
P
e

rta
n

ika Journal of S
ocial S

ciences &
 H

um
anities		


P

e
rta

n
ika Journal of S

ocial S
ciences &

 H
um

anities	
P

e
rta

n
ika Journal of S

ocial S
ciences &

 H
um

anities

VOL. 29 (S3) 2021

Vol. 29 (S3) 2021

1st Floor, IDEA Tower II 
UPM-MTDC Technology Centre
Universiti Putra Malaysia
43400 UPM Serdang
Selangor Darul Ehsan
Malaysia

http://www.pertanika.upm.edu.my/
E-mail: executive_editor.pertanika@upm.edu.my
Tel: +603 9769 1622  

 

 Pertanika Journal of Social Sciences & Humanities 
Vol. 29 (S3) 2021

  

Contents

 

Contents

  

Tel: +603 9769 8851

 
 

        

 

 

         
 
 

 

      

  
      

 
 

       
        

       

  

A special issue devoted to 
Language Education: Benchmarking and Standardization

Guest Editors
Arshad Abd. Samad, Tan Wee Chun and Zailin Shah Hj. Yusoff

 

 

 

 

 

 

Language Education: Benchmarking and Standardization

Preface
Arshad Abd. Samad, Tan Wee Chun and Zailin Shah Hj. Yusoff i

Assessment of the Analytic Scale of Argumentative Writing (ASAW)
Vahid Nimehchisalem, Jayakaran Mukundan, Shameem Rafik-Galea and 
Arshad Abd Samad

1

Towards a CEFR Framework for Workplace Communication: Students’ 
Perceptions of the Sub-Skills, Use and Importance of Language Productive Skills 
(LPS)

Ahmad Mazli Muhammad, Maisarah Ahmad Kamil and Zachariah Aidin 
Druckman

27

Malaysian ESL Teachers’ Practice of Written Feedback on Students’ Writing
Khairil Azwar Razali, Zainurin Abdul Rahman, Ismail Sheikh Ahmad and 
Joharry Othman

47

Students’ and Teachers’ Perceptions on the Impacts of Service-Learning in a 
Language Course

Giang Thi Thu Bui and Hanh Thi Minh Nguyen

69

Mapping IIUM Students’ English Language Writing Proficiency to CEFR
Mohd. Khairul Abu Sufi and Engku Haliza Engku Ibrahim

85

Enhancing Learner Autonomy through Extensive Reading: The Case of Book 
Reports

Truong Thi Thanh Canh

103

Exploring the Shortcomings of the Iranian MSRT English Proficiency Test
Mohammad Reza Ghorbani, Hadi Abbassi and Abu Bakar Mohamed 
Razali

115

Aligning the Language Criteria of a Group Oral Test to the CEFR: The Case 
of a Formal Meeting Assessment in an English for Occupational Purposes 
Classroom

Priscilla Shak and John Read

133

Aligning a University English Language Proficiency Measurement Tool with the 
CEFR: A Case in Malaysia

Nurul Najwa Baharum, Lilliati Ismail, Nooreen Nordin and Abu Bakar 
Razali

157



P
e
rt

a
n
ik

a
 J

ou
rn

al
 o

f S
oc

ia
l S

ci
en

ce
s 

&
 H

um
an

iti
es

		


P
e
rt

a
n
ik

a
 J

ou
rn

al
 o

f S
oc

ia
l S

ci
en

ce
s 

&
 H

um
an

iti
es

	
P

e
rt

a
n
ik

a
 J

ou
rn

al
 o

f S
oc

ia
l S

ci
en

ce
s 

&
 H

um
an

iti
es

PERTANIKA JOURNAL OF SOCIAL SCIENCES & HUMANITIES 
About the Journal 

Overview 

Pertanika Journal of Social Sciences & Humanities is the official journal of Universiti Putra Malaysia. It 
is an open-access online scientific journal. It publishes original scientific outputs. It neither accepts nor 
commissions third party content. 

Recognised internationally as the leading peer-reviewed interdisciplinary journal devoted to the 
publication of original papers, it serves as a forum for practical approaches to improve quality in issues 
pertaining to social and behavioural sciences as well as the humanities. 

Pertanika Journal of Social Science & Humanities is a quarterly (March, June, September, and December) 
periodical that considers for publication original articles as per its scope. The journal publishes in English 
as well as in Bahasa Malaysia and it is open for submission by authors from all over the world. 

The journal is available world-wide. 

Aims and scope 

Pertanika Journal of Social Sciences & Humanities aims to develop as a pioneer journal for the social 
sciences with a focus on emerging issues pertaining to the social and behavioural sciences as well as the 
humanities. Areas relevant to the scope of the journal include Social Sciences—accounting, anthropology, 
archaeology and history, architecture and habitat, consumer and family economics, economics, 
education, finance, geography, law, management studies, media and communication studies, political 
sciences and public policy, population studies, psychology, sociology, technology management, and 
tourism; Humanities—arts and culture, dance, historical and civilisation studies, language and linguistics, 
literature, music, philosophy, religious studies, and sports. 

History 

Pertanika Journal of Social Sciences & Humanities was founded in 1993 and focuses on research in social 
and behavioural sciences as well as the humanities and its related fields. 

Vision 

To publish journal of international repute. 

Mission 

Our goal is to bring the highest quality research to the widest possible audience. 

Quality 

We aim for excellence, sustained by a responsible and professional approach to journal publishing. 
Submissions can expect to receive a decision within 120 days. The elapsed time from submission to 
publication for the articles averages 180 days. We are working towards decreasing the processing time 
with the help of our editors and the reviewers. 

Abstracting and indexing of Pertanika 

Pertanika Journal of Social Sciences & Humanities is now over 27 years old; this accumulated knowledge 
and experience has resulted the journal being abstracted and indexed in SCOPUS (Elsevier), Clarivate 
Web of Science (ESCI), EBSCO, DOAJ, Agricola, ASEAN CITATION INDEX, ISC, Microsoft Academic, Google 
Scholar, and MyCite. 
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Citing journal articles 

The abbreviation for Pertanika Journal of Social Sciences & Humanities is Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. & Hum. 

Publication policy 

Pertanika policy prohibits an author from submitting the same manuscript for concurrent consideration 
by two or more publications. It prohibits as well publication of any manuscript that has already been 
published either in whole or substantial part elsewhere. It also does not permit publication of manuscript 
that has been published in full in proceedings. 

Code of Ethics 

The Pertanika journals and Universiti Putra Malaysia take seriously the responsibility of all of its journal 
publications to reflect the highest publication ethics. Thus, all journals and journal editors are expected 
to abide by the journal’s codes of ethics. Refer to Pertanika’s Code of Ethics for full details, or visit the 
journal’s web link at: http://www.pertanika.upm.edu.my/code_of_ethics.php 

Originality 

The author must ensure that when a manuscript is submitted to Pertanika, the manuscript must be an 
original work. The author should check the manuscript for any possible plagiarism using any program such 
as Turn-It-In or any other software before submitting the manuscripts to the Pertanika Editorial Office, 
Journal Division. 

All submitted manuscripts must be in the journal’s acceptable similarity index range: 
≤ 20% – PASS; > 20% – REJECT. 

International Standard Serial Number (ISSN) 

An ISSN is an 8-digit code used to identify periodicals such as journals of all kinds and on all media–print 
and electronic. 

Pertanika Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities: e-ISSN 2231-8534 (Online). 

Lag time 

A decision on acceptance or rejection of a manuscript is reached in 120 days (average). The elapsed time 
from submission to publication for the articles averages 180 days. 

Authorship 

Authors are not permitted to add or remove any names from the authorship provided at the time of initial 
submission without the consent of the journal’s Chief Executive Editor. 

Manuscript preparation 

Most scientific papers are prepared according to a format called IMRAD. The term represents the first 
letters of the words Introduction, Materials and Methods, Results, And Discussion. IMRAD is simply a 
more ‘defined’ version of the “IBC” (Introduction, Body, Conclusion) format used for all academic writing. 
IMRAD indicates a pattern or format rather than a complete list of headings or components of research 
papers; the missing parts of a paper are: Title, Authors, Keywords, Abstract, Conclusions, References, and 
Acknowledgement. Additionally, some papers include Appendices. For manuscripts in Bahasa Malaysia, 
the title, abstract and keywords should be written in both English and Bahasa Malaysia. 
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The Introduction explains the scope and objective of the study in the light of current knowledge on the 
subject; the Materials and Methods describes how the study was conducted; the Results section reports 
what was found in the study; and the Discussion section explains meaning and significance of the results 
and provides suggestions for future directions of research. The manuscript must be prepared according 
to the journal’s Instruction to Authors (http://www.pertanika.upm.edu.my/Resources/regular_issues/
Regular_Issues_Instructions_to_Authors.pdf). 

Editorial process 

Authors who complete any submission are notified with an acknowledgement containing a manuscript 
ID on receipt of a manuscript, and upon the editorial decision regarding publication. 

Pertanika follows a double-blind peer -review process. Manuscripts deemed suitable for publication are 
sent to reviewers. Authors are encouraged to suggest names of at least 3 potential reviewers at the time 
of submission of their manuscripts to Pertanika, but the editors will make the final selection and are not, 
however, bound by these suggestions. 

Notification of the editorial decision is usually provided within 120 days from the receipt of manuscript. 
Publication of solicited manuscripts is not guaranteed. In most cases, manuscripts are accepted 
conditionally, pending an author’s revision of the material. 

As articles are double-blind reviewed, material that may identify authorship of the paper should be 
placed only on page 2 as described in the first-4-page format in Pertanika’s Instruction to Authors (http://
www.pertanika.upm.edu.my/Resources/regular_issues/Regular_Issues_Instructions_to_Authors.pdf). 

The journal’s peer review 

In the peer review process, 2 or 3 referees independently evaluate the scientific quality of the submitted 
manuscripts. At least 2 referee reports are required to help make a decision. 

Peer reviewers are experts chosen by journal editors to provide written assessment of the strengths and 
weaknesses of written research, with the aim of improving the reporting of research and identifying the 
most appropriate and highest quality material for the journal. 

Operating and review process 

What happens to a manuscript once it is submitted to Pertanika? Typically, there are 7 steps to the 
editorial review process: 

1.	 The journal’s Chief Executive Editor and the Editor-in-Chief examine the paper to determine 
whether it is relevance to journal needs in terms of novelty, impact, design, procedure, 
language as well as presentation and allow it to proceed to the reviewing process. If not 
appropriate, the manuscript is rejected outright and the author is informed. 

2.	 The Chief Executive Editor sends the article-identifying information having been removed, to 
2 to 3 reviewers. They are specialists in the subject matter of the article. The Chief Executive 
Editor requests that they complete the review within 3 weeks. 

	 Comments to authors are about the appropriateness and adequacy of the theoretical or 
conceptual framework, literature review, method, results and discussion, and conclusions. 
Reviewers often include suggestions for strengthening of the manuscript. Comments to the 
editor are in the nature of the significance of the work and its potential contribution to the 
research field. 

3.	 The Editor-in-Chief examines the review reports and decides whether to accept or reject 
the manuscript, invite the authors to revise and resubmit the manuscript, or seek additional 
review reports. In rare instances, the manuscript is accepted with almost no revision. Almost 
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without exception, reviewers’ comments (to the authors) are forwarded to the authors. If a 
revision is indicated, the editor provides guidelines to the authors for attending to the reviewers’ 
suggestions and perhaps additional advice about revising the manuscript. 

4.	 The authors decide whether and how to address the reviewers’ comments and criticisms and 
the editor’s concerns. The authors return a revised version of the paper to the Chief Executive 
Editor along with specific information describing how they have addressed the concerns of the 
reviewers and the editor, usually in a tabular form. The authors may also submit a rebuttal if there 
is a need especially when the authors disagree with certain comments provided by reviewers. 

5.	 The Chief Executive Editor sends the revised manuscript out for re-review. Typically, at least 1 of 
the original reviewers will be asked to examine the article. 

6.	 When the reviewers have completed their work, the Editor-in-Chief examines their comments 
and decides whether the manuscript is ready to be published, needs another round of revisions, 
or should be rejected. If the decision is to accept, the Chief Executive Editor is notified. 

7.	 The Chief Executive Editor reserves the final right to accept or reject any material for publication, 
if the processing of a particular manuscript is deemed not to be in compliance with the S.O.P. of 
Pertanika. An acceptance notification is sent to all the authors. 

9.	 The editorial office ensures that the manuscript adheres to the correct style (in-text citations, 
the reference list, and tables are typical areas of concern, clarity, and grammar). The authors 
are asked to respond to any minor queries by the editorial office. Following these corrections, 
page proofs are mailed to the corresponding authors for their final approval. At this point, only 
essential changes are accepted. Finally, the manuscript appears in the pages of the journal and 
is posted on-line.
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Preface

Language learning aims to achieve a competency level that allows for effective 
communication with speakers of the language and accurate comprehension 
of materials written or presented in the language. Internationally recognized 
language examinations such as TOEFL and IELTS have long been used to 
determine a learner’s proficiency in English. However, the Common European 
Framework of Reference for languages, commonly referred to by its acronym 
CEFR, is now becoming increasingly accepted as a major reference describing 
language learners’ abilities. The CEFR is relevant to all languages as its descriptors 
and “can-do statements” reflect the major goals of language use regardless of 
language. The six levels of the CEFR, ranging from A1 to C2, have become 
popular proficiency descriptors. It is now common to hear one being described as 
having a B1 level of proficiency instead of having intermediate proficiency. The 
impact of the CEFR on educational systems has been felt in Europe, where it 
originated, and in other parts of the world. In Malaysia, for example, the CEFR has 
been adopted as a guide and is referenced in the National Education Blueprint 
with English language learners in the country expected to achieve a B1/B2 level 
at the end of their secondary education. Many institutions have also started to 
use the CEFR level descriptors as part of their language admission requirements. 
Subsequently, language assessment, curricula, courses, and learning materials 
have adjusted to this change.  

This theme-based special issue of Pertanika JSSH on Language Education: 
Benchmarking and Standardization mainly looks at the responses by various 
institutions towards the increasing popularity of the CEFR and, in some instances, 
its formal implementation in the education system. Many authors of the twenty-
three articles in this issue directly describe how their institutions have responded to 
the CEFR, including standardization and benchmarking in language assessment, 
goals, and activities. While most of the articles focus on teaching and learning 
the English language, a few articles discuss the teaching of other languages. As 
we acknowledge the importance of constructing our language curriculum and 
assessment to meet international standards and benchmarks, we hope that this 
special issue will provide insights into how best to attain standardization and 
benchmark language proficiency levels in a global context. 

i



Finally, we would like to thank all the contributors for sharing their experiences 
and insights, the manuscript reviewers in ensuring the appropriate quality level, 
and the Pertanika staff for their patience and cooperation throughout the review 
process until the publication. 
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ABSTRACT
The Analytic Scale of Argumentative Writing (ASAW) was developed because of the need 
for a genre-specific scale to assess English as a Second Language (ESL) university student 
writers’ argumentative essays. The present study reports the findings of field-testing ASAW. 
For this purpose, argumentative samples (n = 110) were collected and remote-scored by 
experienced raters (n = 5) who used ASAW. Overall, moderate to high inter-rater reliability 
(r = 0.7-0.9), as well as high (r = 0.84-0.92) and moderate to high (r = 0.70-0.77) intra-
rater reliability coefficients after short (6-week) and long (9-week) rating intervals were 
obtained, respectively. Some established instruments were used to score the same essays 
rated using ASAW to test the concurrent validity of the scale. The scores assigned by the 
raters using the scale demonstrated moderate (r = 0.51) to high (r = 0.77) correlations with 
the scores awarded using several other standard instruments. The raters who used ASAW 

were given a questionnaire to evaluate the 
scale itself, and on average, the results 
indicated that the raters were highly satisfied 
with it. It took an average of 5.5 minutes for 
the raters to evaluate an essay, indicating 
it was economical. The study has useful 
implications for refinement of ASAW and 
development and validation of similar scales 
and benchmarks in the future. 
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INTRODUCTION

English as a Second Language (ESL) 
learners’ writing may be assessed through 
impressionistic or scale-based methods. 
Due to the problems of impressionistic 
measurement (Brennan et al., 2001), writing 
instructors are advised to use rating scales as 
guidelines that help them judge the learners’ 
writing more objectively. Scales may be 
holistic or analytic. Holistic scales [e.g., 
Performance Descriptors for the TOEFL 
iBT® Test (Educational Testing Service, 
2011)] help the rater assign a single score 
for students’ overall writing ability. Thus, 
they are appropriate for large-scale language 
proficiency tests. Analytic scales [e.g., ESL 
Composition Profile (ESL-CP) (Jacobs et 
al., 1981)] allow raters to assign individual 
scores for each sub-trait (e.g., content or 
organization) and are suitable for diagnosing 
students’ specific writing problems. Scales 
may also be generic or genre-specific. 
In contrast to generic scales that are all-
purpose, genre-specific scales are sensitive 
to the unique features of the genre they 
assess. This specificity contributes to their 
construct validity (Cooper, 1999). Despite 
their costly development and administration 
procedures, genre-specific scales that are 
also analytic are  instrumental instruction, 
assessment, and research tools. 

