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Abstract

The choice of assessment method is particularly important in English writing testing and assessment. Analytical
assessment and holistic assessment are two common methods in English writing assessment. The choice of assess-
ment method usually depends on the content and focus of the test. This paper provides a review of previous empirical
studies and compares the two assessment methods in terms of reliability, construct validity, practicability, and impact,
followed by suggestions in the selection, design, and operation of the assessment methods.

Keywords analytical assessment; holistic assessment; English writing; writing assessment

1. Introduction

As one of the L2 productive skills, writing ability
is of vital importance in global communication. Mean-
while, the teaching of writing is also an increasing role
in second language education. Wherever the instruction
of L2 writing is given close focus, the assessment of L2
writing gains equal attention. This article discusses and
contrasts two prevalent writing assessment methods:
analytic scales and holistic scales. It starts by giving ac-
counts of the scales. Then, adopting the Bachman and
Palmer (1996) framework, this article compares and
contrasts the two scales from the perspective of relia-
bility, construct validity, practicability, and impact. Fi-
nally, based on theoretical and empirical evidence in
the comparison, this article offers practical advice for
assessment methods in language classrooms.

Analytic scales describe criteria of different as-
pects that can be used to evaluate a test taker’s achieve-
ment in particular skills (e.g., vocabulary, grammatical
accuracy, organization, coherence, and register). Scores
are separately awarded to each scale, and the overall
estimate of an assigned task is usually the sum of each
scale. Analytic scales, therefore, provides a more ex-
haustive report about a test takers’ merits and weak-
nesses in specific writing areas (Bacha, 2001; Weigle,
2002). In particular, a test administrator can assign a

different weight or value to a criterion, depending on
their predefined requirements for the task. Appendix 1
provides a typical kind of analytic scale for a writing
test. A four-point scale (1: “poor” to 4: “good”) was
used to assess a script’s achievements in five equally
weighted criteria: originality of content, organization,
vocabulary, grammar, and cohesion. A script refers to
the written text assessed by a rater. The final score is
the sum of the five criteria.

In contrast to analytic scales, holistic scales assign
only one score to a script (e.g., a letter grade, a number,
a percentage, or other ordinal scales). In a typical holis-
tic writing assessment session, raters give a score that
reflects their overall impression of test takers’ perfor-
mance in the task. Raters are trained rigorously so that
their judgment adheres to a rubric, which is a tool with
descriptors and criteria for raters to evaluate test takers’
performance on a scale (Campbell, Melenyzer, Nettles,
& Wyman Jr, 1999). In the rater training, benchmark
scripts selected from students’ authentic responses are
often provided to exemplify the criteria of each level
(Bacha, 2001; Weigle, 2002). As an illustration, Appen-
dix 1 shows how the Test of English as a Foreign Lan-
guage Internet-Based Test (TOEFL iBT) assesses the
independent writing using a 0-5 scale (ETS, 2019).
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2. Contrasts between analytic scales
and holistic scales

Given the accounts of the two scales, neither
scales are the optimal choice in every writing assess-
ment. In other words, both have a place in authentic
practice since the two scales have their unique ad-
vantages and unavoidable weaknesses in different sce-
narios and teaching settings. The Bachman and Palmer
(1996) framework of test usefulness helps provide in-
sights into their core qualities. This section discusses
and contrasts four core qualities: reliability, construct
validity, practicality, and impact. Each sub-heading fol-
lows the routine of giving accounts of a quality, sum-
marizing typical empirical articles, and providing criti-
cal analysis.

2.1. Reliability

Reliability estimators in a rubric describe the con-
sistency across raters’ judgment on test takers’ perfor-
mance. High reliability means that raters can generate
similar decisions and give similar scores to test takers
(Ghalib & Al-Hattami, 2015). Two kinds of reliability
are usually discussed in research articles: inter-rater re-
liability, one descriptor measuring different raters’ rat-
ing consistency across the same script (Nakamura,
2004), and intra-rater reliability, another descriptor es-
timated by having the same rater rate the same script
more than once (Cohen, 2017).

Analytic scales are usually assumed to have higher
reliability than holistic scales (Hamp-Lyons, 1991;
Huot, 1996; Weigle, 2002). As a typical example,
Ghalib and Al-Hattami (2015) provided rigorous statis-
tical evidence to support this standpoint. Thirty Yemeni
EFL undergraduate students majoring in English partic-
ipated in Advanced Writing Skills in their seventh se-
mester. They were the top 30 students with the highest
GPA in their cohorts. Three raters were invited to the
study and given a two-hour training session. The writ-
ing task asked the participants to write a 250-word de-
scriptive essay in the given time. The raters were first
asked to rate the 30 scripts using the holistic scale, and
a month later, they were asked to rate the same scripts
using the analytic scale to guarantee an independent
judgment.

The ANOVA demonstrated that the differences be-
tween the three raters were insignificant when they
used the analytic scale (F (2, 87y = 0.373, p = 0.690) but
significant when they used the holistic scale (F (2, 87) =
4.833, p < .05). These findings suggest that analytic

scales yield more consistent and reliable scoring results.

