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Abstract: Recent research has underlined the benefits of peer assessment (PA) as it helps learners
write high-quality essays and increases their confidence as writers. In terms of this intervention study,
200 Greek Cypriot EFL learners’ essays (pre- and post-tests) were evaluated taking into consideration
four aspects of writing quality after using either PA and teacher assessment (TA) (experimental
groups, n = 100 students) or only TA (control groups, n = 100 students) in their writing classes for
one year. This is one of the few studies, to the knowledge of the present researcher, which have
performed text analysis of so many aspects of writing quality using such a—relatively—large sample
(400 essays) in such a challenging setting (secondary education). Learners’ essays were evaluated in
terms of accuracy, fluency, grammatical complexity, and lexical complexity using Atlas.ti. Findings
indicated that learners who received PA and TA improved their essays more in terms of lexical
complexity, accuracy, and some features of grammatical complexity and fluency than those who
received only TA. The current study highlights the desirability of collaborative group work, in the
form of PA activities, in the creation of opportunities conducive to promoting writing quality.

Keywords: peer assessment; EFL; writing quality; lexical complexity; accuracy; grammatical com-
plexity; fluency; inclusive assessment

1. Introduction

Peer assessment (PA), as a formative type of ‘assessment for learning’ which fosters
student-centred evaluation, has been widely discussed (Lee and Hannafin 2016; Panadero
et al. 2016; Wanner and Palmer 2018). PA is a valuable ‘learning how to learn’ technique
(Li et al. 2012) due to its positive impact on motivation and involvement in learning of
students regardless of their age (Reinholz 2016; Tenorio et al. 2016). It supports students
as they become accountable for their learning empowering each other’s achievements
through peer response and evaluation (Tillema et al. 2011). It is also considered to be
an effective method of enhancing students’ appreciation of their own learning potential
(Lynch et al. 2012).

One of the main tendencies of current European and international education is to
develop more active and responsible life-long learners who can effectively interact with
their co-learners in their effort to shape their own learning (Gudowsky et al. 2016). However,
the process of PA, which promotes learner-centred assessment, cannot be implemented
in EFL classes unless more detailed description of this approach especially in terms of
preparing adolescent students and their EFL teachers becomes available (Lam 2016). In
addition, PA is related with unclear and obscure language and is not similarly implemented
or perceived in terms of teaching secondary school learners (Harris et al. 2015).

Scholars state that a collaborative learning context is frequently absent in secondary
education in terms of EFL language learning (Fekri 2016). Absence of information on
what precisely the peer part of the assessment process really is discourages students from
engaging in the practice of PA. In Cyprus, for instance, both learners and instructors tend
to have limited previous experience in alternative assessment methods in the EFL language
classroom (Meletiadou 2012; Tsagari and Vogt 2017; Vogt and Tsagari 2014), as assessment
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has traditionally been teachers’ sole responsibility. Nevertheless, students, teachers, and
parents often complain that most students encounter significant hurdles in formal tests of
writing and have negative attitudes towards writing and the assessment of writing (Bailey
2017).

In addition, international trade and tourism in various countries in Europe and world-
wide (i.e., Cyprus) has had a significant impact on EFL language education. Progressively,
multinational companies demand from their future employees to be proficient in English
focusing on writing since employees usually communicate through emails in English and
most documents are in English. The researcher chose to focus on writing in EFL because
English is the foreign language most people learn worldwide and writing in English has
drawn considerable attention over the years (Saito and Hanzawa 2016). Moreover, writing
is an important part of most EFL external tests (i.e., IELTS). This has caused a backwash
effect which has subsequently motivated EFL students’ instructors to focus on increasing
their writing proficiency (Dewaele et al. 2018). As the role of writing in EFL learning is
becoming more prominent, learners’ ability to peer-assess their writing drafts also gains in
significance (Puegphrom et al. 2014).