Many writing scales are available in 
the literature. Most are generic and holistic 
(e.g., Performance Descriptors for the 
TOEFL iBT® Test), while some are generic 
and analytic (e.g., ESL-CP). A few analytic 
genre-specific scales are also available. 
For example, Connor and Lauer (1988) 

developed the Argumentative Quality 
Scale (AQS) that focuses only on students’ 
argumentative writing ability, leaving 
out traits like grammar or vocabulary. An 
analytic three-point scale includes three 
sub-scales of ‘claim,’ ‘data,’ and ‘warrant,’ 
following Toulmin’s (1958) model of 
argument. Persuasive Appeals Scale (PAS) 
is another similar instrument, developed 
based on the Theory of Classical Rhetoric 
(Kinneavy, 1971), for evaluating persuasive 
appeals. It is a four-point scale with three 
sub-scales of ‘rational,’ ‘credibility,’ and 
‘affective’ appeals (Connor & Lauer, 1988).

Yeh (1998) developed and compared two 
analytic scales for assessing argumentative 
essays for American school students. 
The first had the sub-scales of ‘claim 
clarity,’ ‘reason strength,’ and ‘rebuttals 
to counterarguments’ while the second 
focused on ‘development, organization, 
focus, and clarity,’  ‘voice, and conventions.’ 
Better test results were obtained for the 
second scale. The sub-scales of the first 
instrument explained only a third of the 
variance in holistic scores, while those of 
the second scale accounted for two-thirds of 
the variance in holistic scores (Yeh, 1998) 
obviously because it covered a wider scope 
of argumentative writing construct.

In New Zealand, Glasswell et al. (2001) 
developed six analytic genre-specific scales 
for assessing school students’ ability to 
‘explain,’ ‘argue,’ ‘instruct,’ ‘classify,’ 
‘inform’ and ‘recount’. Every scale had 
four sub-scales, ‘audience awareness and 
purpose,’ ‘content inclusion,’ ‘coherence,’ 
and ‘language resources.’ The scales were 
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tested for consequential validity, ease of 
use, relevance to the test context (Glasswell 
et al., 2001). Tests of reliability showed 
adjacent agreement consensus of (70-90%) 
and measurement correlations of r = 0.70-
0.80 (Brown et al., 2004).

To the researchers’ knowledge, only 
one university-level validated genre-specific 
scale is available in Malaysia, developed at 
the Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (Wong, 
1989). Therefore, a data-based method was 
followed, in which 20 narratives purposively 
collected from the target students from 
different writing performance levels were 
analyzed. The scale was tested for its 
reliability and concurrent validity before 
being used for placement purposes (Wong, 
1989).

Scale Validation

It is considered valid if an instrument 
measures what it claims to measure 
(Cronbach, 1971). Messick (1989) defines 
validity as “an integrated evaluative judgment 
of the degree to which empirical evidence 
and theoretical rationales support the 
adequacy and appropriateness of inferences 
and actions based on test scores” (p. 13). 
In other words, a valid instrument should 
have both evidential and consequential 
bases. According to Messick (1989), an 
instrument is considered evidentially valid 
if it is based on well-established and relevant 
theories; that is if it has construct validity. 
Additionally, Messick (1989) regards the 
instrument as consequentially valid if it 
has construct validity and if its users find it 
practical, satisfactory, and useful.

Writing scales are validated through 
qualitative and/or quantitative methods. A 
panel of experts familiar with the learning-
testing situation for which the scale is being 
developed may be involved in the validation 
process. In addition, scales may be tested 
for their reliability and concurrent validity 
through statistical methods. How stringently 
a scale should be tested depends on the 
sensitivity of the decision based on the 
awarded scores about that scale. In the case 
of international high-stakes language tests, it 
is necessary to test the scale rigorously and 
continuously. However, such high standards 
are rarely expected from scales used in local 
tests.

Va l id i ty  shou ld  be  cons idered 
while developing (a priori) and after 
administrating (a posteriori) a scale (Weir, 
2005). A priori validity is theory-based and 
has a judgmental and subjective nature; 
therefore, to be valid, an instrument should 
also go through a posteriori validation 
process, which provides empirical evidence 
on its relevance. A posteriori validity is 
determined by scoring, criterion-related 
and consequential validation (Weir, 2005). 
Scoring validity indicates the reliability or 
score consistency reached after repeated 
scale administrations to rate similar samples. 
The extent to which test scores correlate with 
a suitable external performance criterion is 
known as criterion-related validity. Finally, 
an instrument is consequentially valid if its 
stakeholders are satisfied with it. Factors 
like practicality are related to consequential 
validity; if an instrument is cost-effective, it 
will indicate higher consequential validity, 
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or according to Bachman and Palmer 
(1996), higher micro-/macro-level impact 
on its stakeholders. This study seeks to 
determine a posteriori validity of an analytic 
genre-specific scale, called the Analytic 
Scale of Argumentative Writing (after this 
referred to as ‘ASAW’ or ‘the scale’).

To address the gap in the literature, 
we developed an analytic genre-specific 
scale to help raters assess argumentative 
essays. What follows is a background on 
the results of our developmental study, 
which have previously been published in 
separate articles. As discussed in the next 
section, while the construct validity of 
ASAW was tested in our previous studies, 
the present paper is concerned more with its 
consequential validity. 

Development of ASAW

ASAW was developed based on the Pyramid 
of Argumentation (Nimehchisalem, 2018). 
In an attempt to show the inter-relationship 
between the elements of communicative 
language competence and argumentation, 
this composite framework combines:

1.	 T h e o r y  o f  C o m m u n i c a t i v e 
Language Ability (Bachman, 
1990), composed of ‘knowledge of 
language,’ ‘strategic competence’ 
a n d  ‘ p s y c h o p h y s i o l o g i c a l 
mechanisms,’ all interacting with 
the ‘context of situation’ and ‘world 
knowledge;’ 

2.	 Taxonomy of Components of 
Language Competence (Bachman, 
1990), including ‘organizational 
competence’ ( the  way texts 

are organized) and ‘pragmatic 
competence’ (the way texts are 
related to users’ communicative 
goals and the features of language 
use context) (Bachman & Palmer, 
1996);

3.	 Theory of Classical Rhetoric 
(Kinneavy, 1971) including ‘ethical 
appeal,’ ‘rhetorical situation,’ 
‘rhetorical style,’ and ‘arrangement’ 
(with ‘emotional appeals’ excluded 
in the Pyramid of Argumentation 
to differentiate argumentative from 
persuasive writing, and with ‘logical 
appeals’ replaced by Toulmin’s 
Model of Argument); and

4.	 Model of Argument (Toulmin, 
1958)  cons i s t ing  o f  c l a im, 
data (supporting the claim), 
warrant (bridging the claim and 
data), backing (supporting the 
warrant), rebuttal (accounting for 
counterarguments), and qualifiers 
(indicating the certainty of the 
argument).

An evaluative criteria checklist was 
developed based on this theoretical 
framework, the previous scales, and the 
related literature. It went through three 
complementary studies to be operationalized:

1.	 A survey elicited experienced (≥2 
years) Malaysian ESL writing 
lecturers’ (n = 88) views on the 
importance, comprehensiveness, 
and clarity of the scale items. 
Principal Component Analysis 
was used to explore the experts’ 
views on the essential dimensions 
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of argumentative writing. The 
survey results suggested grouping 
the criteria under three domains 
of ‘content,’ ‘organization,’ and 
‘language,’ which cumulatively 
explained 57.4% of the variance 
(Nimehchisalem & Mukundan, 
2011).

2.	 A focus group study involved 
female Malaysian senior lecturers 
(n = 4) with a minimum of 5 years 
of teaching and rating experience. 
They identified ‘task fulfillment,’ 
‘content’ and ‘organization’ (highly 
important); ‘vocabulary’ and ‘style’ 
(important); and finally ‘grammar’ 
and ‘mechanics’ (fairly important) 
as the essential dimensions in 
evaluating argumentative essays 
(Nimehchisalem et al., 2012). 

3.	 A d a t a - b a s e d  a n a l y s i s  o f 
argumentative samples (n = 20) that 
had been collected from the target 
students resulted in the descriptors 
of ‘content’ and ‘organization’ sub-
scales of ASAW (Nimehchisalem & 
Mukundan, 2013). 

A scale emerged with five sub-scales 
of ‘content,’ ‘organization,’ ‘language 
conventions,’ ‘vocabulary,’ and ‘overall 
effectiveness’ with equal weights assigned 
to each sub-scale. A score converter was 
added to ASAW to help raters convert the 
scores to their corresponding grade in the 
university grading system (Appendix 1). As 
this brief background illustrates, ASAW has 
gone through several stages to strengthen 

its theoretical foundation and validity. The 
present study was done further to test its 
validity, reliability, and economy.

Objective and Research Questions

The objective of this study was to test the 
reliability, concurrent validity, economy 
of ASAW, and micro-level consequential 
validity. The following research questions 
were addressed:

1.	 How consistently are the scores 
assigned for the same written 
samples by different experienced 
raters using ASAW?

2.	 Is there a significant correlation 
between the:
•	 learners’ ‘total’ scores assigned 

to their essays using ASAW 
and their general English 
proficiency band scores?

•	 ASAW ‘content’ scores and 
the ‘total’ scores assigned to 
similar essays using AQS?

•	 ASAW ‘content’ scores and 
the ‘total’ scores assigned to 
similar essays using PAS?

•	 ASAW ‘content,’ ‘organization,’ 
‘ l anguage  conven t ions , ’ 
‘vocabulary’ as well as ‘total’ 
scores, and the scores were 
given to the same samples 
based on ESL-CP?

•	 ASAW ‘overall effectiveness’ 
and ‘total’ scores compated to 
similar essays using Tests of 
Written English Scoring Guide 
(TWE-SG)?
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3.	 To what extent are the raters who 
used ASAW satisfied with it? 

4.	 Is ASAW an economic scale?

METHOD

The quantitative method was used to test 
the reliability and concurrent validity of 
the scores awarded using ASAW and its 
economy. In addition, both quantitative and 
qualitative methods were used to examine 
the raters’ satisfaction. 

Tasks 

Inter-rater reliability may decrease if 
raters are given written samples with 
different topics (Weir, 1993), evaluating 
writing scales on several different topics 
(Reid, 1990). Therefore, eight similar 
tasks with different argumentative topics, 
prompting 300-word argumentative essays 
in 60 minutes, were developed following 
the guidelines offered by Bachman and 
Palmer (1996), Breland et al. (1999), 
Hamp-Lyons, (1991), Hamp-Lyons (1990), 
and Horowitz (1991). Three experienced 
lecturers, who taught the students to write 
the argumentative essays, were requested to 
examine the tasks and select only four. They 
paid particular attention to the wordings 
and topics of the prompts. Finally, the four 
selected tasks covered the following topics:

1.	 Equality of chances for higher 
education for males and females,

2.	 Children’s free time to be spent on 
fun or educational activities,

3.	 Advantages and disadvantages of 
mass media, and

4.	 Children starting school at seven or 
younger age.

Sample

The tasks were given to students (n=167) 
from six different faculties (Economy & 
Management, Health & Medicine, Design, 
Communication, Agriculture, and Ecology) 
in a public university in Malaysia. The 
students were mostly female (about 66%) 
and aged between 19 and 28 (M = 21, SD 
= 1.3). Different faculties and students with 
varying English proficiency levels were 
selected to obtain samples with diverse 
writing performance levels. The students 
provided information like their Malaysian 
University English Test (MUET) bands. 
Fifteen anchor papers were selected, three 
for each of the five performance levels 
in ASAW. Out of the remaining legible 
samples, a batch of 110 samples was 
randomly selected for the reliability and 
validity tests.

Five raters scored the same batch of 
samples to test the inter-rater reliability 
and economy of the scale and the raters’ 
satisfaction with the scale. For all concurrent 
validity tests and intra-rater reliability tests, 
a minimum of two raters scored similar 
samples. The sample size in these tests 
ranged between 50 and 110. In educational 
correlation studies, a rough estimate of 
30 samples is assumed to be sufficient 
(Creswell, 2007). Wong (1989) tested her 
instrument using a sample size of 50 for a 
similar but less complex purpose.
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Raters

Female ESL lecturers (n = 5) with a 
minimum experience of 12 years in rating 
and master’s or Ph.D. degrees in Teaching 
English as a Second Language (TESL) were 
trained to use ASAW. The number of the 
raters was equal to that of previous studies 
(Harland, 2003; Wong, 1989). Commonly in 
assessing essays in high stakes writing tests, 
two raters are recruited with a third rater 
re-assessing the essays scored discrepantly 
by the two raters (Hamp-Lyons, 1990). 
A higher number of raters was chosen to 
raise the probability of discrepancy among 
the raters and thus the accuracy of our 
measurement. Rater experience affects 
the reliability of scores (Cumming, 1990), 
so experienced raters were selected for 
this study. Additionally, as the raters were 
supposed to evaluate the scale, they had 
to have rating experience using similar 
instruments.

Rater Training

The raters were trained to use ASAW and its 
anchor papers. Views on rater training vary 
(Alderson et al., 1995; Shaw, 2002). ASAW 
and its anchor papers were presented to the 
raters. The descriptors of different levels 
were explained using the anchor papers. 
The raters individually rated five similar 
samples following ASAW and the anchor 
papers. The essays had been selected with 
roughly different levels of performance. The 
raters compared their scores with others’ 
and discussed discrepancies. The consensus 
was assumed when a sample was rated 
at a similar level by all. The sample was 

reconsidered if a rater scored a level above 
or below the others’ scores. Off-track raters 
explained their rating approach. Often they 
found it hard to draw a line between some 
dimensions, which caused inconsistencies. 
For example, as they explained the score 
they had assigned for the ‘content’ of 
a sample, the features they mentioned 
concerned ‘form’ rather than ‘meaning.’ 
Overall agreement was evident regarding 
the raters’ total scores. A similar procedure 
was repeated for samples written in response 
to the four different topics. As the training 
session continued, the raters scored more 
consistently. Training stopped at this point. 

At the end of the training, the raters 
previewed the questionnaire (Appendix 2). 
This was important because they had to state 
how long they took to rate each sample in 
the questionnaire. They would not record 
the time if they were unaware of this item. 
Next, each rater was given a similar batch 
of argumentative essays (n = 110), anchor 
papers, mark sheets, and questionnaires. 
Finally, they were given a week to remote-
score the samples individually. A shorter 
period would cause rater fatigue, while 
a longer period would affect intra-rater 
consistency.

Instruments

The instruments included a questionnaire and 
four other writing scales, ESL-CP (Jacobs et 
al., 1981), PAS and AQS (Connor & Lauer, 
1988) as well as Tests of Written English 
Scoring Guide, TWE-SG (Educational 
Testing Service, 2011). A combination 
of scales was used to account for all the 
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sub-scales of ASAW to test the concurrent 
validity of ASAW. The first reference scale 
was ESL-CP, an established generic analytic 
scale. It consists of the five sub-scales of 
‘content,’ ‘organization,’ ‘vocabulary,’ 
‘language use,’ and ‘mechanics,’ which 
correspond with all the sub-scales of 
ASAW, excluding ‘overall effectiveness.’ 
The other two scales were AQS and PAS, 
both genre-specific instruments. The scores 
assigned to the essays using these scales 
were tested for correlation with the ASAW 
‘content’ sub-scale scores awarded to similar 
essays. The final instrument was TWE-SG, 
a holistic scale used for rating the writing 
section of paper-based TOEFL that often 
has argumentative topics. Brown (2003) 
tested TWE and TOEFL scores for their 
relationship and reported high correlations 
“ranging from 0.57 to 0.69 over 10 test 
administrations from 1993 to 1995” (pp. 
237-238). Studies have supported the high 
validity of the scale (e.g., Frase et al., 1999; 
Hale et al., 1996). The instrument includes 
aspects of argumentative writing like 
organization, development, task fulfillment, 
appropriate and detailed support of ideas, 
cohesion, and coherence, facility in language 
use, syntactic variety, and appropriate word 
choice. Therefore, the scores assigned to 
the samples using this scale were tested for 
correlation with those assigned to similar 
samples using the ‘overall effectiveness’ 
sub-scale of ASAW and its ‘total’ scores.

The ‘ASAW Evaluation Questionnaire’ 
(Appendix 2) was developed to test the 
raters’ satisfaction with ASAW based on 
four dimensions of Bachman and Palmer’s 

(1996) test usefulness, including reliability, 
validity, impact, and practicality. The 
questionnaire was a five-point scale Likert-
style instrument with 13 items, followed by 
a short-answer question and a final open-
ended question. Items 1 to 3 and 13 were 
related to the scale impact on the raters at 
a micro-level. Reliability was addressed by 
items 6 to 11, among which items 8 to 10 
were also related to construct validity as it 
can be affected by the clarity of the rubrics. 
Items 4, 5, and 12 dealt with construct 
validity as well. Finally, item 14 focused on 
practicality, while item 15 covered all four 
dimensions. 

Data Analysis

SPSS version 16 was used for statistical 
analyses. Descriptive statistical tests such as 
means and standard deviations were used. 
Bivariate correlation tests like Pearson and 
Spearman were also used to analyze the 
reliability and concurrent validity tests. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The results are presented and discussed 
following the research questions in order. 

Reliability

The scores collected from the five raters, 
who remote-scored 110 similar samples, 
were tested for their inter-rater reliability. 
In addition, intra-rater reliability was also 
tested with the help of two raters scoring 
the same samples at two different intervals.
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Inter-rater Reliability

Table 1 shows the Pearson correlation 
coefficients for the scores assigned to 

d i ffe ren t  d imens ions  o f  s tuden ts ’ 
argumentative writing performance by 
different pairs of raters using ASAW. 

