
Scoring validity: Designing and implementing an online training module for rater training 

Cristina Perez-Guillot &  Julia Zabala-Delgado  

Universitàt Politecnica de València Spain 

 mcperez@upv.es  juzadel@upv.es  

 

Abstract: The reliability of direct testing of writing has been a concern since the 19th century (Edgeworth 1890). 
Although variability in rating writing is an inextricable part of the process inherent to its subjectivity, random 
variability can lead to casualization of marker consistency (Barrett, 1999) and have devastating 
consequences for students. Training teachers to score scripts is presented in the literature error as the 
solution to reduce rater error while respecting the individuality of both the rater, the student and the task 
at hand. However, although some authors recommend an entire rater training day and cyclic training 
sessions. The training duration is generally limited. Online training modules are presented as the solution 
to lack of time and resources on the part of teachers and institutions. Consequently, an online training 
module was designed based on the guidelines given by Weigle (2002) to improve both inter and intra rater 
reliability as well as to reduce rater errors Keywords: on-line training, rater training, assessment, writing 

 

1. Introduction 

Validity is defined as whether the test measures what it is intended to measure. As a consequence 

of this definition, validity is always related to a particular test since a test cannot be valid per se 

but needs to be valid for a particular purpose or purposes. It is therefore not an all-or-nothing 

concept (Henning, 1987; Alderson, Clapham & Wall, 1995). In the case of scoring validity, since 

assessment criteria can be interpreted differently depending on factors external to the 

performance being assessed (Hamp-Lyons, 1991) scoring validity refers to “test results that are 

stable over time, consistent in terms of the content sampling and free from bias” (Weir, 2005, p. 

23). Valid scores are obtained through “the application of appropriate and representative marking 

criteria, exhibit consensual agreement in the marking, are as free as possible from measurement 

error, stable over time, and engender confidence as reliable decision-making indicators” (Weir, 

Vidaković, & Galaczi, 2013, p. 195). The reliability of direct testing of writing has been a concern 

since the 19th century (Edgeworth 1890). Although variability in rating writing is an inextricable 

part of the process inherent to its subjectivity, random variability can lead to casualization of 

marker consistency (Barrett, 1999) and have devastating consequences for students. Tests are 

developed to make inferences on their results, and thus, results need to reconcile the 

requirements of reliability with the need for a task that is authentic, valid and a true 

representation of the candidate’s ability.   Training teachers to score scripts is presented in the 

literature error (Weigle, 1994, 1998) as the solution to reduce rater error while respecting the 

individuality of the rater, the student and the task at hand.  
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2. Designing a training module: challenges 

The Language Centre at the Universitat Politècnica de València (UPV) develops standardized 

exams as member of the Confederation of Language Centres in Higher Universities in Spain. These 

exams undergo quality audits and need to comply with international standards of best practice in 

language testing as they are nationally recognized as proof of language competence for university 

students. As the university’s language examining board, the Language Centre is in charge of test 

design and development,  test administration and rating and consequently, of the ongoing 

training of raters. Particular attention is paid to the social dimension of language testing as defined 

by McNamara & Roever (2006) since universities, as institutions of Higher Education, play a role 

in society and are compelled to exert every effort to contribute to its development. As part of this 

compromise to society, the university needs to ensure that test results that are going to be used 

for employment purposes, assignments of grants, as graduation requirements, etc., are not only 

as reliable as possible, but also valid for the purpose at hand. The focus changes from reliability-

centred to equilibrium between reliability and validity of results and inferences.   

Fortunately, the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) provides among other things 

a common basis for the elaboration of exams across Europe. It describes in a comprehensive way 

what language learners have to learn to do in order to use a language for communication and 

what knowledge and skills they have to develop to act effectively. It helps planning language 

certification in terms of the content syllabus of examinations and assessment criteria, focusing on 

constructive achievement rather than deficiencies to generate positive washback. However, there 

are still challenges that need to be met when organizing training courses, such as the content, 

time constraints, familiarization with the framework of reference (CEFR), etc.  

When dealing with rater training, Alderson, Clapham and Wall (1995) recommend an entire day 

set aside for training raters and cyclic training sessions but practicality constraints often limit the 

duration of the training and therefore the contents covered and the feedback received by the 

raters. A solution to such challenges is the use of online training courses, which are presented in 

the literature as a way to by-pass to lack of time and resources on the part of teachers and 

institutions. With this idea in mind, the Language Centre at the UPV developed an online training 

module based on the guidelines given by Weigle (2002) to improve both inter and intra rater 

reliability as well as to reduce rater errors as described by Saal et al. (1980). The idea was to tailor 

make the contents and timing of delivery to the needs of the institution while allowing for an 

adequate training and standardization of rating performances.  

3. Designing a training module: contents 



In line with the challenges above, the contents were designed to increase rater reliability 

maintaining the individuality of the rater but reducing variability as a source of error. The main 

idea behind the module was to help raters familiarise themselves with both the Common 

European Framework of Reference (CEFR) and the rating scales developed for the particular exam 

at hand. At the same time, it was necessary for raters to be aware of common rater errors and to 

be comfortable enough to discuss questions or doubts referring to particular productions, so that 

their individuality and expertise was not compromised. According to this, the training module 

consisted of the following sections. 

3.1 CEFR and rating scale familiarisation 

Alignment of the university’s rating scale with the CEFR. The rating scale is provided for reading 

online together with a link to the CEFR. A follow-up exercise is provided to help raters align their 

decision to the scale. It also helps raters be familiar with the level required from the candidates.  

3.2. Training in the use of the rating scale 

Previously benchmarked scripts exemplifying the different points of the scale used are 

provided together with the rating scale of the level for which the raters are being trained. Raters 

are asked to order the scripts and try to justify their ordering by using the scale.  Upon completion 

of the exercise a “gold standard” script is shown together with a list of functions a candidate at 

the required level should be able to carry out.  

3.3. Plenary discussion of the ordering of scripts 

The results of the ordering are shared amongst participants anonymised and opportunity is 

taken to clarify ambiguous terms in the scale. Ratings obtained from each of the participants are 

shown anonymised for public discussion. The discussion is used to exemplify typically problematic 

issues, explain procedures, level of discrepancy allowed, etc.  The benchmark for the scripts is 

later shown together with the comments made by the leading team of raters explaining the 

reasons for the benchmarked scores for each of the scripts. 

3.4. Questions and answers and individual feedback 

Questions and answers are encouraged to help raters understand the benchmark but agreement 

is not forced to maintain the validity of their judgements. Those raters who deviate from the score 

by more than one point out of five are presented with an additional module and can request 

individual assistance by mail. 



4. Conclusions and further research 

Online training courses such as the one designed and introduced here aim to increase scoring 

validity by increasing the reliability and the validity of the judgements made by raters. Online 

training allows for optimisation of resources, time and distances for institutions that deal with 

large number of raters. Additionally, it provides a non-threatening environment and anonymity 

to raters, thus encouraging the use of their expertise and the productive discussion of ideas. 

Since forcing inter-rater reliability has come under attack as it is believed that validity is then 

affected (Barkaoui, 2007), the focus shifts towards encouraging guided discussion and 

understanding of how rater errors affect the validity of the inferences made and can therefore 

result in unfair results. Future research should be made to test whether this delivery method for 

rater training is indeed as beneficial as face to face training, but results seem promising and the 

advantages seem to outweigh disadvantages.  
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