Curricular aims in secondary and further education stress and occasionally require
that students collaborate and increase their self-reliance and accountability as learners
(Petra et al. 2016). PA promotes the development of students’ autonomous, cooperative,
and self-regulation skills (Thomas et al. 2011). Consequently, PA methods should be explored
if teachers need to foster ‘learning how to learn’ skills. There is also a need to understand the
role and use of PA in the language learning process (Ashraf and Mahdinezhad 2015). Finally,
although literature on PA is expanding in higher education (Adachi et al. 2018), very little
information about PA in the EFL and secondary education context (Chien et al. 2020;
Panadero and Brown 2017) is available.

The current study investigated the impact of PA of writing on adolescent EFL students’
writing quality by analysing the text quality of students’ essays (pre- and post-tests) taking
into consideration four indicators of writing quality (Wolfe-Quintero et al. 1998) to add to
the PA of writing in the secondary education literature. The main research question of the
current study was:

What is the nature of the impact of PA and TA on the writing quality of adolescent
EFL students’ essays as opposed to TA only?

To sum up, the aim of the current study was to explore whether the combined use of
PA and TA in public secondary schools could enhance EFL students’ writing skills and
promote more inclusive assessment practices which may foster learning and improve the
writing quality of adolescent EFL students’ essays.

2. Literature Review
PA and Writing Quality

A major concern of the present study was to investigate whether PA of writing could
have an impact on EFL students’ writing quality. Previous studies have explored only one
or two aspects of writing quality. For instance, Jalalifarahani and Azizi (2012) examined
the impact of two kinds of feedback (instructor versus student) on grammatical accuracy
and general writing enhancement of 126 high versus low achieving Iranian EFL students.
Findings indicated that peer response did not help high or low achieving learners improve
their grammatical accuracy, but instructor comments were found to be beneficial for low
achieving students, especially as regards grammatical accuracy. In terms of general writing
achievement, both teacher and peer feedback were remarkably influential irrespective of
learner prior achievement. Moreover, the study indicated that students preferred teacher
comments and regarded their instructor as an almighty expert who could provide the right
answer to every question.

In their study, Hashemifardnia et al. (2019) also claimed that learners improved
their drafts considerably in terms of grammatical accuracy only when writing instructors
provided feedback on grammatical errors. In addition, Liu and Brown (2015) reported that
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most studies on error correction in EFL writing classes indicated that learners receiving
instructor error correction enhanced their accuracy over time. Moreover, certain researchers
reported that instructor comments influenced students’ general writing quality more than
peer comments (Hamer et al. 2015; Zhu and Carless 2018). They revealed that teacher
feedback was likely to have more of an impact on overall writing quality rather than peer
feedback.

Nevertheless, Sheen and Ellis (2011) reported that correcting local errors sometimes
resulted in students increasing their mistakes on later drafts. They claimed that frequent
error correction had a slightly negative impact on learners’ ability to improve their writing
performance. Additionally, Lee (2015) stressed that instructor comments were not more
helpful than peer comments. Students in his study indicated that they were unsure whether
instructor suggestions were more effective than peer comments as regards grammatical
error correction. In terms of the impact of instructor versus peer comments on the general
writing enhancement of high versus low achieving students, researchers indicated that
instructor and peer comments both helped students improve their writing performance
irrespective of prior achievement (Meek et al. 2017). Researchers reported that teacher com-
ments did not provide more significant benefits than peer comments as regards accelerating
writing achievement (Chien et al. 2020; Ruegg 2015). Further, Patchan and Schunn (2015)
and Pham and Usaha (2016) corroborate the effectiveness of peer comments for meaning
level corrections and, therefore, improved writing quality, although the aim of the current
study was not to explore the impact of instructor versus peer response on student writing
but the effect of a combination of both PA and TA on learners’ essays. Hyland and Hyland
(2019) and Yu and Hu (2017) indicated that peer comments had an overall beneficial effect
on the quality of writing, although they did not compare peer to instructor comments.
They highlighted the fact that peer corrections were significant, explicitly stating that peer
revision should be seen as an important additional type of feedback for EFL learners as
peer feedback was more closely associated with linguistic rather than pragmatic aspects of
writing (Hyland and Hyland 2019).

