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ABSTRAKT 

Teoretická část diplomové práce zasazuje výzkum praktické části do širšího odborného 

kontextu a zabývá se specifiky hodnocení písemných projevů. Představuje důvody 

pro hodnocení písemných prací, rozebírá metody a způsoby jejich hodnocení, a také 

způsoby testování psaní. V závěru teoretické části je představen předpokládaný řídící 

princip – efekt washback, který ovlivnil směřování výzkumu tvořícího praktické část 

práce.  

Praktická část je rozdělena do dvou částí. V první části je za pomoci dotazníkového šetření 

zkoumáno užívání různých typů hodnocení mezi učiteli angličtiny jako cizího jazyka 

při výuce žáků gymnázií. Cílem bylo především zmapovat, kolik z nich používá analytické 

a/nebo multiple-trait hodnocení. Zmíněnou metodou se podařilo zjistit, že analytické 

hodnocení je nejvíce využívaným způsobem hodnocení. Další v pořadí bylo holistické, 

multiple-trait a primary-trait hodnocení. Jiné způsoby hodnocení nejsou využívány ve větší 

míře. Druhá část má podobu případové studie věnující se kritériím hodnocení několika 

pedagogů a jejich porovnáním s kritérii zkoušky Cambridge English: Preliminary a české 

státní maturity. Řešitelka práce se snažila zjistit, zda existují kritéria či deskriptory, které 

se vyskytují napříč různými systémy, a dala by se tak považovat za univerzální. Bylo 

nalezeno hned několik takovýchto kritérií: obsah, komunikační úspěch, organizace, 

koheze, jazyk, slovní zásoba, a gramatika. 

KLÍČOVÁ SLOVA 

písemný projev, gymnázium, analytické hodnocení, multiple-trait hodnocení, státní 

maturita, Cambridge English: Preliminary, efekt washback 

  



ABSTRACT 

The theoretical part of this diploma thesis provides a broader academic context 

for the research presented in the theoretical part and is concerned with the specifics 

of the writing assessment. It proposes reasons why writing should be assessed, describes 

methods of assessment and scoring, and also examines writing tests. At the end 

of the theoretical part, the presumed controlling idea, called the washback effect, 

which significantly influenced the course of the research in the practical part of the thesis, 

is presented. 

The practical part is divided into two parts. The first part focuses on the types of scoring 

ESL grammar school teachers employ for assessing grammar school pupils. The aim was 

to discover how many of them use analytical and/or multiple-trait scoring. It was revealed 

that analytical scoring the most used means of assessment. Holistic scoring was next, 

followed by multiple-trait and lastly primary-trait scoring. Other scoring procedures 

are rarely employed. The second part is a case study of assessment criteria of selected 

teachers which compares these criteria against those used in Cambridge English: 

Preliminary examination and the Czech state secondary school-leaving exam. The author 

of the thesis tried to identify criteria or descriptors which appear across these systems 

and could, therefore, be considered universal. This task was accomplished: content, 

communicative achievement, organisation, cohesion, language, vocabulary, and grammar 

occurred in all the studies systems.   

 

KEYWORDS 

analytical assessment, multiple-trait assessment, writing, grammar school, Czech state 

secondary school-leaving exam, Cambridge English: Preliminary, washback effect
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Introduction 

Language skills comprise a complex set of skills and competencies, most important among 

them being speaking, understanding, listening and reading, and writing.  

While they are obviously interrelated and dependent on each other, they also present 

separate categories, each requiring its own teaching methods and procedures.  

This diploma thesis is devoted specifically to writing, and more particularly, to a critical 

review and analysis of different methods of how the writing of students can be assessed 

and evaluated.  

The theoretical part is written with respect to the aims of the research described 

in the practical part. The text firstly deals with the purpose of assessment, then methods 

of assessment are explained, after that, specific systems for scoring writing are highlighted, 

and lastly, some specifics of testing writing are mentioned.  

The practical part concerns two types of research in which the author of the thesis tries 

to ascertain how often the methods of assessment outlined in the practical part 

are employed by teachers to assess writing skills of their students. Thereafter, a case study 

investigates the criteria used by six grammar school teachers and the criteria applied 

in assessing the writing part of two standardised exams – Cambridge English: Preliminary 

and the Czech state secondary school-leaving exam. This activity is performed 

so as to discover if there is overlap among the criteria. The author presumes there is at least 

some overlap, which could lead to certain criteria being considered universal, opening 

thus the possibility of comparison between different scoring systems.  

 

Terminology 

Before delving into the theoretical part, it should be explained what is meant 

by the following items in terms of this work, as the interpretation may differ from other 

authors slightly. 

Assessment – the term assessment is to be used for any method employed 

to understand better the current competence a student possesses in the respective area. 

Often it is supplemented by further relevant information about the student, such as social, 
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educational, and psychological observations used to identify an individual’s strengths 

and weaknesses. Moreover, the term assessment also means the methods and procedures 

for gathering and interpreting information about students. (Collins, O’Brien 29) it is crucial 

to mention that while some may view assessment as just a synonym for scoring or grading, 

the thesis interprets this term in its broader definition. In the Czech educational context, 

the term assessment is translated as ―školní hodnocení.‖ (Slavík 34) 

Cambridge English: Preliminary / PET – This refers to an exam in English intended 

for non-native speakers. It is devised by the Cambridge Assessment Group, 

which is a department of the University of Cambridge
1
. 

CERMAT / the Centre on Measurement in Education
2
, also referred to as the Centre 

for Evaluation of Educational Achievement
3
 – This is a national-level organisation 

which is directly managed by the Czech Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports 

and partially funded from its budget
4
.  

ESL / English as a second language – While some feel the need to distinguish between 

teaching in our outside of an English speaking country, this thesis will use this term 

to the activity of teaching English to anyone who already speaks another language. (Collin, 

O’Brien 124) 

Evaluation – This term is particularly problematic, as it is apparently used, among other 

meanings, as a synonym to both assessment (Collins, O’Brien 130), and scoring (Slavík 

34). Therefore, the author of this thesis will refrain from using the term evaluation in either 

of these contexts apart from when quoting sources. Instead, this term will be used 

                                                 

1 ―Working with  Us.‖ Cambridge English, University of Cambridge, 2020, www.cambridgeenglish.org/why-

choose-us/working-with-us/. 

2 ―Organizations Directed by the Ministry.‖ Czech Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports, 2013, 

www.msmt.cz/ministry/organizations-directed-by-the-ministry. 

3 Santiago, Paulo; Gilmore, Alison; Nusche, Deborah; Sammons, Pamela. ―OECD Reviews of Evaluation 

and Assessment in Education Czech Republic.‖ the Organisation for Economic Co-Operation 

and Development, 2012, www.oecd.org/czech/49479976.pdf., page 9 

4  ibid, page 19 

http://www.cambridgeenglish.org/why-choose-us/working-with-us/
http://www.cambridgeenglish.org/why-choose-us/working-with-us/
http://www.msmt.cz/ministry/organizations-directed-by-the-ministry
http://www.oecd.org/czech/49479976.pdf
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in its other meaning (Collins, O’Brien 130), namely, to refer to all forms of general student 

testing. 

Grading – Grading refers to the act of evaluating and recording the achievement level 

on a given task or course of a student using a quantifiable symbol. (Collins, O’Brien 156) 

Scoring – Scoring will be used to denote the act of grading, i.e., assigning the numerical 

value resulting from the assessment of an assignment. (Collins, O’Brien 316) 

Student(s) – the author of this thesis acknowledges the fact that traditionally children 

who go to a grammar school are called pupils. However, the literary sources used 

for gathering information about the topic of the thesis, which are cited or paraphrased here, 

only use the term students. Therefore, for the sake of ease and compatibility, the word 

student will also be used throughout this thesis to refer to pupils as well. 

Testing – Testing is to be understood as employing any kind of exercise to assess 

knowledge or skills. (Collins, O’Brien 353) 
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Theoretical part 

The theoretical part of the thesis lays the groundwork for the research described 

in the practical part. For this reason, it is vital to discuss specific approaches used 

in the assessment and testing of writing, so that the research presented in the practical part 

is set into proper context. 

Chapter one focuses on why assessment is needed in the school context in general. 

The next chapter presents some of the methods of assessment, explaining which role each 

of them may play in writing assessment in particular. The third chapter goes into detail 

about the analytical assessment of writing and its alternatives within a particular 

assessment category, explaining their advantages and disadvantages. The fourth chapter 

looks at the specifics of testing writing skills, describing some of the test classifications 

employed in testing writing.  

 

1 The purpose of assessment 

Before describing the various options and categories of assessment a teacher may 

opt for when reviewing a student’s written performance, the most significant reasons 

why assessment is needed in the first place will be introduced. The chapter uses examples 

of situations in which the suggested forms of assessment may be used by a teacher 

performing student’s assessment. Nevertheless, these notions are applicable to both self- 

as well as peer-assessment.  

 

1.1 Form of communication 

Each teacher has their learning goals, which are based on the prescribed curricular 

documents. Assessing the assignments works as a tool for informing the students whether 

and to what extent they are reaching the learning goals. (Liljedahl 8) When provided 

with this information, students know where they stand and, consequently, may adjust 

their learning to achieve the goals in an efficient way. 
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1.2 Sorting and ranking 

While this next purpose of assessment has several opponents, it is also used for sorting 

and ranking the students’ performance in various tasks. The comparison is either based 

on a certain meticulously defined standard, or the students are measured against each other. 

An example of assessing for this purpose using the first method would be the state school-

leaving exam or the Cambridge English Exams, which will be explored later on. 

An assessment where students compete against each other is employed in the entrance 

examinations to various schools, such as in the admission procedure to some university 

programmes. The comparison does not necessarily have to be associated with testing only. 

Teachers may use this to also to, e.g., group students for instruction purposes. 

(Cheng et al. 32) 

 

1.3 Demonstrating value 

When teachers invest their time in assessing tasks and assignments, the students realise 

that their work is essential. (Liljedahl 9) This realisation does not have to stem 

from a tangible product, e.g., the form on a grade only. The demonstrative value each 

assessment carries may be provided using other means of communication.  

 

1.4 Gathering information 

When teachers assess their students’ work in a tangible way, they basically create 

a package of information regarding various students, classes, etc. These may 

then be utilised in numerous ways, which can be summed up into three layers.  

Firstly, teachers might use the data to discover their students’ strengths and weaknesses, 

motivation, or progress. Secondly, the information can help teachers analyse their teaching 

and instruction. Lastly, the field of education is also investigated by various state-owned 

and private institutions that may require the data. (Cheng et al. 32) 
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2 Methods of assessment 

The following chapter intends to present some of the numerous methods of assessment 

that might be employed in assessing writing skills. It serves as a background 

for the third chapter, where one particular classification is described in greater detail. 

 

2.1 Direct versus indirect assessment 

It is possible to provide someone with an assessment of their work both overtly as well 

as in a more covert way. According to educational psychology, a student may interpret 

a teacher’s nod, smile, or gesture as a type of assessment. (Slavík 34) That would 

be an example of indirect assessment, which is typical for its spontaneity and is marked 

with emotions. On the other hand, any assessment that is intentional, systematic, and goal-

oriented is a direct one. (Slavík 34) 

 

2.2 Summative versus formative assessment 

The purpose of summative assessment is to obtain the final summary of performance 

achievement with the purpose of student’s diagnostics (Slavík 37), which is the case 

when specialised institutions who are not teaching the student 

directly ‒ such as, e.g., CERMAT ‒ are involved. While it is often associated 

with a grade, e.g., in the record book or the report, it may also have a written form. 

