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Abstract: Although the benefits of using self-assessment on student writing performance have re-
ceived wide recognition over the past two decades, minimal research is available on the effects of
using self-assessment of writing on English as a foreign language (EFL) students’ writing perfor-
mance, especially in the tertiary context of China, where such research is still in its infancy. To fill
the abovementioned lacuna, the present study adopted a quasi-experimental approach to imple-
menting a self-assessment-based intervention in Chinese tertiary EFL writing classes. Specifically,
students were randomly assigned into either an intervention class that implemented self-assessment
or a comparison class that employed peer assessment as classroom practice to promote students’
sustainable development of writing skills. Quantitative and qualitative data were collected, and the
research findings indicated that the intervention group experienced a larger increase in their holistic
writing performance and rating accuracy when compared with the comparison group. Furthermore,
the qualitative findings reveal students’ enhanced rating accuracy after the intervention. This study
contributes to research on self-assessment in the EFL writing domain as a basis for further deliberation
on self-assessment in higher education, and it also provides much needed empirical evidence for
the potential value of student-centred sustainable assessment approaches such as self-assessment.
Findings also provide teachers with pedagogical implications for developing sustainable and capable
self-assessors of writing.

Keywords: self-assessment; EFL writing; writing performance; rating accuracy; sustainable development
of writing skills

1. Introduction

Over the last two decades, there has been a growing recognition that widening stu-
dents’ engagement in the learning and assessment process is a vital contributor to their
future success [1–4]. Internationally, therefore, student-centred assessment forms, such
as self-assessment and peer-assessment, are receiving more attention than before despite
their challenging and time-consuming nature [5–8]. It is argued that a prerequisite for
students to improve their learning is to develop the capacity to supervise the quality of
their learning [8]. Likewise, as Boud [5] contended persuasively, “the ability to self-assess
is a key foundation to a career as a lifelong learner who can continue their education
after formal education has ended” (p. 14). Further, the ability to self-assess is critical for
students to become efficient self-assessors of their learning and sustain sophisticated levels
of self-assessment preparing for unfamiliar professional situations in the future [9–12].

In educational research, self-assessment is considered as a salient tool to empower
learners to organise, monitor, and sustain their learning; the positive effects that self-
assessment may have on learning and academic achievement are recognised, and research
interest continues to grow in the field [3,13–15]. The advantages of self-assessment have
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already been acknowledged in a range of disciplines in recent years, and self-assessment is
considered as a key strategy to develop and sustain students’ self-assessment capabilities
and self-regulated learning skills [16–18], especially in different writing stages to heighten
students’ awareness of the ownership of their writing [10,19–21]. It is posited that self-
assessment brings a range of benefits to students’ learning. Firstly, self-assessment facilitates
students to achieve better test performance, a deeper understanding of their work, and
a higher task quality. Secondly, self-assessment fosters a more responsible and reflective
learner, as compared with peer or teacher assessment [22]. Some researchers have claimed
that peer assessment and teacher assessment as two significant forms can be used together to
serve as catalysts for students’ self-assessment for improving learning [2,5,21] by “clarifying
where students’ misunderstanding lie” [23] (p. 320). Thirdly, self-assessment affords
students an opportunity to obtain power or control over their learning [24] through learning
to assess and assessing to learn, in contrast with learning contexts in which they have no
power [25]. In doing so, students take responsibility for their learning and are committed
to improving themselves as learners [7,26–28].

False self-assessment could possibly lead to students’ inaccurate understandings of
their abilities, learning outcomes, and curricular expectations in the assessment process,
and, over the last three decades, there has been increasing research investigating the role
of self-assessment in writing at different learning levels, as self-assessment and writing
performance are deemed to be as closely associated with one another [5,10,21]. Nevertheless,
it is surprising to find that research on the effects of using self-assessment in the EFL contexts
has not been sufficiently documented, especially in the domain of tertiary writing [29].
For instance, in western contexts, most research about student self-assessment focuses
on the elementary or the secondary level [11], and empirical research on self-assessment
conducted in tertiary EFL writing classrooms has received limited attention. Furthermore,
even though students’ rating accuracy in self-assessment of writing in relation to that
of teacher’s rating has been a major area of interest in previous studies, it has rarely
been examined from a qualitative lens; specifically, the similarity of students’ and raters’
comments on the same piece of written work regarding students’ writing strengths and
weaknesses has been neglected. Given that research gap, this research aims to extend the
understanding of one important aspect of foreign language learning, namely, the use of
self-assessment to sustain EFL writing development. Considering that studies on student
self-assessment of writing are relatively scarce, a quasi-experimental approach was used
to explore students’ writing development through the lenses of self-regulated learning
theory and formative assessment theory [30]. It is expected that empirical evidence from
the self-assessment of writing practices would increase teachers’ willingness to implement
self-assessment, deepen students’ understanding of their writing quality, and contribute to
not only sustainable writing programmes, as well as other aspects of learning ultimately.

Undertaken in a medium size Chinese university, 92 English major sophomore stu-
dents and two lecturers participated in the current study. Findings of this research are
a possible starting point to provide much needed empirical evidence of the value of
student-centred formative assessment and to understand how self-assessment of writing
practices could influence and sustain learners’ writing performance and rating accuracy in
an EFL context.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Defining Self-Assessment in the Writing Context

It appears that there is no uniform definition of standard self-assessment due to its
multifaceted nature, as well as varied forms of its implementation, such as self-grading, self-
revision, self-reflection, and self-feedback [13,31–33]. Over the last three decades, although
widely varying definitions have emerged, self-assessment is generally referred to as a
“variety of mechanisms and techniques through which students describe (i.e., assess) and
possibly assign merit or worth to (i.e., evaluate) the qualities of their own learning processes
and products” [32] (p. 804). Self-assessment has also been categorised into performance-
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oriented and development-oriented assessments [34]. Echoing Oscarson’s [34] proposal,
Tan [35] further classified self-assessment into three types (teacher-driven, programme-
driven, and future-driven), according to teachers’ and students’ power distribution, as well
as the extent of students’ contribution during the self-assessment process. All three types of
self-assessment could lead to the development of student self-assessment skills; however,
future-driven student self-assessment is deemed as more important than others because it
emphasises students’ motivational development and the sustainable development of their
self-assessment capacity beyond the limits of the course content and requirements [9].

In the context of foreign language writing, which is an important means for learners to
acquire foreign language skills [33,36,37], self-assessment has been promoted as a valuable
self-regulated learning strategy [15–17], and it can be further interpreted from two perspec-
tives, namely, formative and summative. The formative perspective tends to focus on the
learning processes, whereas the summative view emphasises on learning outcomes [38,39].
Regarding the formative uses of self-assessment, for example, students use self-assessment
to generate feedback for themselves before formal grading, which is promoted as a valu-
able form of sustainable assessment [6,30,40,41]. Self-assessment, in that sense, refers to a
self-regulatory and cyclical process in which learners create and experience evaluation con-
currently with minimal reliance on teachers’ support. Specifically, students are responsible
for collating and reflecting on information about their knowledge, performance, and accom-
plishment while learning [33]. Then, prior to formal evaluation [42], students identify and
evaluate the possible approaches to improving different learning aspects against individual
or pre-established criteria or rubrics to revise their work accordingly [22,43–45]. In this
process, some scholars have argued that self-scoring or grading one’s own work should not
be involved as those practices implied summative self-assessment [32,40,46,47], which may
pressure students to make a hasty judgement on either work quality or task proficiency
and, therefore, overlook the importance of sustainable learning development [5,48].

Nevertheless, summative self-assessment practices, if applied well by language teach-
ers in writing classrooms, can be effective measurement tools not only to supplement
formative self-assessment but also to empower and encourage students to reflect on and
improve their performance [30,49,50]. For example, some researchers have argued that, be-
fore making more accurate self-judgements, students need to develop their self-assessment
competence progressively and that simple self-scoring or grading practices (summative
self-assessment) could be a useful starting point to sustain realistic and sophisticated
self-assessment in the future [51].

