A qualitative investigation into perceptions and practices of writing evaluators regarding the use of rating scales in their evaluations



Abstract
The current study explored the status of rating scales among Iranian EFL raters. It appeared that EFL/ESL assessment environments were significantly influenced by the perceived authority of native assessment groups. Consequently, examining the realities of rating practices in EFL/ESL settings could offer a more accurate understanding of how assessment is viewed and implemented. To assess this, the present study conducted a comprehensive survey within the Iranian EFL writing assessment framework. A carefully designed eight-item interview guide was created to investigate various aspects of the rating task, including the rating scale. This guide was administered to ten raters from various universities and institutions in Iran, all of whom possessed either a Master's or Doctorate degree in TEFL. The raters participated in 40 minutes interview sessions, and the audio-recorded interviews were transcribed by the researcher for qualitative analysis. Through a thorough content analysis of the interview data, some general patterns emerged. Results of interviews with Iranian EFL composition raters revealed that rating scale in its common sense did not exist. In fact, raters relied on their own internalized criteria developed through their long years of practice. Therefore, native speaker legitimacy in the design and development of scales for the EFL context was challenged and the local agency in the design and development of rating scale was emphasized.                                                                    Keywords: EFL rater, EFL writing assessment, performance assessment, rating scale.

1.Introduction
1.1 Writing Assessment
Writing assessments in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) play a crucial role in shaping students' language learning experiences and outcomes (Ataizi & Aksak, 2021). Prior studies have highlighted the importance of reliable and valid writing assessments, which not only evaluate students' current writing skills but also influence teaching methods and curriculum design (Liu, 2016; Ratminingsih et al., 2018). With advancements in technology, traditional writing assessment methods are increasingly replaced by automated writing evaluation (AWE) systems and artificial intelligence (AI) tools (Galuh & Romadhoan, 2024). While these innovations promise enhancements in efficiency and consistency, they also present new challenges regarding their effects on student learning and teaching practices (Barrot, 2024; Farazouli et al., 2024).   

Traditionally, teacher feedback has been an essential component of writing assessments in EFL settings. Research indicates that students highly value this feedback due to its direct and personalized nature. However, this approach can be labor-intensive and often varies in quality, which affects its reliability and effectiveness (Gan et al., 2019). Furthermore, teachers may find it challenging to provide feedback, particularly in large classrooms where individual attention is difficult (Virgin & Anggani Linggar Bharati, 2020; Mariano et al., 2022). This circumstance has prompted teachers to strive for methods that ensure feedback is detailed, helpful, and aligned with teaching objectives (Wong, 2023).


1.2 Teacher Feedback in EFL writing Assessment
Teacher feedback is essential in writing assessments within English as a Foreign Language (EFL) contexts, significantly impacting students' writing development. Numerous studies have explored the characteristics and effects of teacher feedback, revealing a complex landscape characterized by both strengths and weaknesses in research methodologies and outcomes. Research consistently underscores the value of personalized feedback in improving the quality of student writing. For example, Shuguang and Qiufang (2018) and Aliakbar et al. (2023) found that students place a high value on detailed feedback, which fosters a sense of ownership over their writing. Furthermore, they noted that teacher feedback addresses not only immediate writing challenges but also contributes to long-term skill development. Nevertheless, despite its recognized importance, inconsistencies in feedback quality present a significant obstacle. Carless and Winstone (2023) highlighted that the effectiveness of feedback often hinges on teachers' assessment literacy and their capacity to provide constructive criticism, suggesting that not all feedback yields equal benefits. 