Moreover, the intra-class correlation coefficient (ICC)
indicated that the three raters’ intra-rater reliability was
higher when they used the analytic scale. The ICC un-
der the analytic scale was .958 with a 95% confidence
interval and .797 under the holistic scale. Higher ICC

means higher intra-rater reliability. However, the study
did not provide sufficient data to prove that the inter-
rater reliability of the analytic scales is higher than that
of the holistic scales.

Opverall, this study illustrates reliable and detailed
results showing that analytic scales are advantageous in
providing more consistent and reliable assessments
than holistic scales. However, there are limitations re-
lated to the sampling and the generalizability of the re-
sults. First of all, the sample size is too small. Only 30
students participated in the study. It can be problematic
to generalize those findings to the larger EFL learner
groups. Moreover, the 30 students were those who ob-
tained the highest GPA in the same department. Alt-
hough convenience sampling guaranteed the homoge-
neity of the sample, the reliability of the study was neg-
atively affected because the authors overlooked learn-
ers with lower English proficiency.

Despite the problems, this study is consistent with
East and Young (2007), Jonsson and Svingby (2007),
and Nakamura (2004), who confirmed the merits of the
reliability of analytic scales. Notably, Knoch (2009)
trained ten raters to rate 100 scripts and found that an-
alytic scales have higher inter-rater reliability than ho-
listic scales in an EFL EAP context, which comple-
mented the lack of the inter-rater reliability measure-
ment in Ghalib and Al-Hattami’s study. Moreover, in a
similar study, Zhang, Xiao, and Luo (2015) selected
300 scripts from 5,000 Chinese EFL students by strati-
fied sampling and obtained consistent conclusions with
Ghalib and Al-Hattami. All the evidence boosts the
confidence in recognizing analytic scales as a more re-
liable scoring method than holistic scales in the col-
lege-level writing assessment. With these in mind, fu-
ture research in more learning contexts (e.g., primary
schools and secondary schools) is urgently encouraged
to make a broader generalization.

2.2. Construct validity

Validity in writing assessment uses test results to
answer the question “Have the rating scales measured
what the test administrator wanted to measure?”
Among various aspects of validity, construct validity
has been given the most attention. Assessment scales
have high construct validity when their scoring results
can distinguish the representativeness of writing skills
and performance (Bacha, 2001; Jonsson & Svingby,
2007; Weigle, 2002).

Analytic scales are considered to have higher con-
struct validity than holistic ones. The ESL Composition
Profile provided by Jacobs et al. (1981) is a sophisti-
cated analytic scale with high construct validity (see
Appendix 3). The five components of the scale are
clearly illustrated: content, organization, vocabulary,
language, and mechanics, with each one expounding
well-defined rating descriptors (e.g., “excellent to very
good” and “good to average,” corresponding
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explanations, and numerical scales (e.g., “30-27” and
“26-22). Moreover, benchmark scripts of each were
also provided for raters. In this case, significant differ-
ences in test takers’ individual writing skills can be ef-
fectively informed by the scores in each construct.

In contrast, capturing test takers’ performance in a
single score, holistic scales cannot provide construct-
relevant assessment, leading to relatively low construct
validity. After all, holistic scales do not allow criteria to
be scored separately. For example, one cannot easily
distinguish what makes a script scored 4 worse than one
scored 5 in a TOEFL independent writing test. Is that
coherence, organization, or vocabulary? For the same
script, if rater A unconsciously weights organization
more, and rater B on vocabulary more, and the script
happens to have a well-developed organization, it is
possible the script is scored higher by rater A. As such,
the low construct validity would negatively impact the
inter-rater reliability. Even worse, in a study using
think-aloud protocols with authentic raters’ metalan-
guages, Li and He (2015) found that when employing
holistic scales in a China’s national English test, raters
concentrated only on a limited set of criteria or even on
the criteria not listed in the scales (e.g., handwriting and
length), thus severely reducing the validity of the rating.
Although this situation can be mitigated by rater train-
ing, providing benchmarks, and additional guidelines
(Lumley, 2005), those circumstances are still unavoid-
able, as holistic scales per se are inferior in construct
validity.

2.3. Practicability

The practicability of scales is measured by the
consumption of time and money in the whole rating
process. In most cases, a longer rating time means
higher costs. Research has unsurprisingly reached a
consensus that holistic scales spend far less time than
analytic scales in rating the same script because raters
using analytic scales need more time to give their
scores in multiple scales (Davies et al., 1999; Hunter,
Jones, & Randhawa, 1996). Using Jacobs et al.’s (1981)
scale is undoubtedly more time-consuming due to its
complexity and unequal weights in the scales. Some re-
search provided quantitative evidence to support this
view. Bauer (1981) claimed that analytic scales take
twice as long as holistic scales in rater training and four
times in grading. Identically, Zhang et al. (2015) re-
ported that rating the 300 scripts under the analytic
scale took the same batch of 14 raters up to 8.5 days,
whereas 1.5 days under the holistic scale. Apparently,
compared with analytic scales, holistic scales are more
cost-effective.

