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Abstract 

 
 

Rater training is an essential component of any reliable writing 

assessment in the first or second language studies.  However, little is 

known about the processes by which raters learn to apply the appropriate 

criteria in making judgments about writing samples.  This study examined 

the process through both qualitative and quantitative approaches. Twelve 

raters, six inexperienced and six experienced, rated 15 essays on a topic 

before training, 15 additional essays on the same topic immediately after 

training, and another 15 essays on the same topic after training using a 

four-part scoring rubric (The IELTS scale) covering Organization, 

Structure, Vocabulary, and Punctuation. 

The major findings, after the ratings were analyzed, were as follows: 

(1) Inexperienced raters tended to be less consistent than experienced 

raters before training but not afterwards. (2) Training was effective and 

moved all the raters towards having more consistency less severity and less 

bias in rating. (3) Through time, training loses its effectiveness and raters 

should be retrained in intervals. (4) Despite training, significant differences 

in severity among raters remained. 

 The qualitative data analysis along with the help of quantitative 

analyses showed that inexperienced raters were more willing to accept 
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authorities’ comments in rating and their ratings were more improved than 

experienced raters because experienced raters are less likely to accept 

authorities’ comments. The results demonstrated that training helps raters 

understand the crucial criteria to be used in rating essay compositions. On 

the other hand the results showed that all raters are capable of rating essay 

compositions regardless of the background or any type of experience in 

this area; therefore, what makes difference in rating essay compositions is 

a good training program. Another implication of this study is that decision 

makers should not charge a huge amount of money in using experienced 

raters for rating essay compositions, because experience does not increase 

rating reliability. In fact they should use inexperienced raters but with a 

good training program in advance. 
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1. Introduction 

 

1.1. Overview of the study  

The ability to write effectively is becoming increasingly important in our 

global community, and instruction in writing is thus assuming an increasing 

role in both second and foreign language education.  As a result, the ability to 

write in a second language is widely recognized as an important skill for 

educational, business, and personal reasons (Weigle, 2002). With the 

significance attached to writing in SL and FL contexts, testing writing is 

considered an important issue.  As the role of writing in second language 

learning increases, there is an even greater demand for valid and reliable ways 

to test this ability. 
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In recent years, essay examinations have become a standard practice in 

assessing the writing skills of both first and second languages.  Because such 

tests require subjective evaluations of writing quality, a great deal of research 

emphasis has been placed on achieving an acceptable level of interrater 

reliability in order to show that essays can be scored as fairly and constantly 

as possible.  However, this emphasis on reliability has been at the expense of 

decreasing test validity (Charney, 1984); that is, the procedure for achieving 

higher reliability may not lead to valid judgments of writing quality.  One 

issue which is at the heart of both reliability and validity in essay scoring is 

that of rater training. 

In the past 30 years, holistic writing assessment has become the norm 

in evaluating the writing skills in both first and second language.  In holistic 

assessment, examinees are asked to write compositions on one or more topics, 

and then they are scored by raters. Because these tests are scored subjectively, 

it is essential that raters be carefully trained to conform to some standards 

(Weigle, 1994b). These standards are given to raters through scoring rubrics 

that describe the typical characteristics of writing samples at different levels. 

It is evident that without training, ratings tend to be highly unreliable. A large 

body of literature, beginning with the work of Diederich, French, and Carlton 

(1998) and continuing through the present day with the work of Elder, 


