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ing, teaching practices and teaching content and 
lead to the shaping and renovation of education 
systems and teaching programs. 
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INVESTIGATION OF WRITING ASSESSMENT LITERACY  
OF UKRAINIAN UNIVERSITY TEACHERS

The rating process of students’ writing has been a long-standing concern in L2 large-scale standardized 
and classroom-based assessment. Several studies have tried to identify how the raters make scoring decisions 
and assign scores to ensure validity of writing assessment. The current paper addresses the issue of writing 
assessment practices of Ukrainian university teachers, how they approach rating scales and criteria with an 
attempt to understand culturally specific challenges of teachers’ writing assessment in Ukraine. To investigate 
the issue, this study employs the analysis of the survey results obtained from 104 university teachers of English. 
The survey consisted of 13 questions that provided insight into current practices in assessment of writing, such 
as frequency of assessment, use of rating scales, rater’s profile, criteria of assessment, feedback and rewriting, 
training in assessment of writing. 

The survey responses show that assessment in Ukraine is not regulated by common standard, and thus the 
approach to students’ writing assessment is often intuitive. A frequent practice is that teachers tend to rely on 
errors – as observable features of the text – to justify their rating decisions, Consequently, by shifting focus onto 
the surface features of writing, grammar mistakes in particular, the teachers underrate such criteria as “register”, 
“compliance with textual features” and “layout”. Additionally, the data reveal contradictory findings about writing 
assessment literacy of the teachers questioned. Even though most teachers claim they apply scales while rating, 
many confess they cannot tell the difference between holistic and analytic scales. Moreover, the results indicate 
that feedback is not yet a meaningful interaction between a Ukrainian teacher and a learner. Therefore, the 
results of the study demonstrate the need for the improvement in writing assessment practices, which could be 
achieved through providing training and reorientation to help Ukrainian teachers develop common understanding 
and interpretation of task requirements and scale features.

Key words: criteria for assessment, rating scales, teacher assessment practices, writing assessment literacy, 
writing tasks
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1. Introduction
Internationalization of professional and edu-

cational domains witnessed in the world in recent 
years has dramatically raised the significance of 
good writing skills in English as L2. As a result, 
most large-scale placement and proficiency tests 
include writing tasks as a hallmark of candidates’ 
ability to express themselves in writing. Con-
sequently, the issues of testing writing skills as 
well as candidates’ preparation for taking stand-
ardized exams have been in the focus of inter-
national research in language assessment and 
pedagogy. Directed by standardized assessment 
objectives, exam preparation classes are con-
ducted across the world to equip candidates with 
test taking strategies; specially trained teachers 
engage the prospective examinees in teaching-
to-test. 

Most learners, however, are still building their 
writing skills in L2 classroom settings. Here, 
both assessment and teaching are challenging 
demanding for teachers who had not been suf-
ficiently trained in assessing writing and/or teach-
ing to write. Moreover, in many contexts, teach-
ers had not been taught to write in L2 properly 
themselves (Lee 2010, Crusan et al., 2016).

Teacher’s ability to conduct fair measurement 
of learners’ skills in their day-to-day work plays 
a crucial role in today’s classroom. As Crusan 
et al. (2016) note: “Bad assessment practices 
can have a potent effect on students. The con-
sequences of uninformed assessment can be 
losses for students in time, money, motivation, 
and confidence.” (p.43.) Implementing writing 
assessments, the researchers maintain, teach-
ers need to know how to score, grade, and make 
judgments about students’ achievements; this is 
a laborious, weary, and time-consuming, as well 
as demanding activity.

Keeping in mind both national and interna-
tional value of research into context-specific ed-
ucational frameworks, we dedicate this paper to 
the investigation of teachers’ literacy in assess-
ment of writing in tertiary education in Ukraine. 
To this end, we explored the writing assessment 
literacy (WAL) by surveying testing practices of 
English teachers working in several universities 
across the country.

