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Does topic choice affect high-stakes L2 writing scores?
Marian Amengual-Pizarro1

Abstract. This study sets out to investigate the potential effects of topic choice on test-takers’ L2 writing scores in a high-
stakes context. Data were collected from a total of 150 essays that were assessed by three qualified raters who participated as 
judges in the administration of the high-stakes English Test (ET), included in the Spanish University Admission Examination 
(SUAE), in July 2020. Although test-takers showed a clear preference for one writing topic choice over the other, results 
did not reveal statistically significant differences between the average scores awarded to both essay options. Therefore, the 
data clearly indicate that topic choice does not affect L2 writing quality. Findings also show that choice of topic had little 
impact on test-takers’ overall performance on the ET. Additionally, no differences in choice patterns were either observed 
across test-takers’ proficiency levels, which suggests that topic choice may be closely related to test-takers’ characteristics 
(motivation, interest, relevance, etc.) rather than to the writing prompt itself. Lastly, the data show potential interactions 
between raters’ characteristics and essay topics which may affect final writing scores. 
Keywords: English proficiency tests; high-stakes testing; topic writing choice; students’ performance; L2 writing assessment

[es] ¿Influye la elección del tema en las puntuaciones de los exámenes 
estandarizados de producción escrita en la L2?
Resumen. Este estudio se propone investigar los posibles efectos de la elección del tema de las redacciones en las puntuaciones 
de los candidatos en un examen en L2 estandarizado. Un total de 150 redacciones fueron evaluadas por tres correctores que 
participaron en la administración de la Prueba de Inglés (PI), incluida en las Pruebas de Acceso a la Universidad, en julio 
de 2020. Aunque los candidatos mostraron una clara preferencia por una opción temática frente a la otra, no se revelaron 
diferencias significativas entre las puntuaciones medias otorgadas a ambos temas de la redacción. Estos datos indican que 
la elección del tema no afecta la calidad de la producción escrita. Los resultados también señalan que la elección temática 
tuvo escaso impacto en las notas finales de los estudiantes en la PI. Asimismo, no se observaron diferencias significativas 
en la opción temática elegida en función del nivel de competencia lingüística de los candidatos, lo que sugiere que dicha 
elección estaría más estrechamente relacionada con las características de los estudiantes (motivación, interés, relevancia, 
etc.) que con la pregunta de la redacción en sí. Finalmente, se observan posibles interacciones entre las características de los 
evaluadores y los temas de la redacción.
Palabras clave: pruebas de nivel de inglés; pruebas estandarizadas; elección de tema de la redacción; rendimiento de los 
alumnos; evaluación de la escritura en L2
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1. Introduction

Today, many high-stakes English proficiency tests include direct tests of writing in order to measure candidates’ 
academic writing ability in English [e.g. TOEFL (i.e., Test of English as a Foreign Language, IELTS (i.e., Interna-
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tional English Language Testing System), FCE (i.e., Cambridge First Certificate in English, etc.]. In this assessment 
context, English second language (L2) students might be offered a choice between two different writing prompts, 
and then be asked to write an essay on the chosen topic under particular time constraints. The main reason for offer-
ing candidates to choose a particular topic or subject matter is to enable them to display their best writing skills and 
increase test validity, which is considered a key aspect in language testing (Bachman and Palmer 1996; Polio and 
Glew 1996; Chalhoub-Deville and Turner 2000; Weigle 2002, 2012; Cumming et al. 2005; Schoonen 2005, 2012; 
Chapelle, Enright and Jamieson 2008; Huang 2012; Eckes, Müller-Karabil and Zimmermann 2016; Slomp 2016; 
Zhao and Huang 2020; Eckes and Jin 2021; among others). In fact, some research suggests that variations in writing 
topic might have a clear impact on L2 writing quality and writing scores (Tedick 1990; Weigle 2002; Shaw and Weir 
2007; Leblanc and Fujieda 2012; Bonyadi 2014; Yang, Lu and Weigle 2015; Calkins 2020). However, numerous 
scholars claim that, in high-stakes assessment settings, a choice of topic can affect equivalence of writing outcomes 
across topics, which may threaten the reliability of writing scores (Wainer and Thissen 1994; Jennings et al. 1999; 
Lee and Anderson 2007; O’Sullivan and Green 2011). 

In addition to aspects within the prompt themselves, further sources of variance in writing scores have been 
attributed to raters’ factors (e.g. gender, professional and linguistic background, teaching experience, training, etc.) 
(Weigle 1994, 1998; Song and Caruso 1996; Cumming, Kantor and Powers 2002; Barkaoui 2007; Huang 2011, 
2012; Kim et al. 2017; Zhao and Huang 2020). Indeed, research has shown that differences in scores may be linked 
to raters’ interaction with writing prompts rather than to actual test-takers’ writing proficiency (Hamp-Lyons and 
Mathias 1994; Polio and Glew 1996; Weigle 1999, 2013; Weigle, Boldt and Valsecchi 2003; Schoonen 2005; Huang 
2012; Kyle 2020). Raters may be influenced by linguistic and content features associated with different writing top-
ics, leading them to score test-takers’ writing performance differently. Thus, it seems that both task- and rater-related 
factors may affect the validity and reliability of L2 writing assessment in large scale testing situations (Weigle 2002, 
2013; Schoonen 2005, 2012; Lee and Kantor 2007; Brown 2011; Huang 2012; In’nami and Koizumi 2016; Kim et 
al. 2017).