2.2. Teachers’ Role in Student Self-Assessment

To promote students’ agency in the process of self-assessment, the complexity of the
teachers’ role needs to be clarified from several aspects. Firstly, teachers need to relinquish
control over students and adopt a mediating and modelling role in the assessment process.
At the same time, they also need to understand that sharing and distributing their power
to students during self-assessment is beneficial [32,52]. Secondly, in addition to imparting
relevant self-assessment knowledge to students [21], teachers’ roles are not limited to
counsellor, materials developer, administrator, and organiser in the classroom [19,53]. For
instance, teachers should also sustain students’ dignity or self-efficacy when they turn to
teachers for feedback regarding their self-assessment to ensure students that their teachers
are confident in their ability to self-assess their own writing, so that their performance
in relevant tasks can be gradually enhanced [33,54]. Nevertheless, “a fine-tuned self-
assessment ability does not come automatically to all students” [55] (p. 675), and more
teacher intervention is expected in early stages to help students internalise self-assessment.
Hence, in addition to the abovementioned roles, a critical but challenging part of teachers’
roles is how to integrate self-assessment systematically and effectively in the classroom by
scaffolding students in self-assessment procedures.

In the writing context, successful teachers’ scaffolding, such as awareness raising,
timely guidance, role modelling, and co-construction of self-assessment criteria, is the key
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for students’ self-assessment development [16,19,56,57]. Pivotal to the effective implemen-
tation of scaffolding is for teachers to provide students with an explicit explanation of why,
how, and when to self-assess, followed by relevant activities and well-timed feedback to
support students’ actualisation of realistic self-assessment [30].

As for implementing self-assessment, similar three-level models were proposed [46,58]
for teachers with increasingly less teacher involvement in each level. For instance, as
shown in Table 1, students are engaged in four stages of self-assessment with the teacher
transferring, gradually, more responsibility and freedom to students, to enable students to
focus on the quality of their work rather than a grade [58]. It can be seen that, across all
levels of self-assessment, teachers’ feedback is equally important, particularly the timing
and the involvement of encouragement. This is because students need sufficient time
to digest teachers’ feedback for further actions and external assurance to enhance their
confidence in practising self-assessment [25,30,32]. For example, at the beginning level,
only with detailed and transparent teacher feedback can students make progress in their
learning and understand how to interpret feedback, make connections between the feedback
they receive and the work they produce, and then apply the feedback to improve their
future work [21,47]. Providing students with personalised, diagnostic, and encouraging
feedback can be challenging for teachers [19], especially when it comes to using feedback
to help students overcome their instincts of ego protection and avoid possible ego inflation,
resulting in students’ overestimation or underestimation during self-assessment [7,28].
In other contexts such as the EFL settings in China, a major challenge for educators to
support student self-assessment is that English is a foreign language, whose script, syllables,
and grammar could be different and difficult for them, not to mention the challenge of
performing self-assessment per se in the foreign language [59–61].

Table 1. Teacher’s role in implementing self-assessment in four stages.

Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3 Stage 4

Levels of
implementation

Raising awareness and
establishing criteria

Teaching students how to
apply criteria

Providing feedback to
students on application

of criteria

Setting learning goals
and strategies

Beginning
Criteria are given to

students for their reaction
and discussion

Examples of applying
criteria given to students Teacher provides feedback Goals and strategies

determined by the teacher

Intermediate Students select criteria from
a menu of possibilities

The teacher describes and
models how to
apply criteria

Feedback is provided by
both teachers and students

A menu of goals and
strategies is provided by

the teacher

Advanced
Students generate criteria

on their own or with
the teacher

Students apply criteria to
their own work

Students initiate and
justify their own feedback

with the teacher’s help

The student constructs goals
and strategies to achieve the

goals with the
teacher’s guidance

Note. Adapted from [58].

Specific approaches that teachers can employ to scaffold students’ practising of self-
assessment better and the time that teachers no longer need to provide feedback to support
student self-assessment are still not clear [62]. For EFL practitioners, there is a challenge
in achieving a balance among creating a congenial and supportive learning atmosphere
that frees students from their long-standing disempowerment in the traditional assessment
activities [24,52,63], affording students sufficient independence to experience a sense of
control, and offering them sufficient guidance and facilitation in self-assessment of writing
procedures to achieve their goals [64]. The goal, however, is to ensure that teachers are well
supported to help students develop the knowledge and capabilities needed for effective
engagement in the self-assessment process.

2.3. Accuracy of Student Self-Assessment

In the past two decades, to better understand why there is a tendency that students ei-
ther underestimate or overestimate themselves during self-assessment [65–67], researchers
have conducted a wide range of studies to examine the accuracy, i.e., the validity, consis-
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tency, or reliability [13,30,57,68], of student self-assessment in EFL writing. It is surprising
to find that the previous literature tended to evaluate the effectiveness of student self-
assessment through conformity with teachers’ marking rather than the formative and
sustainable learning growth that students have displayed in the self-assessment process.

In addition to the fact that using teacher and external judgements as the standard to
evaluate students’ self-assessment accuracy can be problematic given their imbalanced
experience and knowledge bases for assessment [16], multiple reasons could lead to the
arguable misalignment between students’ and teachers’ judgements. Firstly, the subjective
nature of self-assessment as a measurement tool has been often questioned for students
to use it as novice assessors with limited knowledge and information sources [30,50]. Sec-
ondly, social and psychological factors, and cultural background have been shown to
affect students’ self-assessment accuracy significantly [7]. For instance, students’ varied
academic ability and linguistic proficiency may prevent them from assessing their foreign
language writing effectively [66–74], and some nationalities tend to overrate their language
proficiency, whereas others are inclined to undervalue it [75]. To be specific, in Asian
countries, being modest about one’s ability in the public is highly valued [25,69,76], and
giving oneself a good assessment may be interpreted as boasting [70]. Therefore, such
cultural values, for instance, modesty and self-confidence, may impede self-assessment
in certain contexts and constrain students being honest in self-assessment and, whether
self-assessment is performed privately or publicly may also impact the accuracy of students’
self-assessment [30]. Thirdly, if only applying the self-assessment outcomes in a summa-
tive manner [51,67], such as when using students’ self-marking mainly to substitute for
teacher marking [18], students’ formative development during the sustainable assessment
process can be overlooked; therefore, the effectiveness of student self-assessment could be
compromised [25]. Fourthly, teachers’ reluctance to promote self-assessment because of
their lack of assessment literacy and limited experience in using effective student-centred
practices [19,77] may result in superficial self-assessment implementation and, therefore,
not lead to students’ actual improvement [32,59].

The above reasons might explain why inconsistent findings were often reported in the
literature concerning the accuracy of students’ self-assessment when compared with teacher
or external assessment [34,65,67,70]. For instance, in some studies, a lack of congruence
was reported between students’ self-assessment scores and those of the teachers, and
students’ self-assessment marks were not found to be comparable to their actual academic
abilities [8,71]. Contrary to the literature that suggests a lack of alignment between student
self-assessment and teacher assessment, other studies reported relatively good levels of
agreement between students’ and teachers’ grading [12,67,72,73]. For example, in Leach’s
study [67], when university students (n = 472) were provided with the opportunity to
self-assess their work, the results showed highly significant statistical correlations between
students’ and the teacher’s rating.

It is, therefore, argued that the effectiveness of self-assessment should not be judged
by the conformity between students’ and teachers’ marking, and academics may need
to place more emphasis on students’ self-assessment reflexivity and sustainability. For
example, the focus should be on how EFL students have developed during the assessment
process in their ability to identify their strengths and weaknesses [25,72], rather than
being concerned about its accuracy [35]. Therefore, greater attention should be paid to
the learning function of self-assessment [78] regarding how students learn to self-assess
and how teachers support students’ self-assessment rather than comparing students’ self-
generated grade with the external assessment [79,80]. The above factors should only serve
as aspects to consider in students’ self-assessment practices, rather than the basis on which
to reject self-assessment [81] because the positive role self-assessment can play in learning
outweighs this possible lack of accuracy.
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2.4. Use of Self-Assessment in the Writing Context

Arguably, self-assessment and writing are closely connected in a range of ways. For
example, writing features an ideal platform for students to practise self-assessment by
analysing and evaluating their written work [82] through which students are more likely to
develop a proactive and critical stance in their writing [83,84]. Over the last three decades,
a substantial body of research has also discussed how self-assessment could be used in
the writing context at different learning levels [19]. However, such a research area is
still considered to be in its infancy with many unknown subfields [10,77]. For example,
although previous studies employing self-assessment in the writing class have shown
the positive effects of self-assessment on students’ writing performance, few studies have
implemented systematic self-assessment in the Chinese tertiary writing classrooms, and
English-major students are rarely involved [63,85].