(Slavík 38) 

Formative assessment is a form of dialogical feedback, where the student still has time 

to correct their performance. Its goal is to point out strengths and weaknesses in order 

to influence student’s performance. (Slavík 39) a formative assessment of writing would 

be when the teacher points out errors or passages that need rewriting and provides 

the student with resources to improve their piece of writing. 
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2.3 Objective versus subjective assessment 

An assessment requiring no judgment on the part of the rater is an objective one. 

For example, a multiple-choice test with unambiguous correct answers would be in line 

with objective testing (Hughes 19). Other tests where some degree of judgment is required 

are subjective. Testing of writing is, therefore, a clear case of subjective assessment. 

 

2.4 Norm-referenced versus criterion-referenced assessment 

The results of a norm-referenced assessment show how a student performed with respect 

to other students. If a student performed worse than, e.g., their classmates, 

while completing the tasks successfully, their performance would still be considered 

insufficient. (Slavík 40) This type of assessment is typically utilised in job interviews 

or entrance exams. However, it is not suitable for a regular ELS classroom setting 

as it does not directly provide information on an individual’s language abilities. 

(Hughes 18) 

During a norm-referenced assessment, students may feel uneasy as a result of knowing 

the test-takers are being compared against each other’s performance. Criterion-referenced 

forms of assessment are designed to determine whether a student’s performance of various 

tasks was satisfactory. Because the focus is set on reaching meaningful standards, 

criterion-referenced forms of assessment reduce the stress laid on the students. (Hughes 

18) to ensure the reliability of criterion-referenced types of assessment, the criteria need 

to be well chosen and described, e.g. using a list of questions or a set of competencies. 

Otherwise, the result is too dependent on the subjective perception of the rater. (Slavík 40)  

 

2.5 Portfolio assessment 

Portfolio assessment is essentially a type of criterion-referenced assessment 

since it also employs scoring based on a distinct set of criteria. (Lynch Goméz 3) Under 

the term portfolio, a collection of multiple pieces of writing is understood, 

which are composed over some period of time and which are selected with the purpose 

of being representative for a student’s abilities and progress. (Hyland 233) the focus 
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on abilities and progress is highly important; Hamp-Lyons (262) says “the best portfolio 

assessments collect writing from different points over the course or year, and take 

into account both growth and excellence.” 

Single-performance tests cannot be deemed representative enough when it comes 

to considering the full picture of the student’s ability to write adequate and appropriate 

texts in a foreign language. Hamp-Lyons (263) adds “We know that the traditional direct 

test of writing, the one-hour (or less) time and the unprepared topic in the stressful 

conditions of the examination room, is only a partial indication of what a person can 

do in writing.” 

Apart from providing extensive diagnostic information, portfolios are also motivational 

for the students, in that they foster self-assessment (Lynch Goméz 8), and according 

to Hamp-Lyons (263) are also generally considered more valid. Nonetheless, portfolio 

assessment does not have to stand in contrast to the other methods of assessment, as each 

piece of writing can theoretically be individually considered using many of the suggested 

approaches to create the full picture of how well a student can write.  
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3 Scoring writing 

As was mentioned before, scoring may be seen as a synonym or a hyponym of the term 

assessment. Scoring is the instance where the use of analytical assessment seems most 

clearly recognisable. Thus, having defined some of the basic categories of assessment, 

this chapter will now focus on describing the methods of scoring within the category 

of direct criterion-referenced assessment. Ken Hyland lists three criterion-referenced 

possibilities, how to score a test ‒ either holistically, analytically, or trait-based. 

(Hyland 226) 

Still, before describing each of these options, including some of their advantages 

and disadvantages, it is imperative to note that none of these methods is in itself good 

or bad. It always depends on how it is used and what the educational context is. (Slavík 33) 

it is, therefore, up to each teacher and teaching situation to choose the best method. 

 

3.1 Holistic scoring 

Holistic scoring can also be referred to as impressionistic scoring, as a single score is given 

to a piece of writing based on the overall impression it gives. (Hughes 86) an example 

of a classic ESL exam which uses holistic scoring is the TOEFL exam. (Weigle 112) 

Because of its impressionistic nature, Slavík suggests holistic scoring could also 

be interpreted using the like-dislike scale. (Slavík 34) Hamp-Lyons (333) mentions 

a modification to this method of scoring called focused holistic scoring, which means some 

external support is used as a guide for creating the impression. Such external support could 

be, for example, an assortment of the so-called ―benchmark essays‖ – pieces of writing 

that are characteristic of each score level. Another example would be a holistic scale 

where the representative performance of each score level is provided.  

Both methods of holistic scoring are considered much faster than other methods 

of assessment, which opens the room for the possibility of multiple raters scoring the same 

sample of writing. That will ensure greater reliability and representativeness of scoring. 

However, the odds of making it standard practice to involve more raters in scoring one text 
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in the current school environment seem quite unlikely, as teachers already feel 

overwhelmed by the amount of paperwork they have to manage.  

Among other advantages listed, e.g. In Hyland, it should be highlighted that holistic 

scoring emphasises achievement over deficiencies. Similarly, the global impression 

is given more significance over a single ability. Still, precisely these positives may also 

be the source of several disadvantages. Students may find it hard to interpret the composite 

score and as a result, may confuse their writing ability with language proficiency. 

(Weigle 114) Additionally, the use of challenging forms by students may be penalised, 

and subskills may be overlooked. (Hyland 227) Furthermore, the superficial qualities 

of the final text, such as handwriting or length, may influence the score. (Weigle 114) 

Holistic scoring is also said to be particularly problematic for second language examiners, 

as personal preferences of what is truly important in a piece of writing may differ 

significantly. (Hamp-Lyons 244) Some may stress the importance of content and text 

organisation while paying less attention to grammatical accuracy, whereas others may 

focus more on mistakes in grammar and vocabulary, disregarding the role of content. 

(Veloo 20) 

 

3.2 Analytical scoring 

In an analytical system of assessment, separate scores are accorded to each of a number 

of criteria which stem from the task requirements. Weir claims that the most suitable 

criteria for assessing writing skills are relevance and adequacy, compositional organisation, 

cohesion, referential adequacy, grammatical accuracy, spelling and punctuation. 

(Weir 185) This type of assessment is used, for example, in CERMAT and Cambridge 

English exams. 

Hughes lists numerous advantages to this approach. Firstly, it minimises the influence 

of scoring on the uneven development of various subskills in the test takers. Secondly, 

it compels the administrators to credit aspects of performance that could, in different 

circumstances, be ignored. Thirdly, just by making the scorer consider the chosen 

categories separately, greater reliability of scoring is guaranteed. (Hughes 91-



19 

 

95) Additionally, inexperienced raters may find analytical assessment easier to adopt 

than a holistic one. (Weigle 120) 

Apart from these positives, analytical scoring also has its drawbacks. As Veloo, Abd Aziz, 

and Yaacob (20) state: ―On the other hand, the weakness of the analytic scoring method is 

on its time-consuming factor and not suitable for large-scale testing. It requires more time 

and concentration to determine the right score for each aspect of writing before totaling 

[sic] it up and finding the mean score for each essay.‖ 

 

3.3 Trait-based scoring 

Trait-based assessment differs from those mentioned previously in the role of context. 

It does not presuppose that presumed views on how good writing looks like should 

be the basis upon which the quality of texts can be judged. (Hyland 230)  

Using this assessment requires defining the specific topic and genre features of the writing 

task being assessed. Therefore, each writing prompt has its unique criteria and is judged 

adopting either the primary-trait or multiple-trait system. (Hyland p.230)  

 

3.3.1 Primary-trait scoring 

According to Lloyd-Jones, primary-trait scoring is a type of holistic scoring 

where subcategories of the universe of discourse are isolated, and the writing samples 

are rated in terms of their aptness within the prescribed range. (Lloyd-Jones 33) in other 

words, a specific situation is chosen – e.g., presenting rational persuading argumentation 

between social equals in a formal situation – and holistically evaluated on how well 

this is achieved in the discourse. (Lloyd-Jones 37) 

The benefit of primary-trait assessment may lie in its potential for higher validity of score 

and informativity compared to analytical assessment. (Lloyd-Jones 33)  

Still, this method also has its shortcomings as it may be nearly impossible for the raters 

to focus solely on the one particular trait, which may, in fact, be disadvantageous 

in language courses where more general improvement is required. (Hyland 230) 
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The method is highly time-consuming since each writing task requires its own scoring 

rubric. According to Hamp-Lyons (246) a primary-trait scoring guide should consist 

of the following six items: ―the task, the statement of the primary rhetorical trait 

to be elicited, an interpretation of how the task and primary-trait are related, a scoring 

guide, sample papers, and an explanation of scores on sample papers.‖ Weigle claims 

this complexity may be the main reason why primary-trait assessment has not been widely 

adopted, in ESL especially. (Weigle 110) 

 

3.3.2 Multiple-trait scoring 

Multiple-trait scoring requires task-specific scoring rubrics which are assessed 

individually, making it a somewhat crossover between trait-based scoring and analytical 

scoring. This way of combining these two scoring options makes it, according 

to Hyland (230) a favourite among many language teachers.  

Each writing task is treated with respect to its context, purpose, and genre. Therefore, 

the criteria may include for example the ability to “summarise a course text,” “consider 

both sides of an argument,” or “develop the move structure of an abstract.” 

Hyland (230) Raters have ample information for detailed feedback with regards 

to students’ strengths and weaknesses. Hamp-Lyons presents a rather detailed list 

of advantages of multiple-trait scoring, including the fact that although the scoring guide 

is meticulously specified, it is not concrete, as it recognises the reader’s input as well. 

(Hamp-Lyons 250) 

The possible issues with multiple-trait scoring are very similar to those of analytical 

scoring: it takes time, especially if new scoring rubrics need to be devised. Hyland explains 

that teachers often solve this issue “by modifying a basic „Content, Structure, Language‟ 

analytic template to the specific demands of each assignment”.  (Hyland 232) Moreover, 

it requires the self-discipline of the raters, as they have to prioritise the specifically-chosen 

criteria over the general ones.  

Given the overlap between multiple-trait scoring and analytical scoring (e.g. Weir 187, 

Haymp-Lyons 248), it can be expected that a portion of teachers who identify themselves 
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as analytical scores, including the author of the thesis prior to reading more on the topic 

of scoring, is, in fact, more or less intentionally using the multiple-trait system.  
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4 Testing writing 

The mental concept behind this chapter is that a piece of student’s written performance can 

be perceived as a form of test.  For the research conducted in the practical part, it is vital 

to explain this context, as the writings are in most cases evaluated in some way. 

Furthermore, the two assessment systems chosen for the analysis, namely the PET 

and CERMAT criteria are employed in testing specifically. 

The chapter, therefore, aims at informing about testing in general, as well as about several 

standard test classifications that could be applied to writing skill testing. It provides 

examples of different writing tests scenarios.  

 

4.1 Test typology based on the interpretation of the results 

Hughes classification of tests focused on what kind of information the administrator wishes 

to obtain from the test. Based on that, he divides tests into four types, which will be briefly 

introduced below. 

 

4.1.1 Proficiency tests 

Proficiency test measures people’s ability in a particular language and is not concerned 

with specific content, nor is it following a particular language course’s objectives. 

An example of a proficiency test is the Oxford examination for foreign learners. These 

tests establish a standard and measure to what extent a candidate meets the benchmark 

in particular language abilities (Hughes 10). 

 

4.1.2 Achievement tests 

Achievement tests are linked directly to language courses; they analyse how well 

the students have achieved the objectives. These can further be subcategorised into final, 

which are (not surprisingly) used at the end of a course, and progress tests. They can 

be based on the syllabus or the objectives of the course. If the syllabus suffers from poor 

design, this way of testing can have a harmful impact on learning. Hughes (11), therefore, 
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prefers using tests based on realistic objectives as they provide more accurate data about 

the participant and are more likely to have a beneficial washback effect on teaching. 