2.4. Impact

Impact of scales refers to the effect or influence
that the assessment has on a test taker. By this definition,

Weigle (2002) argues that analytic scales are more
helpful in providing diagnostic information, rater train-
ing, teaching design, and placement. On the contrary,
holistic scales provide a single score, which may mask
an imbalanced writing ability development. Empirical
studies suggest that students would benefit more from
analytic scales because they were informed what to im-
prove. Teachers can also gain a whole picture of stu-
dents’ weaknesses to adjust pedagogy and make pro-
motional decisions (Bacha, 2001). On rater training, re-
search suggests that analytic scales facilitate the train-
ing process, as inexperienced raters can more rapidly
comprehend and employ the criteria than holistic ones
(Weir, 1990).

3. Summary and Recommendation

This brief review elaborates on the differences of
reliability, construct validity, practicability, and impact
between holistic scales and analytic scales. It can be as-
sumed that whereas holistic scales should be praised for
their cost efficiency in the rating practice, analytic
scales are advantageous in reliability, construct validity,
and returning instructive advice to language classrooms.
Still, test administrators must consider the best combi-
nation of the qualities before deciding which one to use
in their situation.

As scale choosing is never clear-cut, responsible
recommendations for L2 writing assessment can be
made only when the overall situation is taken into care-
ful consideration. This section serves to give advice
about scale selection, scale design, and the scoring pro-
cess in language classrooms.

Scale selection should consider the aims of the test.
Due to their practicability, holistic scales are a better
choice for large-scale assessment or urgent needs of
placements that have to be completed in limited time
with limited recourses. Nevertheless, if a writing test is
used for research purposes or to provide diagnostic in-
formation to teachers and students, analytic scales are a
better option. Research has shown that analytic scales
promote rating transparency (Jonsson & Svingby,
2007), rater reliability, teachers’ reflective thoughts on
instructional practices (Beeth et al., 1999; Luft, 1999;
Waltman, Kahn, & Koency, 1998), and students’ self-
perception and evaluation (Schamber & Mahoney,
2006).

After the scale selection, test administrators can
start the scale design. A good scale, like Jacobs et al.
(1981), should give a clear, explicit, interpretable defi-
nition of the skills, scoring levels, weights (if applica-
ble), and how the scores are reported. Those are not
only for the raters but also for all stakeholders involved
in the test, so clarification is always appreciated. More-
over, another critical factor to consider is the focus of
the assessment. If a teacher aims to assess the
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acquisition of a particular language skill, such as the
past simple in a lower-intermediate level non-academic
class, grammatical accuracy should be given more
weights instead of organization and coherence. On this
occasion, analytic scales are advantageous because
they can intuitively increase the weights of grammar in
the rubrics and decrease others (e.g., 50% grammar and
50% others) and give detailed feedback to students.

Once the scale is established, some procedures are
needed to assure reliability and validity in the rating
process. First, benchmarks are likely the most helpful
tool to increase raters’ consistency and agreement.
Benchmarks act as the anchors exemplifying how
scores are given under a scale. A set of three to ten
scripts is an ideal number for raters’ frequent reference
during the rating. When a rater is dealing with problem-
atic scripts, such as borderline cases, benchmarks can
provide suggestions (Weigle, 2002). Studies have also
confirmed the critical role of benchmarks in the rating
practice and how heavily raters relied on them (Denner,
Salzman, & Harris, 2002; Popp, Ryan, Thompson, &
Behrens, 2003). Therefore, benchmark selection should
be given extra care. Second, rater training is necessary,
especially in large-scale assessment. Empirical studies
provided reliable evidence to support that rater reliabil-
ity can be improved by rater training, although they
cautioned that variations cannot be eliminated entirely
(Stuhlmann, Daniel, Dellinger, Kenton, & Powers,
1999; Weigle, 1999). Remarkably, Rezaei and Lovorn
(2010) discussed the relationship between benchmarks
and rater training and pointed out that the reliability and
validity of scales can be guaranteed only when rater
training is carefully implemented.

4. Conclusion

This article set out to give accounts and typical ex-
amples of analytic scales and holistic scales in L2 writ-
ing assessment. The above-mentioned empirical stud-
ies have confirmed that by giving a score to each crite-
rion in a rubric, analytic scales have higher reliability,
construct validity, and give back more diagnostic infor-
mation to teachers and students. In contrast, holistic
scales are cost-effective and timesaving in that it as-
signs only one score to a script. Still, continued efforts
are needed to determine whether those conclusions can
be generalized to language classrooms beyond the col-
lege level. Taken together, both scales have their place
in the L2 writing assessment. The article holds that
scale selection should cater to teachers’ spatial and tem-
poral needs. Meanwhile, test administrators should
make straightforward scale designs and descriptors and
conduct comprehensive rater training with benchmarks
to guarantee the reliability and validity of the assess-
ment.
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