Several studies have focused on examining teachers' feedback on student writing, many employing qualitative methods, such as interviews and classroom observations, to gain insights into teacher feedback practices (Gan et al., 2021; Jiang & Yu, 2021). Although these approaches yield rich, contextual information, they often lack generalizability. For instance, Gan et al. (2021) utilized a quantitative approach by surveying students' perceptions of teacher feedback. This broader data collection enabled some generalizable findings but may have missed the intricate interactions that occur in actual classroom environments. This contrast highlights a significant methodological divide: qualitative studies excel in depth but may struggle with breadth, while quantitative studies provide generalizability but may overlook contextual nuances. The implications of these findings for educational practice are substantial. Educators must acknowledge the dual role of feedback, which serves not only as a corrective tool but also as a means to promote reflective learning and enhance students' self-efficacy. Additionally, the necessity for professional development in assessment literacy is apparent; teachers should be equipped to offer feedback that is both constructive and aligned with pedagogical objectives (Jiang & Yu, 2021; Suci et al., 2021). 
1.3 Rating scale in writing assessments 
The implementation of a rating scale in writing assessments can significantly enhance the evaluation process in several ways. Primarily, a well-constructed and dependable rating scale can improve the psychometric properties of the assessment, particularly its reliability and validity, thereby offering a more accurate representation of students' writing abilities. Additionally, it promotes greater consistency in scores among various raters. Rating scales are designed to improve uniformity in scoring across different students and assignments, as well as among diverse evaluators. Moreover, the reliability of an assessment can be elevated to acceptable standards by imposing stricter guidelines on the assessment format. 
Furthermore, achieving consensus among raters on some standardized rating scale could enhance the effectiveness of rater training programs. Essentially, employing such scales would foster greater consistency in evaluations across various raters. Additionally, a significant benefit of using rating scales is their ability to support student learning and improve the overall quality of instruction.
It is widely acknowledged that assessment significantly influences the focus and engagement of students (Dochy et al., 2006). It is posited that the clarity of criteria and standards is essential for delivering meaningful feedback to students, and that the implementation of rating scales can enhance the learning experience. Additionally, it is suggested that assessments conducted by teachers without the aid of a rating scale may lean towards subjectivity, as they rely solely on the individual grader's personal judgment and overall impressions of the writer's style. Consequently, many raters conclude that employing a rating scale is preferable to not using one (Spandel, 2006). Moreover, having established common points of reference among different raters can simplify the evaluation process for novice teachers who are just starting their rating practice. In this way, they would have more confidence in their rating. The scarcity of studies concerning the topic in Iran context necessitates a systematic exploration of teacher’s viewpoints toward using rating scales in terms of a qualitative study.

1.4 Research Question
This study aims to explore whether Iranian EFL raters employ any form of rating scale in their assessments. The specific research question guiding this investigation is: 
1. Are Iranian EFL writing raters utilizing any rating scales in their evaluations?  


2. Method
2.1 Participants                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              Participants of this study were writing raters majoring in English teaching and translation
 at Farhangian university of Bandar Abbas. They were 10 raters with an average rating experience of five years. There were both male and female raters participating in the task. Their ages ranged from29 to 45. In addition, they were well-experienced in teaching English at different language Institute and universities in Iran. They hold either MA or PhD in TEFL. 
In this study the researcher tried to know if raters use any kind of rating scale in their assessment or not. In this regard 10 raters were randomly selected for the present study. This study was conducted in the EFL context of Bandar Abbas in Iran. Majority of the raters in this study are teaching in Farhangian university and some of them are teaching English at different language Institutes in Bandar Abbas, Iran. They hold either MA or PhDs in TEFL.

    Table1. described the demographic information of raters
	
	Rater 1
	Rater 2
	Rater 3
	Rater 4
	Rater5
	Rater6
	Rater 7
	Rater8
	Rater 9
	Rater10