2. Literature review
Assessing writing has been mostly researched 

in the field of standard proficiency exams. Differ-

ent factors have been looked into such as the 
conceptualization of validity in assessing writing 
(Weigle, 2002), assessment criteria and their im-
pact on scoring decisions made by trained raters 
(Weigle, 2002; Lumley, 2002), comparison of the 
existing rating scales and the empirical devel-
opment of a scale based on discourse analytic 
measures (Knoch, 2007; 2009).

Much attention has also been paid to analys-
ing the characteristics of raters from a number of 
different angles. Many scholars and researchers 
placed raters in the centre of writing performance 
assessment advocating that raters’ educational 
background, language proficiency, rater experi-
ence and expertise in scoring, as well as personal 
traits were crucial to the objectivity of measuring 
writing skills (Johnson & Lim, 2009; Bijani, 2010; 
Lim 2011; Alaei et al., 2014). Lim (2011) provid-
ed the evidence of a special role of rater training 
and its impact on novice and experienced raters’ 
scoring and its quality (p. 543). Examining the 
rater training procedures and the effectiveness 
of rater training programmes has been another 
area of interest to researchers (Attali, 2015; Bija-
ni, 2010; Fahim & Bijani, 2011; Lim, 2011). 

In spite of this bulk of research, rating has al-
ways been a subjective activity. This is primarily 
reflected in rater variance in scoring. Many stud-
ies highlight the determining role of raters’ sub-
jective perception of the evaluative criteria that 
can put validity of the test itself at risk. For ex-
ample, Eckes (2013), through a synthesis study, 
provided a comprehensive review of the relation-
ship between rater cognition and rater behavior 
in terms of severity/leniency. According to the re-
sults of the study “[a] rater considering a particu-
lar criterion as highly important, and other criteria 
as less important, would tend to score on this cri-
terion more harshly than expected based on his 
or her overall severity and the overall criterion dif-
ficulty measure” (Eckes, 2013, p. 285). This sug-
gests that personal experience of what a good 
writing is often interferes with interpretation of the 
scoring rubric. A similar bias is observed when 
raters score more leniently on the criteria which 
are thought less important by them. Also, raters 
may put different emphasis to various compo-
nents of scale descriptors when they have to rate 
writings of particular level of overall proficiency.

Recently new perspectives have emerged 
in the field of the classroom-based assessment 
with regard to the ways of how teacher’s writ-
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ing assessment literacy and testing practices in 
classroom settings across the world are being 
conceptualised. Analysing the impact of class-
room-based writing assessment on learners’ 
achievements, raters’ consistency (inter-rater 
reliability), raters’ behaviour (severity and bias), 
and raters’ interaction with different types of writ-
ten texts (different types of essay, composition, 
etc.) have been but few areas of interest to many 
researchers (Cho, 2008; Lee, 2010; Ghanbari et 
al., 2012; Jeong, 2015; Crusan et al., 2016; Ne-
mati et. al., 2017; Skar & Jølle, 2017; Mellati & 
Khademi, 2018; and Aslim-Yetis, 2019). This re-
sult is in agreement with other studies about the 
importance of teachers’ understanding of rating 
scales and scoring criteria, which could be en-
hanced through proper training and teacher de-
velopment (Hamp-Lyons, 2007, p. 1). This finding 
also adds evidence that the improved standards 
to classroom-based assessment is only possi-
ble as the result of vastly improved attention to 
teacher training in relation to assessment.

As a rule of thumb, apart from possessing over-
all literacy in writing assessment, teachers should 
share a common understanding of rating scales 
and be able to apply them in particular educational 
contexts. In this regard, Ghanbari et al. (2012) has 
pointed out the importance of context-based rating 
scales, and teachers’ ability to tailore them wher-
ever possible to their teaching/assessing needs.. 
He contends that ”… [a] local rating scale takes 
into account the particularities of each assessment 
context [which] would lead to more valid outcomes. 
Such a proposal … is justified and supported by 
both validity argument of Weir (2005) and critical 
discussions in the field.” (p.97). 