Of the many variables that may have an impact on examinees’ writing outcomes, this study focuses on the effects 
of topic choice on L2 writing performance in high-stakes testing settings. High-stakes tests are used to make impor-
tant decisions related to students’ academic careers and their future lives. Given the serious consequences that such 
tests might have for test-takers, it becomes critical to ensure that writing prompts are equivalent, so that students can 
perform equally well on any of the choices provided (Jennings et al. 1999; Weigle 1999, 2012; Chalhoub-Deville 
and Turner 2000; Schoonen 2005, 2012). Indeed, in these assessment contexts, test developers are particularly com-
pelled to ensure the comparability of topics in terms of difficulty in order to avoid scores being affected by particular 
prompts (Tedick 1990; Jennings et al. 1999; Weigle 1999; Lee and Anderson 2007; Cho, Rijmen and Novák 2013). 
This is a fundamental part of the test validation process. However, thus far, the extent to which writing topics may 
influence test-takers’ writing outcomes has yielded inconclusive or contradictory results. Therefore, the question of 
whether or not students should be allowed a choice of prompts remains unclear. In addition, most empirical studies on 
topic effects have focused on score differences across genres, with less attention being paid to topic effects on highly 
similar tasks or genre-specific writing (see Yoon 2017). Thus, this study intends to contribute to the limited research 
that addresses the extent to which topic choice affects the writing scores of two argumentative/opinion essays in the 
context of a high-stakes English Test (ET) included in the Spanish University Entrance Examination (SUEE). 

The rest of the study is divided as follows: Section 2 provides the background of the study, focusing on a review 
of related literature regarding writing prompts and test-taker- and rater- related factors. Section 3 presents the study 
methodology based on quantitative data. Section 4 deals with the analysis and discussion of results. Finally, section 
5 provides the main concluding remarks. 

2. Background

2.1. Writing prompts and test-taker variables

Providing students with topic choice has been found to be beneficial for their writing performance (Flowerday and 
Schraw 2000; Graham 2006; Calkins 2020). Thus, different research studies have highlighted the positive influence 
of choice on students’ writing quality in terms of syntactic complexity, lexical richness, coherence and cohesion (He 
and Shi 2012; Yang, Lu and Weigle 2015; Kim and Kim 2016; Yoon 2017, Shi, Huang and Lu 2020). Allowing learn-
ers to choose their writing topics has also been linked to enhanced motivation (Deci and Ryan 2000; Patall, Cooper 
and Robinson 2008; Troia, Shankland and Wolbers 2012; Basten et al. 2014; Schneider et al. 2018, Schneider 2021) 
and creativity (Chua and Iyengar 2008). Furthermore, differences in mean test scores have been related to prompt 
or topic effects in various testing contexts (Golub-Smith, Reese and Steinhaus 1993; Spaan 1993; Hamp-Lyons and 
Mathias 1994; Lee and Anderson 2007; Skehan 2009; He and Shi 2012; Bonyadi, 2014; Weigle and Friginal 2015). 
Thus, Tedick (1990: 138) argues that differences in topics have a clear impact on candidates’ writing performance 
and advocates for the inclusion of topics familiar to the L2 students in order to encourage them to take risks, im-
prove their writing performance and obtain “more accurate judgments about students’ underlying writing ability”. 
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With similar views, Kroll and Reid (1994: 235) explain that students perform more successfully when the prompt 
is familiar and within their experience. The effects of topic familiarity have been pointed out by other scholars who 
highlight the need to include general and everyday subject-matter topics in order to let examinees produce language 
and have their L2 writing skills adequately assessed (Bachman and Palmer 1996; Polio and Glew 1996; Skehan 1998, 
Yu 2010; He and Shi 2012; Shi, Huang and Lu 2020; Yang and Kim 2020; Green, 2021; Kessler, Ma and Solheim 
2021). According to Kessler, Ma and Solheim (2021: 3-4), some writing topics might be considered unfair in certain 
testing situations due to test-takers’ too little or lack of content knowledge, which may impede the fair assessment of 
their written production. In fact, several studies suggest that candidates could be unfairly penalised by being forced 
to write on only one single topic (Polio and Glew 1996; Shi, Huang and Lu 2020; Kessler, Ma and Solheim 2021). As 
Polio and Glew (1996: 45) point out: “Essays written on prompts students are forced to use may not be a good indi-
cator of what a writing exam claims to be testing, even though such a test has high interrater reliability”. Under this 
assumption, allowing topic choice in writing would be a better indicator of test-takers’ general language proficiency, 
yielding a more valid and fairer score. Therefore, provided that the main goal of the test is not to assess specific con-
tent knowledge, denying choice of writing topics to examinees would seem to be both unfair and unreasonable (see 
Bridgeman, Morgan and Wang 1997: 273; Breland, Bridgeman and Fowles 1999; Bonzo 2008; Leblanc and Fujieda 
2012; Bonyadi 2014; Hamel 2017; Calkins 2020). 

