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The present study aims to explore the factors affecting Korean EFL high school 

students’ choice of picture options with key expressions in a writing test prompt, as 

well as the effects of option position and contents on their performance. It further aims 

to examine whether these effects vary with English writing proficiency. The 

performance of lower- and higher-level students in two prompts was analyzed along 

with their reasons for their choices. The prompt had three picture options with two key 

expressions in each option; the students chose one picture option and wrote a 20-word 

message declining a request using a reason specified in the option. Significant effects 

were not found for position within the prompts, but for the content of the options. The 

participants tended to choose a certain picture option over others mainly because of 

topical knowledge, difficulty level, or picture preference. The findings suggest a 

significant effect of picture contents, which yields implications for designing prompts 

with picture options for score validity.  
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1. INTRODUCTION  

 

In L2 writing tests, prompts have been considered one of the important factors affecting 

L2 students’ writing performance, along with other variables such as writing tasks (Weigle, 

2002). The fact that various types of writing prompts are employed in English proficiency 

tests has motivated L1 and L2 researchers to investigate the effects of prompts on writing 

assessment performance, for example, effects of prompt length (Chiste & O’Shea, 1988; 

Hinkel, 2002); effects of prompt types (Breland, Kubota, Nickerson, Trapani, & Walker, 

2004; Oh & Walker, 2006; Way, Joiner, & Seaman, 2000); effects of topic familiarity of 
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prompts (He & Shi, 2012; Lee, 2008; Winfield & Barnes-Felfeli, 1982); and effects of 

prompt difficulty (Hamp-Lyons & Mathias, 1994). Another controversial issue is whether it 

is plausible to offer a prompt choice (Barry, Nielsen, Glasnapp, Poggio, & Nita, 1997; 

Gordon, 1986; Jennings, Fox, Graves, & Shohamy, 1999; McCutcheon, 1986; Ruth & 

Murphy, 1984). Some researchers favor the idea of offering a choice of prompts (Lee, 

2009; Powers, Fowles, Farnum, & Gerrit, 1992). Lee (2008) argues that L2 students might 

benefit from using a multiple-prompt set. However, there are some dissenting opinions: 

offering a choice of prompts may have negative effects on the scoring reliability (Hughes, 

2003; Ruth & Murphy, 1984; Weigle, 2002) as “giving students a choice adds an additional 

measurement of error” (Polio & Glew, 1996, p. 38). In addition, students might not choose 

the prompt that could elicit their best performance (Polio & Glew, 1996; Powers & Fowles, 

1998). There are no conclusive answers to the questions on the effects of offering students 

a choice of prompts and factors that may affect their prompt choice (Weigle, 2002). More 

empirical evidence seems necessary to better understand students’ decision processes in 

choosing a particular option provided in a prompt and its effects on their writing 

performance.  

The majority of previous studies of writing prompts primarily have dealt with text-

format prompts (e.g., Brown, Hilgers, & Marsella, 1991; Chiste & O’Shea, 1988; Oh & 

Walker, 2006; Way et al., 2000), though visual prompts have often been employed to lower 

the reading demand or difficulty of the writing prompts, especially for young or less 

proficient students. Studies on pictorial prompts are limited to examining the effects of 

different characteristics or styles of pictorial prompts on the quality of an individual’s 

writing performance (e.g., Cole, Muenz, Ouchi, Kaufman, & Kaufman, 1997; Schweizer, 

1999); visual prompts have been compared with text prompts (Weigle, 1999), and the 

writing performance has been compared between prompts with or without pictures (Joshua 

et al., 2007). No specific study, to the best of our knowledge, has explored the effects of 

picture options on students’ writing performance in L2 test situations. Thus, the study is 

motivated by the need to determine the effects of picture options on Korean EFL high 

school students’ writing performance, in other words, whether such a choice would lead 

Korean high school students to produce their best writing or assure the reliability and 

validity of the test prompt. A writing test task selected for the study was a prompt offering 

three picture options with two key words or phrases per option. It was a task constructed as 

part of the National English Ability Test (NEAT)1 by the Korea Institute for Curriculum 

                                                           
1 The NEAT test, which was developed to foster Korean EFL students’ learning in areas of speaking 

and writing, includes two levels (Levels 2 and 3) of high school English writing tests with two or 
four tasks for each level (http://www.neat.re.kr). For the security of the test as a high-stakes 
national test, test specifications, including the scoring rubric, have not been officially publicized, 
except for target skills, sample tasks, number of items or tasks, and time allotment. The test was 
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and Evaluation (KICE), which offers a picture option choice.  

The present study attempts to examine how Korean EFL high school students choose a 

picture option on a timed-writing test and what factors influence their choices. The test is a 

writing task in which the prompt requires the test-takers to select one of the three picture 

options, including two key expressions in each option, and write a 20-word message 

declining a friend’s request with the reason specified in the option (see Figure 1). The study 

explores the factors affecting students’ choice of a particular picture option as well as the 

effects of the positions and contents of picture options with key expressions on their 

writing performance. Furthermore, it examines whether those effects may vary with their 

L2 writing proficiency. Ultimately, the study aims at providing insights into how to design 

reliable and valid writing prompts using picture options that can play an adequate role in 

assessing L2 students’ writing ability on timed-writing tests.  

 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW  

 

2.1. Text Prompts of Writing Tests 

 

The high frequency of writing prompts in large scale writing tests and the recognition of 

their influence on writing scores have led L1 and L2 researchers to investigate the effects 

of prompts on students’ writing performance from diverse angles. Various traits of writing 

prompts, including prompt length and types, have been of interest for testing researchers 

(e.g., Brossell, 1986; Chiste & O’Shea, 1988; Oh & Walker, 2006; Way et al., 2000). 

Chiste and O’Shea (1988) examined how the length of the prompt might influence ESL 

students’ writing performance. The study revealed that ESL students displayed a tendency 

for selecting the shortest or second shortest question in a set, whereas the mainstream 

students chose questions of middle length. Hinkel (2002) reported that the length of an 

essay prompt might influence the writing performance of both native and non-native 

English speakers (NNS). Specifically, NNSs could face greater difficulty interpreting 

longer essay prompts due to their limited lexical and syntactic knowledge.  

The effects of different amounts or types of information provided in a prompt have also 

been explored. Way et al. (2000), for instance, compared the potential effects of three 

different means of presenting prompts in L2 writing tests: bare, vocabulary and prose 

models. The results indicated that the prose model prompt seemed to be more effective 

than the other types, as it yielded the highest writing scores. In L1 research, Breland et al. 