Table 1
Inter-rater reliability estimates of ASAW sub-scales (Pearson coefficients)

Raters Content Organization Vocabulary Language 
conventions

Overall 
Effectiveness Total

1 and 2 0.79 0.73 0.84 0.85 0.79 0.84
1 and 3 0.71 0.78 0.80 0.79 0.07* 0.81
1 and 4 0.80 0.73 0.79 0.77 0.75 0.84
1 and 5 0.71 0.70 0.77 0.78 0.65 0.77
2 and 3 0.81 0.83 0.86 0.87 0.10* 0.87
2 and 4 0.78 0.84 0.85 0.86 0.81 0.88
2 and 5 0.82 0.83 0.85 0.91 0.74 0.87
3 and 4 0.77 0.77 0.81 0.83 0.15* 0.84
3 and 5 0.80 0.79 0.81 0.83 0.23* 0.85
4 and 5 0.73 0.79 0.79 0.84 0.71 0.82

According to Farhady et al.’s (2001) 
guideline, correlation coefficients below 
0.50 are regarded as low, 0.50 to 0.75 as 
moderate, and 0.75 to 0.90 as high. Thus, 
based on this guideline, the scores indicated 
moderate to high (r = 0.7-0.9) inter-rater 
reliability for almost all the sub-scales and 
raters. 

The inter-rater reliability scores showed 
negligible to low (r = 0.07-0.23) correlations 
between the scores of the third rater and 
the others for the sub-scale of ‘overall 
effectiveness.’ A follow-up interview with 
the rater revealed that she had been involved 
in scoring MUET essays while rating for 
this study. Therefore, it could be assumed 
that she scored inconsistently due to rater 

fatigue. However, her scores for other 
sub-scales were consistent, so fatigue 
could not be the real culprit. A more likely 
reason could be the contrast effect (Grote, 
1996), which occurs when a rater scores 
two different batches of samples using 
different scales simultaneously or within 
a short period. Her exposure to the MUET 
scale and/or samples could have affected 
the rater’s ‘overall effectiveness’ scores. 
Probable differences between the rubrics 
of the two scales may have caused this 
inconsistency. Another reason could be 
the ‘overall effectiveness’ sub-scale itself. 
An examination of the sub-scale indicates 
that it covers two different dimensions, 
including ‘style’ and ‘task fulfilment,’ 

*low correlations
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thus violating the important assumption 
of unidimensionality that should be met 
in developing instruments. In instrument 
development, separate dimensions of a 
complex construct should be evaluated, 
focusing on only one attribute at a time 
(McCoach et al., 2013). Combining the two 

irrelevant dimensions of ‘style’ and ‘task 
fulfilment’ under one sub-scale seems to 
have confused the rater. 

Inter-rater reliability was also tested 
about four different topics. Table 2 shows 
the results of this test.

Rater Topic 1 Topic 2 Topic 3 Topic 4
1 and 2 0.85 0.75 0.84 0.87

0.77
0.82
0.60
0.83
0.71
0.70
0.67
0.67
0.60

1 and 3 0.87 0.72 0.75
1 and 4 0.75 0.79 0.82
1 and 5 0.83 0.74 0.74
2 and 3 0.93 0.92 0.78
2 and 4 0.84 0.89 0.84
2 and 5 0.85 0.90 0.81
3 and 4 0.86 0.84 0.83
3 and 5 0.85 0.94 0.90
4 and 5 0.83 0.84 0.76

Table 2
Inter-rater reliability of total scores across topics (Pearson coefficients)

The ‘total’ scores that the raters assigned 
for the samples indicate moderate to high-
reliability coefficients (r = 0.60-0.94) for the 
four topics. Thus, it can prove that the scale 
can help raters assign fairly reliable scores 
for essays prompted by varying topics. 

Intra-rater Reliability
From the batch of 110 samples, 50 were 
randomly selected and given to the first and 
second-raters to be scored after six-week 
and nine-week intervals, respectively, to 
test the intra-rater reliability achieved by 
the raters using ASAW. Various intervals 
have been suggested in the literature ranging 

from two weeks (Rohde et al., 2020) to 
10 weeks (Kayapınar, 2014). We did not 
opt for a small interval to allow enough 
time for a wash-out period. Instead, we 
tested intra-rater reliability at medium and 
large intervals of 6 and 9 weeks to ensure 
that the two raters would forget their first 
rating experiences. We also went for two 
different intervals to compare the two raters’ 
reliability scores caused by the intervals. 
The scores assigned by the raters were tested 
for correlations with the scores they had 
previously given to similar samples. Table 3 
shows the results of the intra-rater reliability 
test for each sub-scale.
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Based on Farhady et al.’s (2001) 
guideline, high (r = 0.844-0.92) and almost 
moderate (r = 0.69-0.77) correlations 
were found for the first and second-raters, 
respectively. Furthermore, as indicated 
by the findings of the previous studies 
(Kayapınar, 2014; Rohde et al., 2020), 
a longer period is deemed to reduce the 
intra-rater reliability (Kayapınar, 2014). 
Likewise, in the case of our study, the first 
rater’s higher reliability scores suggest 
that time may negatively affect intra-rater 
reliability; the longer the interval between 
the two ratings, the lower the reliability. 
Admittedly, making such a conclusion based 
on the scores assigned by only two raters 
may be questionable. However, since the 
time interval works as a wash-out period 
that removes the carry-over effect of the 
first scoring experience, it sounds logical 
to argue that a lengthier period will put 
the rater and the scale in a more difficult 
position to achieve acceptable intra-rater 
reliability scores. 

Overall,  the few unimpressively 
moderate reliability scores obtained from 
some of the raters necessitate further 
refinement of ASAW. It seems particularly 
true for the ‘overall effectiveness’ sub-scale 
that indicated relatively lower reliability 
scores than other sub-scales.

Concurrent Validity

The scores awarded by the raters to the 110 
samples were tested for their correlation 
with five related measures to test the 
concurrent validity of ASAW. They included 
the students’ MUET band scores and the 
scores assigned to their essays using four 
other established writing scales, including 
AQS, PAS, ESL-CP, and TWE-SG.

MUET Band Scores

MUET is recognized as a well-established 
high-stakes testing system in Malaysia. 
Based on its bands, which indicate students’ 
general proficiency in the English language, 
decisions are made for Malaysian students’ 
academic future in universities. Therefore, 
Spearman’s rho was used to analyze the 
correlation between the students’ MUET 
bands and the scores assigned by the five 
raters to their written samples (Table 4).

Based on Guilford (1973) Rule of 
Thumb, (>0.20 as Negligible, 0.20-0.40 
as Low, 0.40-0.70 as Moderate, 0.70-0.90 
as High and 0.90 as Very high correlation 
strength), moderate (rS = 0.63-0.69) to high 
(rS = 0.73-0.79) and statistically significant 
(p < .01) correlations were found between 
the students’ MUET bands and the scores 
assigned to their samples. According to 
Jacobs et al. (1981), a correlation of 60 

Rater Interval Content Organization Vocabulary Language 
conventions

Overall 
Effectiveness

Total

Rater 1 6 weeks 0.85 0.92 0.90 0.85 0.84 0.92

Rater 2 9 weeks 0.70 0.70 0.74 0.75 0.71 0.77

Table 3
Intra-rater reliability with a time interval of six and nine weeks
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or above can provide “strong empirical 
support for the concurrent validity’’ (pp. 
74-75). Therefore, the students’ MUET 
bands strongly support the validity of the 
assigned scores using ASAW. It should, 
however, be noted that the students’ MUET 
bands represent their proficiency level in 
all English language skills. Testing the 
correlation between their writing scores 
and MUET bands would not provide a very 
accurate measure of validity. Therefore, the 
results of ASAW were also tested for their 
correlation with those of other instruments 
that were specifically related to writing or 
argumentative writing.

AQS

After briefing the first rater on AQS, she 
used it to remote-score 100 samples selected 
from the previously scored batch using 
ASAW. Her scores were collected and 
tested for correlation with the mean content 
scores assigned by the five raters for the 
same samples. Based on the results of 
Pearson analysis, a moderate (r =0.62) and 
statistically significant (p < .01) correlation 
was found between the results of AQS and 
the ‘content’ sub-scale of ASAW. This 

coefficient provides strong empirical support 
for the concurrent validity of ASAW (Jacobs 
et al., 1981). 

PAS

The first rater was briefed on PAS before 
using it to remote-score the same batch of 
100 samples. These scores were collected 
and analyzed using Pearson Product-
Moment Correlations. A moderate (r = 
0.52) and statistically significant (p < .01) 
correlation was found between the results of 
PAS and the ‘content’ sub-scale of ASAW. 
However, the value was below Jacobs et 
al.’s (1981) threshold (≤0.60). The reason 
could be that PAS evaluates essays based on 
their persuasive appeals. Thus, it includes 
rational, credibility, and affective appeals, 
while ASAW was developed based on the 
Pyramid of Argumentation (Nimehchisalem, 
2010), in which the affective appeal was 
discarded. 

Further analysis showed that in the 
entire batch of 100 essays, affective appeals 
occurred only 12 times (4%), as compared 
with the high frequency of rational (54%) 
and credibility (42%) appeals (Table 5). 

Table 4
Correlation test between each rater’s scores and students’ MUET bands

Correlation coefficient (rS) Significant value (p)
Mean and MUET bands 0.79 .000
Rater1 and MUET bands 0.64 .000
Rater2 and MUET bands 0.69 .000
Rater3 and MUET bands 0.73 .000
Rater4 and MUET bands 0.63 .000
Rater5 and MUET bands 0.74 .000
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This incidental finding confirms the 
difference between argumentative and 
persuasive modes. While persuasive texts 
may make frequent appeals to emotions, 
argumentative texts typically appeal to 
logic and character (Glenn et al., 2004). It 
can also be a reason for the lack of a strong 
correlation between ASAW and PAS scores.

ESL-CP

The first and second-raters were briefed 
on the ESL-CP before individually using 
it to remote-score a batch of 50 samples 
from the samples that they had previously 
scored using ASAW. The two raters’ scores 
assigned following the ESL-CP sub-scales 

were recorded with moderate inter-rater 
reliability coefficients (r = 0.51-0.74). 

All the scores assigned using ASAW sub-
scales (excluding ‘overall effectiveness’) 
were tested for their correlation with the 
scores of their counterpart sub-scales 
in ESL-CP. Unlike ASAW, ESL-CP has 
two separate sub-scales for ‘grammar’ 
and ‘mechanics.’ Therefore, the mean 
scores of these two sub-scales were tested 
for their correlation with the ‘language 
conventions’ sub-scale in ASAW. Table 
6 presents the results of Pearson’s test of 
correlation between the sub-scales of the 
two instruments.

Table 5
Occurrence of rational, credibility, and affective appeals in the samples (n = 100)

Appeal Minimum Maximum Sum Percentage (%)
Rational 0.00 3.00 144 54

Credibility 0.00 2.00 112 42
Affective 0.00 1.00 12 4

Total 268 100

Table 6
Pearson test results between ESL-CP and ASAW scores

Scale and Sub-scales Rater 1 Rater 2
ASAW ESL-CP r p r p

Content Content 0.60 .000 0.60 .000
Organization Organization 0.60 .000 0.60 .000

Language 
conventions

Grammar and 
mechanics mean 

scores

0.65 .000 0.62 .000

Vocabulary Vocabulary 0.61 .000 0.62 .000
Total Total 0.72 .000 0.67 .000
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Based on Guilford’s (1973) Rule of 
Thumb, the scores given by the raters to the 
similar batch of samples showed moderate 
(r = 0.60-0.65) correlations between the 
four sub-scales of ASAW and ESL-CP. The 
‘total’ scores of the first rater indicated a high 
correlation with a coefficient of (r = 0.719), 
while the second-raters showed a moderate 
correlation of (r = 0.66). According to Jacobs 
et al.’s (1981) guideline, these coefficients 
empirically support the validity of ASAW 
scores. However, these correlation values 
are not very impressive, suggesting that 
there is room for improving the reliability 
and validity of ASAW. 

TWE-SG

The first and second-raters were briefed 
on the TWE-SG. They used this scale 
to remote-score 50 of the 110 samples 
that they had scored using ASAW. The 
scores that the two raters assigned for the 
samples following TWE-SG were separately 
tested for correlation with the ‘overall 
effectiveness’ and ‘total’ scores assigned 
by each rater for the same samples using 
ASAW. Table 7 summarizes the results of 
Spearman’s rho analysis for each rater’s 
scores.

Rater Correlation 
coefficient (rS)

Significant value 
(p)

1 Total and TWE-SG 0.77 .000
2 Total and TWE-SG 0.74 .000
1 Overall effectiveness and TWE 0.73 .000
2 Overall effectiveness and TWE 0.66 .000

Table 7
Correlation test results for ASAW and TWE-SG scores

As the results in Table 7 indicate, 
coefficients of (rS = 0.77 and 0.74) show 
high correlations between ASAW ‘total’ 
scores and TWE-SG scores given by both 
raters. The correlation between ASAW 
‘overall effectiveness’ and TWE-SG scores 
was high for the first rater (rS = .73) but 
moderate (rS = 0.66) for the second. All the 
correlations were statistically significant (p 
< .01) and provided strong empirical support 
for concurrent validity of ASAW (rS > 0.6).

According to the concurrent validity 
results, the scores awarded using ASAW 
indicated moderate and high correlations 
with those assigned using other related 
instruments. It may be argued that in 
the present concurrent validity tests, the 
reference instruments had been developed 
for different test settings and varying 
purposes. At the same time, some were 
generic (e.g., ESL-CP), others focused 
on different features. For example, PAS 
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evaluated emotional persuasive appeals 
that were not covered by ASAW, which 
resulted in moderate correlations (0.52) 
between the results of the two scales. Such 
variations lead to different descriptors, 
which may result in different scores and 
ultimately in low correlations. However, 
a higher correlation was expected from 
concurrent validity tests between AQS and 
ASAW ‘content’ sub-scale. The moderate 
correlation (r = 0.62) between the two 
instruments will lead most scale developers 
to doubt the validity of the new instrument. 

However, it may be argued that these results 
are acceptable because the scale was not 
developed for high-stakes testing purposes.

Raters’ Satisfaction

After working with ASAW, the raters 
evaluated its usefulness in a questionnaire 
(Appendix 2). The data were collected and 
analyzed to find out how they evaluated 
ASAW. Table 8 presents the results of this 
analysis.

Rater Total score (upon 65) Percentage (%)
1 62 95
2 59 91
3 41 63
4 50 77
5 26 40

Average 47.6 73

Table 8
Raters’ satisfaction with ASAW

The raters had different views. At the 
same time, the first and second-raters found 
ASAW ‘very highly’ useful (91% & 95%), 
the other three rated it as a ‘highly’ (77%) 
or ‘moderately’ useful scale (40% & 60%). 
On average, the scale was rated as rather 
highly useful (73%). Additionally, analysis 
of the qualitative data elicited by the open-
ended question (item 15) at the end of the 
questionnaire showed that almost all the 
raters agreed on:

1. re-wording the descriptors of the 
‘content’ sub-scale as they believed 

terms like ‘data’ and ‘warrant’ might 
confuse novice raters.

2. separating ‘overall effectiveness’ 
into two separate sub-scales of ‘style’ 
and ‘task fulfilment’ as they were two 
separate writing features.

Refining ASAW based on these two 
suggestions may result in better evaluation 
results. Even though they had been trained 
and briefed on all the scale descriptors, the 
raters in this study may have been confused 
by the rather technical terms in the ‘content’ 



Vahid Nimehchisalem, Jayakaran Mukundan, Shameem Rafik-Galea and Arshad Abd Samad

16 Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. & Hum. 29 (S3): 1 - 25 (2021)

sub-scale. In addition, as discussed earlier, 
it is important that each domain of an 
instrument must be unidimensional and 
focus on a single construct at a time. 

Economy

Each rater stated how long it took her to 
score the whole batch of 110 samples using 
ASAW (Table 9).

Table 9
Time spent scoring essays

Rater Overall evaluation 
time for 110 essays 

(hours)

Average evaluation 
time for each essay 

(minutes)

Essays per hour

1 18 9.8 6.1
2 6 3.3 18.3
3 7.5 4.1 14.7
4 7 3.8 15.7
5 12 6.5 9.2

Average 10.1 5.5 12.8

While the first rater was the slowest 
and the second was the fastest in scoring 
the samples, the other three had fairly 
reasonable ratings. On average, each rater 
took 5.5 minutes to rate a sample about 
13 samples per hour. This time is about 
twice as much as the time spent by the 
raters in Wong (1989), in which scoring 
each sample only took an average of 2½ 
minutes. However, the samples in Wong’s 
study were stories composed of only ten 
sentences, whereas in this study, some 
samples included argumentative essays of 
over 540 words. In Glasswell and Brown’s 
(2003) study, an average scoring rate of 
about seven samples per hour was reported 
for rating samples, markedly lower than the 
average number of samples scored per hour 
(almost 13) using ASAW. Therefore, it can 

be concluded that ASAW is economical in 
terms of the time required to score papers. 