Nevertheless, numerous testing researchers contend that a choice of prompts, especially in high-stakes assess-
ment settings, may introduce an additional source of measurement error (Messick 1989), decreasing, in this way, 
test validity and reliability (Hughes 1989; Kroll 1990, 1991; Wainer and Thissen 1994; Bridgeman, Morgan and 
Wang 1997; Lim 2010; O’Sullivan and Green 2011). Wainer and Thissen (1994: 160), for instance, wonder wheth-
er allowing candidates choice is a ‘sensible strategy’. According to these authors, most choice items are roughly 
equivalent and cannot be equated across topics: “If test forms are built that cannot be equated (made comparable), 
scores comparing individuals on incomparable forms have their validity compromised” (Wainer and Thissen 1994: 
191). Jennings et al. (1999: 431) also note that “offering a choice among items in testing settings may threaten the 
principles of fair and ethical testing in which each test taker is faced with an equal challenge”, and point to the effect 
of a ‘topic effect’ (i.e. interest, relevance or prior knowledge of the topic) as a potential threat to the establishment 
of test validity. Advocates of this latter point of view generally claim that there is no clear evidence that different 
exam prompts will affect candidates’ final scores (see Jennings et al. 1999; Lee and Anderson 2007; Yang and Kim 
2020; Aitken, Graham and McNeish 2022). Additionally, some researchers argue that, when given a choice of topics, 
students waste valuable time and do not always make the right choice, choosing the topic on which they cannot get 
their highest scores (See Kroll 1991; Wainer and Thissen 1994; Fitzpatrick and Yen 1995; Bridgeman, Morgan and 
Wang 1997; Powers and Fowles 1998). In fact, several studies point to the lack of relationship between candidates’ 
perception of task difficulty and the quality of their responses (Elder, Iwashita and McNamara 2002; Kuiken and 
Vedder 2008; Cho, Rijmen and Novák 2013; Kim and Kim 2016; Yang and Kim 2020). 

Relatedly, research studies have further noted that candidates’ perceptions of writing topics must necessarily 
consider learners’ backgrounds and their unique cultural and linguistic experiences in order to better understand the 
relationship between topic and written language complexity (Fox, Pychyl and Zumbo 1999; Hinkel 2002, 2003; Lo 
and Hyland 2007; Yoon 2017; Shi, Huang and Lu 2020). Several scholars also emphasise the need to take into ac-
count the effects of individual differences (i.e. cognitive abilities, L2 writing self-efficacy, motivation, interest, gen-
der, etc.) on writing performance so as to gain a deeper insight into test-takers’ motivation for their writing choices 
(see Patall, Cooper and Robinson 2008; Kormos 2012; Patall 2012; Harris et al. 2013; Preiss et al. 2013; Troia et al. 
2013; Flowerday and Shell 2015; Schneider et al. 2018, Canziani, Esmizadeh and Nemati 2021; Golparvar and Khafi 
2021; Schneider 2021).

2.2. Writing prompts and rater variables

Aside from test-takers’ characteristics, different empirical studies attribute differences in writing scores to various 
assessment context variables, such as rater inconsistency. Raters have been found to show discrepancies in their as-
sessment of writing quality due to numerous factors (e.g. age, gender, professional and linguistic background, teach-
ing and language experience, training, rating criteria used, etc.) (see Hamp-Lyons and Mathias 1994; Weigle 1999, 
2013; Weigle, Boldt and Valsecchi 2003; Lee and Kantor 2007; Huang 2011, 2012; Li and He 2015; Zhao and Huang 
2020). Thus, Hamp-Lyons (1990) argues that the interaction of raters with essay topics can affect essay final scores. 
Indeed, Hamp-Lyons and Mathias (1994) found that raters were rewarding candidates for choosing topics judged 
to be more difficult, giving them higher scores as opposed to topics judged to be easier which, conversely, received 
lower scores (see also Polio and Glew 1996). Similarly, Purves (1992) admits that differences in writing scores might 
be attributable to rater variables rather than to actual student ability. 

Therefore, rater reliability and task reliability have been identified as two major areas of concern in the writing 
assessment literature (Kroll 1998; Schoonen 2005, 2012; Lee and Kantor 2007; Brown 2011; Huang 2012; Kim et al. 
2017; Zhao and Huang 2020; Eckes, Müller-Karabil and Zimmermann 2016; Eckes and Jin 2021). Thus far, evidence 
suggests that writing task effects (e.g. topic, genre, time limits imposed, etc.) seem to have a greater impact on writing 
scores than rater effects (Schoonen 2005; Brown 2011; In’nami and Koizumi 2016; Kim et al. 2017).
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In sum, writing scores involve a complex set of interactions between multiple characteristics of the test-takers 
themselves, aspects of the prompts, and rater variables which may, either collectively or individually, account for 
variability in writing performance scores (Cho, Rijmen and Novák 2013)

