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Research notes

Raters’ social considerations in 
the essay rating process
The case of Chinese assessors of high-stake 
exam essays written in English*

Jianlin Chen and Lies Sercu
Lanzhou University / KU Leuven

The social cognitive view on essay rating process argues that human essay rating 
is constrained by a series of the measures issued by the test institution. However, 
studies of the institutional constraints all focused on text quality relevant fac-
tors interfering into the rating process. Text quality irrelevant social factors 
remain uninvestigated. Taking the TEM8 (a test for English majors in China) 
as an example, the present study explores into those factors. Raters’ think aloud 
protocols when rating essays and the follow up interviews identified a number of 
text quality irrelevant social factors raters bring into consideration when scoring 
essays, such as institutional awareness, test knowledge, test taker expectation, 
knowledge of rating system, ethical consideration and physical condition. The 
way those factors influence the rating process is further discussed. The results 
are meaningful both for the understanding of the essay rating construct and hu-
man essay rating practice.
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1. Introduction

It has often been wondered how international language testing services can guar-
antee that student essays written in a foreign language in very diverse learning 
contexts and rated and scored by many different locally based raters are rated and 
scored in the same way? Do all the raters assign scores with the same degree of 

* Supported by the Fundamental Research Funds for the Central Universities in China, with the 
item number 14LZUGBWZY001.
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lenience or strictness? The key to answering those questions will have to be the 
understanding of the essay rating process and the factors they bring into consid-
eration when scoring essays. Many studies have investigated human essay rating 
process (e.g. Freedman & Calfee, 1983; Cumming, Kantor, & Powers, 2002; Lim, 
2011), which, however, mainly focus on raters cognitive operations. According to 
those studies, scores assigned to an essay are only the results of text quality related 
evaluation and no text irrelevant elements are taken into consideration. As a social 
practice, however, raters’ rating behaviors will be constrained by social factors and, 
therefore, the scores they assign on essays will be affected by their social consider-
ations. Few studies, however, are found to investigate into raters’ social consider-
ations in scoring essays. The present research will focus on the social factors rat-
ers consider in the essay rating process and attempts to answer the following two 
questions: (1) what are the social factors raters consider in the essay rating process 
and (2) how do they interfere into the rating process.

2. Literature review

Human essay rating process has been the focus of a great number of stud-
ies. Some of them investigated essay rating sequence (e.g. Freedman & Calfee, 
1983; O’Sullivan & Rignall, 2007); many other investigated into rater behaviors 
(e.g. DeRemer, 1998; Cumming et al., 2002; Eckes, 2008) and rating styles (e.g. 
Vaughan, 1991; Lumley, 2005; Lim, 2011). Those studies have revealed that views 
of the nature of this process have undergone a process of evolution.

The earliest view might be defined as the behavioral view. This view defines 
essay rating as a process of recognizing features representing text quality. Raters’ 
role in the behavioral rating process is to find out those text features defined in the 
rating scale and assign a score according to the descriptions of the scale levels. The 
underlying hypothesis is that there is an explicit relationship between text quality 
and various quantifiable measures of text features, such as grammatical control 
and use of vocabulary. For example, Veal (1974) found that there was a high corre-
lation between t-unit1 of the writings and scores assigned to them. This result was 
confirmed by other studies (Stewart & Grobe, 1979). Other quantifiable features 
were also found to have a high correlation with text quality, such as lack of error 
(Stewart & Grobe, 1979) and word choice (e.g., Neilsen & Piche, 1981).