                                                                                                                                               
officially administered in 2012 and 2013 as part of the college entrance examination. Its official 
nation-wide administration has been suspended by the government. The KICE is conducting 
studies to explore how to utilize it in Korean secondary school contexts.  
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(2004) compared the effects of two different types of persuasive prompts (the new SAT 

essay test prompt, and the SAT II Writing Subject Test prompt) on students’ writing 

performance. The two types were basically differentiated by the amount and type of 

information provided in the prompt. The new SAT essay test prompt included a short 

quotation or paragraph, which encouraged test-takers to take one side on a given issue and 

support their argument, whereas the SAT II prompt consisted of a single sentence stating a 

position, which was supposed to lead students to argue either for or against the position. 

The study was designed to find whether the persuasive prompt should be used as a reliable 

tool for the new SAT essay section. It did not find significant effects for prompt type on 

students’ performance. Similar results were also reported in a subsequent study conducted 

by Oh and Walker (2006).  

From the perspective of prompt contents, topic familiarity has been found to be an 

influential factor. In earlier studies, Winfield and Barnes-Felfeli (1982) researched how 

background knowledge might affect the writing performance of intermediate-level ESL 

students from different first-language backgrounds: a group of Spanish-speaking students 

and another group of students who speak a variety of first languages. Prior to writing, all 

the participants were asked to read two thematic paragraphs, which were excerpted from 

either a Spanish or Japanese book. The results illustrated a positive correlation of topic 

familiarity with writing performance. More recently, He and Shi (2012) investigated the 

effects of topical knowledge on ESL students’ writing performance in the English 

Language Proficiency Index. Students were asked to write two timed, impromptu essays 

for the following prompts: one requiring a general knowledge about university studies, and 

the other demanding specific knowledge about federal politics. The findings suggested that 

the students, regardless of their proficiency level, attained better scores in content and 

organization when they wrote about the general topic than when they did about the specific 

topic. Lee (2008), however, did not note any statistically different writing performances 

among EFL undergraduate students between general and field-specific topics. The effects 

of perceived difficulty of prompt topics on writing performance have also been 

investigated. Hamp-Lyons and Mathias (1994) examined the relationship between topic 

difficulty and scores of the timed, impromptu writing component of the Michigan English 

Language Assessment Battery. Interestingly, the scores of the students who wrote about a 

more difficult prompt (argumentative/public prompt) were higher than those of the students 

who selected a less difficult prompt (expository/private prompt).  

Of the different aspects of writing prompts that may affect test-takers’ performance, one 

of the controversial issues is whether to offer a prompt choice (Weigle, 2002). Mixed 

results on this have been reported in previous studies. In earlier studies, students were 

found to benefit from topic choice, as their written texts in the choice condition were 

superior to those in the non-choice situation (Gordon, 1986; McCutcheon, 1986). The 
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positive impact of topic choice conditions are supported by findings from Polio and Glew 

(1996), which indicated topical knowledge as a primary factor affecting prompt choice on 

a timed-writing examination. Barry et al. (1997), however, showed that there is no 

significant difference among 5th to 12th grade students’ performance in a U.S. state-wide 

writing assessment between topic choice and non-choice testing situations. This result was 

consistent with that found in Jennings et al. (1999), which compared the writing 

performance of ESL students randomly assigned to choice and non-choice conditions.  

With Korean EFL students, Lee (2009) studied the effects of writing prompts on writing 

performance, and specifically investigated the influence of topics and rhetorical task types 

in an L2 essay-writing test, which is a field-specific component of the national secondary 

school English teacher selection test. The test-takers’ perception of topic difficulty level 

and preferred prompt type were further examined. The results indicated that topic 

familiarity enhanced writing performance; that is, the scores of writing tasks on general 

topics were higher than those on field-specific topics. Furthermore, the chart description 

topic produced the highest scores of all rhetorical types. From the interviews, it was found 

that the students perceived the general topics to be easier than the topics which required 

field-specific knowledge. In addition, they reported difficulty with the argumentative 

prompt type. 

 

2.2. Visual Prompts of Writing Tests 

 

In addition to the studies on prompts in text format, several studies have explored the 

effects of visual prompts, including pictures, on the quality of written texts (e.g., Cole et al., 

1997; Joshua et al., 2007; Schweizer, 1999). A few studies have concluded that pictures 

limit the imagination of student writers and then hamper story generation in narrative 

writing (e.g., Hough, Nurss, & Wood, 1987; Ramirez Orellana, 1996). On the contrary, 

Baker and Quellmalz (1979) noted that pictures yield a more organized and elaborated text; 

Brennan (1990) found that they motivate students’ production. Features of pictures have 

also been explored. For example, Bates (1991) and Cleaver, Scheurer and Shorey (1993) 

indicated the importance of pictures relevant to the test-takers in terms of their age and 

background knowledge. Cole et al. (1997) suggested the use of photographs over line 

drawings because the former produced more structured texts. Schweizer (1999) further 

examined the effects of different aspects of pictures: contents, style (photograph or 

drawing) and color (color or black-and-white). The study found that only content had 

significant effects on writing performance. Further research was conducted on whether 

prompts alone or paired with pictures might yield different results in writing quality 

(Joshua et al., 2007). No significant difference was reported, except for less proficient 

students, including ESL learners and kindergartners.  
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Unlike the studies on text-format prompts, none of the previous studies on writing test 

prompts with pictures have specifically examined the impact of picture option positions 

when a choice is offered, or the potential effects of picture option contents on students’ 

writing performance. In light of this need for further research, along with insightful and 

informative results from previous research, the present study aims to explore the effects of 

picture options accompanied by key expressions, specifically, their positions and contents, 

on the writing performance of L2 students at different proficiency levels. Furthermore, the 

factors that may influence their choice of options are examined. It attempts to answer the 

following questions: 

 

1. What are the reasons for Korean EFL high school students’ choices for particular 

picture format options with key expressions in an English writing test prompt? 

2. What are the effects of the picture option position and L2 writing proficiency on L2 

writing performance? 

3. What are the effects of the picture option contents and L2 writing proficiency on L2 

writing performance? 

 

 

3. RESEARCH METHOD 

 

3.1. Participants 

 

The study participants were 393 Korean first-year high school students from 12 intact 

classes of an autonomous private high school located in Seoul, Korea (170 male and 223 

female students). First-year students were recruited for the study in order to exclude the 

possibility that the participants had practiced for the test used in the study (NEAT), as 

would have been the case for some of the third-year students, since the test was publicized 

as part of the government-authorized college entrance examination. The participants of a 

special private school are assumed to have better English abilities than first-year public 

high school students; in a nation-wide English test administered in the spring semester of 

2012, their mean score was 81, whereas the national mean score was 53. The students were 

further classified into two proficiency level groups based on their pretest scores: lower 

level (n = 203) and higher level (n = 190)2. With a total score of 20, the mean of the pretest 

was 12.6 and the median was 12.5; therefore, 12.5 was set as the baseline in order to 

differentiate the two proficiency levels. As shown in Table 1, a statistically significant 

                                                           
2 More detailed information on the pretest scores along with the inter-rater reliability is provided in 

Sections 3.2.1 and 3.4.1. 