2.3. The study context

The Spanish University Entrance examination (SUEE) is a high-stakes nationwide test taken by students at the end of 
upper secondary education or Bachillerato (Spanish Baccalaureate) in order to get admission to any Spanish Univer-
sity. The English Test (ET), which forms part of the SUEE, is a norm-referenced proficiency test whose main aim is to 
compare candidates’ performance with each other. After completing the baccalaureate programme, students are sup-
posed to have mastered a CEFR-level B1 (Common European Framework of Reference) in a second language (e.g. 
English) (see Díez Bedmar 2012; García-Laborda 2012). Despite some differences in test format, the task types of 
the ET are relatively similar across Spanish universities (Amengual-Pizarro 2010). The current ET at the University 
of the Balearic Islands (UIB) is a paper-based test which consists of two different exam options (A or B) of identical 
structure. Both options include a preceding reading passage, based on a wide range of general topics, and six text-re-
lated questions: A True / False section (item 1), an open comprehension question (item 2), a lexical comprehension 
section (item 3), a grammar or syntax section (item 4), a phonetics and phonology question (item 5) and, finally, a 
writing section (item 6). Spanish universities use a 10-point grading system, with 0 being the lowest mark (i.e. fail) 
and 10 being the highest mark (i.e. outstanding) that test-takers can earn. The minimum pass mark required for the 
ET is 5 points. Table 1 below summarises the number and nature of the items included in the ET, the scores assigned 
to each item and the testing techniques used to assess the different questions in the test.

Table 1. Components of the ET at the UIB for both options (A or B)
Item Score Type of item Techniques

1 0-1 Objective True / False
2 0-1 Subjective Comprehension question (Open answer)
3 0-1 Objective Matching synonyms
4 0-2 Objective Grammar transformation
5 0-1 Objective Phonetics and Phonology
6 0-4 Subjective Non-directed essay

Test candidates are asked to choose one of the two ET options (A or B), and are given a maximum of 1:30h to 
complete the whole test. As can be seen, question 6 includes the writing of an essay (120-150 words) on a single 
general topic, and it is awarded a maximum of 4 points (with 0 being the lowest proficiency level and 4 the highest) 
on the ET. The essays are graded on an analytic rating scale which includes the following aspects: Task fulfilment 
(content and communicative goal, 1 point), Grammar (grammatical range and accuracy, 1 point), Organisation (co-
hesion and coherence, 1 point) and Vocabulary (lexical range and accuracy, 1 point). Although very little is known 
about the processes test-takers go through in choosing between both ET options (see Polio and Glew 1996), the high 
weight given to the essay (4 points out of a total of 10) might be a key aspect affecting their final decision. In fact, 
evidence indicates that those parts of the high-stakes test carrying most marks are the ones which are given greater 
emphasis in class (Lam 1993; Weigle 2002; Spratt 2005; Green 2007, 2021). Amengual-Pizarro (2010) also observed 
that secondary school teachers paid most attention to the essay part of the ET when preparing students for this exam-
ination in order to ensure students earned high grades on the test. Although students are not usually offered a choice 
of topic in the ET at the UIB, the current Covid-19 pandemic led Spanish universities to adopt more flexible assess-
ment practices, allowing candidates to choose questions from any ET option (A or B), as long as they completed the 
6 different types of questions on the test. Accordingly, during the past two years (2020-2022), students have been 
given the opportunity to choose the most convenient writing topic from the two ET options provided. This enables us 
to explore the extent to which topic choice may have affected writing test scores in a high-stakes assessment context. 

2.4. The present study

As has been stated earlier, the main aim of this study is to explore the potential influence of topic choice on test-tak-
ers’ writing quality and overall test-taker’s performance in a high-stakes testing setting, adding to the limited amount 
of research examining this issue across genre-specific writing prompts. Additionally, possible differences between 
raters’ judgements will be explored. 

To attain these goals, the following research questions were posed:
1. What are the effects of topic choice on test-takers’ final writing scores? 
2. What is the relationship between topic choice and their final test scores on the ET? 
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3. Is there any relationship between choice in writing and test-takers’ English proficiency? 
4. Are there any statistically significant differences between raters’ writing scores? 

3. Method

3.1.  Participants

A total of 150 English tests were evaluated by three experienced raters who took part in the administration of the 
ET in July 2020. The raters were recruited by the researcher after having obtained consent from the organizing 
committee for the university entrance examination at the UIB (OCUEE), which is responsible for the design and 
development of the test. All of the raters were female secondary education, qualified teachers who had already 
participated as examiners in previous SUEE administrations. Each rater evaluated individually a subset of 50 
English tests randomly assigned to them by the OCUEE at the UIB (T = 150). Raters were asked to note down 
the individual and total scores they had awarded to each test, as well as to indicate the writing test option (A 
or B) chosen by each examinee. The tests were all blinded and hence all identification details from candidates 
(name, gender, age, etc.) were removed in order to minimise bias. Essays were rated on a 4-point analytic scale 
(with 0 being the lowest score and 4 being the highest score) based on the Common European Framework of 
Reference for Languages (CEFR, 2001), which included the following aspects: Task fulfilment, grammar, or-
ganisation, and vocabulary. 