Among previous studies, three major areas could be identified concerning the appli-
cation of self-assessment in writing, namely, students’ self-assessing accuracy in relation
to that of the teacher’s assessment, the effect of using self-assessment practices on stu-
dents’ overall learning achievement, and students’ self-assessment of their writing against
certain criteria or rubrics, with the last one seeming to be the most prevalent practice
adopted [84,85].

In the L1 contexts, the US, the UK, New Zealand, and Australia seem to lead most
studies on self-assessment of writing over the past two decades (see [69,86] for reviews). For
instance, positive correlations were found when comparing tertiary students’ and lecturers’
overall rating grades on students’ assignments with the same marking guide used, even
though students were not properly trained prior to the assessment [12,23]. In contrast,
self-assessment of writing is usually performed with training, especially with learners at
lower school levels. Ross et al.’s [11] quasi-experimental study is an example that helps
illustrate our point. In their study, fourth–sixth-grade students (n = 296) were divided
into a treatment group and a control group. Students in the treatment group were taught
how to self-assess their narrative writing against a predetermined rubric (60 min/day) for
8 weeks, whereas the control group was not. After 8 weeks, it was indicated that, even
though weak writers in treatment groups only slightly outperformed the control groups
in narrative writing performance (effect size = 0.18), they had become significantly more
accurate in self-assessment. The small impact might be because the students were using
a different rubric to grade their work and that they were not familiar with that rubric.
In a later study, Andrade and Du [46] provided a relatively in-depth understanding of
undergraduate students’ experiences of using rubric-referenced self-assessment from a
qualitative perspective. Students who were interviewed reported the positive impact that
self-assessment had on their work quality. In a recent study, students’ experiences and
understanding on the effectiveness of self- and peer-assessment in a geography course were
investigated through surveys [87]. Similar to what was found in Andrade and Du’s [46]
study, the findings also showed that students were mostly favourable to the benefits
concerning quality that practicing self-assessment brought to their writing. However,
students also criticised the arduous and time-consuming nature of self-assessment.

In terms of the EFL context, it appears that little attention has been paid regarding
how self-assessment might contribute to the development of EFL writing in early research,
but more EFL researchers have started considering the application of self-assessment in
the writing domain, especially in Asian and African countries [78,88,89]. In addition to
examining the agreement between students’ and teachers’ grading, a range of studies have
explored students’ and teachers’ perceptions and experiences during self-assessment of
writing [59] to not only further affirm the benefits of using self-assessment in the writing
classroom, but also identify the possible reasons for teachers’ and students’ hesitance
or resistance to self-assessment [29,85]. A series of Asian studies have also investigated
the effects of applying self-assessment in various forms, such as self-assessment used
alone [50,72], self-assessment paired with peer assessment [90], and self-assessment used
with both peer and teacher assessment [76,88]. Some of these studies [76,90] reported con-
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siderable benefits from implementing self-assessment in the EFL writing class; however, the
findings were not helpful in identifying the effects of implementing self-assessment alone
on students’ writing performance, as self-assessment was only part of a multipronged inter-
vention. Mazloomi and Khabiri’s [72] study filled that gap by using a quasi-experimental
approach with only self-assessment as an intervention to improve students’ writing skills,
and their findings concurred with those of Mok et al. [91], who indicated that continuous
students training and teachers feedback during self-assessment are the prerequisites for
writing improvement.

Similar to the L1 and other EFL contexts, researchers in the Greater China region
have also empirically examined the use of self-assessment in the writing domain. For
instance, in Hong Kong, where the education system and learning assessment culture are
somewhat different from that in mainland China due to the influence of British colonial
rule and its educational traditions [92], self-assessment was mostly performed with young
learners in the classroom in limited forms [53,93], but those case studies demonstrated
positive effects of implementing such student-centred assessment approaches. Likewise,
in mainland China, empirical evidence of young learners’ self-assessment trajectories can
be found in a number of studies [89,94]. Even though their study did not explain in any
detail the processes that young learners used to self-assess their writing, it pointed out
that Chinese young learners could self-assess their English reading/writing skills and
knowledge truthfully because the correlations between self-assessment of reading/writing
scores and reading comprehension/writing test scores were found to be significant.

Only a limited number of studies have focused on university-level students in main-
land China [85,95], and Liu [85] appears to be the first study using self- and peer assessment
in the writing class, investigating the reliability and validity of self- and peer assessment
with second-year university students (n =120). In that study, Liu [85] simply considered
English major students with high English proficiency and Japanese major students with
low English proficiency, which seemed problematic when explaining why Japanese major
students tended to overestimate their writing, whereas English students could self-assess
themselves objectively. Some later studies also demonstrated the effectiveness of rubric-
referenced self-assessment in tertiary writing classrooms with non-English major students
within different timeframes [15,85,95,96], and those findings are useful to gauge Chinese
students’ responses to varied perspectives of self-assessment of writing. Unlike non-English
major students, English major students enrol in English courses specially designed to de-
velop their knowledge of English, especially their competence in using English in various
skill areas such as listening, reading, writing, and speaking, as well as a command of
the theoretical and content knowledge of linguistics and literary canon (i.e., literature in
English) [64].

To promote sustainable writing development, the current study was, therefore, un-
dertaken to address the aforementioned gap by investigating the effects of using self-
assessment of writing on EFL tertiary English major learners’ writing performance, as well
as students’ rating accuracy from both quantitative and qualitative lenses. Specifically, the
following research questions directed this study (“students” refer to Chinese undergraduate
English-major students).

What effects does the use of self-assessment in the EFL writing class have on (a) stu-
dents’ writing performance in different dimensions, and (b) students’ rating accuracy in
self-assessment of writing as related to the raters’ assessment?

3. Methods

Contextualised in teacher-centred and exam-oriented English teaching practices in
mainland China [97,98], the current study adopts a quasi-experimental approach to investi-
gate the effects of using self-assessment on student participants’ writing performance, as
well as on the development of students’ rating accuracy. Collecting both quantitative and
qualitative data, this research adopted a mixed-methods approach (see Table 2 for research
design details).
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Table 2. An overview of the research design.

Research Aims Instruments Participants

Preparatory (piloting) stage Instrument revision
and validation

Timed writing tests and
self-assessment tasks using

self-assessment of
writing rubric

English major students
Year 2 (N = 10)

Main study

Implementation of
self-assessment-based writing
intervention and examination

of its effects on students’
writing performance and

rating accuracy

Pre- and post-writing tests
and ore- and

post-self-assessment tasks
using self-assessment of

writing rubric

English major students
Year 2

Intervention group
(self-assessment; N = 51)

Comparison group
(peer-assessment; N = 41)

English major lecturers Year 2
(N = 2)

3.1. Context and Participants

The current study embedded self-assessment- and peer assessment-based writing
instructions in the traditional writing course syllabus of Chinese tertiary EFL writing
classrooms over a time span of 4 months. Using convenience sampling, 92 English-major
participants (15 male students—16%, and 77 female students—84%) and two teachers
volunteered to participate in the current study with their names anonymised. They came
from a medium-scaled (around 20,000 students) Chinese university, in which EFL writing
teachers spend considerable time marking students’ written work. However, unfortunately,
such marking and commenting leads to very few improvements in students’ subsequent
work. It appears that English-major students, even after studying linguistic constructions
and different genres in the writing course for a few years, still remain unclear about where
they are and how well they are achieving relative to expectations.