Given the primary importance of teachers’ 
writing assessment practices, their understanding 
of rating scales and criteria, as well as person-
al beliefs about scoring and feedback effects on 
learners, the current study aims to investigate the 
context-specific context of Ukrainian higher edu-
cation. The research questions of the study are: 

–– What and how is students’ writing assessed 
today?

–– What are the possible gaps in WAL of 
Ukrainian university teachers? How can these 
gaps be bridged?

3. Research methodology
1) A survey of WAL of Ukrainian university 

teachers

The questionnaire used in the survey includ-
ed 13 questions aimed to elicit current practices 
and training in assessment of writing (received 
and needed). Some questions were selected re-
sponse, others were ordering. The majority of the 
questions had an open-ended option “other” thus 
encouraging teachers to share their experience 
in a more detailed way.

a) Frequency of assessment of writing and 
text types most/least frequently scored. Q 1 was 
aimed to elicit how frequently teachers general-
ly rated their students’ writing. By asking Q2 we 
intended to find out what writing tasks teachers 
rated most and least frequently.

b) Use of rating scales. Q 3 was concerned 
with the authorship of the writing tasks most and 
least frequently administered; Q 4 asked if teach-
ers used any rating scales while scoring; Q5-Q 
6 were aimed to specifically find out what kind of 
rating scales (analytic/ holistic) the respondents 
use and who developed most and least used rat-
ing scales. 

c) Rater’s profile. In response to Q7 the 
teachers were to provide information on their per-
forming rating, and how harsh/lenient they were 
self-evaluated as raters.

d) Criteria of assessment. Q8 was another 
ordering task aimed to evaluate most and least 
often evaluated aspects of writing. Q9 aimed to 
find out if teachers explained the criteria of as-
sessment to students and, if yes, whether this 
preceded or followed the writing task. 

e) Feedback. Rewriting. Q 10 -11 were to col-
lect the responses about the format of feedback 
the teachers most and least often provided to 
learners, and if they typically required rewriting 
of papers. 

f) Training in assessment of writing. Q 12 was 
to ascertain what training in assessing writing 
the respondents received, and Q13 was to order 
forms of training from “most needed” to “least 
needed”.

2) Participants in the study
The questionnaire was responded to by 104 

university teachers of English, 68 of whom taught 
ESP, whereas 36 were teachers of GE and EAP 
working for linguistic and teacher-training univer-
sities. All participants were female; they repre-
sented nine regions of Ukraine. Participation in 
the survey was voluntary. The survey was con-
ducted in February – March 2018.



13

АRS LINGUODIDACTICAE - 4 (2-2019)

4. Findings and discussion
Below we provide the data obtained via the 

survey as well as analysis and interpretation of 
the responses. 

a) The answers to the first group of questions 
indicated that university teachers were consist-
ently engaged in assessment of writing. In the 
majority of instances (53%), the respondents per-
formed rating procedures once a month; 22% as-
sessed writing once in two months, 10% twice a 
month, and 5% once a term. The variance in fre-
quency depended on the curriculum the respond-
ents taught. Obviously, in schools of linguistics 
writing tasks were set most frequently – twice or 
once a month. With regard to the most frequent 
types of writing, the three top-ranked ones were 
identical in the three settings, namely essays, let-
ters, and reports, followed by proposals in ESP, 
articles and stories, and abstracts, summaries 
and reviews in GE and EAP respectively. Given 
that even the mostly evaluated genres exist in a 
variety of subgenres, teachers should be knowl-
edgeable in generic as well as genre specific 
conventions and rank them as most or/and least 
significant in order to assign fair scores. 

b) In respect of the authorship of the admin-
istered writing tasks and rating scales used, we 
revealed the following. In less than a half of inci-
dences (48%) the teachers used the writing test 
tasks offered by the authors of the coursebooks, 
which might be explained either by the lack of 
such tasks or their irrelevance to the teaching/
assessment situations. Presumedly, this is the 
reason why 53% of respondents prepared tasks 
mostly by themselves and 34% collaborated with 
other faculty members. 