Soleimani et al. (2017) also explored the impact of peer-mediated/collaborative versus
individual writing on measures of fluency, accuracy, and complexity of 150 female EFL
learners’ texts. Their findings revealed that collaborative groups outperformed the individ-
ual groups in terms of fluency and accuracy but not in terms of complexity. Therefore, the
researchers concluded that learning is a social activity and students’ writing skills improve
when they interact with each other. Ruegg (2015) also discovered that peer response groups
had higher writing scores than instructor response groups. Some other studies report that
peer feedback is more effective than teacher feedback (McConlogue 2015; Wang 2014). The
underlying reason behind all these controversies lie in the number of different factors taken
into consideration in each study and how these were treated by scholars.

Exploring the effectiveness of PA on writing and 24 grade 11 Thai learners’ perceptions
of PA, Puegphrom et al. (2014) discovered that students’ writing skills were significantly
enhanced after experimenting with collaborative PA. Students also thought that PA pro-
moted collaborative learning and self-reliance. Further, according to Edwards and Liu
(2018) and Ghani and Asgher (2012), instructor response and peer response enhanced
learners’ writing quality in comparable ways. Ghahari and Farokhnia (2017), who con-
ducted a large-scale study with 39 adult learners which explored the effect of formative PA
on language grammar uptake and complexity, accuracy, and fluency triad scale levels in
comparison to TA, reported that accuracy and fluency levels of both PA and TA groups
improved significantly.

Finally, in a semi-experimental study, Diab (2011) examined the impact of peer versus
self-editing on learners’ writing skills. The study included two complete English classes,
one of which used peer-editing while the other used self-editing. Findings indicated that
whereas peer-editors and self-editors showed similar observation skills, writers involved
in self-editing rectified more mistakes than writers who were engaged in peer-editing.
Surprisingly, peer-editors enhanced the writing quality of their essays considerably more
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than students involved in self-editing. Disparities in writing achievement resulted from the
application of various language learning techniques, peer communication, and involvement
with language.

To sum up, findings in the literature regarding the impact of PA and TA on the writing
quality of EFL students’ essays are mixed. Some researchers claim that peer feedback is
not always effective as students tend to think that peer comments are not that credible or
accurate and do not take them into consideration favouring instructor comments (Kim 2005;
Tsui and Ng 2000). Other studies report that PA is regarded as a vital component of the
writing process that leads to enhanced writing skills (Yu and Wu 2013). Involving peers
in presenting their viewpoints and providing suggestions to enhance student writing
ability is comparable to a mirror reflecting the skills of the assessor and the assessee
(Puegphrom et al. 2014). Although numerous studies highlight the positive impact of PA
on the writing quality of students’ essays (Cho et al. 2008; Cho and MacArthur 2010),
there is lack of research related to the impact of PA—especially when used in combination
with TA—on the writing quality of EFL students’ texts in secondary education (Double
et al. 2020). Addressing the urgent need for further research in the field of PA, the present
study explored the impact of blind reciprocal PA on the writing quality of adolescent EFL
students’ essays (Gielen and De Wever 2015).

3. Method
3.1. Participants

Participants of this study were two hundred adolescent Greek Cypriot EFL learners
from four public secondary schools in Cyprus and twenty experienced EFL teachers
who were also native Cypriot Greeks with more than 10 years of teaching experience.
Students had to attend two 90-min classes per week in terms of a compulsory EFL writing
module. Teachers taught them how to write 3 types of essays (descriptive, narrative, and
argumentative) for 9 months (full school year) following the national curriculum provided
by the Ministry of Education and Culture in Cyprus. Students had been taught letter
writing, both informal and formal, during the previous school year. Teachers had to use an
intermediate coursebook which was prescribed by the Ministry of Education. The aim was
to gradually prepare learners for the IGCSE exams in a few years.