Book Centre교보문고 KYOBO



 Effects of Picture Option Positions and Contents of Writing Test Prompts… 77 

 

difference was noted between the two levels across all the scoring dimensions (maximum 5 

per dimension), as shown by the results of MANOVA (λ = .332, F(4, 388) = 195.334, p 

= .000). The results of ANOVA for the total scores also indicated a significant difference 

between the levels.  

 

TABLE 1 

One-Way ANOVA and MANOVA Results of Pretest Scores by L2 Writing Proficiency Level 

Dimension 
Low High

F p 
M SD M SD

Total 9.70 2.49 15.71 1.91 715.347 .000 

Task Completion 2.58 0.73 4.27 0.51 691.951 .000 

Content 2.34 0.67 3.98 0.58 666.166 .000 

Organization 2.28 0.68 3.93 0.65 611.909 .000 

Language Use 2.49 0.66 3.52 0.51 300.026 .000 

 

To score students’ writing, three raters participated in the present study. All raters were 

female high school English teachers with a B.A. or M.A. degree in English Education, and 

also a government-authorized rater certificate for the NEAT writing test, which was issued 

for raters who had completed the online rater training sessions on NEAT writing and 

satisfied the standard for rater reliability. The raters had two to three years prior experience 

in scoring the NEAT writing test and three to 16 years of teaching experience.  

 

3.2. Materials  

 

The research materials included a pretest, two writing test prompts with picture options 

including key expressions, and a post-questionnaire. The pretest was constructed in order 

to identify the students’ English writing proficiency. Two writing prompts were developed 

with different sets of pictures to minimize the effects of prompt contents when exploring 

the effects of picture option positions. A questionnaire was constructed to gather 

information regarding the participants’ general background information and reasons for 

selecting a particular picture option in each prompt. 

 

3.2.1. Pretest  

 

The pretest was an adapted version of the Level 2 task of the NEAT writing test (a 15-

minute descriptive writing on given conditions in 60 to 80 words). The required length and 

testing time were slightly extended in order to obtain a writing sample long enough to 

measure L2 writing proficiency. It was a 20-minute short essay test on the given conditions 

in 70 to 90 words. The students were supposed to write a short essay on the most 

impressive movie, mentioning its title, main characters, and plot, along with a reason for 
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why they like it. As in the original task prompt of the NEAT writing test, the main 

directions were given in Korean, while the three conditions (the movie title, main 

characters and plot) were specified in English. The difficulty level and the explicitness of 

the test instructions were reviewed by two English teachers of the high school where the 

test was administered. One of the teachers, with an M.A. in TESOL, was once an assistant 

researcher for the NEAT writing rater training project, organized by the KICE.  

 

3.2.2. Writing test prompts 

 

A selective picture description task with given expressions from the low-level (Level 3) 

NEAT writing test was chosen for the two main writing test prompts. It was a 5-minute 

message writing to decline the request from a friend in about 20 words (18 to 22 words). 

The prompt contained three picture options accompanied by two different key expressions 

in English3; the students had to specify the reason for declining (see Figure 1, in which the 

test directions given in Korean were translated into English).  

The two test prompts were adapted from samples of the NEAT writing test by modifying 

the pictures and given expressions in order to make the prompts more attractive and 

relevant to the test-takers, as suggested by Bates (1991) and Cleaver et al. (1993). For 

Prompt 1, one option in the original prompt was replaced with a new option; the option in 

which the writer was hungry and needed to buy lunch was substituted with one about the 

writer having to buy his/her mother a birthday present. For Prompt 2, the given key 

expressions for the two options were changed: homework to test in one option about 

studying English, and grandmother to family and dinner to lunch in the other option about 

a family gathering. However, the languages used in the prompts were not altered: the main 

directions were provided in Korean, while the given key expressions were presented in 

English. In Writing Test Prompt 1, students were supposed to decline a friend’s request to 

borrow some money by choosing one of three reasons shown in the pictures: the writer has 

no money because he/she forgot to bring his/her wallet; he/she needs to buy his/her mother 

a birthday present; or he/she needs to see a movie with his/her friend. In Writing Test 

Prompt 2, the students were supposed to decline a friend’s request to see a movie together 

using one of the following reasons: the writer needs to prepare for an English test; he/she 

needs to have lunch with his/her family; or he/she needs to play a computer game with 

his/her friend. For both prompts, characteristics of pictures were controlled as much as 

possible, except for the study variables, by using a set of color drawings and pictures about 

                                                           
3 Since the original prompt format developed by the KICE was used in the study without any 

changes, each picture option was presented with two key expressions. The expressions in the 
original format were provided to reduce the difficulty level of the test for Korean high school 
students.  
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a male main character (see Figure 1). The difficulty levels and explicitness of prompts, 

including pictures and key expressions, were reviewed by the two English teachers who 

administered the test. Since the teachers stated that the difficulty of the test was 

manageable for the participants and they did not note any specific problems, no revisions 

were made.  

 

FIGURE 1 

Writing Test Prompts 1 and 2 

[Prompt 1] A friend of yours asks for some money and you have to refuse the request. Choose 

one reason from the pictures given below, and write a message to your friend in 2-3 complete 

sentences using the given words or phrases (about 20 words).  

(1) (2) (3) 

 

 

- no money 

- wallet 

 

 

- mother 

- present 

 

 

- friend 

- movie 
 

[Prompt 2] A friend of yours asks to go see a movie and you have to refuse the suggestion. 

Choose one reason from the pictures given below, and write a message to your friend in 2-3 

complete sentences using the given words or phrases (about 20 words).  

(1) (2) (3) 

 

 

- test 

- English 

 

 

- family 

- lunch 

 

 

- friend 

- computer games 
 

 

Each test contained six different versions constructed by varying the position of the 

picture options in order to control the possible effects of prompt contents (see Figure 2). 

More specifically, it included six possible combinations of three picture options: 1-2-3, 1-

3-2, 2-1-3, 2-3-1, 3-1-2, and 3-2-1 (the numbers refer to picture options).  

 

3.2.3. Post-questionnaire 

 

A post-questionnaire was constructed with two either-or and two multiple-choice 

questions for each test prompt regarding the students’ prior experience with the target test, 
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their picture option choices, reasons for their choices, and their prior practice experience 

with the same test task or prompt. All the questions were written in Korean. The question 

on the reason of choice was a multiple-choice question including six options: (a) because 

the picture was the first one; (b) because the picture or the given word/phrase set with the 

picture appeared to be easy; (c) because the picture was attractive; (d) because the picture 

seemed to be easy to elaborate on; (e) because writing ability could be best demonstrated 

with the picture; and (f) other reasons. The list of the reasons was developed on the basis of 

Polio and Glew (1996). The students who chose other reasons were asked to write their 

reasons in more detail in Korean. The questions for each prompt were given with the three 

picture options provided in the writing test prompt. 