The data revealing the use of rating scales 
were somewhat contradictory. When answering 
if they used scales while rating, 79% of respond-
ents claimed they did, with only 4% conced-
ing their ignorance in that matter. When further 
asked to specify what kind of scale the teachers 
used – holistic or analytic, it appeared that not 
4% but 28% of respondents were not aware of 
the concepts whatsoever. As for the rest of the 
respondents, their preferences for kinds of scales 
were almost equal: 32% used analytic and 33% 
used holistic scales. 

Interestingly, despite the revealed miscon-
ception of rating scales, 42% of respondents 
stated that they most often developed the scales 
individually, 25% collaborated in scale design 

with other teachers and 17% used the scales de-
veloped by other teachers. Only 39% and 28% 
of respondents most frequently resorted to the 
use of scales offered by the coursebooks or ex-
amination systems, such as Cambridge ESOL or 
IELTS, respectively. The reason for teachers’ dis-
regarding the scales developed by courses book 
authors might lie in the absence of such in the 
provided teacher’s books; the scales developed 
by testing experts might look arcane to teachers, 
which might lead them to relying on own experi-
ence and /or intuition. 

c) Since the contradictory data about the use 
of rating scales questioned the validity of scor-
ing based on teacher-designed rating scales, it 
is interesting to look at teachers’ self-evaluative 
responses. The majority of respondents (56%) 
regarded themselves fair raters whereas only 4% 
admitted they were harsh, the rest 40% thought 
they were lenient but wished they had been 
harsher raters. 

We also managed to identify some scor-
ing practices. According to the majority of the 
respondents (39%), they basically gave two 
grades  – “one for content and one for accuracy”; 
37% claimed that they wrote “a short commen-
tary on each work to make the rating clearer to 
students”; 24% tended to give one grade reflect-
ing the general impression of the written text be-
cause for them, “content is more important than 
accuracy (as long as the message is conveyed)”. 
The above responses seem to reflect teachers’ 
commitment to provide students with detailed 
feedback on their writing; however, the teaching 
experience of this paper’s authors cast doubt on 
the feasibility of writing comments on each stu-
dent’s paper under the workload carried out by 
teachers. 

Similarly, based on our teaching experience 
and being aware of the ‘penalizing-for-any-error’ 
approach adopted by many Ukrainian teachers, 
we aimed to find out what kind of errors – gram-
mar, vocabulary or spelling – played an essential 
role in teachers’ rating of papers. Thus, 43% of the 
respondents revealed that they most frequently 
deducted points for wrong choice of words, 37% 
were harsh at grammatical errors, 20% claimed 
they penalized writers for spelling mistakes. 

d) If respondents were mostly concerned with 
deducting points for language errors, then what 
criteria did they find worth using while rating? 
In the survey, the teachers were offered a list of 
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criteria which they had to order as the most and 
least frequently used in their practice. The graph 
below shows the ranking of the criteria.

Table 1. Criteria for assessment of writing

As is seen in the graph, “Grammatical accuracy” 
was the only criterion apart from “content” that the 
teachers believed was worth considering. Equally 
important, though ranked considerably lower, were 
criteria “Coherence and cohesion” and “Range of 
vocabulary”. As for the latter index, it contradicts the 
claim that the respondents were more tolerant to 
vocabulary than to grammatical inaccuracy. Crite-
ria “Register”, “Compliance with textual features“, 
“Layout” and “Spelling” were almost equally under-
rated by the respondents. These data once again 
indicate that teachers were more inclined to evalu-
ating the most vivid to them and easier assessable 
aspect of writing, such as grammar.

