, uh, and, uh, in considering them first
and then looking at the language, and I guess I must be equating the two somehow
or averaging them out. (Scott)

Interestingly, as they established their criteria for particular score points, most participants
noted that they had to envision the abilities and personal situations of the examinees to make a
decision on scoring — for instance, within a university context:

It’s hard for me to know whether I’m interrelating these to just the whole set of
compositions themselves. And I’m still hoping there are some better pieces of
writing that I’ll give a 6 to. Or to give some criteria like, is this person ready for
university admission? I suppose this person could do an undergraduate degree but
they probably would not get very high marks in, uh, their writing. But they seem
to have a grasp of English that would enable them to do so. So, I'm waffling
between whether I'm doing a relative kind of rating here and in respect to the set
of compositions that I have. Or whether I'm, I’'m trying to set them against some
criteria like readiness for university. (Roy)

Such behaviors establishing criteria for the assessments, and indeed any of these
macrostrategies, may not have occurred if the assessment task had been more specifically
prescribed for the raters, such as would probably occur in the administration of a composition
test. Raters of composition tests are typically provided relevant criteria for assessment in
advance, along with sample or anchor papers for specific score points. Here, the raters had to
identify these criteria themselves, as Zoey, for instance, spent considerable time conscientiously
doing. In other words, these macrostrategies may in fact be artifacts of the way we defined (or
rather did not define) the assessment task, leaving raters to make definitions of scoring criteria
themselves. This in turn may have led to behaviors like sorting the compositions, rather than
adhering to a specific rating scale prescribed in advance.
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Sequences of Decision Making While Rating: Prototypical Sequences

Nonetheless, nearly all of the decision-making behaviors in the think-aloud data involved
micro-level strategies — particular decisions focused on assessing a single composition, such as
the majority of those listed in Table 1. In reviewing the transcribed data, we identified the
following sequence as prototypical of the participants’ assessment behaviors overall:

1. Scan the composition for surface-level identification, such as length, format,
paragraphing, script (e.g., typed or handwritten).

2. Engage in interpretation strategies, reading the essay while exerting certain judgment
strategies, such as:

» classifying error types (lexis, syntax, morphology, spelling), leading to an
assessment about the command of language

* identifying comprehensibility, leading to an assessment of language use and
rhetorical strategies

* interpreting rhetorical strategies (in terms of relevance, rhetorical knowledge
and performance, coherence, redundancies, topic development), leading to an
assessment of content and organization

* envisioning the situation and personal viewpoint of the writer

3. Articulate a scoring decision, while summarizing and reinterpreting judgments.

A prototypical example of this sequence is:

Next essay is essay 23, about the room. I haven’t had one of those in a while. It’s
typed. I find typed ones are much easier to look at, deal with. It’s three

paragraphs. Uh ... uh ... O.K., there’s, the first short paragraph is basically which
room is the most important and why, a short explanation of why. The second
paragraph’s going into more detail. (Reading). O.K., there seems to be good use of
sentences, good use of vocabulary. There’s a good use of, haven’t seen this in a lot
of the essays, painting a picture. For example, “WE CAN EVEN ...” It’s a long
sentence, but it’s cohesive, it paints a picture, it deals with different issues. And
the last paragraph talks about the other rooms in the house, that they are useful.
Why they are useful ... but then goes back to the bedroom, and says if not for the
bedroom. Uh, ... that’s quite nicely written, actually, “BUT IF WE ...” this is very
nice. “NO, WE DEFINITELY ...” I would definitely give this a 6. I, uh, don’t see
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a lot of surface errors, structures, on first glance. It’s very well organized, very
well structured. Uh, the reader’s brought into it as well. Uh, as I said, a very good
picture is painted for the reader, uh, of the writer’s opinion, why it is so. There’s
good use of adjectives as well. Uh, it’s very well structured, it’s very coherent.
Certainly all very relevant. And, so the overall organization, the overall language
use is good. Definitely I’'m going to give this one a 6. Which is neat. We’re able to
see the differences between a well written, you know even if it’s, this isn’t an
incredibly long, it’s three short paragraphs, but it’s very well done. (Karen)