The researcher decided to conduct this study because students and their parents had
been complaining about their EFL writing performance. Moreover, most of these learners
were negatively disposed towards writing and received low grades as they failed at the
end of the year local summative tests. Participation in the current study was voluntary
and both students and their parents had to sign an informed consent form. The researcher
received permission to conduct this study from the Pedagogical Institute in Cyprus and
the University of Cyprus.

Learners formed 20 groups and were selected randomly (convenience sample) because
of time and money constraints. The curriculum, syllabus and materials were the same for
all students who had to write a pre-test, which served as a diagnostic test. This ensured
that learners who participated in the study were at the intermediate (B1) level according
to the Common European Framework (CEFR) (Council of Europe 2001). The test was
provided by the Cypriot Ministry of Education and Culture.

All participants had to write 5 compositions. Experimental group students (n = 100)
had to write two drafts for 3 of the compositions and receive PA from their classmates on
their first draft and TA on their final draft while control group students (n = 100) received
only TA on both drafts. Teachers and peers had to use the same rubric to provide feedback.
The researcher chose to use process writing to enable students in the experimental groups
to get multiple feedback (e.g., from teacher and peer) across various drafts (Strijbos 2016).
Control groups were also able to receive teacher feedback twice.

Therefore, the only difference among control and experimental groups was that
experimental group students received PA. Consequently, any difference in the writing
quality of students’ essays was due to the impact of PA possibly because peers provided
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additional insights into their work and clearer suggestions regarding strategies they could
use to improve their work.

3.2. Instrument

The main instrument of the study was a rubric (Appendix A), an adaptation of a
well-known and widely used instrument for ESL composition writing, which is Jacobs’
ESL Composition Profile (Jacobs et al. 1981). The PA form was directly linked to the
CEFR (Council of Europe 2001). The validity of the PA form was explored by consultation
with experts, 8 headteachers, one inspector and 10 qualified EFL instructors who had
been teaching at this level for a minimum of 6 years. The instrument had five categories
(content, organisation, grammar, vocabulary and language use, and focus). A pilot study
was then conducted, during which 60 students and 6 teachers used this form to assess 5
essays. Students and teachers thought that the instrument was user-friendly and suitable
for these students’ level and age. The reliability of the PA form was assessed by calculating
Cronbach’s alpha to measure the internal consistency of features and the coefficient value
was 0.9. This clearly indicated that the PA form could be regarded as a reliable instrument.

3.3. Procedure

Teachers received training in PA methods and process writing and had then to train
their students following a specific schedule devised by the researcher. The researcher
prepared a PA training session for students which drew on models of awareness-raising
programmes (i.e., Saito 2008). Its main purpose was to explain the assessment criteria
(Patri 2002) and give a short PA introduction (Xiao and Lucking 2008). It lasted about 6 h
and comprised many elements, i.e., revision strategies, mock rating, and revision with the
PA form.

Students were supported as they gradually used process writing and PA of writing in
their classes. They reflected on their purpose for using PA since they all wanted to improve
their performance and succeed in their IGCSE exams. Learners were invited to participate
in the study by assuming the role of the assessor and assessee anonymously using the
PA form (Appendix A). The implementation lasted 9 months and was divided into the
following phases (Figure 1, modified from Falchikov 2005, p. 125).

The goal of the study was to explore whether students who used both PA and TA
enhanced their writing skills more than those who only received TA. Students received
the same parallel instruction and were asked to write an informal letter as a pre-test and
post-test. The researcher had weekly meetings with the teachers to supervise the whole
procedure closely, provide additional support and training in PA and resolve any problems.
The instrument used (Appendix A) was designed with the purpose of guiding students
through a self-monitoring process in which they planned and evaluated their performance.
It also helped teachers assess their students in a consistent way. All essays were marked by
an external assessor and part of them (20%) was also marked by the researcher to ensure
interrater consistency. Validity of all instruments was checked through consultation with
experts (inspectors and experienced EFL teachers).
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3.4. Analysis of Writing Samples