The significance of criteria “Content” is 
deep-rooted in the national tradition of teaching 
writing both in L1 and L2. Yet, the use of this cri-
terium might become an issue for concern as 
it introduces a potential bias of background in-
formation (Weigle, 2002, p.95). As the result, a 
writing task will disadvantage those students who 
may have no advanced knowledge on a topic of 
a writing task (Chan, 2013; Weigle, 2002, p.52). 
The underrating of “Register”, “Compliance with 
textual features“, and “Layout”, in our view, could 
have been smaller, in case more teachers had 
been familiar with and used the rating scales 
offered by international testing systems. There, 
unlike in teacher-applied criteria, they occupy a 
notable place. 

The awareness of criteria is generally viewed 
as necessary for raters and desirable for test 
takers. According to the respondents, the over-
whelming majority of them (89%) tended to in-
form students about the assessment criteria 
before their writing, which testified to the test 
transparency. 

e) No less important was to examine the 
practices of feedback provision to students. 
Commendable were the practices that received 
top indeces: 54% of providing individual (written) 
and 50% of providing individual (oral) feedback 
to students. 

As is known, individual feedback tends 
to perform corrective function more efficient-
ly (Brookhart, 2011; Nemati et al., 2017). Mak-
ing general comments on the work of the class 
in general appeared the next preferable form of 
feedback (36%); nearly the same percentage of 
respondents (34%) indicated that they provided 
detailed feedback on each work before the whole 
class, which is less desirable. The negative prac-
tice of providing feedback on students’ written 
work on their request only was reported by 30% 
of respondents. None at all or late feedback is 
viewed as unacceptable for “feedback is of no 
value if it arrives in the students’ hands too late 
to do anything with it”, as Coombe et al. maintain 
(p.xxvi). 

The role of feedback is all the more valuable 
if it prompts rewriting a failed text which is con-
sidered an effective remedial activity. Students’ 
willingness to rewrite ascertains their acceptance 
of teachers’ corrective feedback, it also reflects 
students’ motivation to improve their writing. Ide-
al then is the practice when teachers provide the 
opportunity of multidrafting a text. 

Does such practice exist in Ukrainian higher 
education? The data of the survey do not pro-
vide a definitive answer: 15% of teachers claimed 
they always set rewriting to their students where-
as 18% never practiced that. In 50% of incidenc-
es teachers asked students to improve their writ-
ten texts in some cases only; 14% of teachers 
welcomed rewriting only by the students wishing 
to do that. On the whole, the greater part of the 
respondents who practiced occasional, regular or 
volunteered rewriting, suggests that they appre-
ciated that activity as beneficial to learners and 
would probably resort to it more frequently if cir-
cumstances had permitted. 

f) The final part of the survey meant to elicit 
teachers’ perceived needs in training in writing 
assessment. 

As the bars indicate, in the overwhelming ma-
jority of cases (73%) Ukrainian university teach-
ers were trained in assessment of writing via self-
study; quite similar are figures indicating that they 
were taught via own experience (55%) or through 
participation in workshops (48%). Webinars as a 
source of WAL were mentioned only by 21%. The 
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smallest percentage of respondents (10%) said 
that they owed their WAL to formal education – 
INSET courses. Quite opposite are the indices of 
preferable training. Interestingly, the respondents 
would not wish to further rely on their self-study 
(17% vs 73%) and experience (26% vs 55%) 
but want to be guided in their training by experts 
within INSET courses (23%) and webinars (23%) 
while the most preferred method of building WAL 
was workshops (55%). 

The evidence collected via the survey pro-
vides interesting insights about Ukrainian univer-
sity teachers’ assessment practices as reflecting 
their WAL. According to the data, respondents 
were engaged in administering and assessing 
students’ writings on a continual basis, however, 
only an insignificant percentage of the respond-
ents claimed they had received a formal training 
in WAL building. As a result, while rating stu-
dents’ papers, teachers have to rely mostly on 
their competence in teaching how to write the 
most relevant for their settings texts. This com-
petence is generally acquired by them during the 
pre-service training and further fostered in teach-
ing experience; similarly, teaching experience 
and self-study account for WAL building in the 
most typical practices surveyed. 