Progress tests should be based on short-term objectives. 

 

4.1.3 Diagnostic tests 

The purpose of a diagnostic test is to help recognise students’ strengths and weaknesses. 

On a language skill level, these tests identify whether a student is notably weak in one skill 

over another. Teachers can further develop these tests in order to obtain information 

in various categories, e.g. grammatical accuracy or linguistic appropriacy. The drawback 

of these tests, however, is the fact that for a detailed analysis of a student’s degree 

of control of grammatical rules and structures, the test needs to be quite exhaustive. It takes 

time both for the teacher to prepare and evaluate it, but also for the students to take it.  

 

4.1.4 Placement tests 

Placement tests would be typically used in language schools to aid in deciding the most 

appropriate place for a prospective customer based on their abilities. Hughes recommends 

each institution to create their own ―in house‖ tests to ensure the most accurate placement.  

(Hughes 14) 

 

4.2 Test typology based on test construction 

Depending on the construction of the test, Hughes (16-19) distinguishes several pairs 

of test typologies, of which two will now be mentioned, as they help with classifying 

the assessments method analysed in the practical part.  

 

4.2.1 Direct versus indirect testing 

The first pair of test types is established on the relationship between the performance tested 

and the skill assessed.  
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In direct testing of writing skills, a student would be asked to write a text, and the teacher 

would then evaluate their writing skills based on this text. Hamp-Lyons (5-6) lists specific 

criteria a direct writing test usually possesses. The text is continuous and contains 

100 or more words and is based on instructions or a prompt – e.g. a picture. This text 

is then read by at least one human reader-judge who evaluates it according to some 

common yardstick and who responds to it using numbers and comments either written 

or verbal. Direct testing constitutes the majority of testing conducted by both teachers 

and some institutions such as Cambridge English and CERMAT. 

An indirect form of testing would focus on measuring abilities underlying the competence 

to write an appropriate text such as grammar, discourse markers, or punctuation. While 

this may seem appealing, as the abilities could underlie a larger number of skills 

in which they manifest themselves, there is a significant point to be made in favour 

of direct testing. Hughes (16) states: ―the relationship between performance 

on them (= indirect tests) and performance for the skills in which we are usually more 

interested tends to be rather weak in strength and uncertain in nature.‖ Still, this form 

of testing is employed, e.g. In the TOEFL exam, namely in the first part of the writing test, 

where the test-takers have to recognise errors in English sentences. (Hamp-Lyons 7)  

 

4.2.2 Discrete point versus integrative testing 

Related to the distinction between direct and indirect tests is the discrete point versus 

integrative approach to testing. Discrete point tests are designed to test one element 

at a time, in contrast to integrative testing, which activates multiple language elements. 

An example of a discrete point test would be a test aimed at a particular grammatical 

structure, whereas an integrative test would be the writing of an essay. 

Hughes (17) furthermore explains that most discrete point tests are indirect, while 

integrative tests are usually direct.  
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4.3 Designing a writing test 

 Experts are also looking at how to best design writing tests. Apart from teachers, 

there are several institutions, such as CERMAT, who deal with testing on a professional 

level.  

 The author of this thesis feels it of importance to share some general guidelines 

for designing a writing task as proposed by Hughes (75), as setting the task in an improper 

way may hinder its assessment. When it comes to the specifics of testing writing, 

Hughes (75) favours direct testing and lists three steps a test creator should follow.  

1. We have to set writing tasks that are properly representative of the population 

of tasks that we should expect the students to be able to perform.  

In other words, teachers should have a clear idea when it comes to their expectations 

of what the students should be able to write. Moreover, these expectations should 

be reflected in the test specifications. In this respect, the School Education Programme 

is usually helpful in shaping the teacher’s ideas. 

2. The tasks should elicit samples of writing which truly represent the student‟s 

ability. 

Hughes (75) stresses the need for candidates to perform all of the relevant tasks in order 

to maximise the validity of the test and to evaluate the student’s writing ability correctly. 

However, in a school setting, this does not necessarily mean to prepare strenuous writing 

tests with multiple tasks that take many hours. Hughes (81) suggests providing 

as many ―fresh starts‖ as possible, so relatively frequent testing of singular tasks varying 

in their content would be advisable to teachers.  

Moreover, only writing ability should be tested, and nothing else. Writing tests should 

not include the need for creativity, argumentation, or even reading comprehension apart 

from concise and simple instructions. To make their instructions fit these requirements, 

test-creators are to make use of drawings, series of pictures, or charts. 

On the other hand, this kind of testing seems impossible to design and could potentially 

seem boring to the students. Based on personal experience as a student as well as a teacher, 

it was always more enjoyable to write/assess works which allowed the writer to be creative 
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in terms of the content. In addition to that, students should leave the school system 

with certain knowledge of how to present themselves; although it may sound harsh 

and cruel, sometimes it does not matter how well a person writes when they cannot present 

their arguments in an enticing way. 

3. It is essential that the samples of writing can and will be scored reliably. 

To achieve this, Hughes (75) suggests restricting the task as much as possible, 

so that the individual performances can be compared. Additionally, a proper instruction 

fosters greater understanding among the candidates in terms of what is expected of them. 

Elaborate and well-researched suggestions can also be found, e.g. In Designing Writing 

Tasks for the Assessment of Writing by Ruth and Murphy, chapter Guidelines for designing 

topics for writing assessment. They go into detail about how to design a task 

so that the responses elicited are actually what the teacher asked for. However, 

there are also three thought-provoking general suggestions, which a test-creator should 

consider. 

1. Avoid specifying number of words, sentences, paragraphs. (278) 

While this unnecessarily limits fluent student, the authors feel this is especially 

problematic with low-proficiency students, whose failure is assured even before they start 

writing due to their inability to supply the required number of words stemming 

from their limited lexical knowledge. Furthermore, it encourages redundancy and increases 

writing anxiety, both of which do not help with generating the appropriate response.  

2. Avoid setting the “choose and form” or “pick your own subject” trap. (279) 

Albeit this freedom of choice may seem alluring to some students, who are then able 

to produce outstanding pieces of writing, if the writing ability is being tested, this does 

not help make scoring straightforward as some of the responses may contradict 

the purposes of the assessment.  It makes an agreement between the scoring of the samples 

difficult because it is complicated to compare the scoring of, e.g. an essay to a short story 

or a journal entry. The authors also point out that being presented with a choice does 

not mean all students will choose sensibly, which can result in considerable differences 

in performance.  
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3. Strive for clarity and freedom from bias in the language of the topic. (280) 

The suggested ways of avoiding language bias in the instruction are using specific 

directives with limited vocabulary and including an element of organisation 

within the instruction, such as ―be sure to‖ or ―compare and contrast‖. For this to work, 

however, the students need to possess the knowledge of what the words mean in specific 

contexts. 

As was established, to elicit appropriate responses, the test creator has a great number 

of elements to consider. The need for carefully crafted sets of instruction for writing tasks 

is further tied with the next topic, the washback effect. 

 

4.4 Washback effect 

Washback effect, also known as backwash effect, is a term which is in its broadest 

definition used for describing the effect testing or certain measures have on education 

and development in classrooms. (Hamp-Lyons 12) While it primarily concerns learners 

and teachers, some authors mention washback affecting the parents of the learners, 

administrators and textbook authors. Apart from these participants of the educational 

process, it may also influence the instruction, classroom practice, educational practices 

and beliefs, and curricula. (Weir 37) an example of such a washback effect could be seen, 

for example, with the introduction of writing into the admission process to the University 

of Michigan. Owing to the fact that appropriate writing was demanded of the candidates, 

high schools started to pay more attention to writing in the curriculum at least to a certain 

point. (Hamp-Lyons 12) 

While the list of potentially affected objects is relatively high, it does not necessarily imply 

that all of them will be influenced by the washback effect at all times. Especially teachers 

should realise that the impact on their students may not be as significant 

as the one on them.  

So far, only positive washback effect was considered. This phenomenon can, however, 

also have a negative representation. A basic example of this may be summed 

up in the phrase ―what is not tested, is not taught‖. Weir (18) backs this assumption 
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with an example of Egyptian schools not testing and, therefore, also not teaching listening 

skill in English. He calls for careful consideration of the representation of essential skills 

and micro-skills in language tests to ensure that they are taught sufficiently. 

Significant, although maybe not that obvious, participants of washback effect at schools 

are actually external tests, such as the Cambridge English exams. According 

to Shohamy (514), external language tests that have customarily been employed in making 

conclusions about the future of the candidates are put into action in the school environment 

to affect and drive foreign language learning. In the practical part, the possible influence 

of the two selected exams on the assessment methods of selected teachers will 

be addressed. 

 

4.4.1 Achieving beneficial washback 

Positive washback should be sought after by teachers. Tips on how it could be achieved 

may be found, e.g., in Hughes’ Testing for language teachers (44-47), where he suggests 

a seven-step plan and in Bailey’s Working for washback: a review of the washback 

concept in language testing (268), where she provides four areas of focus. These theories 

will be firstly cited and then elaborated on in a more general manner, as there is some 

overlap among the recommendations of these authors. 

Hughes’ (44-47) proposition entails: 

Test the abilities whose development you want to encourage. 

Sample widely and unpredictably. 

Use direct testing. 

Make testing criterion-referenced. 

Base achievement tests on objectives. 

Ensure test is known and understood by students and teachers. 

Where necessary provide assistance to teachers. 
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Bailey (268), on the other hand, proposes these bullet points: 

 Language learning goals 

 Building in authenticity 

 Learner autonomy and self-assessment 

 Score reporting 

Some abilities are more straightforward to test than others; however, if one wishes 

to develop particular abilities, it is vital also to create a way of testing them. Moreover, 

the weight of the test needs to be carefully addressed with regard to the weight of other 

tests of abilities. It should also be said at this point that testing something without giving 

it appropriate attention in class, is obviously not helpful.  

Notwithstanding, Hughes mentions the fact that students could also benefit from being 

presented with a choice which skills they want to be tested on. If one does not have 

to struggle through a test of a skill that is difficult for them and can instead manifest 

their other language skills in other exams, they are less likely to lose motivation. Though 

it certainly sounds alluring, it is not clear whether this would be achievable in the context 

of the ESL curriculum for grammar schools. 

The suggestion ―sample widely and unpredictably” relates to task-restriction, since 

the way of testing a skill influences how it is cultivated. If a writing test always asks 

of the test-takers to write either an essay or a letter, other types of writing tasks will 

not be given attention in preparation for the test.  

Hughes also believes it motivational for the students if their success in a test 

is not compared to the performance of their classmates. In a similar manner, it is advisable 

to base tests on authentic material and objectives of the course and students’ needs rather 

than on the content of a textbook. Ideally, tests should, in a direct manner, reflect 

those real-life situations where the students would need to use their skills. It is worth 

mentioning at this point that, e.g. Messick (5) argues it nearly impossible for ideal forms 

of authenticity and directness to exist.  
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As an alternative to Hughes’ recommendation on promoting learner autonomy 

and student’s self-assessment, Bailey proposes a questionnaire based on the test objectives 

be added to tests, so that the students could assess their own abilities. For lower-

proficiency students, this questionnaire could be created using their mother-tongue.  

Everyone involved in the process of testing, students and teachers alike, should 

be provided with clear instructions regarding the test administration and evaluation. 

This need for clarity is especially true when introducing new forms of testing 

that are meant to generate a specific change in teaching. The intended effect cannot happen 

if teachers are not given adequate methodical support.  

For the test results to be further used in an effective manner, Shohamy (515) pleads 

for them to be meticulous, innovative, relevant, and providing valuable diagnostic 

information on a variety of aspects which cannot be achieved in one general score 

such as in holistic scoring. This view is supported by Hughes, who strongly favours 

assessment in the form of multiple-trait scoring. 