In terms of the influence of PA and TA on learners’ writing quality, the researcher
decided on four indicators to apply in the analyses of students’ essays, based on previous
studies of EFL writing and EFL writing evaluation:

• Fluency [(a) average number of words per t-unit when the term ‘t-unit’ refers to
a minimal terminal unit or independent clause with whatever dependent clauses,
phrases, and words are linked to or incorporated within it (Wolfe-Quintero et al. 1998),
and (b) text length, described as the total number of words included in an essay within
the 30 min provided for every activity (Wolfe-Quintero et al. 1998)];

• Grammatical complexity [(a) average number of clauses per t-unit; (b) average number
of clauses per T-unit; (c) dependent clauses per T-unit, and (d) dependent clauses per
clause (Ting and Qian 2010)];
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• Accuracy [(a) the proportion of error-free t-units to t-units; (b) the number of T-units,
and (c) the number of errors per T-unit (Ting and Qian 2010), and;

• Vocabulary or lexical complexity (an elaborate type-token ratio-word types per square
root of two times the words (WT/2W—which considers the length of the sample to
overcome the issue that regular type-token ratios are influenced by length).

Research has reportedly indicated that these indicators are the best measures of second
language enhancement in writing (see, for example, Wolfe-Quintero et al. 1998; Yang et al.
2015). Moreover, to maintain reliability in listing these types of changes, the researcher and
an external assessor analysed all data after initially marking on 20% of the revised essays.

The investigator ensured interrater reliabilities of employing the PA form and the
coding scheme by following this procedure (Ergai et al. 2016): (a) the researcher retained
three distinct random samples of 10% of the data (one determined for pilot testing, another
chosen for assessor training, and a last one for the other group for interrater-reliability
checks); (b) the investigator pilot-tested the PA form and the coding scheme to gain some
experience in using them and practised completing the forms; (c) the researcher used
consistent rater training; (d) the investigator and an external assessor autonomously coded
the third set of data; (e) the researcher identified where she reached a consensus with the
external assessor and where she did not, and eventually (f) the investigator explained any
obscure points and bridged the gaps to resolve any conflicts.

4. Results and Discussion
4.1. Results

The present study investigated the kind of impact that PA—when used in combination
with TA—may have on the writing quality of students” essays by analysing their texts.
Text analyses were performed to determine whether using PA and TA can improve the
writing quality of adolescent EFL students’ essays in four aspects which are regarded as the
ideal indicators of writing quality in the literature (Foster and Skehan 1996; Wigglesworth
and Storch 2009) as opposed to using TA only.

One-way MANOVA was performed to explore whether the use of PA and TA had
any impact, which was statistically significant, on the writing quality of students’ essays
as regards its four indicators, i.e., accuracy, lexical complexity, grammatical complexity,
and fluency (Table 1). The analysis suggested that the disparity in the writing quality of
students’ essays among experimental and control groups, in terms of the four indicators
of writing quality, was statistically significant for all the measures mentioned above F
(10) = 3.461, p < 0.005; Wilk’s Λ = 0.845, partial η2 = 0.16. This clearly indicates that the
combined use of PA and TA yields significant benefits for adolescent EFL learners in terms
of their writing performance as opposed to the use of TA only as experimental groups
outperformed control groups in all aspects of writing quality.

Table 1. One-way MANOVA analysis of all indicators of writing quality.

Multivariate Tests

Effect Value F H* Sig PES** OP***

Df

Wilks’ 0.845 3.461 a 10.000 0.000 0.189 0.991
a. Exact statistic; The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level; *H = hypothesis; **PES = partial eta squared;
***OP = observed power.

Tests between subjects, which determine how the dependent variables differ from the
independent variable (Davis et al. 2014), showed that the use of PA had a statistically sig-
nificant effect on learners’ writing performance (Table 2): (a) regarding lexical complexity;
(b) on all indicators of accuracy, that is error-free T-units and error-free T-units per T-unit;
(c) on some aspects of grammatical complexity, that is clause per T-unit, and dependent
clause per T-unit, and (d) on some aspects of fluency, that is text length (TL) and words per
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T-unit. Nevertheless, PA did not have a significant impact on one aspect of grammatical
complexity, that is on dependent clauses per T-unit and on some aspects of fluency, that is
words per error-free T-unit and words per clause.