CONCLUSION

The literature on ASAW shows it was 
developed based on multiple sources 
and methods. Developing rating scale 
descriptors based on the analysis of students’ 
written samples has been recommended 
in the literature as an empirical method 
(Fulcher & Davidson, 2007). It reduces 
the problem of assigning unfairly low 
scores to learners who respond taking 
unusual perspectives (Odell, 1981) and 
helps evaluation of students’ writing work 
best (Hamp-Lyons, 1990). Additionally, 
determining the evaluative criteria of the 
scale based on quantitative and qualitative 
data may contribute to its a priori validity. 
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The results of this study provide information 
on the reliability, concurrent validity, 
consequential validity, and economy of the 
instrument from a posteriori perspective. 
The results indicated moderate to high 
reliability and concurrent validity of the 
scores assigned using ASAW. The raters 
who used the scale indicated high average 
levels of satisfaction with it, although they 
did not consider it completely flawless. 
The scale also proved to be relatively 
economical.

IMPLICATIONS

The present study has both theoretical and 
practical contributions. From a theoretical 
perspective, the findings confirmed the 
accuracy of the Pyramid of Argumentation 
(Nimehchisalem, 2010) in discarding 
the emotional appeal. ‘Argumentation’ 
and ‘persuasion’ are commonly used 
interchangeably (e.g., Cohen, 1994). 
However, although the terms are similar, 
they are not synonymous (Hall & Birkerts, 
2007). It has been argued that, unlike 
argumentation, persuasion involves appeals 
to emotion (Glenn et al., 2004). The analysis 
of the argumentative essays in this study 
showed that emotional appeals were rarely 
made. Our findings lead us to draw a 
line between the two terms. Therefore, 
discarding the emotional appeal on an 
argumentative scale seems appropriate. 
Indeed, its presence would have unfairly 
penalized the students who did not use it, 
decreasing the scale’s construct validity. 
The theoretical framework based on which 

ASAW was developed can be a useful model 
in assessing argumentative essays. 

The results indicated the raters’ overall 
satisfaction with ASAW. Due to the small 
sample size, further research is required 
on the instrument’s usefulness before 
making any generalizations. However, it 
cannot be denied that as an analytic scale, 
ASAW can be regarded as a useful tool 
for diagnosing ESL students’ difficulties 
in writing argumentative essays. It can 
provide predictive as well as retrospective 
information for assessing the effectiveness 
of their writing courses. It is of particular 
importance in the educational context 
of today with its increasing emphasis on 
accountability. As is the case in most parts 
of the world, in Malaysia, ESL writing is 
a problematic area of English language 
teaching (Pandian, 2006). Malaysian 
students often lack the essential writing skills 
to meet academic literacy requirements at 
university (Nambiar, 2007; Ramaiah, 1997), 
reporting high levels of ESL writing anxiety 
(Nor et al., 2005). Although Malaysian 
practitioners are aware of the advantages of 
approaches like the genre-based instruction 
of writing (Hajibah, 2004; Zuraidah & 
Melor, 2004), they indicate unacceptable 
levels of their learners’ argumentative 
writing ability (Rashid & Chan, 2008). At 
least in part, this problem may be due to 
the unprofessional ESL writing assessment 
methods practiced in Malaysian universities 
(Kho, 2006; Tan et al., 2006). Impressionistic 
scoring is typically practiced for assessing 
students’ writing in Malaysian universities 
(Mukundan & Ahour, 2009). Developing 



Vahid Nimehchisalem, Jayakaran Mukundan, Shameem Rafik-Galea and Arshad Abd Samad

18 Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. & Hum. 29 (S3): 1 - 25 (2021)

instruments like ASAW is practically a 
step forward in professionalizing language 
instructors in assessing writing from a local 
perspective.

Finally, ASAW can help ESL writing 
researchers and teachers develop self-
assessment and peer feedback checklists. 
After making some modifications to the 
scale, they can customize it for the learners 
in their teaching-learning context (e.g., Vasu 
et al., 2018). ASAW has already proved a 
useful model for developing self-assessment 
checklist developers (Vasu et al., 2020) 
by reducing the teacher’s workload and 
promoting the student’s self-regulation and 
learner autonomy. It can also serve as a 
useful model in developing checklists that 
help student writers provide feedback for 
their peers’ argumentative essays.

     
LIMITATIONS

The reliability test results indicated that 
one of the raters’ scores was markedly 
inconsistent with others’. The case highlights 
the importance of factors that can result in 
rating errors. No matter how rigorously a 
scale is developed, rating errors (Grote, 
1996) and unsystematic administration 
can result unreliable results. In addition, it 
was found that the ‘overall effectiveness’ 
sub-scale is not unidimensional. Instead, 
it mixed ‘style’ and ‘task fulfillment,’ 
which resulted in one of the raters’ very 
low inter-rater reliability. According to the 
developers of ASAW, in the first focus group 
study, ‘style’ and ‘task fulfillment’ were 
two separate sub-scales (Nimehchisalem 
& Mukundan, 2012). The two sub-scales 

collapsed after the focus group reconvened 
for two reasons: giving a holistic look 
to ASAW and enhancing its economy 
(Nimehchisalem, 2010). However, based 
on the present study’s findings, keeping the 
two dimensions separate seems necessary.

More research in a broader group of 
stakeholders on the consequential validity 
of the instrument also seems necessary. The 
sub-scale of ‘overall effectiveness’ need 
further revision and trial. Rater training 
and rating experience seem to contribute 
to scores and the rating process (Barkaoui, 
2010). Testing the scale with the help of 
novice or untrained raters may result in more 
useful findings. As mentioned earlier, in the 
development process of ASAW, multivariate 
analysis methods such as Exploratory Factor 
Analysis (EFA) were used, the results of 
which have already been published by 
Nimehchisalem and Mukundan (2011). 
More studies on the ASAW which adopt 
item response theory (IRT) (also referred 
to as latent trait theory) can have more 
illuminating results. Likewise, further 
research that focuses on cognitive processes 
used by raters while employing ASAW and 
how it influenced their decision-making 
involved in this process could result in 
interesting findings. 
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APPENDICES

Appendix 1

Analytic Scale of Argumentative Writing (ASAW)

Score 1. Content Grade (level) 
15-20 Effectively introduces the claim(s), maturely provides 

an in-depth or extensive account of relevant data 
supporting the claim(s), backs the warrants, accounts 
for rebuttals, and may employ qualifiers

A (Excellent)

12-14 Presents a reasonably mature and extensive account of 
relevant claims and data but at times lacks adequate 
backing

B (Competent)

10-11 Presents relevant claims and data, but the data sound 
immature, and are not well-elaborated

C (Modest)

8-9 Presents claims, data, warrants and backings, some of 
which may be irrelevant

D (Basic)

0-7 No response Or only makes a number of claims, some 
of which may be irrelevant

F (Very limited)

Score 2. Organization Grade (level) 
15-20 Well-organized introduction/narration/division, body 

and conclusion; sentences skillfully linked; an internal 
logic is clearly showing writer’s purpose and flow of 
ideas

A (Excellent)

12-14 Reasonably well-arranged introduction, confirmation, 
and conclusion; sentences connected reasonably well; 
sometimes hard to follow the line of thought because of 
the gaps between a few ideas

B (Competent)

10-11 Introduction/conclusion: brief/lacking; despite certain 
redundant ideas, easy to follow writer’s line of thought 
and purpose; sentences linked well but cases of wrong 
connections evident

C (Modest)

8-9 No introduction/conclusion; evidence of some basic 
form of cohesion but in case of complicated ideas, 
lack of cohesion; despite a few incoherent sentences, a 
simple pattern of thought evident

D (Basic)

0-7 Lacking an introduction/conclusion; no/vain attempts 
to create cohesion; OR no response

F (Very limited)
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Score 3. Vocabulary Grade (level) 
15-20 Appropriate use of simple-complex/technical words, 

phrases, collocations, idioms, or figures of speech; few 
incorrect forms; skillful use of synonyms/antonyms to 
avoid repetition

A (Excellent)

12-14 Occasional incorrect word forms, phrases, or collocations; 
mostly using simple words; using synonyms/antonyms to 
avoid repetition but still a few repeated words

B (Competent)

10-11 Incorrect word forms, phrases, or collocations in almost 
every sentence, sometimes even lacking simple words to 
communicate, OR repeating the same words throughout the 
essay

C (Modest)

8-9 Incorrect word forms, phrases, or collocations in almost all 
sentences

D (Basic)

0-7 No response or a collection of irrelevant words F (Very limited)

Score 4. Language conventions Grade (level) 
15-20 Few negligible slips; a variety of simple-complex 

structures; form getting meaning across very skillfully, 
very skillful control over spelling, capitalization, and 
punctuation

A (Excellent)

12-14 Occasional errors; mostly simple structures; form still 
getting meaning across, occasional spelling, capitalization, 
or punctuation problems not blurring the meaning

B (Competent)

10-11 Almost one error every other sentence; form blurring 
meaning sometimes, some spelling, capitalization, 
or punctuation problems blurring meaning, spelling, 
capitalization, or punctuation problems in almost all 
sentences blurring the meaning

C (Modest)

8-9 A collection of garbled sentences and fragments, confusing 
rather than communicating

D (Basic)

0-7 No response/fragments; spelling, capitalization/punctuation 
problems in almost all the essay

F (Very limited)
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Score 5. Overall effectiveness Grade (level) 
15-20 Very skillful and effective presentation and justification 

of arguments through a highly engaging, correct, clear, 
appropriate and/or ornate style; task requirements 
skillfully fulfilled; written well over the word limit

A (Excellent)

12-14 Effectively presenting and justifying arguments through 
a reasonably engaging, correct, clear, and appropriate 
style; task still fulfilled reasonably well; written over/to 
the word limit

B (Competent)

10-11 A reasonable ability to present arguments but through a 
simple, fairly correct, clear, and appropriate style, task 
requirements are almost fulfilled; written around the 
word limit

C (Modest)

8-9 Lacking a reasonable ability in presenting arguments 
through a monotonous, usually incorrect, unclear, and 
inappropriate style; task partially fulfilled; written below 
the word limit

D (Basic)

0-7 No ability to present arguments; incorrect, unclear, and 
inappropriate style; a task not fulfilled; written far below 
the word limit

F (Very limited)

ASAW Scores University  Mark University Grade University Value
16-20 80-100 A 4.00

15 75-79 A- 3.75
14 70-74 B+ 3.50
13 65-69 B 3.00
12 60-64 B- 2.75
11 55-59 C+ 2.50
10 50-54 C 2.00
9.5 47-49 C- 1.75
9 44-46 D+ 1.50
8 40-43 D 1.00

0-7 0-39 F 0

ASAW Score Convertor 
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Appendix 2

Analytic Scale of Argumentative Writing Evaluation Questionnaire

Item 1 2 3 4 5 Comments
1. I found it easy to work with the scale.
2. I will use this scale to correct my own students’ 

written works.
3. I recommend using this scale with my 

colleagues.
4. The scale fully covers the aspects of 

argumentative writing skills.
5. The scale assesses an adequate scope of writing 

construct.
6. The scores produced by the scale distinguish 

learners’ levels.
7. The scale helped me draw a clear line between 

the essays that seemed to be of different levels.
8. All the terms in the scale are clear and easy to 

understand.
9. The sample scripts helped me get a grip of the 

different levels of performance.
10. The scoring guideline is clear and leaves no 

concept vague.
11. Overall, the scale sounds like a reliable 

instrument.
12. Weighting of different aspects of writing is fair.
13. Overall, I am satisfied with this scale.
14. On average, it took me ……… 

minutes to score a single essay.
15. I think the scale can be improved by 

This questionnaire has been developed to evaluate the Analytic Scale of Argumentative 
Writing based on your judgment of its quality. Assess the scale by marking the numerical 
values next to each statement below that best describe your evaluation of it:

1.	 Strongly disagree 
2.	 Disagree 
3.	 Unsure
4.	 Agree
5.	 Strongly agree

The questionnaire also consists of three open-ended questions at the end (Questions 14-16) 
that you are requested to answer.
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ABSTRACT

The ever-changing demands of the workforce due to current trends have led to the 
need for universities to equip their graduates with the necessary soft skills to increase 
their employability. As a result, the implementation of CEFR in language curricula was 
emphasised to address this matter. However, research on how CEFR could be implemented 
into a university's workplace communication course is severely lacking. Moreover, there 
is room to further enhance existing CEFR frameworks for workplace communication. 
Thus, this preliminary study was conducted to investigate students’ perceptions of the use 
and importance of language productive skills (LPS) at the workplace towards developing 
a CEFR framework for workplace communication. The study adopted the quantitative 
approach through questionnaires to gauge students’ perceptions of the use and importance 
of LPS at the workplace. A total of 354 students from various faculties under the clusters 

of science and technology, business and 
management, and social sciences and 
humanities participated in the study. The 
responses were analysed using the Statistical 
Package for Social Sciences (SPSS). The 
study’s findings show that, generally, 
students’ perceptions regarding the use 
and importance of speaking skills in the 
workplace are congruent to the CEFR scale 
for formal discussions. However, the use and 
importance of writing skills do not match the 
current available scale under CEFR to cater 
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to workplace communication. Thus, future 
research calls for curriculum developers 
to identify relevant descriptors needed for 
written workplace communication.

Keywords: CEFR, curriculum design, curriculum 

development, language productive skills, learning-

centred, needs analysis, university courses

INTRODUCTION

Graduate employability and the increasing 
need to set higher standards in university 
curricula has been well acknowledged by 
the Ministry of Education in Malaysia. 
However, past studies have shown that the 
English proficiency level of new graduates 
in Malaysia is a high concern, particularly 
regarding poor communication skills (Agus 
et al., 2011). The current situation is severe 
enough that universities in Malaysia have 
been subject to criticism in producing 
graduates with a low level of English 
proficiency, which has made it difficult for 
the students to market themselves to join 
companies and businesses (Dzulkifly, 2018). 
Even more concerning is that industries in 
Malaysia have also made it clear that they 
would not hire graduates who do not meet 
the minimum level of language proficiency 
required (Sarudin et al., 2013).

In 2003,  the English Language 
Standards and Quality Council (ELSQC) 
was established in Malaysia, which led 
to the implementation of the Common 
European Framework of Reference for 
Languages (CEFR) to boost Malaysian 
education to international standards (Hazita 
Azman, 2016, as in (Uri & Aziz, 2018). 

This initiative was part of the plan under 
the Malaysian Education Blueprint 2013–
2025, which highlighted poor English 
proficiency as one of the top five issues 
faced by Malaysian graduates, which 
needed to be given considerable attention 
as deliberated further in the second shift 
(Malaysian Ministry of Blueprint, 2013). 
The adoption of CEFR into the education 
system, however, has been gradual. For 
instance, CEFR was adopted in phases 
whereby the first phase (from 2013 to 
2015) focused on teachers’ levels of English 
proficiency. The second phase (2016) sought 
to match the education level from pre-school 
to teacher education against the CEFR 
standards, while the third phase concerns 
ELSQC’s role to evaluate, review and 
revise the implementation of CEFR (Foley, 
2019). Thus, as CEFR has been gradually 
adopted into the design of courses and 
assessments, with its prevalence becoming 
clearer in recent years, the implementation 
of the standards in Malaysian schools and 
universities is still difficult to gauge. 

CEFR is a set of scales that are used 
to describe users as Basic (A1, A2), 
Independent (B1, B2) and Proficient (C1, 
C2). It is distinguished by its ‘can do’ 
design which describes the extent to which 
language users can demonstrate their 
abilities rather than focus on the deficiency 
of their skills. It is the most widely adopted 
language proficiency framework worldwide, 
and its use is relevant for the design and 
development of language policies, curricula, 
and assessments in many parts of the world 
(Foley, 2019). The CEFR framework was 
recently updated in 2018, signalling new 
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and is still undergoing much research and 
progress. However, it should be emphasised 
that the framework was not designed as a 
standardising tool; rather, it is a tool that 
can be used to facilitate curriculum design 
and development and does not focus on 
what practitioners need to do or even how 
to do it (Council of Europe, 2001). Thus, 
in the context of countries’ courses and 
examinations, the learning and assessments 
designed may be guided by CEFR but must 
ultimately be based on what the learners 
should do in the target language in their 
context (Foley, 2019).

Over the past several years, much 
research has been conducted on the design 
and development of courses that align 
with the proficiency standards of CEFR. 
According to Harsch and Seyferth (2020), 
one challenge faced by language course 
providers is shifting from institution and 
educator-defined tests aligned to current 
education standards to tests aligned to an 
internationally recognised framework. 
However, in designing courses that match 
the current education standards and an 
internationally recognised framework, 
there is also a dire need to align such course 
designs to the learners’ current needs and 
the industry. Thus, there is a need for such 
standards to reflect the industry’s current 
needs and practices. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The utilisation of CEFR as a proficiency 
scale for curriculum development has 
not escaped criticism in current research. 
One significant criticism raised by Barni 

(2015), for instance, was highlighting that 
the use of CEFR has led policymakers 
to use the proficiency level to impose 
gatekeeping strategies without conducting 
a thorough needs analysis. This form of 
needs analysis for curriculum development, 
especially pertaining to understanding 
and meeting the needs of the industry, has 
been implied in the Malaysian Education 
Blueprint 2015-2025, as the blueprint 
emphasises the need for universities to 
work with the industry for better curriculum 
design and delivery (Mustafa, 2019). 
Furthermore, according to the Malaysian 
Qualifications Agency (MQA), as outlined 
in the Programme Standards Language 
(Malaysian Qualifications Agency, 2018), 
higher education providers are obligated 
to conduct regular curriculum reviews by 
engaging professional bodies, government 
agencies and the industry. 