Many of these suggestions appear to be contradictory to the demands on tests being cheap 

and uncomplicated when it comes to their construction, administration, scoring 

and its interpretation. To this, Hughes rather resolutely states that the cost of not having 

a beneficial washback is far greater. Teachers should, therefore, definitely bear 

in their minds the suggestions on achieving positive washback in their students mentioned 

earlier on when considering how they create, conduct and assess their tests. 
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Practical part 

Provided that analytical assessment is being employed in assessing writing, the practical 

part aims at exploring the particular criteria of selected teachers in search of those 

which are more prevalent and, therefore, possibly universal. 

 

5 The objectives of the research 

There are two main objectives of the research part of the thesis. Firstly, it is to map 

out which methods of assessment are actually used by teachers. Secondly, among 

those who use either or both analytical and multiple-trait scoring, the aim is to search 

for overlap in the descriptors or even whole criterion categories. Finding such overlap 

could be beneficial, e.g., to those  ELS teachers, who are trying to tweak their system 

for assessing writing, for headteachers who want to unify the system used at their school, 

or to students in search of inspiration for creating their own assessment system.  

 

6 Questions for the research 

Based on the defined aims of the thesis, the following questions and sub-questions 

were involved in the research.   

Part one 

Which types of writing assessment do the teachers use? 

How often do they use each method? 

How many teachers use analytical and/or multiple-trait scoring? 

Does the choice of assessment type differ from country to country? 

Do students know beforehand how their texts will be assessed? 
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Part two 

When using analytical / multiple-trait scoring, which criteria do the selected 

teachers use? 

Which descriptors are used in the criteria? 

For what purpose do the teachers test writing? 

How do the teachers choose their criteria? 

Does the purpose of the writing test influence the choice of criteria? 

Do they adjust their criteria based on the task, age of learners, or their proficiency? 

The questions are divided into the two parts of the research, as was explained above.  

 

7 Research hypotheses 

The following hypotheses were formulated in order to specify the area of research 

and its focus. The research is performed in order to verify their validity.  

RH1: There is an overlap among the criteria of the selected teachers, state 

secondary school-leaving exam developed by CERMAT and Cambridge English: 

Preliminary exam. 

RH2: Providing that there is an overlap, certain descriptors can be considered 

universal. 

If there is a significant overlap of descriptors appearing across these various scoring 

systems, specific descriptors or criteria might be considered universal. That would 

also imply that at least among these teachers, the assessment might actually be comparable 

to each other. 

 

8 Research sample 

Owing to the nature of the outlined objectives of the research, the selected research sample 

involved grammar school ESL teachers, specifically those who at least sometimes use 
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either or both analytical or multiple-trait scoring when assessing the writings 

of their students.  

For part one of the research, any ESL grammar school teacher from around the world 

was considered an ideal candidate. Part two ‒ a case study ‒ involved two types 

of participants: the first type of participants comprised institutions heavily involved 

in scoring ‒ in particular, Cambridge English and CERMAT; in this case, relevant 

information was gathered from official materials of these institutions.  The second type 

of participants in the case study comprised selected teachers who participated in Part one. 

The selection was created on the basis of the information the teachers provided: 

all teachers who stated they employ either or both analytical and multiple-trait scoring 

criteria at least sometimes were eligible for Part two of the research. Unfortunately, 

not many of these provided contact information, so they could not be asked to participate 

in it. All teachers who met these two criteria were approached to participate. 

 

8.1 Description of the research sample 

Due to the fact that the objectives of the research focus more on the how and the what than 

on the who, not much information was gathered about the participants apart 

from the country they teach in and length of their teaching practice in Part one 

of the research. The state in which they work could also potentially indicate 

their nationality, however, not necessarily.  

Concerning the length of their teaching praxis, the chosen classification is based 

on the salary steps of the Czech Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports which divides 

teachers into the following stages: up to 2, 6, 12, 19, 27, 32, and more than 32 years 

of working in education. 

 

8.2 Description of the research sample in Part one 

The group of participants in Part one of the research was quite diverse in terms 

of the country of employment: 19 respondents replied they teach in the Czech Republic 

or Czechia, there were also three German, two Mexican, and two Spanish ESL teachers. 
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The following countries had one respondent each: Belgium, South Korea, China, Canada, 

Finland, Italy, Norway, and Sweden. 

In terms of the length of their teaching praxis, most participants have not been complete 

novices; only four of them said they have been teaching for up to two years. The two most 

prominent groups were actually comprised of teachers of up to six and twelve years, 

which both contained eight people. Five teachers said they have been teaching 

for up to 19 and 27 years, and there were also two participants who have been teaching 

for up to or more than 32 years.  

Figure 8.2 the length of teaching practice 

Figure 8.2 displays the distribution of responses of the participants to the question "How 

long have you been teaching?". 

 

8.3 Description of the research sample in Part two 

As stated above, for the second part of the research, all teachers who indicated in Part one 

that they at least sometimes used either or both analytical or multiple-trait assessment 

and were willing to provide their assessment criteria were invited to participate.  In total, 

there were seven of them.  For some reason, all of the teachers who were willing to take 

part in the case study teach at grammar schools in Prague, the Czech Republic. 

Their schools score high each year in the list of schools with excellent results in the state 

secondary school-leaving exams in all tested subjects. 
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In terms of the teaching praxis of the participants of Part two of the study, two teachers 

have been teaching for up to six years, two for up to 12, one for up 27, 

one for up to 32 years. One teacher had more than 32 years of teaching experience.  
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9 Methods of gathering data  

When contemplating how to acquire a suitable set of teachers willing to participate 

in the study, the author assumed that a large portion of teachers use social media 

and share their teaching experience online.  Therefore, a call asking to participate 

was posted on social media. 

Nearly all of the participants acquired in this way use Facebook and are members 

of one or more of the following teacher-focused groups: Učitelé +, Učitelé angličtiny 

na UK, Innovative Teachers of English, ESL Teacher helping Teachers, and ESL Teachers' 

Coffeehouse. 

The author of the thesis also asked for help among fellow ESL grammar school teachers 

in Prague and friends from the international community of the live-action role-play event 

called College of Wizardry.  

 

9.1 Part one: the questionnaire 

The first part of the research is aimed at the methods of assessment in general, focusing 

on how often they are used. For this purpose, a questionnaire was created using Google 

Forms, which was spread via social media as specified above. The survey was created 

in accordance with the principles of designing a good questionnaire.
5
  

The questionnaire consisted of nine items: a title, an introduction, a short explanatory part, 

two open-ended questions, two single-select multiple-choice questions, and a more 

extensive single-select multiple-choice section with pre-defined options. 

There was a secondary aim of this questionnaire, which was to track down those teachers 

who indicated they use either or both analytical or multiple-trait scoring and would 

be willing to participate in the follow-up case study. Therefore, the final question asked 

the participants to enter their e-mail address if they wanted to take part in the study. 

                                                 

5 Jenn, Ng Chirk. ―Designing a Questionnaire.‖ Malaysian family physician: the official journal 

of the Academy of Family Physicians of Malaysia vol. 1,1 32-5. 30 Apr. 2006 
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The reasoning behind the title and the introduction is relatively straightforward, namely 

to inform the potential participants about the nature of the research and its objectives. 

The single-select multiple-choice question format regarding the length of teaching praxis 

as well as informing the students beforehand about how their writings will be assessed 

was chosen to make it easier for the participants to fill out the form, as a single click 

is usually faster than typing anything. Since it was difficult to predict which countries 

would appear in the question about the place of work, the open-ended format 

of the question was selected. For the single-select multiple-choice part focusing 

on the frequency of using various forms of scoring, it seemed necessary to make sure 

everyone understood the terms in the same way. Therefore, the explanation box 

was provided, where each method of scoring was summed up in case someone was 

not familiar with it. The participants were asked to indicate the frequency using the scale 

always – often – sometimes – seldom – never, which is in accordance with the suggestions 

Robert Čapek, an expert on education, publishes on his blog
6
.  

 

9.2 Part two: the case study 

For the second part of the research, two distinct types of data collection were necessary, 

as there were basically two different groups of potential participants. The institutions 

dealing with ESL exams, specifically Cambridge English and CERMAT, were grouped 

together, and the teaching participants created the other group. 

  

9.2.1 The two official exams 

Information regarding the scoring criteria employed in assessing Cambridge English: 

Preliminary and the Czech state secondary school-leaving exam in English provided 

by CERMAT was collected from the official handbooks. The one used for PET 

                                                 

6 Čapek, Robert. Thirteen Principles of Students' Questionnaire. 28 July 2019, robertcapek.cz/trinact-zasad-

dotazniku-pro-zaky/. 
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was the B1 Preliminary Handbook for teachers for exams from 2020, which is available 

online for free
7
.  

CERMAT, on the contrary, is much more secretive when it comes to their materials. 

The assessment criteria for evaluating the written part of their exam in English 

are available on their official website
8
. Since the spring slot was modified in the way 

that the written part consisted only of the so-called didactic test examining only use 

of English, reading, and listening skills, as a result of to the Coronavirus disease (COVID-

19) outbreak and closure of schools
9
, the criteria for evaluating writing had to be taken 

from the autumn slot.  

Just having the criteria was not deemed sufficient in terms of this research, 

as the background information and explanation of at least some of them were needed. 

Making use of the possibility people in the Czech Republic have when they want specific 

information from state and local authorities according to Act No. 106/1999 Coll.
10

, 

a request for the declassification of the current handbook for the assessors of the exam 

was delivered to CERMAT in May 2020. Upon this request, a document that will 

be enclosed at the end of the thesis was delivered to the author's e-mail address. 

The document provided is not the requested official handbook. The rationale 

for not supplying the handbook was the fact that it is apparently available only as a part 

of an online course intended for those who wish to become the officially certified 

assessors. Due to the anticipated changes to the state secondary school-leaving exams 

                                                 

7 e.g. ―B1 Preliminary Handbook for Teachers for Exams from 2020.‖ Swiss Exams, cambridge-

exams.ch/sites/default/files/b1-preliminary-handbook-2020.pdf. 

8 ―Annexes to the Communication from the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports Ref. No.: MSMT-

453/2020-3. Centre on Measurement in Education, 2019, maturita.cermat.cz/files/files/maturita/KRITERIA-

HODNOCENI/2020/prilohy_sdeleni_kriteria_hodnoceni_dle_561.pdf. 

9 ―Act No. 135/2020 Coll. Of 25 March 2020 on Special Rules for Admission to Certain Types of Education 

and their Completion in the School Year 2019/2020‖ Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports, 25 Mar. 2020, 

www.msmt.cz/file/52593/download/. 

10 ―Collection of Laws of the Czech Republic.‖ Chamber of Deputies of the Parliament of the Czech 

Republic, Parliament of the Czech Republic, 1999, aplikace.mvcr.cz/sbirka-

zakonu/ViewFile.aspx?type=c&id=3256. 
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in the next few years, this course will not take place again. Even though the document 

answered some of the issues which arose from the study of the assessment criteria, 

the amount of information is unfortunately very limited, and this restriction of information 

available to the general public or researchers is quite peculiar compared 

to what is available concerning the Cambridge English exam. One can only speculate 

why it was impossible to provide the login data for this supposedly closed course since 

it already exists in the CERMAT online environment in any case. 

 

9.2.2 The teachers 

Since all of the teachers participating on Part two work in the same city, it was initially 

the intention of the author of the thesis to meet with each of the participants in person 

and discuss their methods and ideally also share professional experience not only regarding 

the assessment of writing skills but also teaching experience in general. Unfortunately, 

this intention was thwarted due to the novel coronavirus outbreak and the resulting 

stressful ending of the school year. For this reason, another way of proceeding 

with the research had to be devised. The new chosen method for gathering the desired 

information comprised of an online questionnaire via Google Forms and a follow-up online 

interview using the video conferencing platform ZOOM. 

