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Background 

The Aptis test: 

• English assessment tool from the British Council 

• B2B business model 

• A1 – C on the CEFR 

• Mostly computer-based 

• Five components:  
• Speaking 
• Reading  
• Writing 
• Listening 
• Core (grammar and vocabulary) 
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Aptis writing 

Test Design Description Focus 

Part 1 Complete a form; basic 

personal information 

Spelling; basic writing conventions 

(e.g. capital letters) 

Part 2 Form filling – writing 

short texts 

20-30 words. Writing sentences 

(on-topic) accurate spelling, 

punctuation, grammar. 

Part 3 Social network style 

interaction. Respond to 

three questions.  

Address all three questions, on-

topic, accuracy, cohesiveness 

and coherence. 30-40 words.  

Part 4 Two emails; one formal, 

one informal. Both in 

reaction to information 

about a change.  

First email – 40-50 words. 

Second email – 120-150 words. 

Focus on register, range of 

vocabulary, grammar and 

cohesive devices.  
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Aptis writing part 2 

 

 



5 

Aptis writing part 3 
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Aptis writing part 4 
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Aptis writing – scoring 

 

 
Part 2 Part 3 Part 4 

5 (B1) 5 (B2 or above) 6 (C2) 

4 (A2.2) 4 (B1.2) 5 (C1) 

3 (A2.1) 3 (B1.1) 4 (B2.2) 

2 (A1.2) 2 (A2.2) 3 (B2.1) 

1 (A1.1) 1 (A2.1) 2 (B1.2) 

0 (A0) 0 (Below A2) 1 (B1.1) 

0 (A1/A2) 
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Focus on writing 

• O’Sullivan (2015) reported erratic level of 
agreement among raters for parts 3 and 4 
during Angoff-scaling 

• Knoch et al (2015) reported improved level of 
agreement between online and f2f raters 

• …also reported a lack of scale steps for 
scores 1-3 for task 2 

• …but this may be due to small sample size in 
investigations to date. 

• Greater validity evidence for the writing part of 
the test needed 
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Investigating rater behaviour in L2 tests 

• Raters differ in their interpretation of rating scales 
and therefore apply them differently to samples. 
Examples of rater effects include severity, halo 
and central tendency (Eckes, 2005).  

• Raters differed significantly in their views on the 
importance of the various criteria (Eckes, 2008). 

• Raters may not divide attention evenly among 
criteria (Eckes, 2008; Winke and Lim, 2015). 

• Crucial to know how raters interpret scale content 
(Weigle, 2002) to determine reliability. 

• Easier to determine rater effects in analytical 
scales with features marked individually (Hamp-
Lyons, 1995)… 

• …however, more inconsistencies in holistic scales 
by inexperienced raters (Barkaoui, 2011). 
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Investigating rater behaviour in L2 tests 

• Recent research: 

• Ballard (2017) used eye-tracking to show 
that analytical scales susceptible to 
ordering effects (raters less able to recall 
left-most and right-most elements of a 
rubric).  

• Eye-tracking offers a ‘window to the mind’ 
of the participants, but must be used 
responsibly (Conklin and Pellicer-Sánchez, 
2016; 2018).  

• Offers access to online processing without 
a secondary questionnaire.  
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Research questions 

The research is motivated by the following main research question: 

  

Q. (How) do Aptis raters engage with scoring rubrics when 
rating test-takers’ written responses? 

Subsidiary research questions:  

 

1.Test tasks: Can raters differentiate between scale steps for tasks 
1-3? 

2.Rater variability: what can eye-tracking reveal about how raters 
use rubrics when rating samples? 
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Research design 

• Fifteen trained Aptis raters who have completed the 
two-day training session and CEFR familiarisation 
activities were recruited.  

• Each rater was asked to rate responses to tasks 2-4 by 
10 test takers (samples identified using Text Inspector)  

• Each sample presented on-screen alongside task and 
relevant rubric.  

• Participants’ eye-movements tracked as they rated 
each sample.  

• Stimulated-recall interviews conducted three times for 
each rater (after test takers 1-3, 4-7 and 8-10) with 
eye-movement footage and scores as stimuli. 
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Eye-tracking 

• Tobii Pro X3-120 mobile device. 
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Eye-tracking 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Eye-tracking metrics (McCray and Brunfaut, 2015). 
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Eye-tracking 
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Research design 

Areas of interest (AoI) 
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Data analysis 

• Ratings were analysed using Facets to identify 
lenient/severe raters and to determine how raters engaged 
with rating scale. 

• Fifteen raters judged ten test taker performances for each 
of the three task types for a total of 450 elements (15 x 10 
x 3). Therefore, a three-facet model was adopted (raters, 
test-takers, tasks). 

• Tasks 2 and 3 of the Aptis test are scored on a six-point 
scale (0-5); task 4 uses a seven-point scale (0-6),  

• The research used a Rasch-Masters Partial Credit Model: 

  

  loge(Pnij / Pni(j-1) ) = Bn - Di - Fij 
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Data analysis 

• Raters fairly consistent 
(between 0 and 1 logits) 

• Range of test taker ability 
represented (-4 to +3 
logits) 

• 9/10 test takers above 
task 2 in terms of 
ability/task difficulty; 
suggesting poor scale 
discrimination may be due 
to smaller sample sizes. 