	Educational level
	PhD
	MA
	PhD
	MA
	MA
	PhD
	MA
	MA
	MA
	MA

	Gender 
	F
	M
	M
	F
	F
	M
	M
	M
	F
	F

	Age 
	32
	29
	49
	36
	28
	45
	32
	25
	32
	36

	EFL teaching experience (Years)
	8
	7
	20
	13
	11
	22
	21
	25
	14
	13

	EFL rating experience (Years)
	8
	7
	15
	9
	8
	6
	5
	8
	7
	9


 
2.2 Instruments                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     The primary instrument utilized in this study was a semi-structured interview framework. This framework was designed to serve as the principal method for data collection. Its development involved a thorough review of relevant literature. The inherent flexibility of the framework enabled the researcher to gather insights from raters on various topics related to the assessment process. The interview framework was meticulously prepared and comprises eight questions designed to address various aspects of writing evaluation. The initial question prompted raters to discuss their overall approach to assessing written work.
In another question, the raters were prompted to indicate whether they employed any form of rating scale in their assessments. Additionally, they were invited to discuss the benefits and drawbacks associated with the use of rating scales in writing evaluations. The raters were also asked to elaborate on the significance of validity and reliability in writing assessment. Lastly, they were questioned about the challenges faced when utilizing rating scales in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) writing assessments. It was suggested that any rating scale not specifically tailored to the contextual requirements may be unsuitable for evaluating writing in that particular environment. The interview sessions were audio-recorded, lasting between 30 to 40 minutes, and the recorded data was subsequently transcribed for qualitative analysis. A total of 10 raters participated in the interviews, which was deemed sufficient for conducting a comprehensive and in-depth examination of the rating practices.
2.3 Data collection procedures
A group of ten raters were randomly chosen to participate in a structured interview process. The interview frameworks were meticulously developed in advance. During the interviews, the raters were queried about various elements of the rating task, particularly focusing on the rating scale. The information gathered from these interviews, in conjunction with relevant literature, constituted the primary data collection method for the research. Subsequently, the interviews were transcribed and analyzed to gain insights into how Iranian EFL writing raters perceived rating scales and their application in writing assessments. Evaluating writing, as a specific form of performance assessment, proved to be a multifaceted endeavor. A critical component in this process was the type of rating scale employed, as it embodied the most definitive representation of the construct being evaluated. Thus, understanding the impact of the rating scale on the decisions made regarding test takers was essential. Consequently, this study aimed to investigate the significance of the rating scale from the raters' perspective, necessitating a careful approach to data collection. The interview questions were thoughtfully designed to delve into the procedural aspects of their rating practices. The responses from the raters offered the researchers fresh insights into the dynamics of rating and the role of the rating scale within the context of EFL composition assessment.
2.3 Data Analysis Procedure                                                                            
The results of the interview were subjected to qualitative analysis using content analysis techniques to investigate whether raters utilized a rating scale in their evaluation of written compositions. The primary objective was to assess the extent to which Iranian raters employed the rating scale in assessing the writing performances of Iranian EFL students throughout various stages of the writing process, as well as to evaluate how effectively the rating scale serves as a diagnostic tool for essay writing evaluators to identify students' strengths and weaknesses at each stage. Additionally, the interview transcripts were scrutinized to uncover which aspects of writing and scoring criteria the raters claimed to use, the challenges they encountered when applying the rating scale, and their overall responses to it. A thorough review of the interview transcripts subsequently led to the identification of overarching patterns for further analysis.
4. Results
The audio- recorded interview was transcribed by the researcher for a qualitative analysis of the data. Later, upon multiple readings of the interview transcripts, the following major categories were derived which Displayed in Table 4.1 below are the general categories that are derived from interview data.  

 Table 4.1 General categories from interview data
	Realities of the context
	Perceived Obstacles
	Attitudes to rating scales
	Contextual considerations

	Raters’ Utilization of Personal Experience Over Established Rating Scales

	Lack of a clear and accountable assessment system for writing assessment

	Advantages of using rating scales in writing assessment

	Iranian foreign language context strongly affect using rating
 scale in assessment

	Overemphasis on Structure
	Practical concern such as time, large number of composition and boredom affect

	The need for a suitable and valid rating scale in writing assessment

	Raters prefer analytic rating scales to holistic ones in Iranian EFL context

	Inflexibility of writing scales
	Writing scales often reduce complex writing qualities to a set of numerical scores.

	Reliability and validity are two important factors in writing assessment
	Writing process is very important for Iranians

	Writing scales provide limited feedback
	The use of writing scales in assessment can create anxiety for students
	Rater experience or use of a rating scale: which one is more important?

	Some writing scales may reflect cultural norms



· Raters’ Utilization of Personal Experience Over Established Rating Scales

Many raters prefer to formulate their own assessment criteria rather than relying on pre-existing rating scales. This inclination stems from their belief that foreign assessment scales are ill-suited for the context of low-proficiency students in Iran. For instance, one participant, referred to as Rater 3, expressed confidence in his personalized analytic scoring method, stating: 
 Rater # 3: “I find this rating approach comfortable based on my years of experience in teaching and evaluating writing; it has proven quite effective for me.” 

The implementation of individualized criteria in assessment appears to be a common practice among raters, who assert that their extensive experience has enabled them to internalize these criteria effectively. When prompted to articulate his rating criteria, 
Rater # 5: “I have developed these criteria from my own experiences in evaluating writing; over time, one accumulates experience that enhances their ability to determine more effective assessment standards.”
· Overemphasis on Structure
Some writing scales focus heavily on specific structural elements (e.g., grammar, organization) at the expense of creativity and originality. This can stifle a writer's voice and discourage innovative approaches. 
Rater # 8: “Students often want their writing to reflect their personal voice and style. An excessive focus on structure can lead to formulaic writing that lacks personality”.

· Inflexibility of writing scales
Rigid scales may not adapt well to different contexts or the unique needs of individual writers, limiting their effectiveness in assessing a wide range of writing.
Rater # 2: “I worry that inflexible scales can lead to frustration and disengagement, particularly for students who feel constrained by the criteria”.