The questionnaire in Google Forms was chosen because it was necessary to provide a clear 

structure for gathering sufficient data so that the subsequent work with them was actually 

in accordance with what the author of the thesis wanted to ascertain.  

 

9.2.2.1 Questionnaire design 

The survey was divided into five sections. Section one encompassed the title 

and an introduction explaining once again the aim and reasoning behind the questionnaire, 

as some time has passed between the first and the second phase of the research.  

The primary purpose of section two was to discover which scoring criteria the participants 

use. Firstly, there was a multiple-choice question asking them to tick the suggested criteria 

which were taken from the study of the materials for assessing Cambridge English: 
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Preliminary and the Czech state secondary-school leaving exams, if they appear 

in whichever way in the participants' scoring guide as well. Secondly, there was a place 

to write any other criteria those teachers might also use. 

The next section focused on characterising the criteria further. The criteria were grouped 

into three groups, as there was reason to believe that certain criteria and/or descriptors 

would overlap. There were basically two questions involving each of these three sets. 

In the first part, a multiple-choice-question format was used to suggest some possible 

descriptors again based on the study of the materials of the two exams. The other part 

was an open-ended question for the participants to write and, if needed, explain other 

descriptors they use within this field. The first set of criteria looked at content, meeting 

the task and communicative achievement, the next one comprised of text-organisation, 

and the last one dealt with language in terms of vocabulary and grammar.  

 Section four labelled "The selection of criteria and descriptors," is aimed at identifying 

the process behind choosing the criteria and descriptors. It involved a multiple-choice 

question with some suggested purposes of testing taken from the purposes of assessment 

described in the theoretical part and was followed by an open-ended question intended 

for the participants to specify other purposes for which they use testing. 

There were also four single-option questions about adjustments to the criteria. Finally, 

the last open-ended question asked the participants to explain how they created 

their scoring criteria. 

The last section was designed to solve any suggestions, questions, or problems that might 

have emerged in the course of filling in the survey. It was just a single open-ended 

question where the candidates could comment on any issues. 
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10 Data analysis 

Before presenting the data acquired from the human participants of the research, 

the information gathered from the two official exams will be presented, 

as it was the foundation for how the research was developed and conducted.   

 

10.1 PET Writing assessment 

The writing part of the exam is an example of testing for the purpose of sorting 

and ranking, where the candidates' achievements are measured against a specifically 

defined norm. Moreover, it is a proficiency test, in which the test-takers are supposed 

to demonstrate they are on the B1 level of the Common European Framework of Reference 

for Languages (CEFR). The assessment is direct, summative, criterion-referenced, 

and subjective, striving to be as objective as possible, owing to its criteria being 

meticulously defined. It is not clear whether the assessment is analytical or multiple-trait 

based on analytical criteria, as mentioned in Hyland 232, owing to the nature of the exam. 

Year by year, the assignment is always to write the same two text types. It is hard to say 

if and how the criteria would change on the occasion that the candidates were asked 

to write a different text genre. 

Within the framework of the Cambridge English exams, PET specifically, the raters 

are called Writing Examiners (WEs) and are trained and certified. The assessment takes 

place in an online marking system called RM Assessor
11

. With the help 

of this environment, the Writing Examiners are supervised by Team Leader (TLs), 

who are further supervised by a Principal Examiner (PE), who "guides and monitors 

the marking process." it is not clear how and to what extend the TLs and PE are genuinely 

involved in the assessment: "During the marking period, the PE and TLs are able to view 

their team's progress and to offer support and advice, as required."  

                                                 

11 ―Become a Cambridge English Examiner.‖ Cambridge English, University of Cambridge, 2020, 

www.cambridgeenglish.org/teaching-english/professional-development/become-a-cambridge-english-

examiner/. 

http://www.cambridgeenglish.org/teaching-english/professional-development/become-a-cambridge-english-examiner/
http://www.cambridgeenglish.org/teaching-english/professional-development/become-a-cambridge-english-examiner/
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In terms of which tasks are set to the exam takers, the PET exam always includes 

a response to an e-mail.  The second part of the writing portion of the exam presents 

the test-taker with a choice between an article and a story. (Handbook 5)  

As far as the selection of the criteria is concerned, they are established explicitly based 

on the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages. These criteria 

are expressed as scales. The Cambridge English exam system uses these across 

the spectrum of their writing tests aimed at other levels of proficiency. (Handbook 25) 

the scales are called: Content, Communicative Achievement, Organisation, and Language. 

A piece of writing is rated from zero to five on each of these scales. (Handbook 25) 

 

10.1.1 PET Criteria overview 

The following paragraphs aim at further characterise the scales for PET writing 

assessment. A piece of writing is rated from zero to five on each of these scales. 

(Handbook 25) the handbook explicitly specifies the nature of the text that should receive 

five, three, one, and zero points in each of the scales. Four and two points always 

share some features of both of the adjacent texts. For the Communicative Achievement, 

Organisation, and Language scales, zero points are simply given to texts that do not even 

meet the requirements for getting one point. Only the Content scale has a clear description 

of what a text rated with a zero should look like. 

 

10.1.2 Content 

The Content scale examines whether the test-taker has done what was asked 

of them, i.e., it focuses on the fulfilment of the task. It is the only scale 

in which the description for the division of points remains the same across all the levels 

of the Cambridge English Examination.  

To get full points, the entire content of the text had to be relevant to the task. Furthermore, 

the reader needs to be fully informed. A text gets three points if it contains only minor 

omissions or irrelevances, provided the reader is still on the whole informed. One point 

is awarded to those texts, where the reader is informed minimally. This situation may arise 
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as a result of irrelevances and misinterpretation of the task. A text does not receive 

any points when the content is entirely irrelevant, and the reader is not informed. 

 

10.1.3 Communicative Achievement 

The scale called Communicative Achievement investigates the appropriateness 

of the register and the overall writing employed by the candidate.  

Full points are awarded to texts that hold the target reader's attention and communicate 

straightforward ideas because they follow the conventions of the communicative task. 

Three points belong to those responses that follow the conventions of the communicative 

task in "generally appropriate ways to communicate straightforward ideas." When, 

however, the texts express only elementary ideas in elementary ways, the Writing 

Examiner should award it with one point. 

 

10.1.4 Organisation 

The Organisation scale deals with the way the test-taker arranged their writing, mainly 

whether it is ordered and logical. Generally, well organised and coherent texts that employ 

a variety of linking words and cohesive devices receive five points. Three points should 

be given to texts that are connected and coherent. It is acceptable if this is achieved using 

only elementary linking words and a limited number of cohesive devices. Texts connected 

using elementary, high-frequency linking words earn one point. 

 

10.1.5 Language 

Lastly, the Language scale investigates the vocabulary and grammar. While accuracy 

is definitely considered, the range of language is also highly valuable. Each 

of the descriptions of points allotted in this category considers lexis, grammar, and errors.  

Full points should be given to writings where the range of everyday vocabulary is used 

appropriately with occasional issues resulting from the use of less common lexis. In terms 
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of grammar, the text should include a range of elementary as well as complex grammatical 

forms with a reasonable degree of control. Communication is not impeded by errors.  

For the test-taker to receive three points in the Language section, he or she should use 

everyday vocabulary generally appropriately. The overuse of individual lexical items every 

now and then is, however, allowed. The text contains only elementary grammatical 

expressions, and its errors are noticeable. On the other hand, meaning can still 

be ascertained.  

A single point is awarded to responses working with only elementary vocabulary 

somewhat appropriately. The writers exhibit some degree of control over elementary 

grammatical phenomena. Once in a while, errors may disrupt the meaning. 

 

10.2 The Czech common school-leaving examination in English 

The Czech state secondary school-leaving exam in English is provided by CERMAT. 

Apart from that, this organisation also supports student assessment in primary schools, 

is in charge of student testing in the 5th and 9th grades of primary education, and plays 

a significant role in the process of admissions to secondary schools. 

The Czech state secondary school-leaving exam in English writing part is once again 

an example of testing for the purpose of sorting and ranking, where the candidates' 

achievements are measured against a certain defined norm. The cut-off 

score, i.e., the lowest score the test-takers may receive in order to still past the exam, 

has been set to 44%
12

.  

Similarly to the PET Exam, the assessment of the Czech state secondary school-leaving 

exam in English is direct, summative, and due to its nature subjective seeking 

to be as objective as possible using multiple criteria. Furthermore, it is not possible 

to clearly say whether the assessment of the writing tasks is analytical or multiple-trait 

                                                 

12 ―State Secondary School-Leaving Exam Spring Terms 2013-2019 Signal Results from Written Exams.‖ 

Centre on Measurement in Education, June 2019, data.cermat.cz/files/files/MZ13-

19_PISEMNE_PRACE_signalni_vysledky.pdf.  
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based on analytical criteria, as mentioned in Hyland 232, which is the result 

of how the exam is devised. On the one hand, the handbook for assessment has a section 

with required formalities according to the type of text the candidates are supposed to write, 

which suggests at least some level of specificity. That would favour the stand 

that this might be a case of analytically based multiple-trait assessment. On the other hand, 

the analytical nature of the criteria is directly mentioned on the CERMAT website
13

.  

The raters of the writing tasks called CeHOPP
14

 (centrální hodnotitel písemných 

prací) have to undergo specialised training and are organised into smaller teams. Each team 

is managed by team leaders who supervise the assessment process. The website 

of CERMAT also adds that each subject has the so-called "leader of the assessment 

of the subject," who is responsible for the activity of the teams. 

The writing portion of the state secondary school-leaving exam, unlike the PET exam, may 

ask the candidates to write a range of different text-types. These may include a letter, an e-

mail, a (character) description, a narration, or an article in the first part, and an e-mail, 

invitation, a description, or an instruction/manual in the second part.  

Owing to the fact there are two tasks of varying length in the exam, the first task 

is supposed to contain 120-150 and the second one 60-70 words, the criteria are established 

with respect to this reality. However, they are essentially based on the same principle. 

The current set of criteria is promulgated on the website of the Ministry of Education, 

Youth, and Sports before 31
st
 March each year. 

 

10.2.1 The Czech state secondary school-leaving examination in English criteria 

In contrast to the Cambridge English PET Exam, the system devised in order to assess 

the writing performance of Czech pupils at the end of their secondary education 

                                                 

13 ―Written Exam in in a Foreign Language.‖ Czech State Secondary School-Leaving Exam, Centre 

on Measurement in Education, 2019, maturita.cermat.cz/menu/maturitni-zkouska-2020/zkousky-spolecne-

casti/cizi-jazyk/pisemna-prace-z-ciziho-jazyka.  

14 ―Who is Who.‖ Czech State Secondary School-Leaving Exam, Centre on Measurement in Education, 2019, 

maturita.cermat.cz/menu/vzdelavani-pegagogu/zakladni-skoleni-ciskom/kdo-je-kdo.  



46 

 

is noticeably lengthier. There are four criteria called Content or Meeting of the Task, 

Organization and Cohesion, Vocabulary and Spelling, and Grammar. Each of these criteria 

is further divided into part A, and part B. Whereas the PET Writing Examiners work 

with a scale of zero to five points per criterion, raters trained by CERMAT work 

with a scale from zero to three points per part, making the single criterion worth 

up to six points. There are also several instances where a zero in a particular descriptor 

causes a zero in the whole part, criterion, or even a part of the writing task. Similarly, 

the assessment criteria are also interconnected in terms of the required length. Shorter 

responses are penalised in three of the four criteria. 

The description of the criteria was taken from the list intended for this year's autumn 

period, as the spring one will not involve any writing tasks
15

. 