Assessment of writing, as responses sug-
gest, is not regulated by any common standards 
which are non-existent either in the national or 
local dimensions. The selection of criteria of as-
sessment is therefore at the teachers’ discretion; 
the respondents in the survey most frequently 
evaluate content and grammatical accuracy of 
students’ writings. Such practice should be aban-
doned overall, according to Truscott (1999) and 
Keh (1993). Truscott (1990) also put the view, 
citing numerous studies, that grammar correction 
does not bring the desirable improvement to writ-
ing accuracy and literacy; and grammar mistakes 
usually disappear with the improvement in stu-

dents’ writing proficiency. The research of Chan 
(2013) suggests that content cannot be judged 
harsh since it reflects subjective vision of the 
world. As for the severity of assessing grammati-
cal accuracy, Kim & Gennaro (2012) argued that 
non-native speaking raters have always been 
harsher raters than the native speakers. 

Introduction and use of such criteria as coher-
ence and/or organisation are fraught with difficul-
ties even in the case of training raters for stand-
ardized assessment. Knoch (2007) suggests that 
these difficulties might result from “vague de-
scriptions of coherence” possibly due to “rather 
vague nature of coherence itself” (p. 109). Selec-
tion / use of assessment criteria and methods of 
scoring could optimize teachers’ if rating scales 
had been introduced in the assessment of writing 
practices. 

Today, the predominant percentage of the 
respondents suggest, they rely on rating scales 
in their rating, however, the data cannot be con-
sidered reliable due to the revealed misconcep-
tions of holistic and analytic rating scales. This 
inconsistency calls for substantial rater teacher 
training either in the use of ready-made scales of-
fered by international exam providers, in tailoring 
them to local curricula or developing local scales. 
In the last case, the significance of teachers’ lin-
guistic competence, as well as their competence 
in teaching/assessment pedagogy is of primary 
importance.

On the whole, the study conducted implies 
that it is necessary to provide university teachers 
with training in understanding theoretical under-
pinnings of assessing writing and applying the 
theory in practice thus implementing good testing 
practices and ensuring their positive washback on 
learning. The decision to organize such training 
rests on educational authorities; the development 
of ways to enhance WAL of university teachers 
shapes the perspectives of future research. 

5. Conclusion
A considerable bulk of research is devoted to 

the investigation of teachers’ writing assessment 
practices to understand how grades can become 
a better reflection of students’ learning. This study 
was an attempt to broaden our understanding 
about WAL of university teachers in Ukraine by 
using a survey data. Collected results showed that 
university teachers in Ukraine are actively and reg-
ularly engaged in writing assessment. Also, most 
respondents preferred preparing writing tasks by 
themselves or with other colleagues to using tasks 

Table 2. Received and preferred training in 
assessment of writing
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offered in a coursebook. Besides, almost half of 
the teachers, who participated in the study, devel-
oped rating scales themselves. This might be an 
indication that teachers believed they are qualified 
enough to develop a test / rating scale and / or 
that they view test tasks / rating scales offered in 
coursebooks / by testing experts as irrelevant for 
their classroom assessment purposes. 

Yet, a staggering percentage of teachers rec-
ognise the need for enhancing their general as-
sessment literacy as they believe that their mostly 
self-acquired competence in WAL is not satisfacto-
ry for conducting assessment. The study collected 
enough evidence of teachers’ inadequate training 
such as misconceptions of rating scales; penalis-
ing for any error approach; overviewing timely and 
effective feedback in enhancing students’ perfor-
mance etc. Therefore, the next step that should be 
taken is help university teachers in Ukraine enrich 
their WAL through training guided by experts.
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