• Scales 1-3 for task 2 from 
-5 to +1 logits (scales 4-5 
from +1 to +3 logits) 
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Data analysis 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Both infit and outfit mean square values for task 2 indicate misfit (>1.2), 
suggesting limited discriminatory power. 

• large infit mean square indicates unexpected patterns in the on-target 
observations; weak discrimination for individuals with writing ability equivalent 
to task 2? 

• However: Knoch et al (2015) found that there is no point at which each of 
these levels becomes most probable on the logit scale. Current data indicates 
that the raters were able to discriminate across score boundaries 1-3: 
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Data analysis 
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Data analysis – eye-tracking 

How do raters engage with rubrics? Evidence from eye-tracking: 

Total visit duration (average across raters) 

Part 2 Part 3 Part 4 

Task 4.12s Task 6.86s Task 5.58s 

Response 15.07s Response 23.47s Response 34.02s 

Rubric 2.32s Rubric 2.89s Rubric 3.01s 

Fixation count (average across raters) 

Part 2 Part 3 Part 4 

Task 15.63 Task 25.90 Task 20.11 

Response 50.89 Response 80.19 Response 115.22 

Rubric 8.62 Rubric 10.82 Rubric 11.07 
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Data analysis – eye-tracking 

How do raters engage with rubrics? Evidence from eye-tracking: 

Time to first fixation (average across raters) 

Part 2 Part 3 Part 4 

Task 1.83s Task 0.80s Task 1.63s 

Response 2.41s Response 3.31s Response 2.50s 

Rubric 11.98s Rubric 22.86s Rubric 27.65s 
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Data analysis – eye-tracking 

• Can eye-tracking reveal rater ‘types’? 

• Logit measures used to divide raters into three groups (severe, lenient, 
intermediate).  

Number of rubric fixations 
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Data analysis – eye-tracking 

• Logit measures used to divide raters into three groups (severe, lenient, 
intermediate). Is there an analytical/holistic distinction? 

 

Scoring rubric visit duration 
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Data analysis – eye-tracking 

• Logit measures used to divide raters into three groups (severe, lenient, 
intermediate).  

Unexpected responses: 

 

 

 

 

 

Rater 9, test taker 8, task 4: 

“Only one response… it’s not on-topic. It’s either a 1 or a zero but it’s not really 
a zero because there are sentences and you know he may be A2, the benefit 
of the doubt.” 

Rater 15, test taker 8, task 4: 

“well they only did one so they weren’t going to get very high… it responds 
partially, I guess partially on-topic, but it’s very inaccurate basically, only 
one task done.” 
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Data analysis – eye-tracking 

• Logit measures used to divide raters into three groups (severe, lenient, 
intermediate). Is there an analytical/holistic distinction? 

Unexpected responses: 

 

 

 

 

 

Rater 7, test taker 8, task 4 [awarded a score of 0]: 

“the only good bit of language was copied [from the task]” 

Rater 5, test taker 8, task 4 [awarded a score of 0]: 

“a three line response… I read it carefully, but I noticed that actually a lot of 
it was lifted from the input question. And yes, I mean basically they’d read the 
task, they’d kind of got an idea “email your friend”. And he put “my friend”, 
and he kind of lifted it and rewrote it slightly in a slightly different way.” 
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Data analysis – eye-tracking 
• Lenient rater (rater 15, test taker 8, task 4) 
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Data analysis – eye-tracking 
• Severe rater (rater 12, test taker 8, task 4) 
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Data analysis – eye-tracking 
• Severe rater (rater 12, test taker 8, task 4) 
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Conclusions and further work: 

• Test tasks: Can raters differentiate between scale steps for 
tasks 1-3? 
• Yes (Knoch et al 2015 not replicated). However, task 2 

still lacks discriminatory power. Wide range of ability 
across lower bands. 

• Rater variability: do more lenient/severe raters use rubrics 
in different ways when rating the same samples? 
• Yes. Eye-tracking evidence emerging of how lenient and 

severe rater types behave differently. 
• Hypothesis: Severe/lenient distinction 

• Analytic raters spend longer examining the rubric to 
determine how the scripts correspond to specific 
areas.  

• Holistic raters respond more on basis of an overall 
impression of the script and spend less time focusing 
on the rubric. 

• Caveat: some evidence of method effect:  
• “If I was doing it on my own at home, there is a 

difference. That’s the tricky thing, isn’t it?” (Rater 15) 
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Conclusions and further work: 

• What next?  
• Test tasks: do lenient/severe distinctions hold 

across tasks? 
• Association between score awarded and band 

first fixated?  
• Analysis of Factorial ANOVA/weighted data 
• Saccades/regressions still being analysed 
• Qualitative data coding ongoing 

• Outcomes: 
• Findings will inform rater training re. 

analytical/holistic rating. Are parts of the rubrics 
for some tasks being overlooked in favour of 
others?  

• Significant benefits of eye-tracking methodology 
(cross-referenced with Rasch measurement) 
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