 

3.3. Data Collection Procedure  

 

The data for the study were collected from twelve classes of an autonomous private high 

school located in Seoul, Korea. Two English teachers from the classes administered the 

pretest during the first week, and two writing tests and the post-questionnaire survey were 

conducted in the following week (see Figure 2). All of the tests and the questionnaire were 

administered during the English class; the tests were given as an informal assessment. 

After scoring the test, the participants were informed of their scores. 

 

FIGURE 2 

Research Procedures and Counterbalanced Design of Writing Test Sets 

    Pretest   

Class 1 Class 7 Class 2 Class 8 Class 3 Class 9 Class 4 Class 10 Class 5 Class 11 Class 6 Class 12 

Test 1-2 Test 2-1 Test 1-2 Test 2-1 Test 1-2 Test 2-1 Test 1-2 Test 2-1 Test 1-2 Test 2-1 Test 1-2 Test 2-1 

Option 1-2-3 Option 1-3-2 Option 2-1-3 Option 2-3-1 Option 3-1-2 Option 3-2-1 

  Post-questionnaire  

 

The time allocated for the pretest was 20 minutes. For each writing test, 5 minutes was 

assigned with a 5-minute break between the tests. Because the majority of the students 

were not familiar with the test format, the teachers held a brief orientation in order to 

ensure that the students understood the instructions and what was required of them for the 

writing task. During the test, the students were not allowed to use a dictionary. After the 

second test, all the students were asked to complete the post-questionnaire.  

Six versions of the test set were randomly assigned to six pairs of 12 classes (see Figure 

2). The order of the two test prompts was counterbalanced to minimize the possible effects 

of the order: Test Prompt 1 and then Test Prompt 2 (Test 1-2), or vice versa (Test 2-1). 
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Within each pair of classes, Test Prompt 1 was randomly given first to one class, and Test 

Prompt 2 to the other class.  

 

3.4. Data Analysis 

 

The results of the questionnaire survey revealed that out of 393 participants, 38 and 37 

students had been exposed to Prompts 1 and 2, respectively, and 36 and 35 students had 

practiced writing for the two prompts, respectively. Nonetheless, statistically significant 

differences were not noted between the students with or without prior experience. Thus, all 

data from the 393 students were analyzed. 

 

3.4.1. Scoring of the pretest 

 

The pretest was analytically scored with a scoring rubric consisting of four dimensions: 

task completion, content, organization and language use. The analytic scoring rubric was 

specifically constructed for the present study by the researcher and a high school English 

teacher, who was an assistant for the NEAT writing rater training project. It was based on 

the rubric presented in the NEAT writing test guidebooks for teachers (KICE, 2010, 2012). 

The four dimensions were equally rated on a 6-point scale (0 to 5); the total score was 20. 

The rubrics were also reviewed by another high school teacher, who administered and 

scored the tests, and two other research assistants. The descriptions for task completion 

were revised to specify the target text type (i.e., a message declining a request) and the 

target reader (i.e., a friend); those for language use were also revised to specify types of 

certain grammatical problems such as incomplete sentences. The pretest was rated by a 

research assistant (a doctoral student in English Education with an M.A. in TESOL) as 

well as the high school English teacher. They had a 60-minute sample scoring of 10 sample 

writings with a discussion on the scoring rubric and any differences in the scores. The two 

raters independently scored the writings from the twelve classes. Any discrepancies 

between their scores were resolved through discussion. The inter-rater reliability was .755 

to .918 (total scores, r = .918; task completion, r = .877; content, r = .852; organization, r 

= .838; and language use, r = .755), which were all significant at the 0.05 level.  

 

3.4.2. Scoring of the main writing tests 

 

Since the test selected for the study was a NEAT writing task, a rubric adapted from a 

sample rubric provided in the NEAT writing test guidebooks for teachers (KICE, 2010, 

2012) was used. The rating rubric included four assessment categories, as specified in the 

official scoring rubric publicized by the government: task completion (0 to 5 points), 
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content (0 to 3 points), organization (0 to 3 points) and language use (0 to 5 points). Task 

completion referred to fulfillment of the task requirement, such as writing within the word 

limit, providing an appropriate reason based on the picture option for declining the request, 

and using both of the two given words/phrases adequately. Content was measured by topic 

relevance, clear presentation of reasons, and persuasiveness. Organization was based on 

logical progression of the main ideas. Language use signified the use of appropriate 

vocabulary and grammatical correctness. Task completion and language use were weighted 

more than content and organization because the required writing sample (about 20 words) 

was not long enough to differentiate the latter components across six levels. The maximum 

score for each writing test was 16. The scoring rubric was also constructed for the present 

study by the researcher and the high school English teacher who were involved in the 

construction of the scoring rubric for the pretest. It was reviewed by the other high school 

English teacher and two research assistants with sample student writings.  

Prior to scoring the main tests, three high school English teachers with a government-

authorized English writing rater certificate had a 90-minute training session, including an 

orientation on the tests and the scoring rubric, as well as a pilot scoring of 10 sample 

writings. While comparing the scores from the three raters, the criteria for awarding points 

in each category were discussed to obtain inter-rater agreement. Then the three raters 

independently scored the writings of the four classes for the two prompts, which was 

followed by another 90-minute training session to discuss the results of the interim analysis 

of inter-rater reliability and the problems that might have arisen while scoring, as well as to 

resolve any discrepancies. After the second training, the three raters independently scored 

the first test performance from the twelve classes and then the second test. Their two sets 

of scores were compared by the researcher and a research assistant. Any writing whose 

total score difference was greater than four points between any pair of raters was marked 

and required to be rescored by all of the three raters; 71 writings from Test Prompt 1 and 

76 writings from Test Prompt 2 were rescored.  

The three sample scorings of the three raters in Prompt 1 are presented in Figure 3. They 

illustrate a one-point difference in some scoring categories among the three raters. For 

Student No. 3, all three raters marked five (highest) in task completion because the writing 

satisfied the four conditions specified in the prompt: the number of words required, 

selection of one option, presentation of an appropriate reason for declining a request based 

on the option given, and adequate use of the given expressions (mother and present). They 

marked three (highest) in both content and organization since the reason given was clear 

and persuasive and the two sentences were logically connected. However, there were 

differences in scoring for language use among the three raters: one rater marked five 

(highest), while the other raters marked four because there were ungrammatical or 

inappropriate expressions such as “lend money” for “lend some money,” or “buy a present 
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for my mother’s birthday” for “buy a birthday present for my mother.” In scoring Student 

No. 2, a score of either three or four was given by the raters for task completion, since the 

writing was shorter than the required length and the reason did not appear appropriate due 

to language problems. A score of either two or three was given for content. All raters gave 

a score of two for organization due to a because-clause as an independent sentence. The 

raters gave a score of either three or four for language use because of grammatical 

problems such as article errors. The last scoring sample (Student No. 1) also shows a one-

point difference in content and language use: the raters gave a score of either one or two in 

content and language use. For task completion and organization, however, all the raters 

gave a score of two for task completion and one for organization. In addition to the length 

problem, the writing had grammatical errors that caused communication problems (e.g., 

will have went or have not money), which reduced the score for the four assessment 

categories. 