According to Hutchinson and Waters 
(1987), for an effective course design to 
take place, there is a need to focus on 
identifying the needs of learners and the 
needs of the industry. It is important, as 
the aim of a language course should be to 
uncover the competence level and how a 
person can acquire that competence. Thus, 
there is a need first to engage the learners to 
understand their perspectives and thoughts 
of the current curriculum, what they foresee 
may be useful in the future, and where they 
currently stand, as this will help inform 
the university of the changes that may 
be necessary to be done on the existing 
curriculum. Thus, the first step to the 
learning-centred approach to course design 
is Hutchinson and Waters (1987) in Figure 1.
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Based on Figure 1, one of the first 
steps to a learning-centred approach to 
course design is to understand the views 
of learning, the learning situation, as well 
as the attitudes, wants, and potential of the 
learners, along with possible constraints 
in the learning or teaching situation. In 
addition, it highlights the crucial role that 
the learners play in the curriculum design, 
which has not been fully addressed in the 
Programme Standards Language set by the 
MQA as the programme standards only 
emphasised the need to engage professional 
bodies, government agencies, and the 
industry (Malaysian Qualifications Agency, 
2018).

Numerous needs analyses have been 
conducted to understand better the language 
and communication needs of employers 

in Malaysia to address the challenge of 
language proficiency affecting graduate 
employability. Past studies have looked 
at the importance of the English language 
for employment (Sarudin et al., 2013; 
Tajuddin et al., 2015; Zainuddin et al., 2019) 
as well as specific needs of the industry 
(Hee & Zainal, 2018; Isnin et al., 2018; 
Perinpasingam et al., 2015). Past needs 
analyses have looked into the skills and 
subskills required to communicate well in 
the context of workplace and professional 
communication. 

However, while many past studies 
focused on the needs of employers, very 
few studies have looked at the perspectives 
of students in particular to understand 
their viewpoints and challenges, which 
is a criticism that has been given by 

Figure 1. A learning-centred approach to course design (Hutchinson & Waters, 1987, p. 74)
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Hutchinson and Waters (1987) on the 
practice of conducting a needs analysis. For 
instance, Tajuddin (2015), who conducted 
a qualitative study, found that for speaking 
skills in the professional context, the main 
requirement is the ability for graduates to 
contribute to productive and appropriate 
verbal interactions. On the other hand, for 
writing, the main requirement is to contribute 
to the effective execution of tasks at work 
and make the workflow efficient. However, 
this study was conducted via interviews 
with three stakeholders: employers from 
Malaysian companies, representatives from 
a couple of ministries in Malaysia, and 
lecturers from three universities. 

According to Hutchinson and Waters 
(1987), for universities to design a 
curriculum that can meet the needs of both 

students and the industry, there is a high 
need to analyse the needs of students in 
light of the target situations where such 
required skills will be used. Thus, this 
study was conducted to understand the 
learners’ perspectives on the importance 
and perceived use of language productive 
skills in the workplace. Additionally, this 
study takes a step further to compare the 
stated skills against the current CEFR scales 
for speaking and writing as a preliminary 
study towards the development of a CEFR 
framework for workplace communication.

In the context of this study, the CEFR 
scale that is considered most relevant to 
workplace communication is the CEFR 
speaking scale for formal discussion and 
meetings, as depicted in Table 1.

Table 1
CEFR Speaking Scale for Formal Discussions and Meetings (Council of Europe, 2001)

FORMAL DISCUSSIONS AND MEETINGS
C2 Can hold his/her own in a formal discussion of complex issues, putting an articulate 

and persuasive argument at no disadvantage to native speakers.

C1 Can easily keep up with the debate, even on abstract, complex, unfamiliar topics.
Can argue a formal position convincingly, responding to questions and comments 
and answering complex lines of counterargument fluently, spontaneously and 
appropriately.

B2 Can keep up with an animated discussion, identifying arguments supporting and 
opposing points of view accurately.
Can express his/her ideas and opinions with precision, present and respond to 
complex lines of argument convincingly.
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One point of interest that should be 
noted here is that there does not seem to 
be an existing CEFR scale for written 
communication in the context of formal or 
workplace/professional communication. 
Thus, the following research objectives were 
formed, and the research questions were 
constructed as a preliminary step to close 
this identified gap.

Research Objectives 
1.	 To identify students’ perceptions 

of the importance of language 
productive skills for employability.

2.	 To identify students’ perceptions 
of the most important language 
productive sub-skills needed at the 
workplace.

3.	 To evaluate the sufficiency of 
the CEFR framework to test the 
identified language productive 
skills and subskills.

Research Questions 
1.	 What are students’ perceptions 

regarding the importance of 
language productive skills for 
employability?

Table 1 (Continued)

FORMAL DISCUSSIONS AND MEETINGS
B2 Can participate actively in routine and non-routine formal discussion.

Can follow the discussion on matters related to his/her field, understand in detail the 
points given prominence by the speaker.
Can contribute, account for and sustain his/her opinion, evaluate alternative 
proposals and make and respond to hypotheses.

B1 Can follow much of what is said related to his/her field, provided interlocutors avoid 
very idiomatic usage and articulate clearly.
Can put over a point of view clearly, but has difficulty engaging in debate.
Can take part in a routine formal discussion of familiar subjects conducted in a 
clearly articulated speech in the standard dialect and involves the exchange of 
factual information, receiving instructions or the discussion of solutions to practical 
problems.

A2 Can generally follow topic changes in formal discussion related to his/her field, 
which is conducted slowly and clearly.
Can exchange relevant information and give his/her opinion on practical problems 
when asked directly, provided he/she receives some help with formulation and can 
ask for repetition of key points if necessary.
Can say what he/she thinks about things when addressed directly in a formal 
meeting, provided he/she
can ask for repetition of key points if necessary.

A1 No descriptor is available.
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2.	 What are students’ perceptions 
of the most important language 
productive sub-skills needed at the 
workplace?

3.	 How accommodating is the current 
CEFR framework in testing the 
identified language productive 
skills and subskills?

MATERIALS AND METHODS
The present study utilises the quantitative 
approach utilising survey questionnaires 
to identify the relationship between the 
independent and dependent variables 
(Labaree,  2009).  The focus of  the 
quantitative approach the application of 
scientific methods in the collection of 
data, which constitutes the possibility of 
generalisation based on the samples (Daniel, 
2016). The questionnaire was adopted 
and adapted from the syllabus of a course 
called English for Professional Interaction 
offered at a Malaysian public university. The 
questionnaire items were formulated based 
on the course content encompassing forms 
of communication, language functions 
for interpersonal communication and 
workplace interaction, and considerations 
for professional interaction (Akademi 
Pengajian Bahasa, 2016).  

From that,  the study adopts the 
descriptive research design,  which 
involves making detailed descriptions of 
the phenomena being studied (Singh et al., 
2015, p. 111). As for the population and 
samples concerned, the population refers 
to Bachelor Degree students of Malaysia 
where 354 samples were selected via 
simple random sampling where 86.2% are 
from Public Universities (UA) and 13.8% 

from Private Institutions (13.8%). These 
respondents range from Year 1, Year 2, Year 
3, Year 4, Year 5, and above. Furthermore, 
the respondents’ fields of study are separated 
into three different fields – science and 
technology, social sciences and humanities, 
and business and administration.

Regarding their working experience, 
61.3% of the respondents have had working 
experience, while the remaining 38.7% 
do not. Those who have had working 
experience claimed to have worked between 
five months or less to more than two years 
in a variety of working fields, specifically 
oil and gas, retail, self-employed, food 
and beverages, corporate, recruitment, 
human resources, education, fitness and 
sports, film, performing arts, building, 
property, engineering, medical and health, 
photography, information technology, hotel 
and tourism, accountancy and finance, 
laboratories, delivery services, customer 
service, call centres, attachment, and 
manufacturing.

An online survey questionnaire was 
self-administered to the samples via Google 
Forms comprising nominal, ordinal and 
mainly Likert scales (Singh et al., 2009). 
The application of the Likert scale is to 
measure the respondents’ attitudes in terms 
of their agreement or disagreement based 
on the items (Albaum, 1997). Therefore, 
it is essential in analysing the data for 
inferential statistics (Singh et al., 2009). The 
data was then collected and proceeded for 
analysis. Inferential statistics were utilised 
for the present study, specifically frequency 
statistics, descriptive statistics, independent 
samples t-tests, and the one-way analysis of 
variance (ANOVA). The findings were then 
compared to two CEFR scales that seemed 
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to be the most suitable for the language 
productive skills for formal communication 
in the context of the workplace, which is 
the Formal Discussion (Meetings) scale 
and the Overall Written Interaction scale 
from the document “Common European 
Framework of Reference for Languages: 
Learning, teaching, assessment” (Council 
of Europe, 2001).

RESULTS 

Research Question 1–What are the 
students’ perceptions regarding the 
importance of language productive 
skills for employability

Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics 
on the students’ perceptions regarding the 
importance of language productive skills 

(LPS) for employability, and their perception 
of the university’s curriculum in preparing 
them with the skills. For example, the mean 
score for item “Language productive skills 
are important for future employability” 
recorded M=4.64 (SD=0.557). In contrast, 
for item “The university curriculum prepares 
students to attain sufficient language 
productive skills,” recorded M=4.64 
(SD=0.841). Furthermore, the students 
were asked about their confidence in the 
sufficiency of their LPS for the workplace 
in item “I am confident that my language 
productive skills are sufficient for the 
workplace,” which recorded a mean score 
of M=3.72, SD=0.763.

M SD
Language productive skills are important for future 
employability

4.64 .557

The university curriculum prepares students to attain sufficient 
language productive skills.

3.98 .841

I am confident that my language productive skills are sufficient 
for the workplace.

3.72 .763

Table 2
Importance of language productive skills for employability

1 – Strongly Disagree, 2 – Disagree, 3 – Slightly Agree, 4 – Agree, 5 – Strongly Agree

Additionally, independent samples 
t-tests were conducted to test the mean 
differences with all three items in Table 
3b based on the respondents’ educational 

institutions – public universities (UA) and 
private institutions (US); and their working 
experience. The results are as follows:
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Table 3a
Mean Comparisons between UA and US

Edu. Ins. M SD
Language productive skills are important for 
future employability

UA 4.64 0.562
US 4.61 0.533

The university curriculum prepares students to 
attain sufficient language productive skills.

UA 3.98 0.843
US 3.94 0.841

I am confident that my language productive skills 
are sufficient for the workplace.

UA 3.71 0.767
US 3.78 0.743

Table 3b
Independent Samples T-Test (Institutions)

Levene's Test 
for Equality of 

Variances

t-test for
Equality of Means

F Sig. t df Sig. 
(2-tailed)

Language 
Productive Skills 
are Important 
for Future 
Employability

Equal variances 
assumed

0.017 0.895 0.354 352 0.724

Equal variances 
not assumed

0.368 66.355 0.714

The university 
curriculum 
prepares 
students to 
attain sufficient 
language 
productive skills.

Equal variances 
assumed

0.276 0.600 0.163 352 0.871

Equal variances 
not assumed

0.163 64.485 0.871

I am confident 
that my language 
productive skills 
are sufficient for 
the workplace.

Equal variances 
assumed

1.045 .307 -0.572 352 0.567

Equal variances 
not assumed

-0.586 65.536 0.560
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Based on the results from Table 3a, it 
appears that more UA students agree that 
LPS are important for future employability 
and that the university curriculum prepares 
students to attain sufficient LPS. On the other 

hand, more US students are confident that 
their LPS are sufficient for the workplace. 
However, based on the independent samples 
t-test in Table 3b, there was no significant 
difference between the variables (p=0.05).

Have you 
had any 
working 

experience

M SD

Language Productive Skills are important for 
future employability

Yes 4.62 0.565
No 4.66 0.546

The university curriculum prepares students to 
attain sufficient language productive skills.

Yes 4.00 0.825
No 3.95 0.869

I am confident that my language productive skills 
are sufficient for the workplace.

Yes 3.83 0.722
No 3.54 0.795

Table 4a
Mean Comparisons between Working Experience

Table 4b
Independent Samples T-Test (Working Experience)

Levene's Test 
for Equality of 

Variances

t-test for Equality of Means

F Sig. t df Sig. 
(2-tailed)

Language 
Productive Skills 
are important for 
future employability

Equal 
variances 
assumed

0.650 0.421 -0.692 352 0.490

Equal 
variances not 
assumed

-0.697 296.735 0.486

The university 
curriculum prepares 
students to attain 
sufficient language 
productive skills.

Equal 
variances 
assumed

2.011 0.157 0.506 352 0.613

Equal 
variances not 
assumed

0.500 278.160 0.617
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Concerning Table 4a, the students with 
no working experience agree that LPS 
are important for future employability. 
Furthermore, the students with working 
experience agree that the university 
curriculum prepares them to attain sufficient 
LPS and are more confident that their LPS 
are sufficient for the workplace. Table 
4b shows the independent samples t-test 
between the variables; there is a significant 
difference between the mean scores of 
the students with working experience and 
without working experience for the item “I 

am confident that my language productive 
skills are sufficient for the workplace,” 
(p=0.05).

The mean differences were also 
compared between the respondents’ 
field of study (FoS), specifically, science 
and technology (ST), social sciences 
and humanities (SH), and business and 
administration (BA) and also based on 
their years of study (YoS). ANOVA was 
conducted, where the results are as follow:

Table 4b (Continued)

Levene's Test 
for Equality of 

Variances

t-test for Equality of Means

F Sig. t df Sig. 
(2-tailed)

I am confident 
that my language 
productive skills 
are sufficient for 
the workplace.

Equal variances 
assumed 9.299 0.002 3.529 352 0.000

Equal variances 
not assumed 3.453 268.644 0.001

N M SD
Language productive skills are important for 
future employability

ST 90 4.51 0.604
SH 148 4.73 0.489
BA 116 4.62 0.585

The university curriculum prepares students to 
attain sufficient language productive skills.

ST 90 3.93 0.790
SH 148 3.96 0.864
BA 116 4.03 0.854

I am confident that my language productive skills 
are sufficient for the workplace.

ST 90 3.57 0.704
SH 148 3.82 0.738
BA 116 3.71 0.824

Table 5a
Mean Comparisons between Fields of Study
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Table 5b
ANOVA (FoS)

df F Sig.
Language productive skills are important 
for future employability

Between Groups 2 4.477 0.012
Within Groups 351

The university curriculum prepares 
students to attain sufficient language 
productive skills.

Between Groups 2 0.423 0.656
Within Groups 351

I am confident that my language 
productive skills are sufficient for the 
workplace.

Between Groups 2 3.075 0.047
Within Groups 351

Table 5c
Multiple Comparisons (FoS)

Dependent Variable (I) FoS (J) FoS Sig.
Language productive skills are important for 
future employability

ST SH 0.003
BA 0.159

SH ST 0.003
BA 0.112

BA ST 0.159
SH 0.112

The university curriculum prepares students 
to attain sufficient language productive skills.

ST SH 0.817
BA 0.393

SH ST 0.817
BA 0.473

BA ST 0.393
SH 0.473

I am confident that my language productive 
skills are sufficient for the workplace.

ST SH 0.014
BA 0.189

SH ST 0.014
BA 0.240

BA ST 0.189
SH 0.240
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In comparing the mean differences 
between the FoS as showcased in Table 
5a, more SH students agree that LPS are 
important for future employability and are 
confident that their LPS are sufficient for 
the workplace. However, more BA students 
agree that the university curriculum prepares 

them to attain sufficient LPS. Albeit the 
overall ANOVA results in Table 5b which 
indicate no significant differences in all 
three items, based on Table 5c, there is a 
significant difference in the agreement that 
LPS are important for future employability 
between the ST and SH students (p=0.05).

M SD
Language productive skills are important for future 
employability

Y1 4.58 0.591
Y2 4.60 0.547
Y3 4.76 0.471
Y4 4.92 0.272
Y5 4.50 0.905

The university curriculum prepares students to attain 
sufficient language productive skills.

Y1 4.06 0.720
Y2 3.93 0.837
Y3 4.00 0.991
Y4 3.88 0.864
Y5 3.83 1.193

I am confident that my language productive skills are 
sufficient for the workplace.

Y1 3.78 0.753
Y2 3.66 0.745
Y3 3.71 0.773
Y4 3.81 0.749
Y5 3.58 1.084

Table 6a
Mean Comparisons between Years of Study

Table 6b
ANOVA (YoS)

df F Sig.
Language Productive Skills are 
important for future employability

Between Groups 4 3.162 0.014
Within Groups 349

The university curriculum prepares 
students to attain sufficient language 
productive skills.

Between Groups 4 0.572 0.683
Within Groups 349

I am confident that my language 
productive skills are sufficient for the 
workplace.

Between Groups 4 0.549 0.700
Within Groups 349
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Based on the mean differences between 
the YoS as reported in Table 6a, the Y4 
students are in the highest agreement that 
LPS are important for future employability 
and also the most confident that their LPS 
are sufficient for the workplace. Aside from 
that, the Y3 students are in the highest 
agreement that the university curriculum 
prepares them to attain sufficient LPS. 
Based on the ANOVA in Table 6b overall 
the mean differences are not significant but 
based on Table 6c, the mean scores between 
Y1 and Y4 in “language productive skills 
are important for future employability,” are 
significant (r=0.05).

Research Question 2 – What are the 
students’ perceptions of the most 
important language productive sub-
skills needed at the workplace?