· Writing scales provide limited feedback
While scales can provide a quick assessment, they may lack the depth of qualitative feedback. Writers may not receive the detailed guidance they need to understand how to improve their work.
Rater # 4: “I believe that, some educators believe that rigid scales can limit the feedback to only what is measurable, neglecting nuances in writing that could provide valuable insights for student growth”.
· Absence of a Clear and Accountable Writing Assessment System

A significant number of raters in this study expressed the necessity for training workshops aimed at educators to improve their writing assessment skills. They acknowledged that the lack of a well-defined assessment framework could adversely affect evaluation outcomes. For instance, Rater # 5: “The assessment of writing appears to be more subjective compared to other skills, necessitating greater coordination and the establishment of objective procedures and scales to ensure that different educators employ similar grading methods, thereby minimizing variability in scores.”

To enhance the writing assessment system in the country, it is imperative to organize conferences and seminars focused on effective writing evaluation strategies, equipping practitioners with the requisite knowledge for improved assessment accuracy. As articulated by Rater # 1: “Our country currently lacks a quality control mechanism for evaluating raters, and our students receive no feedback on their written work. Thus, it is crucial to develop a robust assessment scale tailored to our context for evaluating writing.”
· One-Size-Fits-All Approach
Writing scales may not account for the diverse styles and purposes of writing. Different genres and contexts may require different criteria, and a standard scale may not adequately reflect these variations.
Rater # 7: “I believe that many teachers advocate for more flexible, individualized assessment methods that better reflect the diverse genres and what students need”.
· use of writing scales can create anxiety for students
The use of writing scales can create anxiety for writers, especially students, who may feel pressured to meet specific criteria rather than focusing on their own ideas and expression.
Rater # 9: “Some students may feel overwhelmed by the pressure to conform to specific structural guidelines, leading to anxiety and a fear of failure. This can hinder their overall enjoyment of writing”.
· Some writing scales may reflect cultural norms
Some writing scales may reflect cultural norms or expectations that do not apply universally, potentially disadvantaging writers from diverse backgrounds or those with different linguistic conventions.
Rater # 10: “In my view cultural differences can influence subjective assessments. What might be considered a strong writing style in one culture could be viewed differently in another, leading to inconsistent evaluations.
· Neglect of process
Writing scales often assess the final product rather than the writing process. This can lead to an undervaluation of brainstorming, drafting, and revising, which are crucial components of effective writing. Many teachers emphasize the significance of the writing process, which includes prewriting, drafting, revising, editing, and publishing. They may argue that neglecting these stages can lead to superficial assessments that fail to capture a student's growth and development as a writer.
Rater # 6: “Teachers might advocate for assessments that reflect the iterative nature of writing, encouraging students to engage deeply with their work rather than focusing solely on the final product”.
5. Discussion and conclusion
Since the introduction of validity by Messick (1989) as an integrated evaluative judgment concerning the extent to which empirical evidence and theoretical justifications substantiate the adequacy and appropriateness of inferences and actions derived from test scores, the topic has gained unprecedented importance. Correspondingly, Weir and Shaw (2007), within their socio-cognitive framework that situates language testing and validation in a contemporary evidence-based paradigm, emphasize the significance of scoring validity as a vital component in providing theoretical, logical, and empirical support for validity claims and arguments regarding the quality and utility of writing assessments. 
The findings indicated that raters based their subjective and impressionistic evaluations on personal criteria developed and internalized throughout their rating experience. The insights gathered from the interview process revealed that the raters held a strong belief in their evaluations, despite the absence of any explicit rating scale during the assessment. None of the participants mentioned the utilization of a formal rating scale; instead, they appeared to create an ad hoc rating scale influenced by their personal experiences with the rating task. In summary, the current landscape of impressionistic rating practices in Iranian EFL writing assessment can be analyzed on several key grounds.
The prevailing state of rating practices may be a byproduct of broader educational policies within the EFL context. According to Fraizer (2003), writing assessment is no longer an isolated endeavor within academic institutions; rather, the element of power in the assessment process must be acknowledged (Huot and Williamson, 1997). Writing and its assessment are not given due attention within the EFL curriculum. Pragmatic issues, including increasing student populations, inadequate rater training programs, time constraints, and a significant lack of a structured validation program, have led raters to feel secure in their scoring methods. Consequently, a vague rating environment that combines features of both criterion- and norm-referenced approaches has emerged (Barkaoui, 2007). Research consistently underscores the value of personalized feedback in improving the quality of student writing. The findings of this study are in line with , Shuguang and Qiufang (2018) and Aliakbar et al. (2023) found that students place a high value on detailed feedback, which fosters a sense of ownership over their writing. Furthermore, they noted that teacher feedback addresses not only immediate writing challenges but also contributes to long-term skill development. Nevertheless, despite its recognized importance, inconsistencies in feedback quality present a significant obstacle.  
The majority of raters in this study expressed favorable attitudes towards the implementation of rating scales, as they desire reliable and valid assessments through such tools. Numerous studies have indicated that rater assessments tend to be more reliable when a scale is utilized (Jonsson & Svingby, 2001; Silvestri & Oescher, 2006). Nonetheless, all raters in this study contended that any rating scale employed must be tailored to suit the specific context. They argued that the unmediated application of rating scales could reveal a latent conflict between the theoretical assumptions underlying these scales and the realities of the assessment context.
Consequently, the current practices surrounding the empirical development of rating scales have been motivated by strong contextual factors. Doubts regarding the assumptions inherent in rating scales (McNamara, 1996; Norton, 2003), low psychometric quality profiles (Weigle, 2002; Moskal & Leyden, 2000), and the ethical accountability movement in language testing (Hamp-Lyons, 2001; Norton, 1997; Shohamy, 1993) have collectively laid the groundwork for an empirical exploration of rating scales.