 

FIGURE 3 

Sample Scorings of Prompt 1  

 
[Prompt 1 – Student No. 1]  
 
sorry, I will have went to see a movie with my 

friend. I have not money. (16 words) 

Raters TC C O LU  

 Rater 1 2 1 1 1  

 Rater 2 2 2 1 1  

 Rater 3 2 2 1 2  

 [Prompt 1 – Student No. 2] 
 
I am Sorry. I will buy present for my mother. 

Because tomorrow is my mother’s birthday. (16 

words) 

Raters TC C O LU  

 Rater 1 3 2 2 3  

 Rater 2 3 3 2 4  

 Rater 3 4 3 2 3  

 [Prompt 1 - Student No. 3]  
 
I’m sorry. I can’t lend you money because I 

have to buy a present for my mother’s birthday. 

(18 words)  

Raters TC C O LU  

 Rater 1 5 3 3 4  

 Rater 2 5 3 3 4  

 Rater 3 5 3 3 5  

Notes: TC = Task Completion; C = Content; O = Organization; LU = Language Use. 

 

The inter-rater reliability was .547 to .847 for Test Prompt 1 and .555 to .872 for Test 

Prompt 2, which were all significant at the 0.05 level. The correlation coefficients were not 

as high as those for the pretest inter-rater reliability. Nevertheless, they were acceptable 

since all of them were higher than .50. If correlation coefficients are higher than .40, 

correlations are considered moderate (Sung, 1995, 2002).  

 

Book Centre교보문고 KYOBO



84 Yeon Hee Choi 

 

3.4.3. Analysis of the post-questionnaire  

 

The students’ responses to the either-or or multiple-choice questions in the questionnaire 

were analyzed by counting their frequency for each question. For the questions on reasons 

for choosing a particular picture option, written responses beside the given choices were 

carefully analyzed and categorized, and then the frequency of each category was counted.  

 

3.4.4. Statistical analyses 

 

In order to examine the effects of the picture option positions with those of L2 writing 

proficiency, a 3 (option positions) x 2 (proficiency levels) two-way ANOVA was employed 

to analyze the total scores for each test prompt, and a 3 (option positions) x 2 (proficiency 

levels) two-way multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was also conducted to 

analyze the scores of the four dimensions. These analyses were repeated in order to 

investigate the effects of the contents of picture options. A post-hoc Scheffé analysis was 

also conducted for positions and contents of the options when a significant difference was 

noted.  

 

 

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

4.1. Reasons for Prompt Picture Option Choice  

 

In order to explore the factors influencing participants’ picture option choices, their 

selection rationale was surveyed in a questionnaire after completing the two writing tests. 

In addition to the five reasons given in the post-questionnaire, as discussed before, six 

more reasons were specified as other reasons: easiness of writing, picture attractiveness, 

appropriateness of the reasons specified in the option, relevance to the writer’s experience, 

the last picture, and no particular reason. Twenty-one and fifteen students wrote easiness of 

writing for their choices in Prompts 1 and 2, respectively; for example, they wrote in 

Korean “it seems the easiest option to write in English,” “it seems easy to write sentences 

with the given expressions,” or “I have learned the given expressions before.” Such 

responses were classified as difficulty level as their reason. Picture attractiveness was 

merged with picture preference. Finally, the frequency of the responses for the nine 

categories was counted, as shown in Table 2. 

Regardless of the prompt contents, easiness of topic elaboration (whether the students 

have background knowledge or some ideas for writing about the topic) was found to be the 

most influential factor, as in the study of Polio and Glew (1996) on text prompts (see Table 
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2). Furthermore, two other factors were frequently marked: difficulty level (easiness of 

writing, in other words, whether they have sufficient vocabulary knowledge for the topic, 

or the given key words or phrases with the picture option are relatively easy); and picture 

preference (whether the picture appears interesting or attractive). For both prompts, a small 

number of the students (5.3 to 5.6%) responded that they selected a picture option on the 

basis that it would be easy for them to demonstrate their writing ability. A small number of 

the participants (1.5 to 3.8%) also chose a certain option because the reason to decline a 

request presented in the picture option was reasonable, appropriate, or relevant to their 

experience.  

 

TABLE 2  

Frequency Distribution of Reasons for Picture Option Choice in Prompts 1 and 2 

Reasons 
Prompt 1 Prompt 2 

Frequency % Frequency % 

Easiness of topic elaboration (topical knowledge) 151 38.4 128 32.6 

Difficulty level (easiness of writing or vocabulary) 89 22.9 112 28.5 

Picture preference (attractiveness) 72 18.3 59 15.0 

First picture 29 7.1 41 10.4 

Appropriateness for best demonstrating writing skills 22 5.6 21 5.3 

Appropriateness of the reason specified in the option 11 2.8 15 3.8 

No answer 9  2.3 41 10.4 

Relevance to the writer’s experience 7 1.8 6 1.5 

Last picture 1 0.3 1 0.3 

No specific reason 2 0.5 10 2.5 

 

Table 2 also illustrates prompt variations. For Prompt 1, topical knowledge appeared as 

the dominant factor, while the difficulty level seemed as influential as the difficulty level of 

Prompt 2. The majority of students who selected the most favored picture option (Option 

2) in Prompt 1 (see Table 6) specified topical knowledge as the major reason for their 

choice (102 of 227 students selecting Option 2), while 57 students marked difficulty level 

of an option as the main reason. In Prompt 2, on the other hand, 263 students chose the 

most preferred option (Option 1), and marked topical knowledge (93 students) and 

difficulty level (75 students) as factors affecting their choice. These findings illustrate how 

the factors affecting prompt picture choices can vary with the contents or difficulty level of 

options.  

The positions of the picture options did not strongly affect the prompt choice. However, 

it was noted as the fourth influential factor, especially for whether it was the first option. 

Chiste and O’Shea (1988) noted that ESL student writers favor the earliest test questions, 

which often tended to be the shortest. The preference of the first option was more 

noticeable in Prompt 2, which may result from the fact that the picture favored by the 

students coincidently was placed first in the prompt version for four classes, and also 
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appeared easier than the other options. 