3.2. Prompt characteristics

Two different essay prompts were presented to students in the ET administration (June 2020) at the UIB. The prompts 
were based on a preceding reading text about two different topics which elicited the rhetorical mode of argumenta-
tive/opinion writing (i.e. writing where students hold a particular point of view on a debatable issue and try to illus-
trate and justify it). Therefore, the topics were controlled for genre (i.e., argumentative/opinion) in order to examine 
within-genre topic effects. The first test option (Option A) included a reading passage entitled: “Who is Greta Thun-
berg, the ‘Fridays for Future’ activist?”. The essay prompt for this option asked students to discuss the following: “Do 
you think environmental activists help people become aware of the need to fight against climate change? What other 
social issues worry you the most? Explain”. Option B was based on a reading passage on dating platforms entitled: 
“Love and dating after the ‘Tinder’ revolution”. The essay prompt for this option asked students to comment on the 
following: “Do you think dating apps or dating websites are a good idea? What is the best or worst online dating 
experience you have ever had or heard of? Explain”. The two writing topics, option A (hereafter, the environmental 
issue topic) and option B, (hereafter, the dating platform topic) tried to encourage candidates to discuss their personal 
perspectives and experiences so that students felt comfortable with the topic. Essays should be between 120 and 150 
words. No dictionaries or digital tools were permitted to write them. 

3.3. Data analysis procedures

A quantitative design was used to address the 4 research questions in this study. Data analysis was carried out by 
using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), version 22.0. The Shapiro-Wilk Test was conducted to 
check the normality of the gathered data (i.e. p-values greater than .05). Descriptive statistics (i.e. means and standard 
deviation) were first computed. Independent-samples t-tests were run to identify possible differences between two 
categorical independent groups (i.e. topic choice) on the same continuous variables (i.e. writing scores and final ET 
scores). Pearson correlations were calculated to determine the strength and direction of association of categorical 
variables (i.e. writing scores and final ET scores). The chi-square test for independence was used to discover if there 
was a relationship between categorical variables (test-takers’ level of English proficiency and topic choice). Finally, 
the one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was run to determine whether there were any statistically significant 
differences between the means of the three raters who participated in the study regarding the assessment of the 
test-takers’ essays. 

4. Results and discussion

4.1. What are the effects of topic choice on test-takers’ final writing scores? 

To address the first research question, descriptive statistics for each test writing option (A or B), including the mean 
and standard deviation were calculated (Table 2).

Table 2. Descriptive statistic for choice of topic
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Essay option N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean
Essay A 48 2.66 1.07 .154
Essay B 102 2.60 .80 .080

Although the primary purpose of test developers is to develop and include two comparable topics, as can be seen, 
the vast majority of students (68%, N = 10) chose essay B (the dating platform topic) over essay A (the environmental 
issue topic) (32%, N = 48), contradicting previous research that suggests that students are likely to pay more attention 
and favour questions placed first (see Chiste and O’Shea 1988). Thus, the data show that examinees felt more confi-
dent in commenting on a more personal experience (the dating platform topic) than on a less personal topic (essay A, 
the environmental issue topic), which could be more challenging in terms of vocabulary or prior background knowl-
edge of the topic. Topic relevance or candidates’ interest in the topic could also be important factors in understanding 
examinees’ motivation for their choice of topic (see Polio and Glew 1996; Patall, Cooper and Robinson 2008; He 
and Shi 2012; Kormos 2012; Patall 2012; Preiss et al. 2013; Troia et al. 2013; Flowerday and Shell 2015; Canziani, 
Esmizadeh and Nemati 2021; Golparvar and Khafi 2021).

Nevertheless, as can be observed in Table 2, the mean scores of both essays (M= 2.66, essay A vs. M = 2.60, essay 
B) indicate that the two writing topics were found to be equivalent and did not involve great difficulty, since in both 
cases the value obtained was above the midpoint (2 points out of 4). Data also show that the least preferred option 
(essay A, the environmental issue topic) produced only slightly higher scores than the most preferred one (essay B, 
the dating platform topic). This finding contradicts that of Hamp-Lyons and Mathias’s (1994) which suggested that 
examinees are likely to score higher on public topics than on more personal ones. In fact, the independent-samples 
t-test used to compare the means between the two topic choices, showed no statistically significant differences be-
tween the average scores awarded to both writing options [t(148)=.404, p=.715]. This clearly indicates that topic 
choice did not elicit different writing test scores. That is, test-takers did not perform significantly better when they 
had a choice. However, without further research, we cannot rule out the possibility that test-takers would have been 
disadvantaged if they had been forced to choose a different writing topic option (See Polio and Glew 1996: 45; Jen-
nings et al. 1999; Bonzo 2008; Leblanc and Fujieda 2012; Yang, Lu and Weigle 2015; Calkins 2020). Likewise, the 
lower values of the standard deviation (i.e. how much individual scores differ from the mean) obtained indicate that 
most of the writing test scores in both options clustered around the mean. 