As this prototypical sequence and Karen’s example suggest, participants integrated their
decision making in complex, interactive episodes of information gathering, reasoning, and
hypothesizing, prior to making, then evaluating, their assessment judgments. The decision-
making behaviors presented in Table 1 appeared in the verbal reports not so much as fixed,
isolated behaviors, but rather were interdependent sequences of attention to variable facets of the
compositions and the criteria the raters considered relevant to judging them. Interpretations
derived while reading, and responses to features of the written compositions, were formulated
gradually and interactively, balancing one kind of impression against others (e.g., overall length
against originality of rhetoric, as in Karen’s example above). They developed into judgments of
quality, then scoring decisions, for each essay. Raters arrived at some assessments quite quickly,
within a minute or so, whereas other decisions extended over one or two pages of transcribed
verbalizations.

But Karen’s example, immediately above, can only be termed prototypical, because the
raters in fact displayed — both in contrast to one another and within individual think-aloud
protocols — several variants on this sequence. For instance, some raters tended to focus their
initial interpretation strategies on identifying ideas and propositions, then classifying rhetorical
strategies, then classifying error types, before finally reaching and summarizing their scoring
decisions:

0.K., next one (coughs), excuse me, is 130. 130 is the topic of vacation. Uh, let’s
see. This is typed. It’s fairly long, there’s four paragraphs here. “PEOPLE
ALWAYS NEED ...” O.K., so in the first paragraph they are basically setting up
the arguments for the two types of vacations, and she closes the first paragraph, or
he, the writer closes the first paragraph with their opinion. So that’s very well
organized. Uh, then the next two paragraphs, one paragraph discusses the concept
of long vacations, uh, and gives examples, personal examples and examples of
other people she knows or he knows ... She’s more personal, which is good, it’s
backed up, everything she says is backed up with examples. Uh ... “AFTER A
LONG ...” Then the third paragraph talks about short vacations ... the recharging,
“IT RECHARGES ME.” It’s a good expression. O.K., then the last paragraph
again reiterates her opinion, or his opinion. “HAVING SHORT VACATIONS ...”
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0.K., well, basically the structure’s good. There’s an introduction, there’s a
conclusion, there is a main body, which is quite well organized. There’s a
structure to the argument. The arguments are all backed up with examples. Uh,
there are some problems in terms of ... 'm trying to think of what is it exactly.
There’s something that’s a problem in terms of the sentences, the structures. Uh,
... there are some problems with prepositions and use of those. Uh ... there’s good
use of linking words. The sentences are linked up quite well, the ideas are linked
quite well ... Problems with, uh, plural and singular in terms of the nouns, when
she’s talking about “students” using “student.” I see that several times throughout.
In terms of school, with vacation ... challenges, pressures, hm. Bit of trouble
linking the verbs ... to who they’re referring to. Agreement. Basically it’s pretty
good though. Uh, mmm, trying to decide between a 4 and a 5. It becomes more
difficult the more you see, becomes easier, and it becomes more difficult. 'm
giving this one a 5. I think basically the sentence structure is good, sentences are
complex, they’re not simple. The writer’s attacking I think the idea in a very good,
logical, coherent way. It’s relevant, it’s interesting to read. The topic is certainly
developed. Uh, ... O.K. And there’s, there’s, certain, you can see certain problems,
errors along the way, but pretty much I think it’s a pretty decent paper. O.K., I'm
going to give that one a 4 or 5. Five, I’d say, I'm giving it a 5. (Karen)

In contrast, other participants interspersed their attention to language aspects with their
attention to rhetorical aspects. For example:

Next essay, 117, and I’ll be reading that ... Second sentence ends strangely and
abruptly. That is a bad sentence to me. I’'m reading on ... Uh, here in the
development of the first argument the author is sliding off topic. There can be
some connection found, but not a good one ... O.K., the second argument, that
sentence is just wrong, bad sentence structure, bad word choice. I don’t even quite
understand the meaning of all this. I'm reading on. Oh, he or she is done by the
end of the third line, uh, with the, uh, discussion of the second argument. I’'m
reading on. I think I can guess what the author is trying to say but it is not a clear
thought ... O.K., end of essay 117. Obviously this person knows about framing,
uh, there is an introduction, there is a one sentence conclusion, uh, and three
arguments, of which only the first one is close to the actual argument development
that, uh, I would like to see in an essay. Oh, it’s either a 3 or a 4. Well, the
language is not good, many errors, structure, sentence structure, errors, and word
choices, grammar. “THERE IS NO ...” and so on. That’s a 3, 117 gets a 3.
(Patricia)
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And some sequences of decision making focused largely on identifying language errors,
particularly for compositions raters scored low. For instance:

Essay number 107. I just finished 74, and this is essay 107. This is only one
paragraph, and it’s typed. I'm going to read now ... O.K., I finished reading. This
is essay 107. Uh, it’s only one paragraph. Sentence grammar is very poor.
Punctuation is missing. The student knows how to use periods, but not capitals.
The student does not use any commas, and there are also many spelling errors, an
incredible amount, and basic spelling errors for fairly simple words, such as “I
DON’T KNOW,” D-O-N comma N. Looks like this student had trouble typing.
So that’s my guess because of this error. “I DON’T KNOW ... “ It looks like “i”
should have been “it.” There’s a missing “t” there. The final sentence is “I AM SO
...” The student is apologetic for turning in such a poor essay. I give this a 1 on the
scale of 6.  move on now. That’s the end of essay 107. (Paul)

Text Features Attended to While Rating Compositions

To address subquestion 3 — Which text features of the essays do the instructors/assessors
attend to for assessment purposes, as documented in concurrent verbal reports of their thinking
while assessing them? — we prepared a comprehensive tally of text features (“traits,” as Hamp-
Lyons, 1991, calls them, or “rater objects,” as DeRemer, 1998, refers to them). We culled these
from the entire set of think-aloud protocols, listing all text features that raters attended to with
any frequency (i.e., more than once). The focus of this analysis was on aspects of the
compositions to which raters reported attending, rather than qualities of the decision-making
behaviors they demonstrated, though there is an obvious interaction and overlap between the two.
The resulting list of text features is presented in Table 2.

This approach to analysis, if extended in future research, may be useful in developing
scoring rubrics — along the lines of primary trait scoring for particular types of writing tasks (cf.
Lloyd-Jones, 1977) — for the TOEFL 2000 examination. As Vaughn (1991, pp. 122-125)
suggested in proposing a similar list from her analysis of think-aloud protocols from five raters of
ESL compositions, such text features could be analyzed for raters’ expressions of either positive
or negative impressions (though certain items, such as those listed in Table 2 under Style, would
warrant rephrasing to accommodate that orientation). However, prior to such analyses, the
present list of text features must be refined and evaluated further, and various problems must be
resolved, including problems of:

* terminology (i.e., the use of differing terms to refer to similar phenomena, or
alternatively, common terms to refer to differing phenomena)
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= categorization (i.e., distinguishing comments at the global or local level of texts;
determining interrelations between different aspects of texts, such as rhetoric,
language, or vocabulary)

= orientation to theories of language or grammar
= the extent or appropriate length of the list
= reliability

Such limitations may defy validation of such a list of text features unless a particular theoretical
orientation to text analysis is adopted. At present, the terms in this list seem primarily to
represent concepts common to ESL/EFL instructors’ discussions of student texts (i.e., a kind of
checklist of basic things that teachers conventionally state about writing English). The list is
derived empirically from the think-aloud data, rather than a particular theoretical
conceptualization of what written English is or should be. We have not attempted to link the
categories in Table 1 directly to those in Table 2 because the two derive from different analyses,
though there are obvious areas of overlap. The categories in Table 1 are more robust,
encompassing most of the higher-order categories in Table 2. See further discussion of these
matters in our account of Phase Two of this study.
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Table 2