 

4.2. Effects of Prompt Picture Option Positions 

 

The number of picture options selected by the participants was counted by option 

positions. A similar number of students selected each option by position, though a slightly 

larger number chose the first picture in Prompt 2 (see Table 3). Since the students chose 

one of the three options in each of the two prompts, there were nine possible combinations 

of choices, for example, selection of the first option in the first prompt and the first option 

in the second prompt, or the first option in the first prompt and the second option in the 

second prompt. The number of the nine possible combinations selected by the students was 

also counted in order to examine their selection pattern by positions more in detail. A slight 

difference was found between the lower- and higher-level students in a few combinations 

of option positions (see Table 3). However, no distinctive variations were found among the 

nine combinations. These findings indicate that option position is not a strong factor 

affecting an option choice, as suggested by the reason for option choices in Table 2. 

 

TABLE 3  

Frequency Distribution of Picture Option Choice in Prompts 1 and 2  

by Picture Option Positions 

Picture Option Positions Low High Total 

Prompt 1 First Picture – Prompt 2 First Picture 23 31 54 
Prompt 1 First Picture – Prompt 2 Second Picture 22 16 38 
Prompt 1 First Picture – Prompt 2 Third Picture 23 18 41 

Prompt 1 Second Picture – Prompt 2 First Picture 27 25 52 
Prompt 1 Second Picture – Prompt 2 Second Picture 23 19 42 
Prompt 1 Second Picture – Prompt 2 Third Picture 17 18 35 

Prompt 1 Third Picture – Prompt 2 First Picture 29 18 47 
Prompt 1 Third Picture – Prompt 2 Second Picture 20 26 46 
Prompt 1 Third Picture – Prompt 2 Third Picture 19 19 38 

 

To see whether scores would vary with picture position, the scores for the first, second 

and third picture options per prompt, regardless of content, were compared, as shown in 

Table 4. Those who chose the second picture in Prompt 1 and the third picture in Prompt 2 

obtained slightly higher scores than those who chose the other two pictures, regardless of 

scoring category and L2 writing proficiency levels. Nonetheless, the results of the two-way 

ANOVA and MANOVA illustrate no statistically significant main effects for picture 

position (MANOVA results of Prompt 1, λ = 0.960, F(8, 768) = 1.996, p = .044; Prompt 2, 

λ = 0.979, F(8, 768) = 1.014, p = .423) (see F values presented in Table 5). They also 

indicate no significant interaction between picture position and L2 writing proficiency 

levels (MANOVA results of Prompt 1, λ = 0.992, F(8, 768) = .385, p = .929; MANOVA 
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results of Prompt 2, λ = 0.988, F(8, 768) = .584, p = .791). However, they reveal the 

significant main effect for L2 writing proficiency levels (MANOVA results of Prompt 1,  

λ = 0.922, F(4, 384) = 8.140, p = .000; MANOVA results of Prompt 2, λ = 0.893, F(8, 768) 

= 11.507, p = .000), which means that more proficient students outperformed less 

proficient students. 

 

 

TABLE 4 

Means and Standard Deviations of Prompts 1 and 2 Scores  

by Picture Position and L2 Writing Proficiency Level 

Prompt Option Positions Dimensions 
Low High Total 

M SD M  SD M   SD 

Prompt 1 
  

First Picture Total 9.63 2.32 10.90 2.63 10.25  2.54
Task Completion 3.08 0.76 3.44 0.86 3.26  0.82
Content 2.02 0.50 2.23 0.58 2.12  0.55
Organization 1.77 0.45 1.97 0.53 1.87  0.50
Language Use 2.76 0.76 3.25 0.86 3.00  0.85

Second Picture Total 9.95 2.40 11.23 2.52 10.57  2.53
Task Completion 3.21 0.79 3.61 0.88 3.40  0.85
Content 2.10 0.54 2.32 0.50 2.20  0.53
Organization 1.79 0.43 2.04 0.49 1.91  0.48
Language Use 2.84 0.79 3.27 0.81 3.05  0.83

Third Picture Total 9.52 2.64 10.84 2.06 10.15  2.46
Task Completion 3.05 0.89 3.51 0.78 3.27  0.87
Content 2.00 0.57 2.22 0.46 2.11  0.53
Organization 1.68 0.50 1.90 0.38 1.78  0.46
Language Use 2.80 0.82 3.22 0.62 3.00  0.76

Prompt 2 
  

First Picture Total 9.90 2.33 11.50 2.20 10.67  2.40
Task Completion 3.21 0.79 3.73 0.79 3.46  0.83
Content 2.07 0.52 2.41 0.51 2.23  0.54
Organization 1.79 0.49 2.05 0.43 1.92  0.48
Language Use 2.83 0.70 3.32 0.65 3.07  0.72

Second Picture Total 9.77 3.24 11.59 2.23 10.65  2.93
Task Completion 3.14 1.07 3.76 0.77 3.44  0.98
Content 2.05 0.71 2.47 0.51 2.25  0.65
Organization 1.73 0.60 2.01 0.45 1.86  0.55
Language Use 2.86 0.97 3.37 0.66 3.10  0.87

Third Picture Total 10.14 2.32 11.71 2.26 10.90  2.41
Task Completion 3.30 0.80 3.74 0.82 3.51  0.83
Content 2.16 0.51 2.45 0.53 2.30  0.54
Organization 1.79 0.46 2.10 0.47 1.94  0.49
Language Use 2.94 0.68 3.42 0.65 3.17  0.71
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TABLE 5 

Two-Way ANOVA and MANOVA Results for Prompts 1 and 2 Scores  

by Picture Position and L2 Writing Proficiency Level 

 Total Task Completion Content Organization Language use 

Prompt 1   
Option Position (OP) 1.045 1.251 1.297 2.569 .177 

Proficiency (P) 27.498*** 22.965*** 16.593*** 22.161*** 31.984*** 
OP x P .113 .007 .057 .052 .113 

Prompt 2     
Option Position  .368 .225 .460 .826 .645 

Proficiency  44.472*** 37.670*** 40.115*** 32.149*** 44.423*** 

OP x P .101 .358 .388 .084 .018 

*** p < .000 

 

Overall, the Korean EFL high school students did not seem to select a picture option 

because of its location in the prompt. Additionally, the option position did not appear to 

have significant effects on Korean EFL high school students’ writing performance. Chiste 

and O’Shea (1988) also did not find any significant differences in the performance of ESL 

writers, regardless of the question positions selected; a similar pass rate was noted across 

the four questions, regardless of their positions. 