At the time of this research, the 92 English major students, shared comparable char-
acteristics, such as similar years of English learning experience (M = 9.18, SD = 1.24), age
(M = 19.42, SD = 1.15), no overseas learning experience, and previous self-assessment of
writing experience. They had just embarked on their second year of study, and they were
all enrolled in a compulsory English writing course (conducted once a week; 1.5 h per
week for 16 weeks), which focused on linguistic knowledge and various types of English
writing. Given the above shared background, homogeneity among student participants was
mostly ensured prior to the research; therefore, the potential risk of convenience sampling
(at university level) not representing the population was mitigated. Students from the
four intact classes were randomly divided into two groups (two classes formed a group)
and assigned to either the intervention group (self-assessment) or the comparison group
(peer assessment).

As for the two lecturer participants, they were experienced female English language
lecturers of a similar age (age = 38 and 39), who taught year two in the selected univer-
sity. Each of them had a master’s degree in English language and/or English literature.
With more than 10 years of tertiary teaching experiences, they were confident in ensuring
the smooth conduct of the intervention even though they had no previous experience
in using either self-assessment or peer-assessment in their writing classes. The two lec-
turer participants were randomly allocated to the intervention group or the comparison
group classes.

3.2. Data Collection

A week before the 16-week self-assessment-based teaching intervention, we piloted
the writing test (the same topic as would be used in the pre-test and post-test) and the self-
assessment rubric with 10 English-major sophomore students (nonparticipants) from the
research site to detect, if any, and resolve students’ potential difficulties in understanding



Sustainability 2022, 14, 14686 9 of 25

the instruments. The instruments were then revised on the basis of students’ feedback to
ensure they had an accurate understanding of the content.

When the new academic semester started, quantitative data were gathered from
the pre- and post-writing tests using the self-assessment writing rubric, and qualitative
data were collected from students’ and raters’ comments on their writing strengths and
weaknesses. To explore students’ writing performance before and after the intervention,
students were asked to complete two given-topic cause and effect essays, writing at least 200
words in response to the prompt (e.g., topic information outline) in 45 min. The cause-and-
effect type of essay is considered as a common writing task for Chinese undergraduates [97].
Stemmed from previous examination papers in the Chinese National Test for English Majors,
the general test difficulty of the pre- and post-writing topics match the difficulty level and
relevance to students’ daily lives (see Appendix A for writing topic details). Participants
were required to complete the writing tasks independently in class with a pen and paper
without any external help; they were at liberty to add, to delete, or to cross out their content,
rather than rewrite or erase.

Upon the completion of the writing task, students from both the intervention and the
comparison groups were provided with a four-dimension and five-scale self-assessment
writing rubric (see Appendix B for details). The four dimensions included task achievement,
coherence and cohesion, language resources, and mechanics, which were adapted from
previous analytical scoring schemes [99–101] taking into consideration factors that Chinese
EFL students perceived as affecting the rubric’s effectiveness during their self-assessment
of writing [85].

Students were required to self-assess their cause-and-effect essays according to the
above dimensions in five scales, generating an individual section score and an overall score
according to the provided rubric. The last part of the self-assessment writing rubric asked
students to indicate a writing rubric dimension and comment on why that dimension could
be a strength or weakness in their writing. The self-assessment task was completed in
20 min. Raters used the same rubric to grade students’ pre- and post-writing texts, as well
as identifying and commenting on students’ strengths and weaknesses.

In addition to investigating the statistical correlation between students’ self-assessment
and raters’ assessment, this study examined students’ formative development in rating ac-
curacy by comparing six randomly selected students’ self-comments and raters’ comments
regarding their strengths and weaknesses for possible overlaps or divergence.

Given the limited attention to how self-assessment functions in EFL writing settings,
this study implemented and evaluated a self-assessment-based intervention in two con-
trasting conditions: the intervention group (self-assessment) and a comparison group
(peer-assessment). Implementation fidelity of the 4-month writing intervention was en-
sured from three perspectives. Firstly, both groups utilised the same textbook and writing
tasks and received the same class instruction time and teacher feedback during the inter-
vention. Secondly, the teaching delivery quality was ensured by teacher training (through
an 8 h workshop) prior to the intervention to upgrade the EFL writing lecturer’s knowl-
edge base of self-assessment in EFL writing, and lesson plans were developed at different
timepoints featuring both summative and formative uses of self-assessment. Thirdly, we
made sure that the intervention group and comparison group teachers did not share their
teaching practices, lesson plans, and other related materials during the time when the study
was ongoing by asking them to sign an agreement (participant information sheet form) in
case they were influenced by each other. Verbal validation from teachers was also achieved
at different timepoints to ensure the intervention group applied self-assessment while the
comparison group did not.

During the intervention, students in both groups were required to perform self- or
peer assessment on their assigned in- and after-class writing tasks every week. Students
had opportunities to use the feedback from self- or peer assessment to improve their
writing before the work was formally evaluated. Students’ self- or peer assessment was not
included in their final grade. Furthermore, teachers agreed not to look at students’ in-class
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self- or peer assessment, because keeping the act of self- or peer assessment partially private
to students may promote willing and honest assessment practices [16,30].

3.3. Data Analysis

Data in the current study were analysed quantitatively and qualitatively. Rater training
was conducted prior to scoring the pre- and post-tests to obtain an accurate estimation of
students’ writing performance. The two raters, who were experienced Chinese university
English lecturers, were blind to the research conditions and unfamiliar with the research
design, which ensured the possibility of avoiding potential bias in essay evaluation. Firstly,
inter-rater reliability was checked in the trial scoring, with a random sample of 40 stu-
dents’ writing texts distributed to two raters, forming approximately 20% of the entire
dataset. Then, the two raters compared their scores and discussed any discrepancies in
their evaluation in respect to the scoring criteria. The two raters only started to score the re-
mainder of the writing samples independently when their inter-rater reliability coefficients
reached a satisfactory level (r = 0.89, p < 0.001), which ensured the reliability of the rating
outcomes [102].

Data generated from the pre- and post-questionnaires, writing tests, and students’ self-
assessment tasks were screened and cleaned to ensure response validity before subjecting
the data to inferential statistical analyses (e.g., independent and paired-samples t-tests, and
Pearson correlation). Writing samples from the writing tests were transcribed into word
processor files before scoring. By doing so, the essay format consistency was ensured, and
possible rater bias with regard to handwriting was minimised [103].

The writing test data, together with students’ self-assessment of writing outcomes,
were entered into a database in SPSS 25, a statistical analysis software programme for
Windows. Descriptive analysis (e.g., normality, mean score, and standard deviation)
and inferential analyses, such as independent-samples t-tests, paired-samples t-tests, and
Pearson correlation coefficient (r), were checked to identify any discrepancies in students’
writing performance, as well as students’ and raters’ assessment results before and after
the intervention (between and within the intervention and comparison groups).

To control the effect that multiple t-tests have on the error rate, 0.05 was not used
as the critical level of significance. Instead, the Bonferroni value was adjusted by the
number of t-tests conducted [104]. In addition, to multiply 0.05 by the number of different
comparisons (on the same dataset), the benchmark value of Cohen’s d was adopted to
interpret the effect size (small = 0.2; medium = 0.5; large = 0.8) of the independent variable
on dependent variables [105,106].

The magnitude of the two variables’ linear association was measured using the Pearson
correlation coefficient (r) [104], which was applied to investigate how similar the scores
of students and the raters were in students’ written texts in the pre- and post-tests. The
effect sizes of the Pearson correlation coefficient (r) were small = 0.1, medium = 0.3, or
large = 0.5 [105]. As explained earlier, two raters were recruited for essay scoring, and
the Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient test was used to calculate the inter-
rater reliability of the two raters for this task. The Pearson product-moment correlation
coefficient was also applied to check intra-rater reliability for data coding. High correlations
represent high reliability.