A significant shift from the conceptualization of human essay rating pro-
cess probably occurred in the frequently cited studies by Freedman (1981) and 
Freedman and Calfee (1983). In their studies exploring factors influencing rating 

1. T-unit is “one main clause with all subordinate clauses attached to it” (Hunt, 1965, 20).
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process, they identified elements other than quantifiable text features, such as rater 
individual expertise, time of assessment, type of text, the kind of training and su-
pervision provided. These studies implied a cognitive view on human essay rat-
ing process in that they regarded raters not simply as an interpreter of the text, 
rather, they assumed the rating process as raters’ cognitive interaction between 
raters and various other factors, such as task type, task topic, and rater training. An 
ever-growing body of work on rater cognition have been available in the literature 
of performance writing assessment and most of them have explored the differ-
ent scoring styles used by raters (e.g. Vaughan, 1991; Sakyi, 2000; Eckes, 2008) 
or illustrated a range of rating strategies employed during the rating process (e.g. 
Cumming et al., 2002; Knoch, 2009; Lumley, 2002).

As the social aspect of language assessment have been recognized widely 
among language testers and researchers (e.g. Davies, 1997; Shohamy, 2001), the 
evaluation of writing was regarded not only as rater’s cognitive activity, it was also 
regarded as a social practice. A comprehensive study that took the social cognitive 
view was conducted by Lumley (2005). Lumley recognized the institutional nature 
of a test and argued that if the rating process is observed from the social perspec-
tive, it involves major socially motivated components. His research regarded the 
rating process as a social cognitive process where raters’ cognition operates under 
constrains assigned by the institution. Specifically, when candidates’ performance 
samples are elicited and presented before the raters, a range of institutional con-
straints are brought into operation to regulate the rating process with the purpose 
for rating consistency, or rating reliability. Those constrains include: (1) the rating 
scale; (2) rater training; (3) reorientation; (4) the choice of raters, and (5) the re-
quirement of professionalism from the raters.

Lumley’s study is meaningful in that it has brought the study of rating activity 
from the cognitive stage into the larger social field, where social factors are consid-
ered to influence the essay rating process. However, his study only focuses on the 
institutional factors, which is limited in that apart from the institution constraints, 
raters will also bring into consideration the larger social factors such as raters’ 
knowledge of the test, the stake-holders, their considerations of test fairness, ethi-
cal issues etc. More importantly, the institutional constraints in Lumley’s study are 
mainly factors employed to train raters to reach rating consistency in evaluating 
text quality relevant aspects. The social factors that are text quality irrelevant re-
main unexamined. The present study, taking the TEM8 essay rating as an example, 
will focus not only on the institutional factors, but also on the text quality irrel-
evant social factors. Specifically, the study aims to answer the questions of what are 
the social factors raters bring into consideration when scoring essays and how do 
those factors interfere into essay rating process?
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3. Research methodology

3.1 The TEM8 and the essay rating

Test for English Majors band8 (TEM8) is a criterion-referenced English lan-
guage test specifically targeted at university undergraduates majoring in English 
Language and Literature in China (Jin & Fan, 2011). The writing section of the 
TEM8 requires test takers to write an essay of 400 words in 45 minutes on the topic 
prescribed in the prompt. The TEM8 essay rating uses an analytical rating scale 
that is composed of three broad dimensions (idea/content, language and mechan-
ics). The TEM8 writing test takes a series of quality control measures, including 
centralized rating, careful choice of raters, the computer-assisted online scoring, 
the scientific, comprehensive and feasible rating scale; carefully chosen bench-
mark essays; rater training and rating supervision (Zou, 2011).

The raters were trained before the actual rating. The TEM8 employs a comput-
er-assisted online scoring which not only reduces the rating cost, but also makes 
rating quality supervision much more convenient and efficient because every rat-
er’s rating performance could be checked by the supervisors on the computer.