 

4.3. Effects of Prompt Picture Option Contents 

 

As mentioned, the participants favored one picture option over the others in both 

prompts, regardless of their English writing proficiency: Option 2 in Prompt 1 and Option 

1 in Prompt 2 (see Table 6). This does not support different choice patterns as found for 

less and more proficient L2 test-takers in Jennings et al. (1999). For Prompt 1, they favored 

the picture about buying their mother’s birthday present (57.76%) over the picture about 

leaving a wallet on the desk (31.30%) or seeing a movie with a friend (10.94%) (see Figure 

1). For Prompt 2, they preferred the picture option about preparing for an English test 

(66.92%) to one about having lunch with family (20.36%) or playing a computer game 

with a friend (12.72%). As shown in Table 6, thus, one specific combination of prompt 

options was preferentially selected by the participants: those who selected Picture Option 2 

in Prompt 1 tended to choose Picture Option 1 in Prompt 2 (154 students). This strongly 

suggests the effect of picture option contents on option choice, as the reasons for choices 

shown in Table 2. Interestingly, the most popularly chosen options were related to why 

student writers need money or time for their school work (i.e., studying for an English test) 

or family (i.e., buying a mother’s birthday gift or having a family lunch) rather than for fun 

activities with their friends (i.e., seeing a movie or playing a computer game). This implies 

the importance of the picture contents in making the options as attractive as possible so that 
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they function as designed.  

 

TABLE 6  

Frequency Distribution of Picture Choice in Prompts 1 and 2 by Picture Option Contents  

Picture Options Low High Total 

Prompt 1 Picture Option 1 – Prompt 2 Picture Option 1 42 41 83 
Prompt 1 Picture Option 1 – Prompt 2 Picture Option 2 11 16 27 
Prompt 1 Picture Option 1 – Prompt 2 Picture Option 3 10 3 13 

Prompt 1 Picture Option 2 – Prompt 2 Picture Option 1 78 76 154 
Prompt 1 Picture Option 2 – Prompt 2 Picture Option 2 19 26 45 
Prompt 1 Picture Option 2 – Prompt 2 Picture Option 3 17 11 28 

Prompt 1 Picture Option 3 – Prompt 2 Picture Option 1 14 12 26 
Prompt 1 Picture Option 3 – Prompt 2 Picture Option 2 7 2 9 
Prompt 1 Picture Option 3 – Prompt 2 Picture Option 3 5 3 8 

 

The effects of the picture contents were analyzed by comparing participants’ scores and 

the options selected (see Tables 7, 8, and 9). The most popular options produced noticeably 

better quality texts than the other options. This might suggest lower difficulty for the option. 

However, this may result from a more complicated effect resulting from several factors, 

including topical knowledge, as the participants clearly marked topical knowledge as the 

key factor affecting their choice in addition to option difficulty.  

The results of a two-way ANOVA and MANOVA indicate no significant interaction 

between picture contents and L2 writing proficiency levels (see Table 8) (MANOVA 

results of Prompt 1, λ = 0.970, F(8, 768) = 1.458, p = .169; Prompt 2, λ = 0.987, F(8, 768) 

= .619, p = .763). Yet they reveal a significant main effect for both option contents 

(MANOVA results of Prompt 1, λ = 0.912, F(8, 768) = 4.535, p = .000; Prompt 2, λ = 

0.939, F(8, 768) = 3.074, p = .002) and L2 writing proficiency levels (MANOVA results of 

Prompt 1, λ = 0.945, F(4, 384) = 5.538, p = .000; Prompt 2, λ = 0.929, F(4, 384) = 7.350, p 

= .000). Several studies also found significant effects of topics in L1 or L2 text-format 

writing test prompts on scores (e.g., Carlman, 1986; He & Shi, 2012; Lee, 2009), though 

such effects were not noted in Powers et al. (1992), Jennings et al. (1999), Lee (2008), or 

Lim (2010). The results of Schweizer’s study (1999) further indicated picture contents as a 

key variable affecting L1 narrative writing performance.  

The results of a post-hoc analysis reveal that those who wrote a declining message with 

Option 2 in Prompt 1 outperformed those who selected the other two options, regardless of 

scoring category, and those who chose Options 1 and 2 in Prompt 2 produced a better 

message than those who wrote with Option 3, regardless of scoring category, except for 

organization (see Table 9).  
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TABLE 7 

Means and Standard Deviations of Prompts 1 and 2 Scores  

by Picture Option Contents and L2 Writing Proficiency Level 

Prompt Picture Options Dimensions 
Low High Total  

M SD M SD   M SD 

Prompt 1 Picture Option 1 Total 8.96 2.32 10.60 2.04 9.76  2.33  
Task Completion 2.93 0.75 3.37 0.72 3.14  0.76  
Content 1.84 0.52 2.16 0.45 1.99  0.51  
Organization 1.63 0.42 1.88 0.40 1.75  0.43  
Language Use 2.58 0.74 3.19 0.68 2.88  0.77  

Picture Option 2  Total 10.33 2.24 11.35 2.56 10.84  2.46  
Task Completion 3.29 0.76 3.63 0.89 3.46  0.85  
Content 2.18 0.49 2.34 0.54 2.26  0.52  
Organization 1.85 0.44 2.04 0.50 1.95  0.48  
Language Use 3.00 0.73 3.34 0.81 3.17  0.79  

Picture Option 3  Total 8.72 2.87 9.97 2.16 9.22  2.65  
Task Completion 2.81 0.99 3.29 0.77 3.00  0.93  
Content 1.89 0.61 2.05 0.46 1.95  0.56  
Organization 1.57 0.53 1.78 0.47 1.66  0.51  
Language Use 2.45 0.90 2.85 0.65 2.61  0.82  

Prompt 2 Picture Option 1  Total 10.34 2.33 11.81 1.83 11.06  2.22  
Task Completion 3.36 0.80 3.81 0.68 3.58  0.77  
Content 2.19 0.51 2.48 0.46 2.33  0.50  
Organization 1.86 0.47 2.10 0.39 1.97  0.45  
Language Use 2.96 0.71 3.43 0.53 3.19  0.67  

Picture Option 2  Total 9.56 2.36 11.52 2.10 10.62  2.42  
Task Completion 3.10 0.80 3.75 0.74 3.45  0.83  
Content 1.98 0.53 2.44 0.47 2.23  0.55  
Organization 1.66 0.46 2.01 0.43 1.85  0.48  
Language Use 2.81 0.70 3.33 0.66 3.09  0.73  

Picture Option 3  Total 8.64 3.62 10.16 3.99 9.19  3.79  
Task Completion 2.75 1.15 3.24 1.34 2.93  1.23  
Content 1.78 0.79 2.15 0.85 1.91  0.82  
Organization 1.55 0.67 1.82 0.73 1.65  0.70  
Language Use 2.55 1.09 2.94 1.17 2.69  1.12  

 

TABLE 8 

Two-Way ANOVA and MANOVA Results of Prompts 1 and 2 Scores  

by Picture Option Contents and L2 Writing Proficiency Level 

 Total Task Completion Content Organization Language use 

Prompt 1   
Option Contents (OC) 12.109*** 8.557*** 13.313*** 10.833*** 11.291*** 