It should also be noted that the Czech state secondary school-leaving exam in English 

includes two writing tasks that are, in fact, assessed slightly differently. For the purposes 

of the research in this thesis, only the assessment of the first task was considered, 

as there was a bigger chance of overlap in the criteria used to assess it. Each 

of the four criteria applied by CERMAT will now be separately explained in greater detail. 

 

10.2.2 Content/Meeting the task 

This criterion is divided into two parts called "Assignment" and "Range, Content." 

the firstly mentioned part will be described in more detail in this paragraph. 

For the candidate to receive full points, their text should follow the features of the text 

they were asked to write, e.g., the topic is treated in a way that adheres 

to its communicative intent, and clearly and intelligibly mention all the points 

of the instructions. The descriptions of the two, one, and zero points then also include 

information on the length of the text, where the unit of measurement is called an "interval". 

Sadly, the handbook does not distinctly mention the exact amount of words understood 

in the term "interval" that is used in the table describing the criteria. Two points are given 

                                                 

15 ―Foreign Language.‖ Czech State Secondary School-Leaving Exam, Centre on Measurement in Education, 

2019, maturita.cermat.cz/menu/maturitni-zkouska-2020/zkousky-spolecne-casti/cizi-jazyk. 
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to a text that largely follows the features of the text type and mentions most of the points 

of instructions. The text does not have the appropriate length; it is either slightly longer 

or shorter (by one interval). One point is allotted to texts that largely do not follow 

the features of the text type, nor do they clearly mention most of the points of instructions. 

The text may also be two intervals longer or shorter. No points in the whole criterion shall 

be given to responses that straight up do not follow the features of the text type. These 

texts also do not mention the points of instructions. The text is three intervals longer 

or shorter. Additionally, when one earns no points in this part, their text receives 

zero points altogether. 

The "Range, Content" half of this criterion deals with the level of details the test-taker uses 

to describe the points given in the instructions and the way the essential ideas are treated. 

Three points are to be given to texts that elaborate on the instructions properly 

and in relevant detail. The sum and substance are explained logically.  A response 

that elaborates on the instructions mostly properly and in relevant detail, while 

also explaining the heart of the matter in quite a straightforward way, will receive 

two points. One point is intended for texts that elaborate on the instructions properly 

and in relevant detail in isolated cases only. Such texts also largely do not explain 

the essence of the problem clearly. Furthermore, there is a considerable number 

of information or thoughts that are redundant or even irrelevant. One receives no point 

in this part if the instructions are not elaborated on appropriately and in an adequate level 

of detail. Receiving no point in the content scale also means that the candidate will 

not gain any points in this whole criterion. 

 

10.2.3 Organisation and Cohesion 

The next criterion is divided into "Textual organisation" and "Textual cohesion 

and cohesive devices" parts. The organisation scale mainly describes the (non)linearity 

of the author's thoughts put on the paper and with text segmentation into meaningful units. 

For the candidate to receive full points, their text should be linear and segmented 

and organised appropriately. Two points are given when the text largely follows 

the previously mentioned criteria. When the response does not meet the criteria to a large 
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extent, it will be given one point. In case the majority of the text is incoherent, 

not segmented appropriately, and lacks linearity, the candidate receives no points.  

The other part concerning cohesion mostly deals with the range of cohesive devices 

and their (in)appropriate use. Three points are to be given to responses with a wide range 

of cohesive devices that are in nearly all cases used appropriately, and when not, the text 

is still intelligible. Two points are intended for cases with quite a wide range of cohesive 

devices that are mostly used correctly and appropriately, and if not, they are intelligible 

for the most part. If the range of cohesive devices is quite limited and errors hinder 

intelligibility of (parts) the text, one point is granted. No points are awarded to candidates 

who do not use the appropriate range of cohesive devices in an orderly manner 

and whose cohesive errors hinder intelligibility of the majority of the text. If their use 

of cohesive devices is limited to the point of being unsatisfactory, the whole criterion 

is rated with no points. 

 

10.2.4 Vocabulary and Spelling 

The criterion is split into a part dealing with accuracy and range. The description 

of the part labelled Accuracy uses much denser language. Three points are given to texts 

in which vocabulary and spelling are nearly always appropriate, and if there are errors, 

they do not impede understanding. Candidates will get two points if their response uses 

vocabulary and spelling mostly correctly, and if there are errors, they do not impede 

understanding of (parts of) the text in most cases. The last descriptor also states two points 

are intended for shorter responses. Texts which are significantly shorter, specifically 

by two intervals, and/or contain more cases of inappropriate use of vocabulary 

and spelling, which hinder understanding to a large extend, receive one point. 

A zero is reserved for responses where most of the text is not understandable due 

to vocabulary and spelling being mostly used incorrectly.  

On the other hand, the Range part simply divides points based on the broadness 

of the vocabulary stock used by the candidate. It can either be broad, mostly broad, limited 

to a large extent, or limited to the point of being unsatisfactory. If the last mentioned 

situation occurs, no points are awarded in the whole criterion.  
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10.2.5 Grammar 

In the same way as Vocabulary and Spelling, the criterion Grammar is separated 

into Accuracy and Range parts. For situations where grammatical means are employed 

in almost all cases correctly, and eventual errors do not hinder communication, three points 

should be given. If the grammatical means are used mostly appropriately, and the text 

is mostly intelligible, the candidate receives two points. This outcome also awaits 

those responses, which are one text interval shorter. If the response is two intervals shorter, 

the candidate will be given one point. Moreover, texts that use grammatical means largely 

inappropriately, so much so that the errors impede understanding of the text or its parts, 

are also rated with one point. A candidate receives zero points if they employ grammatical 

means mostly incorrectly, and their grammatical errors prevent understanding of most parts 

of their text. 

The description of the part labelled Range is very similar to Range within the Vocabulary 

and Spelling criterion.  The range of grammatical means is either broad, mostly broad, 

limited to a large extent, or limited to the point of being unsatisfactory. No points, 

which again means no points in the whole criterion, is reserved for texts with limited 

or insufficient grammatical means. 

 

10.3 Conclusion of the study of the two exams 

Based on the inquiry into the assessment criteria of the Cambridge English: Preliminary 

and the Czech common secondary school-leaving exams, an overlap on which the survey 

part of the case study was established was identified. There were essentially three areas 

of similarities in the criteria: content/communicative achievement, organisation, 

and language. The two descriptors that are shared in the area of content/communicative 

achievement are meeting the assignment in terms of relevance and communicating 

the ideas in an appropriate way. In the criterion organisation, the three mutual descriptors 

are cohesion, the variety of linking devices, and appropriate organisation of the text. 

The criterion language includes the range and the general appropriateness of the use 

of both grammatical and lexical forms. These elements will play a key role 
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in consideration of the criteria, the use of which by the selected teachers will be studied 

next.  

 

11 Results 

The following part aims at presenting the results of the two studies undertaken 

by the author of the thesis. The results are accompanied by figures which were created 

in accordance with general principles for displaying scientific data so that everyone, 

including colour-blind people, could enjoy the graphs
16

. When citing the participants, 

their original spelling of the responses is used. 

Firstly, the outcomes of the general questionnaire about the use of various methods 

of assessment of writing by teachers will be introduced. Secondly, the results of the case 

study dealing in a more detailed way with how several teachers use and view analytic 

and multiple-trait scoring will be revealed.  

 

11.1 Part one: the questionnaire 

Having established how the data was collected (see section 9), the following section will 

inform the readers about the nature of data gathered in the online questionnaire. 

As was mentioned in the part concerning the participants of the study, the first couple 

of questions did not involve assessment. Their purpose was to gain background 

information about the participants. These results were, therefore, already incorporated 

into the chapter called Description of the research sample.  

 

11.1.1 The preference for scoring procedures 

The first question regarding assessment asked the participants to rate on a range 

of always – often – sometimes – seldom – never how often they make use of the suggested 

                                                 

16 
Tol, Paul. ―Colour Schemes and Templates.‖ Paul Tol's Notes, Netherlands Institute for Space Research, 

25 May 2019, personal.sron.nl/~pault/. 
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methods of scoring, which were specifically holistic, primary-trait, analytical, multiple-

trait, and other.  The results are summarised in Fig. 11.1.1. 

Of the 34 participants, four reported they use holistic scoring exclusively; nine said 

they opt for it often, and four stated they sometimes use it. On the other hand, the number 

of teachers who do not or rarely make use of holistic scoring was four and thirteen, 

respectively. It appears that when it comes to holistic scoring, there are more participants 

that do not find it desirable than those who do. 

In general, not many participants have experience with the primary-trait scoring procedure. 

Only three stated they use it often, and a third of the teachers admitted they employ 

it from time to time. Thirteen people said never to have used it in their grammar-school 

praxis. Furthermore, seven participants reported they hardly ever employ primary-trait 

scoring.  

Analytical scoring could be labelled the raters favourite. More than half of the participants 

reported they use it often (15) or exclusively (5). About 20 per cent said they occasionally 

employ it, and another 20 per cent of participants stated they do not, or only rarely, use it.  

In contrast to the previously mentioned method, multiple-scoring is far less popular. 

No one stated to be using it at all times, and only a quarter of the participants employ 

it frequently. Seven teachers said they opt for it sometimes. Nine participants stated 

they employ it sporadically, and thirty per cent do not ever opt for it. 

Lastly, the frequency of making use of other scoring procedures was investigated. Only 

three people stated they often opt for other measures, and five said they sometimes look 

elsewhere. More than twenty per cent of teachers seldom use anything else apart 

from the suggested methods, and over a half reported they have never used 

any alternatives.  
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Figure 11.1.1 the preference for scoring procedures 

Figure 11.1.1 shows the responses to the question "How often do you use the following 

methods to score writing assignments?" graphically. The fact that only a small portion 

of the respondents reported that they used other than the four specifically mentioned 

scoring methods suggests that the classification of scoring methods into holistic, primary-

trait, analytical and multiple-trait is appropriate. 

 

11.1.2 Alternatives to the suggested scoring procedures 

In connection to the frequency of use of the above-mentioned scoring methods, an open-

ended question seeking other options teachers may employ in assessing their students 

was created. This question was optional since there was a concern that people may choose 

not to submit their answers at all. As a result, only three participants offered 

their alternative means of assessment, which were:  

 Topic development through investigation 

 I usually give feedback first and ask the student to rewrite the assignment 

(sometimes more than once). Then I assess it according to the criteria 

they had been given in advance. 

 I don't give scores; just comments and suggestions for improvement - these could 

be based on certain specific criteria, though. 

These statements will be further investigated in the part of the thesis concerning 

the interpretation of data.  
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11.1.3 Familiarising students with the method(s) of assessment 

The next area of research explored whether the students were acquainted with assessment 

methods before handing in their pieces of writing. This issue was deemed important 

in the context of this research, as the nature of the task may influence its assessment 

procedure, which would be the case of primary-trait and multiple-trait scorings. If teachers 

alternate between multiple scoring protocols, it would be beneficial to inform the students.  

In terms of striving for a positive washback effect, it also makes sense that the students 

understand the assessment of their work. If they, e.g., receive just a single mark without 

any commentary, it may be hard for them to learn from their writing experience. Similarly, 

if a student obtains a piece of paper with an array of strange symbols and letters without 

knowing how to decode these remarks, positive backwash could hardly be expected.  

An overview of all the responses is presented in figure 11.1.3. Overall, the vast majority 

of responders indicated that their students understand their assessment methods. 

Of the 33 reactions to this query, almost half of the participants declared they always 

inform the students, and further 40 per cent claimed to do this often. Only one person 

reported they never familiarise their students or do it seldom. There were also two teachers 

who voted for sometimes.   
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Figure 11.1.3 Familiarising students with the method(s) of assessment 

Figure 11.1.3 displays the responses to the question "Do your students know 

how their writings will be assessed before handing them in?".  