Potential differences concerning social factors, writing performance, and students’
rating accuracy in self-assessment of writing between the two groups were evaluated before
the pre-test, using independent-samples t-tests. Assumptions of t-tests were satisfactorily
met. To protect against type I errors, the Bonferroni procedure was applied to each t-test
with the adjusted alpha (0.05 divided by the number of t-tests conducted, which should
be equal to the number of all dependent variables) [107]. Results indicated that the self-
assessment and peer-assessment group were statistically comparable for their social factors
(i.e., age, years of English learning and gender), writing performance, and rating consistency
in self-assessment of writing prior to the intervention. With no significant difference
detected, therefore, further analyses were feasible on the basis of their equivalent conditions.
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4. Results
4.1. Comparisons of the Intervention and the Comparison Groups in the Pre-Test

With assumptions of the t-test satisfactorily met, the potential participants’ differences
concerning social contextual factors (i.e., age and years of English learning), writing perfor-
mance, and rating accuracy in self-assessment of writing between the two groups at the
pre-test were evaluated using a series of independent-samples t-tests. To protect against
type I errors, the Bonferroni procedure was applied to each t-test with the adjusted alpha
(0.05 divided by the number of t-tests conducted, which should be equal to the number of
all dependent variables) [107].

Adjusting the Bonferroni value at 0.0025, we can see that the results showed no significant
differences between groups in the two conditions (self-assessment and peer-assessment)
regarding age and years of learning English (students’ average ages: MSA =19.50, SD = 0.67
and MPA = 19.54, SD = 0.67; years of English learning on average: MSA =11.55, SD = 0.99
and MPA = 11.84, SD = 0.77). Students’ gender between two conditions was compared and
checked by a chi-square test of independence, with no statistically significant difference
detected, χ2 (1) = 1.09, p = 0.30.

Similarly, the conduct of independent-samples t-tests revealed no significant difference
in the pre-test writing performance between the two groups (self-assessment and peer
assessment) before the intervention with adjusted Bonferroni value at 0.001.

Students’ initial rating accuracy in self-assessment of writing was measured by
strength of the correlation (indicated by Pearson correlation coefficient: r) between the
students’ rating and the raters’ rating on writing samples (four individual dimensions and
the overall performance) from the pre-test [104]. Following Cohen [105,106], we report the
effect size of the Person correlation coefficient r, with r = 0.1, r = 0.3, and r = 0.5 representing
small, medium, and large effect sizes, respectively.

Overall, in the pre-test, students’ ratings of both groups showed a low correlation with
the raters’ rating for most dimensions (three out of four) (from r = 0.11 to r = 0.26, and only
the dimension of language resources was the exception in which students and the raters’
ratings in both groups were negatively related. With regard to the overall performance,
students’ and the raters’ rating in both groups had moderate correlations (intervention
group: r = 0.34; comparison group: r = 0.45).

Statistically, the self-assessment and peer assessment group were comparable for
their social factors, writing performance, and their rating accuracy in self-assessment of
writing prior to the intervention. Therefore, further analyses were feasible according to
such comparable conditions.

4.2. Effects of Self-Assessment-Based Intervention on Writing Performance

To check whether the use of self-assessment could improve students’ writing per-
formance, students’ writing quality was examined from four dimensions. Table 3 shows
that students from both the intervention (self-assessment) and the comparison groups
(peer-assessment) experienced a rise in writing scores in task achievement, coherence and
cohesion, language resources, mechanics, and overall performance. Adjusting the Bonfer-
roni value at 0.001, and according to the Cohen’s d levels shown, the effect of improvement
was strong at the post-test for both groups, with the intervention group outperforming the
comparison group in task achievement, coherence and cohesion, mechanics, and overall
writing scores in different magnitude. Specifically, students from the intervention group
achieved greater significant gains (Cohen’s d = 1.89) in their overall writing scores than the
comparison group (Cohen’s d = 0.78).
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Table 3. Descriptive statistics and results of paired-samples t-tests of writing scores at the pre- and
post-tests in the intervention group (SA) and the comparison group (PA).

Writing
Dimensions Group

Pre-Test (T1) Post-Test (T2) T1 vs. T2

N M SD N M SD t p Cohen’s d

Task
achievement

SA 51 3.18 0.51 51 4.02 0.45 −11.68 <0.001 1.62

PA 41 3.04 0.60 41 3.74 0.42 −8.33 <0.001 1.32

Coherence
andcohesion

SA 51 3.17 0.51 51 3.96 0.46 −11.08 <0.001 1.54

PA 41 3.13 0.40 41 3.63 0.44 −9.39 <0.001 1.49

Language
resources

SA 51 3.07 0.48 51 3.59 0.50 −7.65 <0.001 1.06

PA 41 3.12 0.52 41 3.59 0.50 −6.49 <0.001 1.03

Mechanics
SA 51 2.89 0.52 51 3.43 0.51 −7.65 <0.001 1.06

PA 41 2.82 0.40 41 3.10 0.43 −4.78 <0.001 0.76

Total score
SA 51 12.30 1.55 51 14.99 1.57 −13.63 <0.001 1.89

PA 41 12.11 1.37 41 13.77 2.26 −4.94 <0.001 0.78

Note. The writing rubric measured four dimensions of writing performance, using a five-scale scoring scheme
(1–5) for each dimension.

Furthermore, according to Table 3, the effects of using self-assessment or peer assess-
ment on writing are contingent upon the specific language domain examined. For example,
the intervention appears to have had a larger effect on task achievement than coherence
and cohesion, as well as mechanics. Moreover, results from independent-samples t-tests
demonstrated that the writing performance for the intervention group and the comparison
group was mostly clearly differentiated (p < 0.001) at the post-test. However, for language
resources, although both groups registered within-group writing performance improve-
ment (see Table 3) in the post-test, they did not exhibit any between-group differences (see
Table 4).

Table 4. Descriptive statistics and independent-samples t-tests of writing test scores between the
intervention group (SA) and the comparison group (PA) at the post-test.

Writing Test Score Condition N M SD t p
95% CI

LL UL

Task
achievement

SA 51 4.04 0.43
3.59 0.001 0.15 0.50

PA 41 3.72 0.43

Coherence and cohesion
SA 51 3.97 0.46

3.65 0.000 0.16 0.53
PA 41 3.62 0.44

Language
resources

SA 51 3.58 0.50
−0.24 0.810 −0.23 0.18

PA 41 3.60 0.50

Mechanics
SA 51 3.44 0.51

3.41 0.001 0.14 0.54
PA 41 3.10 0.42

Total scores
SA 51 15.03 1.57

3.18 0.002 0.47 2.05
PA 41 13.76 2.23

Note. CI = confidence interval; LL = lower limit; UL = upper limit.

4.3. Effects of Self-Assessment-Based Intervention on Students’ Rating Accuracy in
Self-Assessment of Writing

Students’ rating accuracy in self-assessment of writing was measured not only quanti-
tatively by the Pearson correlation coefficient (r) concerning four individual dimensions
(i.e., task achievement, coherence and cohesion, language resources, and mechanics) and
the overall performance of EFL writing, as well as qualitatively through evaluating sample
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students’ and teachers’ comments on the selected dimension of students’ writing strengths
and weaknesses. The strength of students’ and raters’ correlations in different dimensions
in the post-writing test are displayed in Table 5 using bivariate Pearson correlations with
two-tailed significance.

Table 5. Correlations of students’ and the raters’ rating on post-writing test samples by the interven-
tion group and the comparison group.

Variables

TA CC LR M Overall

Effect Size r

Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post

SR vs. RR
(intervention) 0.19 0.38 ** 0.26 0.13 −0.06 0.25 0.24 0.11 0.34 ** 0.38 **

SR vs. RR
(comparison) 0.23 0.12 0.25 0.13 −0.15 0.29 0.11 0.01 0.45 ** 0.42 **

Note. TA = task achievement; CC = coherence and cohesion; LR = language resources; M = mechanics;
SR = students’ rating; RR = raters’ rating; ** p < 0.01.