Proficiency (P) 18.477*** 16.466*** 10.483** 13.805*** 21.357*** 
OC x P .685 .261 .973 .157 1.409 

Prompt 2     
Option Contents  10.038*** 10.166*** 9.748*** 8.754*** 8.037*** 

Proficiency  28.239*** 24.816*** 28.769*** 21.075*** 24.516*** 

OC x P .320 .442 .739 .381 .138 

**p < .00; *** p < .000 
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TABLE 9 

Post-hoc Analysis of Prompts 1 and 2 Scores by Picture Option Contents  

Task Dimension Picture Option Contents M SE p 

Prompt 1    
Total Picture Option 2 Picture Option 1 1.076 .2648 .000 
 Picture Option 2 Picture Option 3 1.619 .3933 .000 
Task Completion Picture Option 2 Picture Option 1 .320 .0908 .002 
 Picture Option 2 Picture Option 3 .461 .1348 .003 
Content Picture Option 2 Picture Option 1 .266 .0572 .000 
 Picture Option 2 Picture Option 3 .307 .0850 .002 
Organization Picture Option 2 Picture Option 1 .197 .0511 .001 
 Picture Option 2 Picture Option 3 .292 .0760 .001 
Language use Picture Option 2 Picture Option 1 .292 .0850 .003 
 Picture Option 2 Picture Option 3 .562 .1262 .000 

Prompt 2    
Total Picture Option 1 Picture Option 3 1.872 .3691 .000 
 Picture Option 2 Picture Option 3 1.427 .4313 .005 
Task Completion Picture Option 1 Picture Option 3 .649 .1267 .000 
 Picture Option 2 Picture Option 3 .518 .1481 .002 
Content Picture Option 1 Picture Option 3 .418 .0829 .000 
 Picture Option 2 Picture Option 3 .317 .0969 .005 
Organization Picture Option 1 Picture Option 3 .327 .0733 .000 
Language use Picture Option 1 Picture Option 3 .501 .1102 .000 

  Picture Option 2 Picture Option 3 .398 .1288 .009 

 

A relatively larger number of lower-level students selected Option 3 in both prompts (26 

and 32 students) than for the higher-level students (17 and 18 students), but not for the 

other two options (in Prompt 1, 63 and 60 students selected Option 1, and 114 and 113 

students, Option 2; and in Prompt 2, 134 and 129 students, Option 1, and 37 and 43 

students, Option 2). This might have reduced the scores for Option 3 in the two prompts. 

However, the scores of both lower- and higher-level students selecting this option were 

lower, as shown in Table 7. Thus, the option contents seem to be a key factor influencing 

their performance. Option 3, which suggests doing some fun activities with friends as an 

excuse to decline a friend’s request, does not seem to lead to writing a persuasive declining 

message, compared to a family-related reason or a reason specifically related to student 

duty or school work.  

In summary, the picture contents appeared to have significant effects on Korean EFL 

students’ choice of picture options, regardless of their English writing proficiency. In 

addition, the higher scores for the options they favored more were also noted. Such 

findings indicate the importance of designing valid options in L2 writing test prompts.  
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5. CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

The present study has examined the factors influencing Korean EFL high school 

students’ choice of picture options with two key words or phrases in an English writing test 

prompt. They seemed to choose an option for the following factors: topical knowledge, 

difficulty level and picture preference. Further, the study has investigated the effects of 

picture position and contents in writing test prompts on the writing performance of the 

students who were differentiated by English writing proficiency levels. The findings 

suggest significant effects of picture contents rather than those of picture position. No 

proficiency variation has been noted for picture position. In the two prompts, those who 

selected the most favored option outperformed those who selected the other, less preferred 

options. Regardless of proficiency levels, higher-level students produced a text of better 

quality than lower-level students when their performance was compared by position or 

contents.  

The target writing assessed in the study was a short text, that is, a two- or three-sentence 

text of about 20 words. Thus, it is not clear that these findings can be generalizable to 

writing assessment, which requires longer texts such as a minimum of 300 words in the 

TOEFL iBT independent writing task. Nonetheless, the present study can provide a few 

valuable implications for designing a writing test prompt with not only picture options but 

also text options. The finding that the participants’ choice of a specific option over the 

others was affected by its contents has a meaningful implication: all the options presented 

in a writing test should be equivalent in terms of their difficulty, attractiveness and 

relevance to the test-takers in order to prevent unbalanced choices, which can negatively 

influence the validity and reliability of test scoring. The issue of whether to offer a prompt 

choice in a writing test has been widely discussed due to the trade-off effects between 

reliability and validity; that is, there exists a conflict between the detrimental effects of 

offering a choice in a test on scoring reliability and its beneficial effects on the validity of a 

writing test (Hughes, 2003; Polio & Glew, 1996). Therefore, it is critical for test designers 

to ensure the comparability of prompts or prompt options, as Hamp-Lyons and Prochnow 

(1991) pointed out the importance of the prompts of parallel difficulty for “consistent and 

accurate judgments of writing quality” (p. 58). 

A limitation of the present study lies in the validity of the prompt options and the scoring 

rubric adapted from those used in the NEAT writing test. The study incorporated prompts 

which had officially been used by the government by modifying only one option in a 

prompt and the given key expressions in two options of the other prompt. Nonetheless, one 

option in each prompt was seldom chosen because it did not provide persuasive reasons to 

decline a request or suggestion. As for the scoring rubric, the study incorporated four 

assessment categories of the official rubric, including organization, though the target task 
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elicited only two- or three-sentence messages. Further studies may explore the influence of 

picture prompt options on L2 writing performance using a more attractive and relevant set 

of options. Moreover, it is necessary to investigate which assessment categories should be 

included in the rubric for the validity of scoring a two- or three-sentence message within 20 

words.  

Additionally, caution is required in interpreting the findings on picture contents, since 

each picture option was accompanied by two key expressions. That is, the influence of the 

expressions might have been more significant rather than the pictures. Future research 

should investigate picture options without any given expressions.  

The current study did not have a control group under a condition of no picture options. 

Thus, future research including a control group is recommended to provide a 

comprehensive picture of the effects of prompt choices on test-takers’ writing performance, 

as it is also discussed in the study of Polio and Glew (1986).  

To control for prompt variables, only a boy appeared in the picture options. This might 

have influenced female students’ option choice or word choice when they needed to choose 

a reason to decline a request or suggestion. Such a gender factor was not examined in the 

present study. Further studies need to explore character genders in prompts as another 

variable to assess the effect of gender on option choices and writing performance.  

Another suggested direction is conducting a study that includes an individual follow-up 

interview with test-takers after performing writing tasks to better comprehend their 

decision-making process when selecting a particular picture from the options. In-depth 

interviews may provide more insightful information regarding the main factors that 

influence test-takers when choosing a particular picture option in a writing test prompt.  
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