 

11.2 Part two: the case study questionnaire 

The following part of the thesis focuses on reporting the results of the questionnaire, which 

was a part of a case study aimed at identifying overlap among assessment criteria 

and descriptors within a selected group of teachers. Only minimal information about 

the follow-up online interviews via the video conferencing platform ZOOM will 

be provided here, as these would be addressed more in the dedicated part regarding 

the interpretation of the data collected. 

 

11.2.1 The criteria in general 

Firstly, the teachers were asked to indicate which of the suggested criteria 

they also employ when assessing the works of their students. The criteria were taken 

from the Cambridge English: Preliminary and the Czech state secondary school-leaving 

exam developed by CERMAT. The participants were instructed to tick a specific element 

even in the case that they do not use the respective criterion per se but instead view 

it as a descriptor of one of the criteria they use. 
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Figure 11.2.1 Scoring criteria in general 

Figure 11.2.1 shows the reactions of the respondents to the instruction "Tick those criteria 

that appear in your own assessment system. It can be either as a separate criterion 

or as a descriptor of one." The reader can see from the chart that all of the participants 

claimed to use in some way the following criteria: content, communicative achievement, 

organisation, cohesion, language, vocabulary, spelling, and grammar. The criterion called 

meeting the task was ticked by five of the six responders.  

The open-ended follow-up question asked of the teachers to provide other criteria, should 

they be making use of anything else. Altogether only half of the participants claimed 

they have other criteria, which were:  

 meeting the target register (which is one part of communicative achievement) 

Here the responder themselves acknowledged that their criterion is what is also covered 

in the assessment of the two exams, so it is not a completely new criterion. However, 

it is surprising that they deem it so important as to make it a specific criterion and not just 

a descriptor of another one. 

 I use 2 different criteria for vocabulary and grammar: range and accuracy 

(the range of structures and the range of vocabulary may be the same 

as "language" in your list) 

This participant strictly divides the range and appropriateness of use of lexical 

and grammatical structures. Again, these criteria are not particularly innovative 
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in the context of this research, as they represent just another point of view 

on what the Czech state secondary school-leaving and the Cambridge English: Preliminary 

exams also deem important. 

 Emphasis on synonyms in certain types of writing, eg narratives; legibility 

The respondent meant the emphasising synonymy as a descriptor only, 

which was explained in the online interview so that it will be included in the Language 

group of criteria. Legibility will be addressed in the part regarding the interpretation 

of the data collected. 

 

11.2.2 Content – Meeting the task – Communicative Achievement descriptors 

The following criteria were grouped together, as their descriptors essentially overlap across 

the assessment methods in the two standardised exams. The respondents were again asked 

to tick those descriptors they also make use of in scoring their students' writing samples.  

There were altogether four descriptors that were selected by all the teachers. Relevance, 

meeting the text-type, informativity, and argumentation were deemed highly important. 

Five people also selected the appropriate length as a descriptor they employ. Only 

two participants claimed to be using other descriptors. These were: 

 register – formality x informality 

This was identified as a new descriptor, as it is in some cases different from meeting 

the text-type, e.g., writing a formal letter clearly has a pre-defined register requirement, 

however, e.g., a narration could be using both formal and informal language, and a teacher 

might want to stress one type of register over the other. 

 Organisation of information if required in the instructions 

Based on the interview with the teacher, this descriptor seems to be just an elaboration 

on meeting the task requirement. Be that as it may, it is still interesting how various raters 

view the importance of some textual elements. 
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Figure 11.2.2 Descriptors relating to Content, Meeting the task, and Communicative 

Achievement 

Figure 11.2.2 presents the responses to the instruction "Content – Meeting the task –

 Communicative Achievement: Tick all descriptors that appear in your own system 

of assessment." 

 

11.2.3 Text Organisation 

The responses within the criterion textual organisation were more varied 

than in the previous criterion. The teachers reached a complete agreement in the following 

four descriptors: cohesion, range of cohesive devices, appropriateness of cohesive devices, 

and paragraphing. Four participants judge a text according to the descriptor coherence, 

and three respondents also consider the linearity of the writing samples.  

In the follow-up open-ended question asking for additional descriptors, only 

one suggestion – layout – appeared. The issue of legibility, graphic edit, and layout 

of the pieces of students' writing was discussed in the online interviews and will 

be addressed in the interpretation portion of the thesis. 
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Figure 11.2.3 Descriptors relating to Text Organisation 

Figure 11.2.3 shows how the participants responded to the request "Text 

Organisation: Tick all descriptors that appear in your own system of assessment." 

 

11.2.4 Language 

The group of suggested descriptors within the criterion labelled as Language received 

the highest form of consensus among the participants. Apart from the appropriateness 

of length, which was important to just two teachers, the descriptors range of lexical 

devices, range of grammatical devices, appropriateness of lexical devices, appropriateness 

of grammatical devices, and spelling were ticked by all six responders.  

In the suggestions, two teachers wrote other descriptors they employ in this category: 

formality and "emphasis on synonyms in certain types of writing, eg narratives," 

which was mentioned in the part establishing the general criteria. It is fascinating 

how the topic register is seen by one teacher as an issue of meeting the instruction, 

and as a language problem by another.  
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Figure 11.2.4 Descriptors relating to Language 

Figure 11.2.4 shows how the reactions to the instruction "Language: Tick all descriptors 

that appear in your own system of assessment." 

 

11.2.5 The reason(s) for testing students' writing abilities 

The part of the questionnaire investigated why or for what purpose teachers test writing. 

In the multiple-choice questions, participants could choose between five suggested reasons, 

or they could use the suggestion box below to disclose their other aims. The proposed 

objectives were created in accordance with the sources mentioned in the theoretical part, 

namely Cheng et al. (32) and Liljedahl (8-9), where the motivation behind assessment, 

in general, is presented. The reasoning behind investigating why these selected teachers 

test writing was that it was assumed by the author of the thesis that the purpose might 

influence the choice of assessment criteria.  

Two aims connected the respondents, specifically "diagnosing students' strengths 

and weaknesses" and also "measuring students' performance against learning goals." 

Five teachers identified themselves with the purpose of "monitoring students' progress," 

too. Three people admitted they further test their students' writing in order to sort and rank 

them.  
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Additionally, two more objectives were mentioned by the respondents: 

 we also do mock-exams from Cambridge English, so we measure if students' meet 

a certain benchmark 

While some might see this as purpose as just as an extension of measuring performance 

against learning, this could also be interpreted as its own aim. It is important to mention 

that learning goals may be established by students, teachers, the state, or such as this case, 

the school's internal policy.  

 To increase their competence of argumentation and organising complex sets 

of information into a readable text 

Here, the teacher essentially specified their learning goals, so it will not be counted 

as an additional testing purpose. However, research into what teachers find 

to be meaningful learning goals for their students could definitely prove rewarding. 

 

11.2.6 Selecting the criteria 

As a part of the study, the author of the thesis wanted to uncover how teachers choose 

their criteria. The following utterances are what the participants wrote as their answers 

to the open-ended question "How do you choose your criteria?": 

 I have chosen them once for all according to the sources you mentioned 

at the beginning. 

 My choice of criteria depends on what I want the students to practise. 

 based on the widely-applied models which have already been tested on the whole 

variety of testees – typically ESOL / Cambridge Exam Criteria 

 my own teachers, the above mentioned exams, what I personally find useful 

 teachers at our school use the same model, I think it's mostly based on the exams 

 Sometimes, I want them to focus on the content. Then, organisation of the text 

is more important than the linguistic features. However, if a particular text-type 

is required with focus on linguistic devices, then I choose language-centered 

criteria. Often I do combine both of them. However, sometimes, I just read 
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their texts to see how they can express their views and I don't correct their writings. 

Instead I give them prompts so that they can react to them and rethink. I never 

evaluate their personal ideas and opinions. 

 

What was anticipated in terms of answers were responses more in the lines of the sources 

a person used to create their criteria. However, the question was obviously ill-devised, 

as two teachers understood this question a little differently. It was, therefore, very fortunate 

that this issue could be addressed in the online interview. The commentary on these results 

will be provided in the interpretation of the gathered data portion of the thesis.   

 

11.2.7 Changing the criteria 

Having established how the teachers create their criteria, the last set of questions aimed 

at examining if and when they change their assessment criteria. There were altogether 

four questions, where the teachers were asked to indicate their answers on the familiar 

scale of always – often – sometimes – seldom – never. 
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Firstly, the respondents were asked to report how often the purpose they have in mind 

influences which criteria are used to assess a piece of writing. For most of the teachers, 

the aim influences this choice; a half said they always adapt their scoring, and another 

participant claimed to do it often. Two teachers do not adapt their criteria to the purpose 

of the writing test. 

Figure 11.2.7.1 the influence of purpose on criteria adjustment 

Secondly, the participants reacted to the proposition that their assessment might change 

on the basis of the task they ask their students to write. Two-thirds admitted that this often 

happens, while only one person stated they never adjust their scoring criteria with regard 

to the nature of the writing task.  

Figure 11.2.7.2 the influence of the task on criteria adjustment 
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The next factor that was proposed to bear an influence on the modification of assessment 

criteria was the age of students. The majority of teachers asserted they do, in fact, make 

accommodations to their scoring depending on the age of learners. The rest 

of the respondents stated they do not adjust their criteria.  

Figure 11.2.7.3 the influence of the age of learners on criteria adjustment 

The results of the query into proficiency possibly influencing the choice of criteria 

were identical to those regarding the age of learners. The two teachers who claimed 

not to be altering their scoring procedures with regard to both age and proficiency 

of their students were asked about this matter during their online interviews. It emerged 

that they teach students of similar age and proficiency, so they never needed to take this 

into consideration. Furthermore, they said they would consider making allowance 

for these factors, should their teaching situation change. It could, therefore, be said, 

that this group of teachers do consider both the age of learners as well as their proficiency 

as factors that do have an influence on the choice of assessment criteria.  

 Figure 11.2.7.4 the influence of the proficiency of learners on criteria adjustment 
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12 Discussion 

Upon looking at the result, there are quite a few questions and ideas worth exploring 

and commenting on. In this part, the author will try to address them.  

 

12.1 The number of criteria 

The first idea was how many criteria are needed according to the teachers and literature.  

Two participants said they usually use four criteria, which is the same as in the Czech state 

secondary school- leaving exam and the well-known Jacobs et al. ESL Composition 

Profile
17

. Two teachers use a five-criteria system, which is the same as in the Cambridge 

English: Preliminary. One respondent employs six, and the final one uses 

up to eight criteria.  

Nevertheless, from what the author of the thesis gathered from the study of the literature 

and the online interviews, just the number of criteria does not reflect on the number 

of aspects a person considers when scoring a piece of student writing. It could be generally 

said, that what one rater sees as a separate criterion, another rater might view 

as a descriptor of another criterion only and vice versa. For that reason, the number 

of criteria is not representative of what a teacher finds important in a piece of student 

writing. 

 

12.2 The nature of some of the responses 

The issue of a certain level of repetition when it came to the answers of the respondents 

should be addressed. In the questionnaire that was a part of the case study, 

there were several instances where a participant wrote as a special criterion or descriptor 

something that was actually stated, and presumed to be understood, in the criteria 

and descriptors provided in the two standardised exams.  

                                                 

17 e.g. Ghanbari, Batoul, et al. ―Rating Scales Revisited: EFL Writing Assessment Context of Iran under 

Scrutiny.‖ Language Testing in Asia, vol. 2, no. 1, Feb. 2012, pp. 83–100., 

link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1186/2229-0443-2-1-83.pdf. 
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Owing to the fact that all participants in the case study have been teaching for more 

than two years, the author of the thesis presupposed that they would be familiar 

with at least the criteria selected for assessing the Czech state secondary school-leaving 

exam as that is inevitable when teaching at a grammar school.  