For both groups, according to the bivariate correlations, the students’ rating associated
with the raters’ rating positively for the four writing dimensions and with the overall
performance in the post-test. It is notable that, regarding the dimension of language
resources, while the students’ and the raters’ ratings in both groups were negatively
associated in the pre-test, the students’ and the raters’ ratings showed a positive correlation
in the post-test, despite the fact that it was a nonsignificant small effect (SA: r = 0.25; PA:
r = 0.29). However, students’ and raters’ ratings for the dimension of task achievement for
the intervention group were significantly positively correlated (r = 0.38). In contrast, the
correlation between the students’ and the raters’ ratings for other dimensions decreased in
different extent, for both groups in the post-test. For the overall performance, similar to the
pre-writing test, students’ and the raters’ ratings in both groups had significant moderate
positive correlations at the post-writing test. Although remaining at a medium level, the
students’ and the raters’ rating correlations for the intervention group indicated a small
growth (from r = 0.34 to 38); in contrast, the comparison group had a slight decrease (from
r = 0.45 to 0.42).

When commenting on students’ writing strengths and weaknesses, raters and students
were asked to indicate, first, a writing dimension (e.g., task achievement) and, then, for each
student’s writing, why it was a strong or weak point. Although, as seen from the above,
there were low correlations between the students’ rating and the raters’ rating, increasing
similarity between the students’ and the raters’ comments from pre- to post-writing tasks
suggests that self-assessment of writing had a positive effect on students’ rating accuracy
(for details of six students’ and the raters’ comments in the pre- and post-writing tasks, see
Appendix C).

Specifically, in the pre-test, considerable discrepancies were found between students’
and the raters’ comments, suggesting that teachers and students hold diverse ideas of a
student’s strengths and weaknesses in writing. Nonetheless, in the post-test, the students’
and the raters’ comments overlapped in both the designated rubric dimensions and the
comments on those dimensions. Students’ comments were also more expressive and
reflective in the post-test than in the pre-test.

In summary, correlations of the students’ and the raters’ ratings for both groups were
significant only in overall writing performance and task achievement for the intervention
group at the post-test. No significant associations were found in coherence and cohesion,
language resources, and mechanics. The results imply students’ low rating accuracy in
terms of self-assessment of individual writing dimensions, but relatively higher, intermedi-
ate, rating accuracy in self-assessing their overall writing performance.
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5. Discussion

Informed by formative assessment and self-regulated learning theories, the current
study was conducted to investigate the effects of using self-assessment on EFL students’
writing performance and rating accuracy. Consistent with previous studies in which
the positive effects of self-assessment on overall writing quality improvement have been
demonstrated [43,72], this study revealed that students’ writing performance improved in
both intervention and comparison groups, and the increase in the intervention group’s (self-
assessment) writing performance had a greater effect size (Cohen’s d = 1.89) than that of the
comparison group (peer-assessment, Cohen’s d = 0.78) in the writing dimensions of task
achievement, coherence and cohesion, and mechanics. The qualitative data complemented
the quantitative findings, with all six students indicating positive formative development
in their rating accuracy.

It is worth noting that both groups displayed within-group significant growth (Cohen’s
d = 1.06 and 1.03 for the intervention group and comparison group, respectively) but no
between-group differences in the post-test in language resources, the only dimension in
which this was evident. One conceivable explanation of this might be that, during the
intervention, the teacher’s instruction did not emphasise students’ use of vocabulary and
sentence structures. Hence, the results suggest that self-assessment and peer-assessment
influenced students’ use of language resources to a similar extent. Potentially, it is possible
that the task selection and design of this study might have been cognitively demanding
for students to make use of sophisticated language to respond to the task within a short
amount of time, especially when self-assessment was not familiar to them [108,109].

In terms of students’ rating accuracy, only moderately significant correlations were
found between the students’ and the raters’ ratings for both groups’ overall writing per-
formance, with very little change from the pre-test to the post-test in the correlations. The
nonsignificant correlations for coherence and cohesion, language resources, and mechanics
reduced further in the post-test. Such results also agree with earlier studies [23,64,67],
indicating that, when self-assessment practices are learning-oriented, students are able to
judge their overall writing similarly to external raters, but rating discrepancies may exist
for the individual dimensions. Even though there was a significant correlation (r = 0.38)
between the students’ and the raters’ rating in the dimension of task achievement, in the
other individual writing dimensions, the correlation between the students’ and the raters’
rating decreased in the post-test. This result partially corroborates Liu’s finding [95], in
which Chinese students’ ratings correlated with the raters’ only in task completion due
to their limited English proficiency to rate other writing dimensions accurately, and that
students need extra time and practice to make their rating comparable to those made by
the raters.

There are a few plausible explanations for the reduced correlation between the stu-
dents’ rating and the raters’ rating for individual writing dimensions (except for task
achievement). Initially, it may be the effect of engaging in self-assessment, in which stu-
dents report negatively on themselves when reflecting on their self-assessment over a
period of time. This can lead students to self-doubt and unnecessary anxiety [4,71,110],
negatively affecting their judgement of their work. Secondly, as indicated in the previous
literature, students with different language proficiency levels [30,95] may either underesti-
mate or overestimate themselves in self-assessment because of ego protection or lack of
relevant knowledge [12,28,36,74,76]. Thirdly, learners in this study, as novice raters, were
probably given insufficient classroom instructions and time to digest the self-assessment
or peer-assessment materials and practices. Therefore, they were likely less ready to as-
sess their work, such as vocabulary and sentence structures in writing, using the detailed
rubric provided, than the experienced raters [15,64]. Another reason may be that the stu-
dents had inadequate teacher feedback during the intervention for more accurate student
self-assessment development. At this early stage, learners may have still lacked proper
understanding and sufficient experience in self-assessment [8].
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Nevertheless, from a formative perspective, students’ rating accuracy might have
enhanced after self-assessment as students’ comments on writing strengths and weaknesses
are more in line with the raters’ [8]. Those findings broadly support the statement that
“self-assessment may not lead to an improved essay; however, it may lead to an enhanced
insight into the strengths and weaknesses of the essay the students will submit” [111]
(p. 65). According to Hattie and Timperley’s four levels of feedback focus [112], the fact that
the six students were able to generate more precise, observant, and constructive comments
on their writing strengths and weaknesses in the post-test supports the argument that
self-assessment can support students to refine their judgements, raise their awareness
of their writing quality, and nurture and sustain their writing development [25,113–120].
Therefore, the question is not about how faithful students can be in self-assessing their
writing, but about how the engagement in self-assessing their performance can foster
sustainable writing development. Arguably, using self-assessment could be one approach
to realise that goal [63].

6. Research Implications

This study affords some implications for EFL writing researchers to further investigate
issues related to self-assessment of writing for better implementation of self-assessment in
their own contexts, especially in the Chinese context or contexts that share similarities.

Theoretically, evidence gained from the positive effects of implementing self-assessment
supports the effectiveness of rubric-referenced self-assessment and reflects students’ abili-
ties to construct and self-regulate knowledge with teachers’ constant feedback and scaf-
folding [36,121,122] Methodologically, the quasi-experimental design of this study has
the potential to inform, and to be used for, valid and in-depth investigations in similar
settings as most previous research intends to adopt ether the quantitative or the qualitative
approach to investigate the role of self-assessment in the writing domain. Pedagogically,
the empirical evidence reported here provides information for the integration of self-
assessment as a regular element into curriculum/course design in EFL writing contexts
such as China [10,35], where students are accustomed to a centralised education system
and tend to accept so-called “standard” or authoritative evaluations [15,25], and doing so
will help them develop their self-regulated learning capacity in trying self-assessment.

7. Conclusions

This study presents only the tip of a very promising iceberg, i.e., students’ self-
assessment in the EFL writing context. With the overarching aim of exploring the effect of
using self-assessment on EFL students’ writing performance and rating accuracy, this study
was conducted with 94 participants (92 students and two English lecturers). The empirical
evidence provided in previous sections shows that self-assessment can be oriented to foster
and enhance students’ writing performance by assisting students’ active engagement in
learning. Nevertheless, given that self-assessment was a novel experience for both the
lecturer and the Chinese students in this study, the inclusion of self-assessment in the EFL
writing pedagogy may take longer to have a further positive impact on certain aspects, e.g.,
students’ rating accuracy improvement, given the misalignment between students’ and
raters’ rating [85,114]. Although students in this study seemed unable to assess their work
reliably in relation to the raters’ scores after the intervention, it is still necessary to include
self-rating during self-assessment because learning to self-assess not only helps students to
reflect on their work, but also sustains their assessing abilities and writing development.