Regarding Table 7, the most important 
written communication sub-skill perceived 

by the students are writing reports (91.2%, 
N=323), followed by writing external emails 
(79.4%, N=281) and writing internal emails 
(75.7%, N=268). On the other hand, the 
least important sub-skill according to the 
students would be online chatting (42.4%, 
N=150), writing on company social media 
sites/websites (54.5%, N=193) and writing 
memos (59%, N=209). The other items 
recorded frequency statistics between 59% 
(N=209) to 69.2% (N=245).

According to the data in Table 8, 
the students perceived that presentations 
(89.8%, N=318), meetings (85.3%, N=302), 
and interviews (75.1%, N=266) to be so. 
As for the least important sub-skill, the 
students perceived that teleconferences 
(48%, N=170), dialogues (51.1%, N=181), 
and video conferencing (51.4%, N=182) fall 
under. As for the other items, the perceptions 
of importance were between 58.5% (N=207) 
and 74.9% (N=265).

Item N %
Writing reports 323 91.2
Writing internal emails 268 75.7
Writing external emails 281 79.4
Producing minutes of meeting 222 62.7
Preparing presentation slides 245 69.2
Writing memos 209 59
Writing business letters 216 61
Online chatting 150 42.4
Writing on company social media sites / websites 193 54.5
Writing proposals 240 67.8

Table 7
Students’ perceptions on the most important written communication LPS at the workplace
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Research Question 3 – What are the 
language productive skills needed by 
the students for the workplace?

Table 9 and Table 10 describe the findings 
on the students’ needs on LPS regarding 
workplace communication. Based on Table 
9, most of the students claimed that the 
written communication LPS needed is clear, 
concise, and complete writing (86.4%, 
N=306) followed by formatting documents 

(85.9%, N=304) and the usage of appropriate 
words/jargon (84.2%, N=298). Coherent 
writing is the least written communication 
LPS needed, with only 59.3% (N=210) 
claiming so. The other two items, sentence 
structure and grammar, recorded frequency 
statistics of 80.5% (N=285) and 76.6% 
(N=271), respectively.

Table 8
Students’ perceptions on the most important spoken communication LPS at the workplace

Item Frequency %
Presentations 318 89.8
Idea pitching / product pitching 254 71.8
Teleconferences 170 48
Video conferencing 182 51.4
Internal phone calls 221 62.4
External phone calls 265 74.9
Meetings 302 85.3
Interviews 266 75.1
Dialogue 181 51.1
Round table discussion 249 70.3
Making appointments 207 58.5

Item N %
Grammar 271 76.6
Sentence Structure 285 80.5
Usage of appropriate words / jargons 298 84.2
Format of document 304 85.9
Coherent writing 210 59.3
Clear, concise and complete writing 306 86.4

Table 9
Written communication LPS needed by students
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Item N %
Persuasion 232 65.7
Negotiation 271 76.8
Speaking confidently 325 92.1
Pronunciation 253 71.7
Articulation 146 41.4
Voice projection 207 58.6
Pitch and volume 210 59.5
Tone 262 74.2
Clarity 238 67.4

Table 10
Spoken Communication LPS Needed by Students

On the other hand, Table 10 shows the 
spoken communication LPS needed by the 
students with the highest skill needed is 
speaking confidently (92.1%, N=325), along 
with negotiation skills (76.8%, N=271) and 
speaking tone (74.2%, N=262). On the other 
hand, the least required skill needed by the 

students is articulation (41.4%, N=146), 
subsequently voice projection (58.6%, 
N=207) and pitch and volume (59.5%, 
N=210). The other skills, persuasion skills, 
voice clarity, and pronunciation, recorded 
demand of 65.7% (N=232), 67.4% (N=238) 
and 71.7% (N=253), respectively. 

DISCUSSION

From the research conducted, we have 
identified that all the respondents generally 
agreed that the LPS is important in the 
workplace. There exists no difference 
between UA and US. Generally, students in 
the fourth year of their studies had a higher 
agreement that LPS is important for the 
workplace. An assumption could be made 
that because the students in their fourth 
year are closer to their industrial attachment 
and graduating, they have come to a higher 
realisation of the importance of LPS for 
workplace communication. Interestingly, 
social science students have the highest 

agreement that LPS is important for future 
employability. Also, students with working 
experience reported that they are more 
confident in their LPS as sufficient for the 
workplace.

In terms of the language forms and 
functions that were considered as important, 
the findings were divided into spoken 
and written communication. For spoken 
communication, the respondents believed 
that presentations, meetings and interviews 
were the most important spoken forms of 
workplace communication. They reported 
confidence, negotiation and intonation as 
the most important skills. In the CEFR 
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scale for formal discussion (meetings), 
students could achieve the C1 or B2 level if 
they can “keep up with the debate, even on 
abstract, complex unfamiliar topics”, “keep 
up with an animated discussion”, “argue a 
formal position convincingly, responding 
to questions and comments and answering 
complex lines of counter argument fluently, 
spontaneously and appropriately”, and 
“express his/her ideas and opinions with 
precision, present and respond to complex 
lines of argument convincingly”.

The data of this study are congruent to 
the literature of CEFR. Therefore, it assists 
a curriculum developer to design a syllabus, 
content and assessment for future language 
courses for spoken communication.

In contrast, the respondents believed 
that the most important forms are reports, 
external emails and internal emails for 
written communication. To do this, they 
believed that the most important skills are 
knowing the usage of appropriate words 
and jargon, formatting, and using clear and 
concise writing. When viewing the CEFR 
scales for writing, there did not seem to be 
a clear scale that could be used for written 
workplace communication. For the CEFR 
scale of overall written interaction, students 
could achieve the C1 or B2 level if they 
can “express him/herself with clarity and 
precision, relating to the addressee flexibly 
and effectively” and “express news and 
views effectively in writing, and relate to 
those of others”.

The data in this study is not congruent to 
current CEFR literature because the current 

scale does not seem to comprehensively 
capture the necessarily written skillsets 
for workplace communication (Tables 8 
and 9). Thus, curriculum developers must 
identify the CEFR scales to determine 
the LPS needed for written workplace 
communication. 

CONCLUSIONS

Overall, this research was conducted 
as a needs analysis to identify students’ 
perceptions of the use and importance 
of language productive skills (LPS) for 
workplace communication. The study was 
conducted as a preliminary study towards 
the development of a CEFR scale for 
workplace communication that can better 
reflect the needs of the industry to address 
Malaysian students’ language proficiency 
and increase their employability. The 
findings from the study found that the 
perceptions for speaking skills generally 
match the scale available for CEFR’s formal 
spoken communication. However, it did not 
match any available CEFR scale for written 
communication. This study has several 
implications. Firstly, for future curriculum 
development of language courses, this 
paper’s findings help universities design 
relevant language proficiency/EOP courses. 
Secondly, it allows teaching practitioners 
to make informed decisions on the content 
of their language classes and courses. 
Thirdly, this study could form a framework 
for a CEFR-aligned scale for workplace 
communication in universities.
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ABSTRACT

Feedback to students’ writing plays an important role as a scaffolding technique to help the 
students to improve their writing skills. With the introduction of school-based assessment 
and the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) into the new Standards-based 
English Language Curriculum (SBELC), teachers are expected to adapt the process writing 
approach in their classroom, where feedback is at the core of the process writing approach. 
This present study aims to explore Malaysian ESL teachers’ practice of written feedback 
in their writing classrooms. Two sample essays were used in this study. The sample essays 
were written by a Form Three student of a secondary school in Kuantan, Pahang, and a Form 
Five student from a secondary school in Manjung, Perak.The sample essays were sent to all 
secondary schools in Pahang, and teachers who teach the English Language at the schools 
were asked to mark the essay as how they would normally mark their students’ essays. The 
participants of this study were selected using purposive sampling. A total of 89 student 

sample essays with the teachers’ marking 
were returned, and the teachers’ feedback 
were analysed. This study found that most of 
the participants mark their students’ essays 
comprehensively and implicitly. However, 
some of the respondents did not give any 
feedback at all, and even if they did, the 
feedback would be retracted from the 
marking rubric. It has also been found that 
the respondents of this present study did not 
utilise comments on goals to work towards 
or specific activities for improvement. This 
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paper further discusses the findings in view 
of the assessment of learning (AfL) and 
gives recommendations for future practice. 

Keywords: ESL writing, teaching writing, writing 

assessment, written corrective feedback

INTRODUCTION

Within ESL classrooms, teachers’ written 
corrective feedback has always been under 
scrutiny by academics, as an inconclusive 
debate is still going on since the publication 
of Truscott (1996) that sparked the debate. 
Teachers and researchers have been studying 
all aspects of teachers’ feedback to students’ 
writings since then. However, the results are 
still inadequate as to whether such practice 
could help students develop their writing. 
Realising this, future research on teachers’ 
feedback needs to move from whether it is 
effective to focus on what type of feedback 
is effective (Shelly, 2014). Moreover, 
teachers need to be innovative in providing 
feedback to students’ writings (Lee, 2014).   

The teaching of  wri t ing within 
Malaysian ESL classrooms is governed by 
the curriculum specifications and syllabuses 
set by the Malaysian Ministry of Education. 
The Education Ministry advocates the 
process writing approach; thus, as stipulated 
in the English Language curriculum, the 
learning outcomes match the process writing 
approach (Abdullah & Sidek, 2012).

With the introduction of school-based 
assessment (SBA) and the Common 
European Framework of Reference (CEFR), 
the new Standards-based English Language 

Curriculum (SBELC) has been developed to 
align the pedagogies in Malaysian schools 
to that of CEFR (Kementerian Pendidikan 
Malaysia, 2017a). For example, under 
the new SBELC, students are expected to 
“produce a plan or a draft of two paragraphs 
or more and modify this appropriately either 
in response to feedback or independently” 
(Kementerian Pendidikan Malaysia, 2017b, 
p. 38). That is in line with the process 
writing approach, which is embedded within 
the formative assessment. 

The same element, process writing, has 
also been highlighted in the Curriculum 
Specifications for English Language Form 4, 
where teachers need to apply process writing 
skills, which include “making an outline, …
writing out 1st draft, revising and editing the 
draft…, rewriting 2nd draft, proof-reading 
draft, … and writing out the final draft” 
(Malaysian Ministry of Education, 2003, 
p. 18).

However, a study done by Maarof 
et al. (2011) has found that students are 
not allowed to revise their essays, as the 
teachers have not utilised the process 
writing approach. The study was done 
in five secondary schools in southern 
Malaysia, where 150 Form Five students 
answered a survey on students’ perceptions 
of teacher and peer feedback in enhancing 
ESL students’ writing. Maarof et al. (2011) 
mentioned that students do not produce 
multiple drafts of their essays “because 
of time constraints, the large number of 
students in a classroom, absence of the 
practice of process writing and students’ 
lack of motivation.” (p. 29). Further to this, 
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Nesamalar et al. (2001) claim that Malaysian 
students have writing skills deficiencies. 

In a study done by Gurnam et al. (2011), 
it has been found that only 68% of the 
students received feedback immediately 
after each assessment. This finding indicates 
that the conception of formative assessment 
that the Ministry of Education champions is 
not being practised in schools.

There has been no study done on 
teacher practice of written feedback within 
Malaysian ESL classrooms. Previous studies 
have not looked into teachers’ practices in 
providing feedback to students’ writings. It 
is imperative to align teachers’ practices to 
the formative assessment framework that is 
part of the school-based assessment that has 
been introduced in the national curriculum. 
The objective of this study is to find out the 
practices of written feedback of English 
Language teachers in Pahang in their writing 
classroom, and more specifically, this study 
tries to answer the research question “What 
is ESL teachers’ current practice of written 
feedback in the writing classroom?”

Feedback in ESL Writing Classroom

According to Ramaprasad (1983, p. 4), 
feedback is “the information about the gap 
between the actual level and the reference 
level of a system parameter which is used 
to alter the gap in some way.” Given the 
definition, feedback could come in two 
forms: corrective feedback and general 
comments about the work. 

Hyland and Hyland (2006) claimed 
that feedback in an ESL writing classroom 
functions in two ways, firstly, as a key 

element of the students’ growing control 
over writing skills, and secondly, as 
teachers’ scaffolding technique. Summative 
feedback, designed to evaluate writing as a 
product, is generally replaced with formative 
feedback, which helps students develop 
their writing skills. The process approach 
in providing feedback to students’ writing, 
that is formative feedback, encourages 
teachers to support students’ development in 
writing through multiple drafts by providing 
feedback during the writing process itself, 
rather than at the end of the writing process. 

According to Hyland and Hyland 
(2006), feedback in ESL writing classroom 
could be divided into: 

1.	 Written feedback
2.	 Teacher-student conference
3.	 Peer feedback and 
4.	 Computer-mediated feedback

Written Feedback in the ESL 
Classroom 

Feedback on students’ writing is a critical, 
non-negotiable aspect of writing instruction, 
in which teachers help students shape their 
composition and writing skills (Ferris & 
Hedgcock, 2005). Research on teacher 
feedback has been done extensively; 
nonetheless, the result is somewhat 
inconclusive (Ferris, 2012). The argument 
on the effectiveness of feedback to students’ 
writing started with a paper by Truscott 
(1996), where it was argued that previous 
research failed to show positive results 
of teachers’ written feedback to students’ 
writing development. Truscott further 
argued that such practice is harmful because 
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it takes energy and attention away from 
more pressing issues, such as developing 
students’ ideas in writing courses. Finally, by 
supporting Krashen’s Monitor Hypotheses, 
Truscott claimed that comprehensible input 
is sufficient for L2 acquisition. Students 
should be exposed to extensive experience 
with the target language through various 
reading and writing exercises. 

The first response to Truscott (1996) 
was written by Ferris (1999) where she 
claimed that corrective feedback does help 
in language learning. Ferris’ challenge led 
to more research done in the area up until 
today. Chandler (2003), one of the important 
studies, found that the grammar accuracy of 
students who received corrective feedback 
improved in L2 over time compared to 
the control group who did not receive any 
corrective feedback. 

In studying the effectiveness of 
corrective feedback of different types, 
Bitchener (2008), in a two-month study, 
found that students who received corrective 
feedback of any type performed better 
compared to those who did not receive any 
corrective feedback. Furthermore, a further 
study on the same participants showed that 
the treatment group who received corrective 
feedback improved their writing accuracy. 
Thus, it clearly shows the positive effects of 
corrective feedback. 

One of the most common types of written 
feedback is corrective feedback. Lee (2005) 
explains four written corrective feedback 
methods, divided into two categories: 
Comprehensive vs Selective and Explicit 

vs Implicit. Although providing correct 
grammatical errors is one of the most popular 
techniques among many language teachers, 
various types of corrective feedback have 
been recommended as it is considered more 
effective and successful than simply relying 
on a single method (Corpuz, 2011). 

The comprehensive written corrective 
feedback approach is made when the 
teacher corrects all students’ writing 
errors, irrespective of their error category. 
Comprehensive written corrective feedback 
could help students notice errors made 
and new features of the target language 
as postulated in Krashen (1992) Noticing 
Hypothesis. By noticing, effective language 
learning could be promoted. Nevertheless, 
Ellis et al. (2006) claimed that given the 
limited capacity of students processing 
ability, students might be overwhelmed; 
thus, comprehensive written corrective 
feedback may not be as effective as it should 
be.

On the other hand, the selective written 
corrective feedback approach targets 
specific grammatical errors only, leaving 
all other errors uncorrected.  Ellis (2009) 
claimed that selective written corrective 
feedback might be more effective than 
comprehensive written corrective feedback 
as students can examine multiple corrections 
of a single error. Thus, students obtain a 
richer understanding of what is wrong in 
their writing and opportunities to acquire 
the correct form. 

Explicit written corrective feedback is 
the type of feedback where the L2 teacher 
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directly provides the correct forms or 
structures to show explicitly the error in the 
students’ writing. In the research done by 
Ellis et al. (2006), it is found that explicit 
written corrective feedback is more effective 
for treating errors in verb tenses. 

Implicit written corrective feedback 
is where the teacher shows that an error is 
made by underlining, marginal description, 
circling or correction codes. Correction 
codes implicitly provide corrections using 
symbols and abbreviations to inform 
students of an error and the kind of error 
made. Lee (1997) found that students 
favour implicit written corrective feedback 
compared to explicit written corrective 
feedback. In earlier research by Lalande 
(1982), participants showed a reduction 
of errors in writing when implicit written 
corrective feedback is used. 

Over the years, improvement-oriented 
feedback has emerged and is said to be more 
favourable than the achievement-oriented 
feedback. According to Dinnen and Collopy 
(2009), achievement-oriented feedback 
would give suggestions on improving the 
students’ work, as compared to achievement-
oriented feedback, where the emphasis is 
given on whether the work has achieved 
the desired standards. Cho et al. (2006), in 
a research done on perceived usefulness of 
comments, found that improvement-oriented 
feedback to be more effective. In a more 
recent study, Wu and Schunn (2020) found 
that students would respond to feedback that 
offered specific revisions recommendations 
and often better understood the problem that 
occurred in their work. 

METHODOLOGY

For this study, the case study approach 
was used. Case study offers insight into 
regularities or recognisable patterns of 
the unique individual, or group of people, 
that could be used in understanding the 
phenomenon more accurately (Fraenkel 
& Wallen, 2010). The objective of this 
study is to find out the practices of written 
feedback of English Language teachers in 
Pahang in their writing classroom, and more 
specifically, this study tries to answer the 
research question “What is ESL teachers’ 
current practice of written feedback in 
writing classroom?”