Text Features to Which ESL/EFL Instructors/Assessors Attended While Rating TOEFL Essays

Layout Rhetorical organization Style Topic Development

a. Handwriting a. Essay structure a. Clarity 0. Exaggeration a. Argument
b. Typing [] Introduction b. Colloquialness p. Cliches ] Logic
C. Spacmg . 7 Title C. Communlcatllvgr)ess q. Rept_etltlon '] Reasoning
d. LlneTaltllon and paragraphing "1 Topic orientation d. Comprehensmlhty r. Register [ Development
e. Legibility i e. Formulaic s. Fluency
f. Editing or self-corrections LI Thesis statement f. Sophistication t. Literacy -l Examples
g. Upper/lower case script [ Sequencing g. Idiomaticity u. Creativity " Analogies or metaphors
Total written production [] Body h. Literalness v.  Ambiguity [] Supporting evidence
a. Length of essay [J Conclusion i. Interestingness w. Awkwardness b. Task completion
b. Length of paragraph b. Paragraphing j. Conciseness X. Presumptuousness c. Topical focus
c. Length of sentence [] Number of paragraphs k. Specificity y. Triviality d. Relevance

Vocabulary "] Development of paragraphs L. Strangeness z Moral'istic e. Coherenpe
a. Choice [ Format of paragraphs m. Convmng aa. Con.3|stency . f. Pgrsuaswenes§
b. Range 7 Topi n. Effectiveness bb. Avoidance strategies g. Misunderstanding

; opic sentence
c. Variety c. Cohesion Sentences Grammar
d. Precision d. Narration a. Sentence structure a. Preposition . Gerund
e. Morphology e. Dialogue b. Sentence complexity b. Pronoun m. Participle
f. ldioms f. First person ¢. Number of sentences ¢. Subject-verb agreement n. Verb
g. Missing words g. Second person d. Itemized lists d. Tense 0. Subject
h. Third person e. Sentence variety e. Auxiliary p. Object
i. Reader involvement f. Completeness of f. Article q. Passive/active voice

Punctuation sentences g. Number (singular/plural) r. Noun phrase
a. Age Personal situation of writer g.Runon h. Adverbial s. Conjunction
b. Gender a. Comma h. Questions i. Adjective t. Conditional
c. Ethnicity b. Period j- Relative clause u. Comparatives and
d. Mother tongue c. Capitalization Errors k. Adjective clause superlatives
e. Location d. Question mark a. Quantity
f. Beliefs e. Apostrophe b. Gravity
g. M(?tivation ) L f. Quotation marks C. Frequency
h. Prior gducatlon or writing g. Colon d. Typographical errors

experience h. Semicolon

i. Potential or readiness for i. Hyphen

learning or university studies

Spelling

26




Variations in Raters’ Decision Making

The fourth subquestion — Do these raters’ decisions and the text features they perceive
vary appreciably with the examinee’s level of English proficiency (as determined by previous
TOEFL ratings), with the essay topic, with particular reader characteristics, or with individual
raters? — was difficult to answer concretely before we undertook a systematic coding of the
think-aloud protocols, which we did in Phase Two (see later sections of this report). Nonetheless,
for Phase One, we reviewed the think-aloud data to identify obvious qualitative trends in the
data, then held subsequent discussions among the research team to consolidate our impressions in
respect to subquestion 4.