3.2 Research design

Two main data collection methods were employed in the research: think aloud 
verbal protocols (TAPs) conducted by six raters when rating ten essays and follow 
up interviews to the six raters. While the purpose of the TAPs data was to identify 
what are the social factors raters consider when scoring the essays, the follow up 
interviews were conducted in order to investigate into how those factors interfere 
into the rating process and why raters take them into consideration. Both TAPs 
and interviews were recorded and transcribed and coded in the software Nvivo. 
A coding system (Table 1), initially developed after literature reviewing and was 
then revised according the specific rating context, was used to code the TAPs data. 
The interviews employed a semi structured approach by which the main focuses 
of the questions were on how do raters think the social factors interfere into their 
rating process and why.2 The six raters (three males and three females) all took 
part in the year 2012’s TEM8 essay rating. They were all university English teach-
ers majoring in English language and literature and all experienced raters of large 
scaled English tests in China. The ten essays were chosen by the testing experts as 
representing the whole range of quality levels of the students’ performance on the 

2. Since raters were not likely to have such meta-cognition as identifying social factors, they 
were prompted to reckon on those hypothesized factors by the researcher.
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year 2012’s TEM8 essay test. The six raters did TAPs rating immediately after they 
finished rating the 2012 TEM8 essays and follow up interviews were immediately 
conducted after their TAPs rating.

4. Results

Table 2. The social factors and their frequencies

Category Institutional
awareness

Test
knowledge

Test taker
expectation

Knowledge
of the rating
system

Ethical
consideration

Physical
condition

Nodes IA TK TT KR EC PC

Source*  6  6 4 6 4  5

Frequency 28 10 7 9 6 15

Total Freq. 75

* source refers to the number of the raters’ reports in which the nodes were identified

As the table shows, there are six social factors considered by raters in rating 
the TEM8 essays: institutional awareness, test knowledge, test taker expecta-
tion, knowledge of rating system, ethical consideration and physical condition. 
Institutional awareness (IA) is the most frequently mentioned factor by all the 
six raters (28 times which is more than one third of the total frequency). Ethical 
consideration (EC) is, in spite of the low frequency 6, still mentioned by 4 of the 
six raters.

Based on the above findings, the present research proposes a framework of 
the social factors interfering into human essay rating process as shown in Figure 1, 
which is composed of two sub structures: the situational and the external. When 

Table 1. Coding system of TAPs data

Social factors Definition Name of
nodes

Institutional awareness Awareness of institutional requirements IA

Test knowledge Knowledge of the TEM8 TK

Test taker expectation Expectations of advanced English learners TT

Knowledge of rating 
system

Knowledge of on-line rating, statistical knowledge, 
etc.

KR

Ethical consideration Consideration of fairness, morality and other ethical 
issues

EC

Physical condition Noise, colleague pressure, fatigue, mood, etc. PC
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rating an essay, raters will adopt the scores they assigned in order to comply with 
the constraints issued by the test institution, the rating system and the rating con-
dition. Raters may also adopt the originally assigned scores as a result of the fact 
that they will refer to their knowledge with respect to the test, test takers, ethical 
issues and other social factors.

5. Conclusion

Several general conclusions can be drawn from this study. Firstly, human essay 
rating is not, as the previous studies implied, only a cognitive operation and test 
scores are not only the results of the evaluation of text quality according to the rat-
ing criteria. They are the results of both cognitive and social considerations. Raters 
may adjust the initially assigned text quality-related scores when social factors are 
brought into consideration. In addition, there are actually three scores operating 
in the rating process: the text quality score, the text quality-irrelevant score and 
the reporting score. The text quality score is the evaluation of an essay when only 
text features are considered; the text quality-irrelevant score refers to the modulat-
ing score when social considerations interfere into raters’ decision making. The 
relationship among these three scores may be expressed in the equation: The re-
porting score = the quality score ± the quality irrelevant score. Thirdly, knowing 
the influence of social factors on the rating process is also meaningful for rater 
training, rating supervision, rating physical condition improvement and etc. For 
example, the content of rater training will need to include social factors as well; 
the supervision needs to be promptly and the rating physical condition needs to 
be more comfortable and etc.

Social factors

Situational

• Institutional
awareness

• Knowledge of
rating system

• Physical
condition

External

• Test
knowledge

• Test taker
expectation

• Ethical
consideration

Figure 1. The framework of the social factors
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