Two sample essays were used for 
data collection. A Form 3 student from a 
secondary school in Kuantan, Pahang, wrote 
the first sample essay. The student was said 
to be an average student, where he would 
normally score a B or C in his English 
Language tests and exams. However, later 
in the same year, this student sat for PT3 
and scored a B when this study took place. 
The writing task was taken from a module 
for PT3, which was developed by Hamidi 
(2015). The writing task is on recount where 
it follows the format as stipulated in PT3. In 
the task, students were asked to write a letter 
to a friend about the incident that happened 
during his/her birthday party. In the task, 
salutation, the first paragraph and the last 
paragraph are given. The sample consists 
of 143 words, written in two paragraphs. 

The second student sample essay 
was written by a Form 5 student from a 
secondary school in Manjung, Perak. The 
student attended a tuition class held by the 
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author of the module (Kamaruddin, 2016). 
The student was said to be an average 
student where she would normally score B 
in her English Language tests and exams. 
However, in the same year, this study 
was held, the student sat for her SPM and 
scored B+ for English Language. The task 
of the essay was postulated by Kamaruddin 
(2016). The question follows the format of 
Section B, Paper 1 SPM, asking students 
to respond to several options in continuous 
writing. For this study, the student wrote 
an essay entitled “The Most Embarrassing 
Moment of My Life.” The essay consists 
of 396 words, written in seven paragraphs. 
In order to retain the authenticity of both 
samples, photocopied copies of the students’ 
handwritten essays were used. Respondents 
of this study were expected to give feedback 
to the essay in written form.  

The respondents of this study consist 
of English Language teachers who teach 
in Pahang. They were selected using a 
purposive sampling method. Teachers who 
teach English Language in secondary schools 
in the state of Pahang were approached and 
asked to participate voluntarily in this 
study. A cover letter explaining the study’s 
objectives was sent together with the sample 
essays and the consent form to be signed 
by the participants should they agree to 
participate in this study. 

A total of 89 sample essays were 
returned to the researcher. Out of which, 42 
essays were PT3, and 47 essays were SPM 
essays. From Table 1 and Table 2 below, the 
majority of the teachers who participated 

in this study were Language Teachers (62 
teachers), and this was followed by Heads of 
Panel (14 teachers). Interestingly, there were 
six non-optionist teachers participated in this 
study. Generally, non-optionist teachers are 
not trained to be English Language teachers, 
but they were trained to teach other subjects. 
Schools with an insufficient number of 
English Language teachers often assign 
teachers of other subjects to teach English. 
It is also common for other subjects. Out 
of the 89 participants, 43 teachers teach 
at rural area schools, while there were 46 
participants from urban schools. From the 
demographic data collected, about 72% (n 
= 64) of the participants teach at Sekolah 
Menengah Kebangsaan (SMK–National 
Secondary School), 14 teachers were from 
Sekolah Berasrama Penuh (SBP–Boarding 
Schools), followed by eight teachers from 
Sekolah Menengah Kebangsaan Agama 
(SMKA–Islamic National Secondary 
School), and three teachers from Sekolah 
Menengah Jenis Kebangsaan (SMJK–
National Type Secondary School). Most 
of the participants had four to five years of 
pre-service training, with about 43% (n = 
38), while the majority had been teaching 
between five to nine years (24.7%, n= 22). 
Out of the 89 participants who participated 
in this study, only 11 teachers have master’s 
degrees. Most of the participants are females 
(n = 75), and only 14 teachers are males. 

Although the respondents were not 
marking their own students’ essays, they 
have been reminded to mark the sample 
essays like they would normally do in their 
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Role School 
location

School 
category

Pre-service 
training 
(year)

Teaching 
experience 
(year)

Education 
level

Sex

Head of 
Department: 
1
Head of 
Panel: 4
Language 
Teacher: 31
Media 
Teacher: 1
Non-
optionist: 3
Senior 
Assistant: 2

Rural = 22
Urban = 20

SBP: 7
SMJK : 2
SMK: 29
SMKA: 4

0 – 1: 12
2 – 3: 8
4 - 5: 17 
 ≥ 6: 5

0 – 4: 9
5 – 9: 7
10 – 14: 5
15 – 19: 8
20 – 24: 8
25 – 29: 1
≥ 30: 4

Bachelor’s 
degree: 38
Master’s 
degree: 4

Female: 
32
Male: 10

Table 1
Profile of the Participants (PT3)

*SBP = Sekolah Berasrama Penuh (Boarding School), SMJK = Sekolah Menengah Jenis Kebangsaan 
(National Type Secondary School), SMK = Sekolah Menengah Kebangsaan (National Secondary School), 
SMKA = Sekolah Menengah Kebangsaan Agama (Islamic National Secondary School)

Table 2
Profile of the Participants (SPM)

Role School 
location

School 
category

Pre-
service 
training 
(year)

Teaching 
experience 
(year)

Education 
level

Sex

Head of 
Department: 3
Head of 
Panel: 10
Language 
Teacher: 31
Non-
optionist: 3
 

Rural = 21
Urban = 26

SBP: 7
SMJK : 1
SMK: 35
SMKA: 4

0 – 1: 5
2 – 3: 9
4 – 5: 21  
 ≥ 6: 12

0 – 4: 7
5 – 9: 15
10 – 14: 7
15 – 19: 10
20 – 24: 3
25 – 29: 4
≥ 30: 1

Bachelor’s 
degree: 40
Master’s 
degree: 7

Female: 
43
Male: 4

*SBP = Sekolah Berasrama Penuh (Boarding School), SMJK = Sekolah Menengah Jenis Kebangsaan 
(National Type Secondary School), SMK = Sekolah Menengah Kebangsaan (National Secondary School), 
SMKA = Sekolah Menengah Kebangsaan Agama (Islamic National Secondary School)
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classrooms as if they are marking their 
students’ essays. Moreover, the same essays 
were used in this study so that the feedback 
given by the teachers are comparable, as 
opposed to if they were to mark different 
essays. Finally, the original handwriting of 
the students was also retained to ensure the 
authenticity of the sample essays. Thus, it is 
in line with the design of a case study.   

Data Analysis

For data analysis of the students’ sample 
essay, teachers’ responses to the sample were 
analysed in two stages: written corrective 
feedback and written feedback or comments. 

In analysing the teachers’ written 
corrective feedback on the sample essay, 
their written corrective feedback was first 
categorised. According to Lee (1997), 
teachers’ written corrective feedback could 
be categorised into four main groups, 
which are 1) Selective, 2) Comprehensive, 
3) Direct, and 4) Indirect. Furthermore, all 
these four groups could be overlapping, 
where a teacher’s marking could be selective 
and indirect when the teacher chooses 
certain features of language that he/she 
wants to mark. For example, the teacher 
can put a symbol on the error or at the right 
margin of the paper without giving any 
correct answer. 

In the second stage, teachers’ comments 
and remarks were analysed using a checklist 
that was developed for this study. The list 
was adapted from several earlier works 
by Wiliam by Nyquist (2003), Nicol and 

Macfarlene-Dick (2006), and Juwah et al. 
(2004). The checklist is as follows:

1.	 score/grade 
2.	 stating students’ current learning 

state 
3.	 goals to work towards  
4.	 correct answers 
5.	 explanation of the correct answers 
6.	 suggestions for improvement
7.	 specific activities for improvement   
8.	 facilitates self-reflection 
9.	 encourages positive motivation and 

self-esteem, and
10.	 encourages teacher and peer 

dialogue.

FINDINGS

The findings of this study are divided into 
two parts: the PT3 sample essay and the 
SPM sample essay. 

Findings of PT3 Sample Essay Analysis

A total of 42 PT3 sample essays were 
returned to the researcher. All were marked 
using a comprehensive marking style, with 
no specific errors marked and/or corrected. 
From this number, 32 teachers marked 
Implicitly, which is not correcting the errors, 
while nine teachers marked Explicitly, 
which is correcting the errors committed by 
the student. In addition, there is one sample 
essay marked using Impression marking 
style, which gives marks without making 
any mark on the sample essay. Table 3 
below summarises the analysis of the written 
corrective feedback (WCF).  



ESL Teachers’ Written Feedback

55Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. & Hum. 29 (S3): 47 - 67 (2021)

From the sample essays, written 
corrective feedback ranges from zero to 25 
on the sample essays. Most of the teachers (n 
= 18) corrected between six to ten errors on 
the sample essays. It is followed by 11–15 
corrective feedback (n = 9), followed by 
zero to five (n = 8), five teachers gave 16–20 
corrective feedback, and two teachers gave 
21–25 corrective feedback. Table 4 depicts 
the corrective feedback count for PT3.

Type of WCF n Percentage, % N
Explicit 9 22% 41
Implicit 32 78%

Selective 0 0% 41
Comprehensive 41 100%

*1 with impression marking

Table 3 
Analysis of WCF (PT3)

Table 4 
Corrective feedback count (PT3)

CF Count Frequency Percentage, 
% 

0–5 8 19
6–10 18 42.9
11–15 9 21.4
16–20 5 11.9
21–25 2 4.8

TOTAL 42 100

In terms of comments, 17 teachers did 
not comment on the student’s sample essay, 
twelve others wrote only one comment, 
seven teachers wrote two comments, three 
teachers wrote three comments, and two 

Table 5 
Number of comments per script (PT3)

No. of 
Comment

Frequency Percentage, 
%

0 17 41.4
1 12 29.3
2 7 17.1
3 3 7.3
4 2 4.9
5 - 0

TOTAL 41 100

teachers wrote four comments. Table 5 
illustrates the number of comments per 
script for PT3.

All the feedback could be distributed 
into eleven types, where the highest number 
of teachers (n = 10) gave the correct answers. 
Nine teachers gave scores and/or grades, 
and the same number of teachers identified 
the students’ current learning state. Often 
enough, this is taken from the marking 
rubric prepared by the Examination Board. 
For example, teacher #77 wrote ‘task 
fulfilled’ and ‘some mistakes in grammar 
and spelling’. Teacher #88 also made 
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remarks about the student’s current learning 
by listing four comments, which were 1) 
Task is fulfilled; 2) Ideas are sufficiently 
developed; 3) Vocabulary is sufficient but 
lacks precision; and 4) Interest is sufficiently 
aroused. Again, these kinds of remarks 
could be found in the marking rubric.

Six teachers encouraged positive 
motivation and self-esteem. For example, 
teacher #83 wrote ‘very good writing,’ 
and teacher #192 wrote ‘good try!’  Four 
teachers wrote suggestions for improvement 
(‘use sentence connectors’ and ‘some of 
the sentences could be merged, so that it’ll 

be longer + complete with some details.’), 
four teachers explained the correct answers, 
and two teachers encouraged teacher 
dialogue (‘come and see me’). Two teachers 
facilitate self-reflection (‘why did you 
serve the cake when you realised the cake 
was salty beforehand?’). Only one teacher 
commented on goals to work towards, 
and another teacher’s comment fell under 
‘Other’. None of the teachers suggested 
specific activities for improvement. Table 6 
below depicts the distribution of comments 
according to feedback type for PT3.

No Type of Feedback Examples of Feedback Frequency
1. Score/grade Mark range: (full mark is 15) 9

Mark n
7 1
8 5
10 2
12 1

2. Correct answer To went been corrected to go: 10

3. Explanation of the 
correct answer

“to + base word, e.g., to go” 4

4. State students’ current 
learning state

Task is fulfilled. 
Ideas are sufficiently developed.
Vocabulary is sufficient but lacks precision.
Interest is sufficiently aroused.

9

5. Goals to work towards nil 1
6. Suggestions for 

improvement
‘use sentence connectors’
‘some of the sentences could be merged, so 
that it’ll be longer + complete with some 
details.’

4

Table 6 
Distribution of comments according to feedback type (PT3)
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Out of the 47 sample essays received, all of 
them were marked using the Comprehensive 
style. From this, 36 were marked Implicitly, 
while three were marked Explicitly. 
However, eight teachers marked the sample 
essays with a combination of Explicit and 
Implicit styles. Table 7 above illustrates the 
analysis of WCF for SPM samples.

In terms of corrective feedback, the 
lowest count was 20, while the highest 
was 77. For example, one teacher gave 20 

corrective feedback on the sample essay, 
and only one teacher gave 77. A total of nine 
teachers gave corrective feedback within 
the 46–50 range, followed by eight teachers 
who gave 36–40 corrective feedback, and 
seven teachers who gave 41–45 corrective 
feedback. Finally, four teachers gave 56–60 
corrective feedback, while one teacher 
gave 61–65, 66–70, and 71–75 corrective 
feedback. Table 8 illustrates the corrective 
feedback count for SPM.

Table 6 (Continued)

No Type of Feedback Type of Feedback Frequency
7. Specific activities for 

improvement
nil 0

8. Facilitates self-reflection ‘why did you serve the cake when you 
realised the cake was salty beforehand?’

2

9. Encourage positive 
motivation & self-
esteem

‘very good writing’
‘good try!’

6

10. Encourage teacher & 
peer dialogue

‘come and see me’ 2

11. Other comment ‘do your correction’ 1

Table 7 
Analysis of WCF (SPM)

Findings of SPM Sample Essays Analysis

Type of WCF n Percentage, % N
Explicit 3 6.4

47Implicit 36 76.6
Explicit + Implicit 8 17.0
Selective 0 0 47
Comprehensive 47 100
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In terms of the comment, 18 teachers 
did not give any comment at all, while 
nine only gave one comment, ten teachers 
wrote two comments, seven teachers wrote 
three comments, one teacher wrote four 
comments, and two teachers wrote five 
comments on the student sample essays. 
Table 9 depicts this information.

The feedback could be distributed to 
eleven types, where 15 of the teachers wrote 
scores/grades on the essay, while 13 others 
encouraged positive motivation and self-
esteem. Examples of positive motivation 
and self-esteem are “very interesting!” 
and “good try,” written by Teacher #16. In 
contrast, Teacher #352 wrote, “Don’t stop 
writing. I can see your potential—just need 
to polish it,” and a smiley accompanied this 
remark at the end. 

Table 8 
Corrective feedback count (SPM)

CF Count Frequency Percentage, %
16–20 1 2.1
21–25 4 8.5
26–30 1 2.1
31–35 3 6.5
36–40 8 17.1
41–45 7 14.9
46–50 9 19.1
51–55 6 12.8
56–60 4 8.5

61 – 65 1 2.1
66–70 1 2.1
71–75 1 2.1
76–80 1 2.1

TOTAL 47 100

Table 9 
Number of comments per script (SPM)

No. of 
Feedback

Frequency Percentage, 
%

0 18 38.3
1 9 19.1
2 10 21.3
3 7 14.9
4 1 2.1
5 2 4.3

TOTAL 47 100

Eleven teachers gave the correct 
answers and suggestions for improvement. 
One of the respondents, for example, listed 
four suggestions for improvement, namely 
1) Please be careful with the tense you 
use; 2) Just stick to simple past tense that 
will minimise your errors; 3) Try to use 
sophisticated words/phrases to enhance the 
accuracy of your sentences, and 4) Please 
read your essay before submitting it as it 
helps you a lot in detecting errors/missing 
words. 

Two teachers explained the correct 
answers, and two others commented ‘Other.’ 
However, none of the teachers commented 
on goals to work towards, gave specific 
activities for improvement, or encouraged 
teacher and peer dialogue. Table 10 below 
illustrates the distribution of comments 
according to feedback type for SPM.

DISCUSSION

The findings from the student sample 
essays indicate that most teachers in this 
present study mark their students’ essays 
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Table 10 
Distribution of comments according to feedback type (SPM)

Type of Feedback Examples of Feedback Frequency
Score/grade Grade Score n 15

Satisfactory (C5 – C6) 26 – 30 6
Passable (D7) 21 – 25 4
Unsatisfactory (E8) 16 – 20 3
Poor (F9) 15 – 0 2

Correct answer The word took has been corrected as to take. 11

Explanation of the 
correct answer

Past tense 2
was 
looked  

X  telah dilihatkan??

looked √   telah melihat
was 
looking

√   sedang melihat (lepas)

State students’ current 
learning state

“Errors in wrong usage of prepositions, articles 
and determiners somehow hinder the reading”

10

Goals to work towards nil -
Suggestions for 
improvement

Just stick to simple past tense that will minimise 
your errors. 
Try to use sophisticated words/phrases to enhance 
the accuracy of your sentences. 
Please read your essay before submitting it as it 
helps you a lot in detecting errors/missing words. 

11

Specific activities for 
improvement

nil -

Facilitates self-
reflection

nil -

Encourage positive 
motivation & self-
esteem

“Very interesting!” 
“Good try”
“Don’t stop writing. I can see your potential – just 
need to polish it”

13

Encourage teacher & 
peer dialogue

nil -

Other comments “Please do the correction!”
“short [sic] than required number – write longer 
please!”

2
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comprehensively and implicitly. That means 
teachers would mark almost all errors they 
could locate on the essays, but the corrected 
forms are not provided. This result is 
concurrent with the findings from Lee (2008) 
where she found that most the teachers’ 
feedback on students’ writings was focusing 
on the students’ errors. It is in line with a 
long-held belief as mentioned by Lalande 
(1982), specifically on comprehensive error 
correction, where he wrote, “unless all errors 
are identified, the faulty linguistic structures, 
rather than the correct ones, may become 
ingrained in the students’ interlanguage 
system” (p. 140). However, more recent 
literature suggests that comprehensive error 
correction may overwhelm the student, 
as their limited processing ability may 
not digest the amount of WCF provided 
by their teachers (Ellis et al., 2006), so 
comprehensive marking may not be as 
effective as teachers hope. Moreover, 
such practice is unclear, inconsistent, and 
overemphasised the negative (Fregeau, 
1999; Cohen & Cavalcanti, 1990). Williams 
(2003) argues that correction of errors 
allows passive action among the students 
who would rewrite the corrected form 
without knowing the nature of their errors. 
Therefore, this practice is ineffective in 
promoting learning among the students.           