The primary objective of this study was to examine whether Iranian EFL writing raters employed any form of rating scale in their assessments or relied on their impressionistic and subjective evaluations. The research question guiding this inquiry was:
(1) Is there any rating scale in use among Iranian EFL writing raters?
The results indicate a problematic situation characterized by vague rating practices, wherein writing assessment is perceived as a highly individualistic and impressionistic endeavor, devoid of any explicit rating scale. Consequently, the first null hypothesis of this study was accepted.
In conclusion, two major recommendations emerge from this study. Given the increasing significance of written literacy as a key educational outcome in language learning, it is imperative that higher education institutions prioritize the establishment of writing evaluation courses.
As an initial measure, revising assessment procedures and enhancing the professional development of composition instructors through rater training programs would address the current disorganized state of writing assessment.
Furthermore, the challenges identified in this study underscore the necessity for the development of a localized rating instrument tailored to the specific context. The findings highlight that, in addition to the continuous examination and evaluation of the underlying assumptions of assessment procedures, a rating scale that accommodates the unique aspects of each assessment context is essential for achieving more valid results.
Thus, any recommendations aimed at enhancing objectivity in the rating practices within the Iranian writing assessment context should be approached with careful consideration.
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Appendix
**Interview Framework on Writing Assessment**

1. **Assessment Methodology**
   a. What criteria do you utilize to evaluate a piece of writing? 
   b. Can you describe your scoring system? For instance, do you use letter grades (A, B, C, etc.) or numerical scores (20, 18, etc.)? 
   c. Do you engage in discussions regarding the outcomes of your scoring with students? 
   d. To what extent do you believe your assessment is equitable? How confident are you in this belief?

2. **Rating Scale Utilization** 
   a. Do you typically employ a rating scale when assessing writing? If so, what does that scale entail (e.g., analytic versus holistic)? 
   b. What process did you follow to select or develop this scale? 
   c. Is the rating scale you use internationally recognized or specifically developed for a local context (e.g., created in Iran)?

3. **Perspectives on Rating Scales** 
   a. Do you support the application of a rating scale in writing assessment? What advantages do you perceive? 

4. **Necessity of Rating Scales** 
   a. In your opinion, is a rating scale essential for writing evaluation? 

5. **Concern for Validity and Reliability** 
   a. How significant are the concepts of validity and reliability to you when conducting writing assessments? 

6. **Importance of Rater Experience vs. Rating Scale** 
   a. Which do you consider to be more pivotal in writing assessment: the experience of the rater or the implementation of a rating scale? 

7. **Critiques of Rating Scales** 
   a. If you are opposed to the use of rating scales in writing assessments, could you identify some potential drawbacks? 

8. **Challenges in EFL Writing Assessment in Iran** 
   a. Does the context of foreign language learning in Iran impact writing assessment? 
   b. Are practical issues, such as time constraints, large volumes of compositions, or participant fatigue, influential? 
   c. Does the absence of a clear and accountable assessment system pose challenges? 

This framework aims to facilitate a comprehensive discussion on writing assessment practices, particularly in the context of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) in Iran.