On the other hand, the teachers might not have been teaching at a grammar school 

for the whole length of their teaching praxis, or they might just specialise in teaching 

certain classes and have not experienced preparing students for this exam. Similarly, taking 

into consideration the level of proficiency grammar school graduates at these particular 

schools have, the teachers might not even need to research how the Czech state secondary 

school-leaving exam is scored, because they know their students will pass regardless.  

For these reasons, any future research into the criteria should first establish 

what is understood under the terms in a manner akin to the one used to familiarise 

the participant in the first part of the research with the various scoring procedures taken 

from the literature. 

 

12.3 The selection of criteria 

The next area of interest lies in how the criteria are selected, which is where the washback 

effect of the above-mentioned exams on ESL writing assessment is highly tangible. 

Of the six respondents, three create their criteria following the curriculum and learning 

goals.  

The other half of the teachers admit that the two exams inspired them to establish 

their criteria. In the school, where the whole department of ESL uses the same system, 

it emerged from the online interview that the system was created with regard to the exams. 

Moreover, another of the respondents is certified as a Cambridge English examiner.  

It could seem that this other group of teachers just copied something already existing 

and did not give it much thought whether the system was useful for their own teaching 

praxis. However, the teachers claim that they want their students to possess those language 

abilities tested by the two exams.  



66 

 

One could, therefore, conclude that upon closer examination, all of the participants choose 

their assessment criteria with regard to their learning goals. At this point, it should be noted 

that at the schools where these teachers are employed, the majority of students regularly 

exceed the proficiency level tested by those two exams. Even so, the respondents see 

the criteria as valid for higher levels of proficiency.  

One can conjecture that the fact that all teachers willing to take part in a more detailed 

follow-up study teach at schools with very good results in the Czech state secondary 

school-leaving exams could be an indication that teachers at "good" schools are used 

to pay more attention to assessment criteria. Should this be true, which cannot 

be conclusively judged based on the limited data available to the author, there 

is an immediate topic for follow-up research; namely, whether it is the high quality 

of schools which makes the teachers more interested in thinking about assessment criteria 

or, conversely, whether having teachers more interested in the way their students 

are assessed contributes to the schools performing better at final exams. 

 

12.4 Scoring criteria as a means of assessment 

Some of the respondents in both of the questionnaires stressed that they do not score 

their students' writings with in the first hand in, but instead make suggestions 

for improvement and work hand in hand with their students to improve the texts. 

This would fall into formative instead of summative evaluation.  

It is vital to understand that the purpose of the thesis does not dictate how a teacher should 

work to achieve their learning goals. Having assessment criteria does not mean a teacher 

is just a rater that performs the scoring of the students only. All of the participants combine 

their scoring procedures with other strategies to promote positive washback effect 

and further develop students' writing abilities. While the exact technique slightly varies 

from teacher to teacher, once the respondents return the assessed or directly scored papers 

to their students, the students are invited to rewrite their works based on specific 

suggestions. However, the papers do not contain only information about what should 

be perfected; at least these teachers also meticulously try to highlight positives. 
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One of the respondents stated: Personally, I believe that it is important to give feedback, 

not a mark. Also, I try to point out what is good in the piece of writing, not only what needs 

improving. 

 

12.5 Assessing argumentation 

The next issue that was discussed with the respondents was whether they examine 

their students' ability of argumentation. On the one hand, there are authors who stress 

the need to test only writing ability, e.g., Hughes 82 who says: "In language testing we are 

not normally interested in knowing whether students are creative, imaginative, or even 

intelligent, have wide general knowledge, or have good reason for the opinions 

they happen to hold."  

On the other hand, both of the standardised exams openly put higher demands 

of the candidates. Cambridge English: Preliminary assessment criteria which ask the test-

takers to communicate straightforward ideas and to fully inform the target reader. 

Similarly, the Czech state secondary school-leaving exam requires the students to clearly 

explain the nature of the idea or problem in their texts. The following is in line 

with the Czech Framework Educational Programme for Upper Secondary General 

(gymnázium) Education
18

, where the skill of argumentation is mentioned in the description 

of multiple key competencies, namely Problem-solving competency
19

, Communication 

competency
20, 21

 and Civic competency
22, 23

.  

                                                 

18 Hausenblas, Ondřej, et al. Key Competencies for Secondary General Education (Grammar Schools). 

Edited by Lucie Slejšková, Research Institute of Education in Prague, 2008, https://clanky.rvp.cz/wp-

content/upload/prilohy/2589/prirucka_klicove_kompetence_na_gymnaziu___anglicka_verze.pdf, 

clanky.rvp.cz/wp-

content/upload/prilohy/2589/prirucka_klicove_kompetence_na_gymnaziu___anglicka_verze.pdf. 

19 ―The pupil is able to address various audiences with  his/her arguments.‖ ibid, p. 62 

20 ―Conveys and explains comprehensibly his/her ideas, attitudes, arguments in discussions, does not mince 

matters.‖ ibid, p. 79 

21 ―Prepares his/her arguments well.‖ ibid, p. 79 

22 ―The pupil employs coherent arguments.‖ ibid, p139 
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Upon presenting the participants with this matter, all of them agreed on the fact 

that argumentation should be addressed in terms of content if it is required by the text-type. 

A good teacher helps their students develop these skills outside of the testing environment 

so that even weaker students are not penalised. The teachers in the case study deem 

argumentation skills relevant in real-life communication and agree on the need to assess 

it accordingly. What should, however, not be scored are attitudes or less well-known 

factual information that the students present in their pieces of writing.  

 

12.6 Purpose of assessment: sorting and ranking of students 

At the beginning of the practical part of the thesis, it was mentioned that using tests to sort 

and rank students has its opponents, yet there were two teachers who stated they do, 

in fact, see a reason for employing it.  

The three respondents who admitted to having this intention were again asked in the online 

interview about their motivation for doing so. It transpired that this goal is not present 

in every assessment; however, they sometimes encounter situations where such measures 

are needed. An example of this would be creating groups for language 

lessons, e.g., specialised seminars, where a particular level of proficiency is needed.  

 

12.7 Verifying the research hypotheses 

RH1: There is an overlap among the criteria of the selected teachers, state secondary 

school-leaving exam developed by CERMAT and Cambridge English: Preliminary 

exam. 

This assumption was correct. The following criteria taken from the two exams 

were also picked by all of the teachers in the case study: content, communicative 

achievement, organisation, cohesion, language – vocabulary, and grammar. Nevertheless, 

                                                                                                                                                    

23 ―Presents his/her reflections and arguments in a comprehensive manner even to those  who are 

uninformed.‖ ibid, 141 
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it has to be taken into account that the understanding of these criteria and what the teachers 

focus on when considering texts still varies.  

RH2: Providing that there is an overlap, certain descriptors can be considered 

universal. 

Indeed, the research indicates the existence of such universal descriptors. The descriptors 

that appear across the scoring systems of the two standardised tests and the teachers 

in the study are relevance, meeting the text-type, informativity, argumentation, coherence, 

range and appropriateness of cohesive devices, paragraphing, lexical devices – range, 

appropriateness, and spelling, grammatical devices – range and appropriateness.  

  

12.8 Additional criteria or descriptors 

One of the complementary aims of this thesis was to also uncover other areas of writing 

assessment that may not be specifically stated in the descriptions of the two official exams. 

There was one case of a newly introduced descriptor, layout, which was introduced 

with regard to the criterion Organisation. At first, layout was mentioned as an assessment 

criterion by one participant in the initial questionnaire part of the case study. In the follow-

up interview, they further explained that they find proper formatting of texts an important 

skill the students should gain. With each new class, this teacher informs the students about 

their requirements, explains why they find it important, and shows the class 

how to format their texts based on the teacher's demands.  

Two additional teachers stated that they also consider layout or the visual representation 

of a student's piece of writing to be a matter worth assessing. One of them quoted 

the "what I cannot read I cannot assess" rule as being something they inform their students 

about.  

On the ground of these findings, the materials of the two exams were also scrutinised 

in order to find whether layout or legibility plays any role in the assessment. Overall, it was 

not discovered how raters process texts which are illegible. If, however, one is aware 

of the fact that their handwriting may cause difficulties, there are measures to be taken 

prior to sitting the exam.  
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The Cambridge English: Preliminary offers a computer-based version of the test, 

and the handbook further states: Special arrangements are available for candidates 

with permanent or long-term disability. (PET 6) the Czech state secondary school-leaving 

exam, on the other hand, lists on the CERMAT website
24

 specific measurements 

which are available to students with disabilities, such as those whose writing may require 

too much time or is illegible.  

  

                                                 

24 ―Assistant/Record-Keeper.‖ Centre on Measurement in Education, 2019, maturita.cermat.cz/menu/upravy-

podminek-zkousky/uzpusobeni-podminek/asistence/asistent-zapisovatel. 
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13 Conclusion 

This diploma thesis focused on assessment, in particular analytical assessment, of pieces 

of writing produced by students attending grammar schools. In the theoretical part, 

important theories of what assessment is and to which purpose it may be used 

were presented. Various types of assessment systems were explained. Furthermore, 

the theoretical part also outlined some guidelines for writing assessment and testing writing 

in general.  

Based on the study of literature, a link between analytical and multiple-trait scoring 

was established, which was significant for the practical part. The practical part outlined 

the methodology, presented a detailed comparison of how writing is assessed 

in two professional testing schemes, and summarized results of own research, namely, 

two studies on the use of various writing assessment methods by teachers.  

The first study was in the form of a questionnaire in Google Forms with single- 

and multiple-select multiple-choice questions and open-ended questions. It investigated 

how often specific assessment methods are used by teachers. There were 34 respondents 

in total. It was discovered that the most used scoring procedure was analytical, 

which was followed by holistic, multiple-trait, and primary-trait scoring. Only a couple 

of respondents claimed to use other methods, which suggests the selected options 

were representative of what teachers actually employ in their praxis.  

The second part of the research was a case study of assessment method used by six 

teachers by means of a questionnaire similar to the one employed in the first part 

of the research but more detailed and a follow-up online interview via video-conferencing 

platform ZOOM. It sought overlap among the analytical or multiple-trait criteria 

in the hope that certain criteria might be deemed universal among these six teachers 

and two standardised exams, Cambridge English: Preliminary and the Czech state 

secondary school-leaving exam. The research was performed in order to verify 

two hypotheses: (i) There is an overlap among the criteria of the selected teachers, state 

secondary school-leaving exam developed by CERMAT and Cambridge English: 

Preliminary exam. (ii) Providing that there is an overlap, certain descriptors can 

be considered universal. Both hypotheses were verified by the research, which suggests 
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such a phenomenon might indeed exist. The criteria called content, communicative 

achievement, organisation, cohesion, language, vocabulary, and grammar were present 

across all the participants and could, therefore, be considered universal.  

The reason for such connection possibly lays in the existence of the so-called washback 

effect, which was outlined in the practical part. It is a term describing the effect testing 

or certain other measures have on education and development in classrooms. All teachers 

who participated in this study teach at schools with very good results in the Czech state 

secondary school-leaving exams. This could indicate that teachers at "good" schools 

are used to pay more attention to assessment criteria. This cannot be conclusively judged 

based on the limited data available to the author. However, should this be true, interesting 

follow-up research could be done into whether it is the high quality of schools 

which makes teachers more focused on pondering assessment criteria or, whether having 

teachers more interested in the way their students are assessed contributes to the schools 

performing better at final exams.  
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Attachments 

Attachment 1: Písemná práce z cizích jazyků, CERMAT 