The findings of the teachers’ marking 
on the student sample essays came back 
with some peculiarities. First, there was one 
teacher who used impression marking on the 
PT3 sample essay. Impression marking, as 
mentioned by Baird et al. (2004), is based 
upon a general impression of the essay by 

the examiners. Impression marking is not 
designed to correct or edit a piece of writing 
or even to diagnose its weakness, but rather 
is a set of procedures for assigning a value to 
the writing according to a list of previously 
established criteria (Charney, 1984). Baird 
et al. (2004) claimed that there are problems 
related to impression marking: the reliability 
and validity of the marks awarded through 
this procedure. In their attempt to rectify this 
issue, they have carried out an experiment 
using the theory of community of practice 
and found that neither use of exemplar 
essays nor discussion between examiners 
demonstrated an improvement in marking 
reliability. Because of this, the effectiveness 
of general impression marking has been 
questioned. In the context of PT3 and SPM, 
the general impression is used. 

However, it has not been a practice 
among teachers because they are still 
required to check for errors to justify their 
marks for the essay. It is particularly true 
for SPM level essays. For example, in order 
to award band D7 (21–25 marks) for SPM 
Paper 1 (Continuous Writing), teachers need 
to identify “many mistakes in grammar 
but the meaning is still clear—patches of 
accurate language use occur.” Without 
marking the student’s essay, it is arguable 
how teachers can justify the marks they 
give. Moreover, the teachers in this present 
study were asked to mark the essay “as 
they would normally do in the classroom;” 
hence if the teacher uses impression marking 
without making any marking on the essay, 
the students may not be able to know 
what is wrong with the essays that they 
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deserve such mark. Nyquist (2003) labelled 
feedback that gives only the score or grade 
as ‘weaker feedback only.’ This kind of 
feedback is not in line with the suggestions 
in implementing AfL as suggested by Black 
et al. (2003), where score or grade only may 
not enable students to improve the essay nor 
the following essay. Moreover, Black and 
Wiliam (1998) noted that such marking and 
grading practices emphasise competition, 
not the student’s improvement. 

It has also been noted that teachers 
in this present study employed a mix of 
explicit and implicit marking (n = 8). These 
teachers would mark some errors and give 
the correct forms while leaving some errors 
marked but not corrected. It means that 
teachers still employ comprehensive error 
correction marking. Teachers believe that 
language accuracy is an important focus in 
their feedback, and this echoes the results of 
previous studies (Amrhein & Nassaji, 2010; 
Hyland, 2003; Lee, 2008). As mentioned 
above, comprehensive error correction 
marking may not necessarily promote 
students’ learning, even though many 
teachers practice it (Lee, 2009) and students 
prefer it (Salteh & Sadeghi, 2015). In the 
study done by Lee (2009), it was found that 
94.1% of the teachers in that study focused 
on correcting error forms, while they believe 
that there are more to writing besides 
grammar accuracy, such as delivering good 
ideas. The study done by Salteh and Sadeghi 
(2015) reveals that 77% of the students in 
that study prefer indiscriminate correction 
of all errors in their essays. The present 
study may not be able to reveal students’ 
preference for written corrective feedback, 

but the findings echo the previous studies 
on the same issue.

Even though many students prefer 
correcting all errors, as mentioned above, 
Salteh and Sadeghi (2015) also noted 
some issues related to comprehensive error 
marking. In their study, Salteh and Sadeghi 
noted that 23% of the students felt frustrated 
when receiving their essays filled with red 
marks. The same frustration by students was 
highlighted more than twenty years ago by 
Reid (1998). Moreover, Lee (2004) caution 
that marking all errors in the students’ essays 
could enslave the teachers, as mentioned 
by many earlier studies (Enginarlar, 1993; 
Ferris, 2002; Mantello, 1997). Hence, it can 
be said that teachers in the present study still 
practice what has been mentioned as not 
thoroughly effective in the earlier studies. 

In terms of teachers’ comments, 
Lunsford (1997) stated that three well-
thought-out comments per essay is 
optimum, given that students would act on 
those comments. Ferris (2006) in a study 
found that students utilized the teachers’ 
feedback in their revision, and this refuted 
earlier studies done by Cohen and Robbins 
(1976), Truscott (1996), and Zamel (1985). 
However, it is a concern for those teachers 
who did not comment on the sample essays, 
besides marking the errors committed on the 
essays. If this is their common practice in 
the classroom, students may not get much 
help from these teachers. Feedback, at its 
basis, should tell the students their current 
state of learning, the goal they need to 
achieve, and how to achieve the goal (Black, 
1999). Comprehensive error correction, 
without any other feedback, cannot even be 
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categorised into any typology of feedback, 
either by Nyquist (2003) or Black (1999), 
let alone those criteria of good feedback 
(Juwah et al., 2004; Nicol & Macfarlene-
Dick, 2006). Irons (2008) listed no feedback 
as lousy feedback; therefore, it should be 
avoided. 

As Lee (2009) mentioned, teachers 
acknowledged that students would ignore 
their other feedback if they wrote scores 
or grades on their essays. However, it 
is arguable that such grade or score is 
necessary to state the students’ current 
learning state, as defined by Black (1999). 
By knowing their grade or score for a 
particular essay, the students will know their 
level of attainment, allowing them to work 
towards the goal of obtaining a grade of A.     

CONCLUSION AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
FUTURE PRACTICE

The findings of this present study prove that 
there is a need to include written feedback 
into teacher training courses, especially 
for English Language teachers. There is 
little emphasis on written feedback on 
students’ writings within teacher training 
courses, especially in Malaysia. Besides the 
courses on Theories of Assessment, teacher 
trainees should also be taught on how to 
give feedback to their students’ work. An 
emphasis on process writing should also 
be included. It is to match with the current 
school-based assessment system that takes 
place in Malaysian schools now.    

Another suggestion that could be made 
is to put more emphasis on giving feedback 

to students’ work. There is no mention of 
how teachers should mark and give feedback 
to the students’ writings in the English 
Language syllabus for both primary and 
secondary schools. According to the English 
Language Curriculum Specification for 
Form 1 (Ministry of Education, 2003), under 
the subtopic Evaluation, “After every lesson, 
teachers are encouraged to assess their set 
of learners through simple questioning 
techniques or some other exercise so that 
they can pace their lessons in accordance 
with learners’ progress” (p. 5). However, 
the simplistic instruction on evaluation is 
not enough to give the right ideas to the 
teachers on how to give feedback to their 
students’ work, let alone on giving feedback 
on the writings. 

Perhaps, we should learn from our 
neighbouring countries, which elaborate 
further on assessing the students’ work. 
Take Singapore for example, in their English 
Language Syllabus Primary and Secondary 
(Ministry of Education Singapore, 2010), 
teachers are guided in planning assessment 
through a framework in the syllabus (see 
page 123, Singapore English Language 
Syllabus, 2010). On the other hand, Hong 
Kong’s English Language Syllabus comes 
with Curriculum and Assessment Guide 
(Hong Kong Education Bureau, 2007). In 
the guide, thorough explanation is given not 
only on the curriculum, but also on teaching 
and learning process, as well as on carrying 
out assessments in schools. In terms of 
writing, teachers are guided on how to carry 
out process writing in the classrooms (see p. 
116, Hong Kong Education Bureau, 2007), 



ESL Teachers’ Written Feedback

63Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. & Hum. 29 (S3): 47 - 67 (2021)

and teachers are also reminded of timely 
feedback on the students’ work. These 
comparisons show a need for the Malaysian 
Education Ministry to relook into our current 
syllabus. At the same time, universities 
and teacher training colleges also need to 
restructure their teaching courses so that 
effective written feedback practices can be 
taught to pre-service teachers.   

	 Teachers also need to change 
their marking style from comprehensive 
to selective marking. They have been 
complaining about time constraints they 
face in schools, and perhaps selective 
marking would make their feedback practice 
easier. By focusing on certain aspects 
of grammatical items, teachers are not 
burdened to go through word by word to 
find errors in the students’ writings. On 
the other hand, students may find it less 
intimidating to see fewer red marks on their 
essays. Selective marking could also help 
the students to stay focused when they are 
revising their essays. It could be done if 
teachers could link their written corrective 
feedback systematically with their grammar 
instruction in the classrooms.

Finally, teachers’ written feedback 
should adhere to good feedback as proposed 
by earlier literature. Concerning written 
feedback, teachers must remember that 
comprehensive WCF may not always be 
the best. Besides taking up so much of 
the teachers’ time, it can also overwhelm 
the students. Therefore, teachers need to 
be selective in marking errors. Teachers 
should tie the writing task to a certain 
grammatical aspect during the writing 

lesson. Teachers also need to remember 
that written commentary is not the only 
option. Student-teacher conferences should 
also be utilised to clarify their problems 
in completing the writing task. Moreover, 
both positive and negative feedback are 
equally important in supporting the students’ 
learning, but they must always be linked to 
the task at hand, or the feedback would be 
meaningless. In terms of feedback timing, 
there is no fast rule as to when it is the 
best time to provide written feedback. 
Whether the feedback is immediate or 
delayed, it would be useless unless the 
students can revise their essays and raise 
their grades. Nevertheless, teachers need 
to consider the nature of the task and the 
ability of the students. As Mathan (2003) 
claimed, immediate feedback would be 
most beneficial for the student’s learning 
if the task is difficult, but delayed feedback 
may be better if the task is easy. As such, 
delayed feedback may promote the transfer 
of learning better, such as in concept-
formation tasks, while immediate feedback 
may be more efficient for procedural skills 
(Corbett & Anderson, 2001).

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

This study is not without its limitations. 
Firstly, this study is limited in scope where 
it is to look only into the written feedback 
given by the teachers to students’ writings. It 
is acknowledged that AfL covers four main 
components, namely questioning, feedback 
through marking, peer- and self-assessment, 
and the formative use of summative test. 
However, only the second component, i.e., 



Khairil Azwar Razali, Zainurin Abdul Rahman, Ismail Sheikh Ahmad and Joharry Othman

64 Pertanika J. Soc. Sci. & Hum. 29 (S3): 47 - 67 (2021)

feedback through marking, is examined. The 
other components are not being examined, 
although it is to be made aware that they 
may play a vital role in teachers’ conception 
of feedback and their classrooms practices. 

Secondly, as the participants of this 
study are teachers who teach in the state of 
Pahang, the findings of this study may not 
be generalised to the general population of 
Malaysian ESL teachers. It is because it may 
be almost impossible to collect data from 
each ESL teacher in Malaysia. Consequently, 
this study selected its respondents carefully 
so that they represent teachers from an 
array of different educational, experience 
and cultural backgrounds, to some extent, 
mirror the entire population of Malaysian 
ESL teachers.    

Thirdly, since the researcher is the 
instrument in this study, bias may also 
affect the study results. Therefore, cross-
checking with other raters was carried out 
to reduce the effect of researchers’ biases. 
It includes cross-checking the reliability of 
the transcriptions before the coding process 
is done, the validity of the codes of the 
transcriptions, and overall data analysis.
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ABSTRACT 

Service-learning, also known as community-based learning, is considered a pedagogical 
tool in various disciplines at different levels, including tertiary education. It has proved its 
significant effects on social and academic aspects. Different institutions have incorporated 
service-learning in their language curricula in language education to create better exposure 
to the target language for learners. However, the research on the application of service-
learning components in language learning has still been limited in Asia-Pacific countries, 
especially in Vietnam, where learners have fewer chances of serving a native community 
by using a target language like English. This paper reports on teachers’ and students’ 
perspectives on the impacts of a service-learning project incorporated in an English speaking 
course at a public university in Vietnam. The study used questionnaires for 117 second-year 
English-majored students, three focus-group discussions with 16 surveyed students, and 
semi-structured individual interviews with four subject teachers. The results reflect students’ 
positive feedback on language competence, social awareness, personal traits and soft skills. 
The interviews with teachers reveal the progressive changes in students’ presentation skills, 
self-confidence, and critical thinking skills. However, the main difficulties hindering the 
implementation of the project are the insufficient understanding of project procedures, the 

passive way of thinking, lack of financial 
support, and the limited exposure to English 
in authentic environments. This paper also 
brings about some practical implications for 
language teachers and researchers in similar 
educational contexts. 

Keywords: English major, impacts, language course, 

perceptions, service-learning
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INTRODUCTION

Service-learning, known as community-
based learning, is considered a pedagogical 
tool in a wide range of disciplines at 
different levels. This teaching strategy 
provides students with opportunities to 
apply their academic knowledge to serving a 
community. Since its first introduction in the 
United States in the 1960s, service-learning 
has proved its merit in making the subject 
more alive than what happens in a classroom 
setting (Brown & Purmensky, 2014). With its 
experiential, goal-oriented, communicative, 
and interpersonal nature, service-learning 
gives students hands-on experience and 
a chance to address community needs, 
beneficial to the community and important 
to them (Minor, 2001). 

With its indispensable effects on bridging 
the theory and practice, service-learning has 
been incorporated in language curricula in 
many countries in the world, including the 
United States, Germany, Lybia (Suwaed, 
2018),  Ecuador (Brown & Purmensky, 
2014), and  Australia (Pazmino, 2017). 
It is more advantageous as, in language 
education, students can use their language 
as a tool to do the service. Therefore, they 
will have opportunities to read, speak about 
the topics, participate in discussions and 
write reflections using the target language 
(Minor, 2001). With a service component 
in the syllabus of a language course in 
their study, Brown and Purmensky (2014) 
found students’ positive perceptions about 
the relationship between service-learning 
and the development in their linguistic 
and cultural competency. Service-learning 

is also proved to enhance students’ soft 
skills, promote their values and self-worth, 
and help orient their future career choices 
(Burgo, 2016; Jouët-Pastré & Braga, 2006; 
Suwaed, 2018).

I n  Vi e t n a m ,  s e r v i c e - l e a r n i n g 
also receives profound attention with 
the development of service-learning 
organizations which engage volunteers in 
community-based activities. Moreover, 
in realizing of the great impact this 
learning strategy brings, some educational 
institutions have incorporated a service 
component in their curricula (Nguyen et 
al., 2012). However, most of these courses 
are non-linguistic, and thus studies on the 
relationship between service-learning and 
language education have hardly been found. 
Moreover, much of the current literature on 
service-learning pays particular attention 
to the benefits of this pedagogical tool 
from students who directly take part in the 
activity, not the teachers. 

Th i s  s tudy,  the re fore ,  a ims  a t 
investigating the impact of a service 
component in a particular language 
course on primarily students’ language 
development and, secondarily, their social 
awareness from both students’ and teachers’ 
perspectives. The research is conducted by 
incorporating a service-learning project in a 
speaking skill course at a public university 
with second-year English-majored students 
and the course lecturers. Thus, the study 
highlights teachers’ and students’ subjective 
perceptions on how service-learning project 
has benefited students’ language learning 
and their social background knowledge. 
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Moreover, the findings are supposed to reveal 
some challenges during the implementation 
of the project and some suggestions from 
both teachers and students to maximize the 
efficiency of the project. Finally, the study 
seeks answers to the following questions to 
achieve these objectives:

Question 1. What are the linguistic and 
social benefits the service-learning project 
brings about?

Question 2 . What difficulties do 
students and teachers encounter during the 
implementation of the project?

Question 3. What do teachers and 
students suggest to maximize the efficiency 
of the project implementation?

 This paper is expected to contribute to 
the literature on the relationship between 
service-learning and linguistic as well 
as cultural competence in Vietnam. 
Furthermore, findings from this study 
help encourage practitioners and teachers 
to integrate service-learning activities in 
language curricula or language syllabi. An 
innovative teaching method can promote 
students’ academic excellence and their 
sense of responsibility to the community 
to meet the requirements of global human 
resources in the 21st century. 

LITERATURE REVIEW

Definitions of Service-Learning

A literature review on service-learning 
reflects numerous ideas on how different 
authors define the term. According to 
Jacoby (1996), service-learning is a form 
of experiential education that involves 
students in design activities that address 

human and community needs and promote 
student learning and development.  In other 
words, this is an opportunity for students to 
apply their academic knowledge in real life 
through a designed activity that allows them 
to reflect on their practical experience.  This 
definition is close to those of Heuser (1999) 
and Minor (2001), who defines service-
learning as the combination of community 
service and academic course work. It is 
to say that students will partake in some 
kinds of activities in their communities 
while applying their academic knowledge 
and skills to meet identified needs of those 
communities. Pazmino (2017) considers 
service-learning as the immersion in the 
community of the target language as a 
service process with the goal of learning, 
which, reversely, involves service. 

In other words, service-learning is one 
approach to learning which allows learners to 
be exposed to the target language by serving 
the community. O'Connor (2012) provides 
different examples of service-learning 
projects, which include students serving 
as conversation partners, volunteering 
as interpreters at local hospitals, clinics, 
schools, or social service agencies; tutoring 
or mentoring Spanish-speaking children and 
adolescents; facilitating Spanish story hours 
and other cultural activities for children in 
libraries and community centers; assisting 
in after-school programs for children of all 
ages, elaborating publicity materials to raise 
funds for associations, and working in HIV 
prevention programs. To carry out those 
projects, students prepare for placements in 
class, participate in community activities, 
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