In sum, the findings of this study reveal that the clear preference that most test-takers showed towards writing 
topic B (the dating platform topic) did not have any significantly major effect on the quality of their performance. 
These findings align with those of previous studies that observed little or no relationship between test candidates’ 
preference for a particular topic and the scores obtained in their writing tests (Powers et al. 1992; Gabrielson, Gordon 
and Engelhard 1995; Powers and Fowles 1998; Jennings et al. 1999; Lee and Anderson 2007; Yang and Kim 2020; 
Aitken, Graham and McNeish 2022). Admittedly, the limited amount of choice offered (i.e. only two writing topics) 
could have reduced the potential influence of topic choice on essay scores (see Gabrielson, Gordon and Engelhard 
1995; Jennings et al. 1999). In any event, both topic options yielded comparable scores, which indicates they were 
also sufficiently general to be used in the high-stakes ET (see Polio and Glew 1996; Skehan 1998, Lee and Ander-
son 2007, Yu 2010; He and Shi 2012; Shi, Huang and Lu 2020; Yang and Kim 2020; Green, 2021; Kessler, Ma and 
Solheim 2021). This is also a positive finding since it means that test-takers were neither rewarded nor penalised by 
having chosen one topic over the other in terms of their test results (see Jennings et al. 1999; Bonzo 2008; Leblanc 
and Fujieda 2012; Bonyadi, 2014; Yang, Lu and Weigle 2015). Therefore, writing test scores on the ET have valid-
ity (Chalhoub-Deville and Turner 2000; Weigle 2012, 2013; Cumming et al. 2005; Chapelle, Enright and Jamieson 
2008; Lim 2010; Schoonen, 2012; Kim et al. 2017; Zhao and Huang 2020; Guapacha 2022).

4.2. What is the relationship between topic choice and examinees’ final test scores on the English test (ET)?

In order to examine the effect of topic choice on overall test-takers’ performance on the ET, Pearson correlations 
between both test-takers’ writing scores on both options (essay A and B) and their final scores on the English test 
(ET) were first calculated. Correlations were found to be large, positive, and statistically significant at the 0.01 level 
(2-tailed) across both topic choices: option A (r = .918, n = 48, p = .001) and B (r = .860, n = 102, p = .001), which 
further suggests that topic choice had little impact on test-takers’ overall performance on the ET. Therefore, allowing 
test-takers a choice does not constitute a potential source of construct-irrelevant variance (Messick 1989). 

Differences between the two writing choices and examinees’ final test scores on the ET (Mean = 6.10; SD = 
2.02) were calculated using the independent-samples t-test. Findings showed no statistically significant differences 
between topic choice and candidates’ final ET results [t(148)= 1.336, p=.220]. Thus, test scores seem to be insensitive 
to topic or prompt variation and hence do not represent a threat to the assessment of English language proficiency, 
which is the construct of interest (see Messick 1989; Jennings et al. 1999; Weigle 2002, 2013; Cumming et al. 2005; 
Chapelle, Enright and Jamieson 2008; Lim 2010; Schoonen 2012; Kim et al. 2017, Zhao and Huang 2020, among 
others). In other words, differences in examinees’ final test scores are not attributed to choice of writing topics. From 
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this data, it can be concluded that choice on writing cannot be considered a predictor variable of enhanced perfor-
mance on the ET. 

4.3. Is there any relationship between choice in writing and test-takers’ English proficiency? 

Further analysis was carried out to examine the relationship between students’ English language proficiency, based 
on their final test scores in the ET, and their choice of writing topic. Students were categorised into three main lev-
els of language proficiency: low (scores less than 5), intermediate (scores between 5 and 7) and advanced (scores 
between 8 and 10). The chi-square test for independence (Tables 3 and 4) was used to discover if there was a rela-
tionship between test-takers’ levels of English proficiency (i.e. low, intermediate and advance) and their choice of 
writing. Chi-square results show that there was not a statistically significant association between choice of writing 
topic (essay A or B) and test-takers’ language ability [χ2(2) = 4.185, p = .123]. Therefore, test-takers’ level of English 
proficiency cannot account for examinees’ high preference for essay topic B (the dating platform topic) over essay 
topic A (the environmental issue topic). These findings contradict those of Jennings et al. (1999) who observed 
differences in the topic choices made by high-proficiency and low-proficiency test-takers. In sum, contrary to some 
research which points to the possibility of an interaction between these two latter variables, topic choice (essay A or 
B) does not seem to be related to participants’ mastery of English (Spaan 1993; Hamp-Lyons and Mathias 1994; Lee, 
Breland and Muraki 2004; Yoon 2017). 

Table 3. Type of essay A or B*Participants’ proficiency Cross tabulation
Participants’ proficiency

Low Intermediate Advanced Total
N % N % N % N %

Type of essay A or B Essay A 12 29.3% 21 27.3% 15 46.9% 48 32.0%
Essay B 29 70.7% 56 72.7% 17 53.1% 102 68.0%

Total 41 100.0% 77 100.0% 32 100.0% 150 100.0%

Table 4. Chi-Square Tests

Value df Asymp. Sig. 
(2-sided)

Pearson Chi-Square 4.185a 2 .123
Likelihood Ratio 4.016 2 .134
Linear-by-linear Association 2.178 1 .140
N of Valid Cases 150
a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 10.24.

4.4. Are there any statistically significant differences between raters’ writing scores? 

Finally, since research points to variation in raters’ characteristics as a major factor that might affect test-takers’ 
scores, a comparison between the mean scores awarded by each of the three raters to the two writing topics was also 
made. Summary descriptive statistics of the two writing prompts are shown in Table 5. 