First, we noticed that raters appeared to attend to certain types of text features based on
score level — though, as noted above, the trend was not a consistent one. For instance, on essays
the raters scored low (e.g., as 1 or 2), they attended mainly to surface language features of the
compositions. For example:

The next essay is number 96. It is typed ... and appears to be in three paragraphs.
I’'m just taking a look at the topic sentence, “THERE IS NO ...” ... All right.
“STUDYING DIFFERENT AREA ...” Spelling mistake there, “THE STUDENT
VERBAL ...” Spelling mistake. “SKILL. I AM ...” O.K., so it’s sounding very
nonidiomatic, uh, incoherent, major structural problems here. “IMAGINE THIS,
ONE ...” O.K., not logical, serious grammar problems. “HOW DO YOU ...”
Already I, the use of questions tends to irritate me anyway, but, they’re, it seems
to me that they don’t have anything else to say, so they’re writing a list of
questions. “CAN I USE ...” Uh, O.K., structural problems there, a few typing or
spelling mistakes, too. “SOME PEOPLE STILL ...” Spelling mistake. “THAT P-
O-Z-1I-T-I-V-E.” Spelling mistake. “SCIENCES IS IMPORTANT ...” Illogical,
incoherent sentence there. “STUDYING DIFFERENT SUBJECT ...” Uh,
although they have attempted to write and address the topic, they have not at all,
they haven’t even answered the question, mmm, fence-sitting, they haven’t taken
a stand. Incoherent. Uh, ..., I think I’d give this one a ... 1. (Jane)

At the opposite extreme, raters seemed to consider mainly the rhetoric and ideas in essays
they scored high (e.g., as 5 or 6), often engaging verbally with the author’s argument or position.
For instance:

Number 18 ... The room in the house one. This is the longest response that I’ve
seen so far, a full typed page to the room in the house. One, two, three, four, five,
six, seven paragraphs. The first and last consist of only one sentence. The first is a
topic sentence: “FOR A YOUNG ...” O.K., now, the person starts talking about
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him- or herself. “I AM A ...” So he starts telling a story ... So the person’s made it
totally personal. They’ve talked about their own house now, and then explained
why it’s difficult to pick a room, and they are going on to say why the dining-
living room ... Just reading ... Jumps around a little bit. “THE LIVING ROOM ...”
Now, he’s describing how their room is laid out. “SINCE THE TV ...” O.K., now,
this is interesting, because they are getting to the point. They’ve written one, two,
three, four, five paragraphs on their own personal experience, and now they’ve
decided to address the question, which is not “Which is the most important room
in your house,” but which is the most important room in a house, I think. Yeah,
“THE MOST IMPORTANT ...” Now they get to it. “LASTLY, I WOULD ...” Uh,
I’'m torn. I’m really stuck with this one, because I like some of the, I like some of
the language. “I AM A ...” So, it’s very well written. Very well written. And yet, |
wouldn’t have organized it, an essay, in this way. And I guess maybe I’'m kind of
stuck on the, the traditional give the general information first. So, in other words, I
would have put the paragraph about, you know, “LASTLY, I WOULD ...” I would
put that first. That the most important room depends sort of on who you are, and
what your lifestyle is. Then, maybe it would have been O.K. to go on and have the
personal experience, and then conclude. So that’s an organizational preference,
perhaps, rather than a, than a general rule. And since I can’t fault the writing, I
don’t think that I can mark this down from a 6 to a 5 because of a personal
preference. So, I’'m going to give it a 6, because I think it’s a well written piece.

(Zoey)

In the middle range of writing proficiency (i.e., essays scored 3 or 4), raters’ decision
making consisted largely of balancing positive and negative factors related to content, rhetoric,
and language. They often expressed some uncertainty or ambivalence as to how to judge or
equate these elements. For example:

0O.K., the next one is 128. Another composition about vacation. O.K.,
typewritten. One, two, three, four, five paragraphs. Um ... looks long. “BEING A
HIGH ...” “Variant?” Is “variant” used in the proper way here? I don’t know. But
nice introduction. My, although slow. It is a bit slow. Nice introduction. “IN MY
OPINION ...” The use of “also” here is a bit weird. Um, how does he calculate?
So precise. Giving the number of weeks. Interesting ... Nice ad, use of adverbial
phrases. “I THINK THAT ...” A bit colloquial here. “TOO LONG THOUGH ...”
This combination seems a bit strange to me. “THEY SHOULD BE ...” His
comment ... His personal comment, opinion. Nice. “I DISAGREE WITH ...”
Why? “IN MY OPINION ...” Oh my, use of words is neat, “prolonged studying”
and “getting too much information,” blah, blah, blah, “hence.” “ALSO ONE
LARGE ...” “Disruptive”? “Disruptive”? What’s that word? “RESULTING IN
LOWER ...” O.K. “FOR EXAMPLE IN ...” You’re talking about the present. You
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say “take.” “USUALLY TAKE FROM ...” “Find” or “found?” No, the order is
wrong. “FIND IT VERY DIFFICULT ...” No, no. Until here it sounded so good.
0.K., “SO FROM WHAT ...” I don’t understand this conclusion. This conclusion
doesn’t fit properly in the structure, in the whole style of presentation. A bit
disappointing. But ... yeah ... has the idea of presentation. This presentation idea is
pretty clear. There’s an introduction. Tried to put a conclusion which does not
really fit in the style, and the body is ... Gave examples. Un, nice. Some awkward
phrases, like use of “also” at the end of the sentence. And then grammatical,
grammatically awkward sentences. Um, one is “me and my friends,” “found very
it difficult.” This word order and location is not proper. Not proper. Level 3. Do |
give it a level 4? Level 3. (Melissa)

Second, we could not discern any differences in raters’ decision making across the four
different essay prompts or topics (which bodes well for the design of the TOEFL essay prompts),
though we did not carry out any numerical analyses of this in our research (for the reasons noted
above). Several raters, however, observed that the topic related to a university seemed more
complex than the other three, demanding a more extensive argument from examinees.
Nonetheless, this did not appear to affect the assessment behaviors documented in the think-
aloud protocols.

Third, we observed certain differences in individual styles of rating, though as noted
earlier, raters’ styles were somewhat uniform overall. As discussed earlier, most Phase One
participants with extensive experience assessing ESL/EFL compositions tended to verbalize their
decision making more extensively, producing longer, more detailed think-aloud protocols than
less experienced assessors. Also, some of the more experienced assessors adopted particular
macrostrategies — such as sorting the essays into piles and reviewing their initial decisions
collectively at the end of the research task — to guide their judgments and confirm their scoring
criteria. Finally, some of the raters were prone to focus more on reading and interpretation
strategies (e.g., Gary), whereas others focused more on judgment strategies (e.g., Jane, Paul).
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4. Phase Two: Revising the Framework

Introduction

In Phase Two we refined and evaluated certain preliminary findings from Phase One. In
addition, we collected and analyzed further verbal report data generated while a) expert raters of
native-English compositions assessed TOEFL essays and b) ESL/EFL instructors/assessors who
participated in Phase One rated five TOEFL 2000 prototype tasks. Having developed and piloted
our instrumentation, methods of data collection, and preliminary analytic framework in Phase
One, our intention for Phase Two was to concentrate on coding and analyzing the existing and
new verbal report data to verify our initial findings and to evaluate the prototype tasks. As in
Phase One, in Phase Two we pursued one major research question and four related subquestions,
as follows:

Does the analytic framework developed in Phase One account for the assessment behaviors of
the same instructors/assessors on a different sample of written compositions (i.e., five TOEFL
2000 prototype tasks and other TOEFL essays) and for the assessment behaviors of another
sample of highly experienced and highly regarded raters of native-English composition? What
further refinements, developments, and research are needed on the descriptive model and in the
prototype tasks?

1. To what extent is the analytic framework developed in Phase One able to account for
the self-monitoring and decision-making behaviors of the same assessors/instructors
who participated in Phase One on a different purposive sample of TOEFL essays —
five prototype writing tasks produced by another TOEFL 2000 project (Santos &
Kantor, n.d.)?

2. To what extent is the analytic framework developed in Phase One able to account for
the self-monitoring a