The generalisability of the current research findings is subject to several limitations.
The first set of limitations arises from the self-assessment intervention, in which the research
site made an unforeseen decision to use peer assessment instead of using the previously
agreed traditional teacher assessment in the comparison group. Hence, the current study
may not be able to make a strong claim on the effects of using self-assessment in contrast
to traditional assessment practices. Comparing the effects of using self-assessment and
teacher assessment on students’ writing performance in EFL writing settings, particularly
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to ensure the implementation of high-quality self-assessment in writing programmes [115],
can be a productive area for future research. Many researchers have highlighted that
sophisticated self-assessment takes time, and the intervention time for this study may
have been inadequate to document more systematic changes in the self-assessment process.
Longitudinal studies over a much longer time frame could be helpful to provide richer
insights into the effectiveness of the self-assessment intervention [53,116–119].

Another limitation of the current study concerns its sample size. Firstly, as the lecturer
participants and student participants were only recruited from one Chinese university
through convenience sampling, cautions need to be taken when interpreting the research
findings. It is also acknowledged that the qualitative data that six students provided are not
intended for making generalisations of students’ formative rating accuracy development
in self-assessment of writing across other populations, as the representation is limited.
What merits future research attention is to expand the sampling strategies and sample size
so as to engage more students of different majors from the same university or students
of similar majors from different universities. In that sense, the varied representation
of population in self-assessment of writing research can possibly be ensured. More in-
depth qualitative studies adopting different methodologies to enrich the perception of
students’ lived experiences in self-assessment of writing, are anticipated. For instance,
more attention could also be given to interpreting the mental and emotional reactions that
students experience during self-assessment so that teachers could better support students
to develop effective forms of self-assessment to maximise the benefits gained from the
self-assessment of writing practices.

Commenting on Black and Wiliam’s work [22], Lee argued that “self-assessment
by the student is not an interesting option or luxury; it has to be seen as essential” [19]
(p. 55), which emphasised that the idea of self-assessment ought to be an essential practice
integrated into every writing classroom to promote sustainable learning [120–123], instead
of being treated as an occasional practice. It is expected that findings of this study will
encourage practitioners to implement and monitor self-assessment in their classroom
despite the challenges and difficulties that may arise in the pedagogical process.
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Appendix A

For the pre-test (45 min)
Prompts: Shopping online is a new trend throughout the world today, and the reasons

why people choose to shop online is complex. Such a trend may transform people’s lives,
or even how the society operates.

Write an essay with at least 200 words on the following topic: What are the reasons for
people shopping online and what effects does it have on people’s lives and the society?
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Appendix A 
For the pre-test (45 min) 
Prompts: Shopping online is a new trend throughout the world today, and the rea-

sons why people choose to shop online is complex. Such a trend may transform people’s 
lives, or even how the society operates. 

Write an essay with at least 200 words on the following topic: What are the reasons 
for people shopping online and what effects does it have on people’s lives and the society? 

__________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________ 

For the post-test (45 min) 
Prompts: Even though shopping online is popular around the world, a large number 

of people still prefer shopping in physical stores due to different reasons, and how shop-
ping in physical stores could shape people’s lives and the whole society is not clear. 

Write an essay with at least 200 words on the following topic: What are the reasons 
for people shopping in physical stores and what effects does it have on people’s lives and 
the society? 

__________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix B

There are four sections in this writing rubric, namely, task achievement, coherence
and cohesion, language resources, and mechanics. Within each section are descriptions of
characteristics representing writing at different levels, from 1–5, where 5 represents the
highest level of quality. I would like to request you to self-assess your writing according to
the rubric, and generate a score for yourself in each section and an average overall score.
Lastly, please write down your comments on the strengths and weaknesses of your writing.
You have 20 min to complete this task. The meanings or definitions of the key dimensions
in the writing rubric are provided below. I suggest that you read through the rubric to
become familiar with it before starting. Thank you very much for your generous help.

• Task achievement: This is the extent to which you responded to all parts of the topic
questions, and how you developed relevant ideas to support them with explanations,
examples, or experiences. It is important that your opinion is clear and relevant to
the topic.

• Coherence and cohesion: Coherence means that you presented your ideas in a logical
way, and cohesion refers to the degree you connected sentences (or different parts of
one sentence) and paragraphs with linking words (e.g., since, in addition, because,
first, although, however, and moreover) such that the reader could follow your ideas
easily. Both elements build up the organisation of your writing.

• Language resources: This refers to your ability to use a variety of vocabulary (e.g., dif-
ferent word forms: noun/verb, synonyms, phrases, formal expressions), grammar (e.g.,
different tenses: I had gone/I will be going, and relative clauses: who/which/that etc.),
and sentence structures (e.g., simple sentences—one main clause/one verb; complex
sentences—at least one independent clause plus at least one dependent clause linked
by because, although, etc.; compound sentences—two or more independent clauses
joined by and, but, or, etc.) in a balanced, flexible and accurate way in your writing.
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• Mechanics: This is your ability to apply correct spelling, punctuation (e.g., comma,
period, and question mark), capitalisation, abbreviations (e.g., DIY and CEO), para-
graphing (divide your writing into logical parts), and grammar rules (e.g., the use
of the/a/an, uncountable nouns, plural forms, use of phrases match, and avoiding
run-on sentences, in which two or more independent clauses (i.e., complete sentences)
are joined without an appropriate conjunction or mark of punctuation) in your writing.

I believe my strengths in this writing are:
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My scores are • task achievement, • coherence and cohesion, • language resources, 
and • mechanics. My general score is… 

Table A1. Self-assessment of writing rubric. 

Level Task Achievement Coherence and Cohesion Language Resources Mechanics 

5 

• Proficiently paraphrase 
and address all the task 

questions. 
• Clearly express your 

opinions through the task 
and support them with at 

least four relevant, detailed 
examples, and personal 

• Ideas, sentences, and 
paragraphs are clearly and 

logically presented and 
linked by a variety of linking 

words 
accurately. 

• With topic and closing 
sentences, the whole writing 

• Use a wide range of 
topic-related and 

sophisticated vocabulary 
naturally to answer task 
questions; may have rare 
mistakes in word choice, 

and forms.  

• No errors in spelling, 
punctuation, capitalisa-

tion, grammar rules. 
• Divide the writing into 
reasonable paragraphs, 

and each paragraph  

I think my weaknesses in this writing are:
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My scores are • task achievement, • coherence and cohesion, • language resources,
and • mechanics. My general score is . . .

Table A1. Self-assessment of writing rubric.

Level Task Achievement Coherence and
Cohesion Language Resources Mechanics

5

• Proficiently
paraphrase and address

all the task questions.
• Clearly express your
opinions through the

task and support them
with at least four
relevant, detailed

examples, and personal
experiences. Meet or

moderately exceed the
word limit.

• Ideas, sentences, and
paragraphs are clearly
and logically presented
and linked by a variety

of linking
words accurately.

• With topic and closing
sentences, the whole

writing has a nice flow
and is pleasant to read.

• Use a wide range of
topic-related and

sophisticated
vocabulary naturally to
answer task questions;

may have rare mistakes
in word choice,

and forms.
• Use a wide variety of
sentence structures, and
all are used in a flexible

and correct way.

• No errors in spelling,
punctuation,
capitalisation,

grammar rules.
• Divide the writing into
reasonable paragraphs,

and each paragraph
expresses a clear and

logical idea and
indicates a change of

focus at the
beginning. Clear and

neat handwriting.

4

• Appropriately
paraphrase and address

about 85% of the
task questions.