Table 5. ANOVA descriptives

Type of essay A or B N Mean Std. 
Deviation

Std.
Error

95% Confidence 
Interval Mean Minimum MaximumLower 

Bound
Upper 
Bound

E s s a y 
A

Rater 1 23 2.9348 1.00628 .20982 2.4996 3.3699 .00 4.00
Rater 2 17 2.4412 1.02519 .24864 1.9141 2.9683 .50 3.75
Rater 3 8 2.3750 1.28869 .45562 1.2976 3.4524 .00 3.75
Total 48 2.6667 1.07106 .15459 2.3557 2.9777 .00 4.00

Esay B

Rater 1 27 2.7222 .72169 .13889 2.4367 3.0077 1.25 4.00
Rater 2 33 2.2879 .80069 .13938 2.0040 2.5718 .50 4.00
Rater 3 42 2.7738 .81302 .12545 2.5205 3.0272 1.00 4.00
Total 102 2.6029 .80864 .08007 2.4441 2.7618 .50 4.00
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The one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was run to determine whether there were significant writing score 
differences between the three raters that participated in our study. Results revealed no statistically significant differ-
ences between the scores given to essay A across raters [F(2,45) = 1.419, p = .253]. However, results from ANOVA 
showed a statistically significant effect of raters on essay B, which was the preferred writing option by candidates 
[F(2,99) = 3.955, p = .022]. Bonferroni post hoc tests were used to identify where differences between the raters on 
essay B occurred. The data showed significant differences between rater 2 (M = 2.28) and rater 3 (M = 2.77), p = 
.028, which indicates that the writing scores of these two raters on the assessment of essay B differed significantly 
from each other. The value of the effect size shows that the strength of association was medium (.074), indicating 
that about 7.4% of the variation in test-takers’ scores on essay B was accounted for by the different scores awarded 
to this essay by raters 2 and 3. These rating inconsistencies could be attributed to numerous factors such as test-tak-
ers’ writing ability, raters’ interaction with the chosen topic, or both (see Weigle 1999, 2002; Schoonen 2005; Lee 
and Kantor 2007; Brown 2011; Huang 2012; In’nami and Koizumi 2016; Kim et al. 2017; Zhao and Huang 2020). 
The use of a mixed methods approach, combining quantitative and qualitative data (e.g. verbal protocol analysis, 
interviews, etc.), could help to gain an in-depth understanding of these factors in future research. In any event, these 
results raise concerns about the appropriateness of using a single rater to assess students’ writing proficiency in large-
scale assessments (see Weigle, 1999, 2002, Schoonen 2005; Slomp 2016; Kim et al. 2017; Zhao and Huang 2020). 
As Schoonen (2005: 21) notes, the use of multiple raters should be almost a “conditio sine qua non” in high-stakes 
testing in order to ensure test reliability and fairness. 

The results of this study also align with previous research findings that show that the interaction of raters with 
essay topics may affect final essay scores (Hamp-Lyons 1990; Purves 1992; Hamp-Lyons and Mathias 1994; Weigle 
1999; Elder, McNamara and Congdon 2003; Barkaoui 2007; Huang 2011, 2012; Eckes, Müller-Karabil and Zimmer-
mann 2016; Kim et al. 2017; Zhao and Huang 2020; Eckes and Jin 2021). Further research is needed to be able to 
understand the potential aspects of the writing topic that raters take into account in the assessment of L2 writing (see 
Hamp-Lyons and Mathias 1994; Cumming, Kantor and Powers 2002; Weigle, Boldt and Valsecchi 2003; Schoonen 
2005; Li and He 2015; Huang 2012; Kyle 2020).

5. Conclusion

The main purpose of this study was to investigate the extent to which within-genre topics may have an influence on 
test-takers’ writing scores in a high-stakes testing context. Despite clear differences in candidates’ prompt choice 
or preferences, the findings of this study concur with previous research which suggests that choice does not have 
a major effect on writing outcomes (Powers and Fowles 1998; Jennings et al. 1999; Lee and Anderson 2007; Yang 
and Kim 2020; Aitken, Graham and McNeish 2022). In fact, the independent-samples t-test revealed no statistically 
significant differences between the average scores awarded to both writing essays, which clearly indicates that topic 
choice did not lead to enhanced writing performance. This might also be considered a reassuring result since topic 
preference for one option (essay B) over the other (essay A) cannot be linked to prompt difficulty or variation. The 
data show that both writing options were equivalent and yielded comparable scores. Therefore, writing scores on 
the ET have validity (see Bachman and Palmer 1996; Jennings et al. 1999; Weigle 1999, 2002, 2013; Cumming et 
al. 2005; Chapelle, Enright and Jamieson 2008; Lim 2010; Schoonen 2005, 2012; Kim et al. 2017; Zhao and Huang 
2020; Eckes and Jin 2021; Guapacha 2022). 