• Clearly express your
opinions through the

task and support them
with three generally

relevant, detailed
examples, and personal

experiences, but they
may lack focus

sometime. Meet or
slightly exceed the

word limit.

• Though 1–2
expressions are unclear,

ideas, sentences, and
paragraphs are clearly
and logically presented
in general. Some linking

words are underused
or overused.

• With topic and closing
sentences, the whole

writing is easy to follow.

• Use a wide range of
topic-related and

sophisticated
vocabulary to answer
task questions; may
have 1–2 mistakes in

word choice, and
word forms.

• Use a wide variety of
sentence structures, and
about 85% of them are
error-free sentences.

•1–3 errors in spelling,
punctuation,
capitalisation,

grammar rules.
• Divide the writing into
reasonable paragraphs,

and each paragraph
expresses a central idea
and indicates a change

of focus at the
beginning. Clear and

neat handwriting.
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Table A1. Cont.

Level Task Achievement Coherence and
Cohesion Language Resources Mechanics

3

• Clearly address and
paraphrase around half

of the task questions.
• Express a relevant but

unclear personal
opinion through the task

and support it with at
least one relevant,

detailed example and
personal experience.

Slightly or moderately
below the word limit.

• Parts of ideas,
sentences and

paragraphs are
repetitive and illogical.
Different linking words

are used, but
there are 3–4 mistakes

within/between
sentences that may
block reading but

not affect
communication.

• The writing has topic
sentences for each part,

but no conclusion.

• Use basic topic-related
vocabulary to answer
task questions, but 3–5
errors in word forms or

grammar of
uncommon words.

• Use a mix of simple
and complex sentence

structures; simple
sentence structures are
used correctly, while

having 2–4 mistakes in
complex sentences.

• 4–7 noticeable errors
in spelling, punctuation,

capitalisation,
grammar rules.

• Divide the writing into
reasonable paragraphs,

but each paragraph
expresses more than one
idea. Good handwriting

without
affecting reading.

2

• Unable to address any
part of the task

questions, and almost
copy all the words of

the task questions.
• Express an unclear

personal opinion
through the task but the

supporting examples,
and personal

experiences are
irrelevant and not

well-explained.
Considerably below the

word limit.

• It is hard to follow the
logic in ideas, sentences,
and paragraphs. Only

basic linking words (e.g.,
and/or/but/first/

however) are used, and
they may be

used incorrectly
and repetitively.

• The writing does not
have a clear topic

sentence and
a conclusion.

• Use only basic
vocabulary and some of
them are not related to

the task. Over 6 errors in
word forms and the

meaning of ideas may
be changed by the errors.

• Use only simple
sentences without

clauses. Many
incomplete and

run-on sentences.

• Over 8 errors in
spelling, punctuation,

capitalisation, grammar
rules that the writing is

hard to read
and understand.

• There are fewer than
3 paragraphs or more

than 5 paragraphs. Ideas
for different questions

are mixed, so the
meaning is confusing for

the reader. Poor
handwriting, difficult

to read.

1

• The answer is mostly
unrelated to the task, no

personal opinion is
expressed, and it seems
part of the writing is a
memorised response.
Extremely below the

word limit.

• No logic in the
presented ideas,
sentences, and

paragraphs; wrong use
of all the linking words;

no beginning
or ending.

• Use extremely limited
and repetitive

vocabulary, and most of
the word forms are used

wrongly; only run-on
sentences or phrases

which are hard to read.

• With very poor
handwriting, the writing
is full of errors and no
paragraph formatting.

Almost impossible
to read.

Appendix C

Table A2. Sample of students and teachers’ comments of writing.

CommentSources
Strengths Weaknesses

Pre-Comments Post-Comments Pre-Comments Post-Comments

Student A
Language resources: I

used complicated
sentence structures.

Task achievement: I
answered the topic

questions clearly with
good examples in each
part. I also have a clear

structure with signal
words linking

my ideas.

Mechanics: Poor
spelling.

Language resources: I
am not certain if I used

enough authentic
expressions and

complex structures in
the right way in my

writing. I need to work
on various

sentence structures.
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Table A2. Cont.

CommentSources
Strengths Weaknesses

Pre-Comments Post-Comments Pre-Comments Post-Comments

Teachers

Task achievement:
Answered most task
questions with clear

opinions and examples.

Task achievement and
language resources:
Addressed all task

questions with relevant
examples and good

logic. Also used
sophisticated

expressions and
attributive clauses in

the right way.

Coherence and
cohesion: Lack of

linking words to link
ideas smoothly.

Language resources:
Run-on sentences

in complex
sentence structures.

Student B
Task achievement: I
have abundant ideas

for the topic.

Task achievement and
language resources: I
answered all the task
questions with proper
examples to support

my arguments. I tried
to use a range of

academic expressions.

Language resources:
Not good at using

complex vocabulary/

Mechanics: I made
spelling mistakes

because I focused more
on the words and

sentence structures I
used, and I neglected

word spelling. I need to
make time to
double-check

spelling alone.

Teachers

Coherence and
cohesion/ language

resources: The writing
is a pleasure to read

with ideas clearly and
logically presented.

Also used a variety of
sentence structures and

sophisticated
vocabulary.

Task achievement and
language resources:

Paraphrased and
addressed all the task

questions with detailed
examples and used

sophisticated
vocabulary

and structure.

Mechanics: Violated
many grammar rules.

Mechanics: Numerous
spelling errors.

Student C
Coherence and

cohesion: Logical
thoughts.

Coherence and
cohesion: My writing
has topic sentences for

each part, but no
conclusion. The whole
writing is easy to follow
with enough examples.

Mechanics:
Punctuation mistakes.

Mechanics: I realise I
always used tenses

wrongly. I guess I do
not fully understand

the occasions to use the
present tense. My

handwriting is not easy
to follow, and I should
start from improving

my handwriting.

Teachers

Language resources:
Generally correct use of

complex
sentence structures.

Coherence and
cohesion: Ideas are

presented clearly and
logically with good use

of linking words.

Task achievement:
Unable to answer the

task questions;
extremely below the

word limit.

Mechanics: Many
mistakes in grammar,
especially the use of

tense. Poor
handwriting disturbs

reading.

Student D Mechanics: Very few
spelling mistakes.

Language resources: To
answer the task

questions, I tried to use
different kinds of
words in different
forms to achieve

vocabulary variety.

Mechanics: I always
spelled words wrong.

Coherence and
cohesion: My ideas in
the body part were not
logical and coherent for

the topic. I need to
make stronger links

among my ideas and
examples using

transitional words.

Teachers

Task achievement:
Clearly answered task

questions with
enough examples.

Language resources:
Used a range of words

in the right way to
address task questions.

Language resources:
Major problems in

using the right
word/phrase
collocation.

Coherence and
cohesion: Repetitive

and illogical ideas; not
easy to follow.
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Table A2. Cont.

CommentSources
Strengths Weaknesses

Pre-Comments Post-Comments Pre-Comments Post-Comments

Student E I do not know.

Task achievement: I
have a clear opinion,

and I can write effective
sentences to describe
my examples and to
support my ideas.

Task achievement: Not
sure about my choice.

Mechanics: I always
forget spelling and

grammar rules during
writing. I need more
practice in grammar
such as subject and

verb agreement.

Teachers
Language resources:

Used a range of
topic-related words.

Task achievement:
Most task questions are

addressed with
supporting details.

Mechanics: Violated
many basic

grammar rules.

Mechanics: Full of
spelling errors and
grammar mistakes.

Student F Task achievement: I do
not know why.

Task achievement: I
used four examples to
express myself clearly
around the main topic.

I think I provided
enough support for

my argument.

No idea.

Language resources: I
used simple sentence
structures and basic
vocabulary too often,
such as “think, like,

etc.”. I need to learn to
use more

advanced words.

Teachers
Coherence and

cohesion: Opinions are
clear in general.

Task achievement:
Most task questions are

answered with
relevant examples.

Task achievement: Half
of the task questions
are not addressed.

Language resources:
Mainly used basic

words and sentence
structures with phrase

collocation errors.
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