Furthermore, correlations between writing scores on both topic choices and overall test-takers’ performance on 
the ET were found to be large and statistically significant, which also suggests that scoring across both writing topics 
was comparable and had little impact on test-takers’ overall performance on the ET. Similarly, the independent-sam-
ples t-test showed no statistically significant differences between topic choice and examinees’ final ET results (M= 
6.10; SD = 2.09). In other words, difference in test-takers’ final scores on the ET cannot be attributed to choice of 
writing topics. Therefore, contrary to prior research (Tedick 1990; Golub-Smith, Reese and Steinhaus 1993; Spaan 
1993; Hamp-Lyons and Mathias 1994; Lee and Anderson 2007; Skehan 2009; Shaw and Weir 2007; Leblanc and 
Fujieda 2012; Bonyadi, 2014; He and Shi 2012; Yang, Lu and Weigle 2015), this study shows that different writing 
topics do not yield different test outcomes in a high-stakes context and, consequently, do not constitute a potential 
source of construct-irrelevant variance (Messick 1989). 

With regard to the relationship between test-takers English proficiency (i.e. low, intermediate and advance) and 
their choice of writing topic, the chi-square test for independence showed no statistically significant association 
between both variables. That is, no differences in choice patterns were observed across candidates’ proficiency lev-
els (see also Spaan 1993; Hamp-Lyons and Mathias 1994; Lee, Breland and Muraki 2004). Thus, topic preference 
does not seem to be linked to test-takers’ English language ability. The findings of this study appear to be consistent 
with prior research that suggests that topic choice may be more closely related to candidates’ variables such as prior 
background knowledge of the topic, topic familiarity or test-takers’ personal interests or concerns rather than to spe-
cific prompt characteristics (Kroll 1994; Powers and Fowles 1998; Hinkel 2002; Patall, Cooper and Robinson 2008; 
Kormos 2012; Patall 2012; Troia, Shankland and Wolbers 2012; Cho, Rijmen and Novák 2013; Harris et al. 2013; 
Preiss et al. 2013; Flowerday and Shell 2015; Canziani, Esmizadeh and Nemati 2021; Golparvar and Khafi 2021). 
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Finally, the data in this study reveal that differences in the writing average scores could be partially attributed to 
raters’ characteristics. Thus, results from the one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) showed a statistically signifi-
cant effect of raters on the assessment of essay B, which points to the complex interaction between raters and essay 
topics and its influence on writing performance scores (Hamp-Lyons 1990; Purves 1992; Hamp-Lyons and Mathias 
1994; Weigle 1999, 2012; Lee and Kantor 2007; Brown 2011; Huang 2012; In’nami and Koizumi 2016; Zhao and 
Huang 2020). This finding is in line with those of other studies which suggest that, in addition to writing prompt 
characteristics, raters’ variables (i.e. expectations, background, training, etc.) appear to have a clear impact on essay 
scores (Weigle 1999, 2003; Schoonen 2005, 2012; Huang 2012; Li and He 2015; Kim et al. 2017).

In sum, from this data it cannot be concluded that topic choice will lead to improved writing performance and 
yield better writing outcomes. However, the findings of this study also show that offering a choice does not pose a 
threat to the validity of the ET. In fact, given that most test-takers admit they feel that they should be offered a choice, 
allowing candidates a choice on writing would be desirable for the sake of face validity (See Polio and Glew 1996; 
Jennings et al. 1999; Flowerday and Schraw 2000; Graham 2006; Hamel 2017; Schneider et al. 2018; Brown and 
Abeywickrama 2019; Calkins 2020; Schneider 2021; Aitken, Graham and McNeish 2022).

Admittedly, further research is needed to substantiate our interpretations and gain greater insight into the prompt 
characteristics that might affect candidates’ choices. In fact, this study confirms the need to consider multiple factors 
in order to understand test-takers’ choice of topic under time constraints. Future areas of research could examine 
test-takers perceptions of topic difficulty and the potential strategies that they use to make their final decisions re-
garding topic choice in evaluative contexts. It would also be informative to investigate the value of choice in a testing 
situation from the test-takers’ perspective (see Polio and Glew 1996; Jennings et al. 1999; Lim 2010; Shaw and Weir, 
2007; Troia et al. 2013; Slomp 2016; Brown and Abeywickrama 2019). Given the study findings, it would also be 
useful to explore raters’ behaviour and their interaction with prompt characteristics while assessing different writing 
topics (see Hamp-Lyons and Mathias 1994; Weigle 1999, 2012; Cumming, Kantor and Powers 2002; Weigle, Boldt 
and Valsecchi 2003; Huang 2012; Cho, Rijmen and Novák 2013; Kyle 2020). Additionally, the current practice of 
using a single rater in large scale writing assessments should be reviewed in order to improve score reliability (see 
Weigle, 1999, 2002, Schoonen 2005; Slomp 2016; Kim et al. 2017; Zhao and Huang 2020). Since critical decisions 
are taken on the basis of the scores obtained in high-stakes testing settings, it is believed that the importance of inves-
tigating topic variables such as prompt effects cannot be underestimated in order to ensure the validity and fairness 
of L2 writing assessment decisions (Jennings et al. 1999; Tedick 1990; Schoonen 2005, 2012; Lee and Kantor 2007; 
Brown 2011; Huang 2012; In’nami and Koizumi 2016; Slomp 2016; Kim et al. 2017; Zhao and Huang 2020).
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