Table 2. Tests between subjects’ findings for all dependent variables.

Dependent Variables F Sig PES* OP**

Accuracy (errors per T-unit) 5.608 0.019 0.028 0.654

Accuracy (error-free T-units) 5.061 0.026 0.025 0.610

Accuracy (error-free T-units per T-unit) 4.264 0.040 0.021 0.538

Lexical complexity (WT/2W) 9.838 0.002 0.047 0.877

Grammatical complexity DCpT * 0.279 0.598 0.001 0.082

Grammatical complexity DCpC ** 2.276 0.133 0.011 0.324

Fluency (text length) 4.339 0.039 0.021 0.545

Fluency (words per T-unit) 1.062 0.304 0.005 0.176

Fluency (words per error-free T-unit) 0.103 0.748 0.001 0.062

Fluency (words per clause) 0.232 0.630 0.001 0.077
* (Dependent clauses per T-unit); ** (Dependent clauses per clause); The mean difference is significant at the 0.05
level; *PES = partial Eta squared; **OP = observed power.

This finding corroborates previous research which indicates that learners who re-
ceived PA mainly concentrated on surface-level characteristics when rectifying their work
(Baker 2016). Focusing on surface-level characteristics when revising their work slightly
improved experimental group students’ writing fluency, considerably enhanced their writ-
ing accuracy, but did not enhance the grammatical or lexical complexity of their essays
significantly when compared with the control group students. Moreover, this outcome
aligns with Allen and Mills’ (2016) finding that there were significantly more surface than
meaning changes in the essays that students produced when they received both PA and TA.
However, it contradicts Hamandi (2015) who claims that peer-initiated changes were less
related to surface changes because learners were self-aware of their poor language skills.

To fully understand the impact of PA on learners’ writing performance, the effect size
for the total scores was calculated and it was moderately significant (see Table 3). The
effect size for each one of the categories was also calculated. It was medium for lexical
complexity, and one aspect of grammatical complexity, and low for accuracy, one aspect of
fluency, and one aspect of grammatical complexity. Unfortunately, there was no effect for
one aspect of grammatical complexity and almost all aspects of fluency (see Table 3).

To sum up, findings indicated that experimental group students (who received PA and
TA) outperformed control group students (who received only TA) in terms of all indicators
of writing quality, despite their young age, the limited training in PA and the lack of
previous exposure to PA. Moreover, learners who received PA and TA did not enhance
their writing fluency in a statistically significant way when compared to control group
students (see Table 3) as this requires more time, training, and systematic exposure to PA
over a long period (also in Hovardas et al. 2014). Experimental group students improved
their accuracy, their lexical complexity, and some aspects of grammatical complexity in
their essays (see Table 3) in a way that was statistically significant when compared with
control group students, but they needed more time to develop its more complex aspects.
Finally, the outcomes were not significant for one aspect of grammatical complexity and
two of fluency possibly due to the instructional procedures, the syllabus and materials
which predominantly focused on teaching grammatical points and vocabulary at this
(intermediate EFL writing) level in Greek Cypriot public schools where the data were
collected.
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Table 3. Effects sizes for all indicators of writing quality.

Effect Size of Various Indicators Cohen’s Effect-Size

d r

Accuracy-EFTT (error-free T-Units per T-unit) 0.20 0.13

Accuracy-ET (error-free T-units) 0.33 0.16

Lexical complexity 0.44 0.21

Grammatical complexity—DCT * 0.07 0.03

Grammatical complexity—DCT ** 0.45 0.22

Grammatical complexity—DCC *** 0.22 0.11

Fluency—WEFT (words per error-free T-unit) 0.14 0.07

Fluency—WEFT (words per error-free T-unit) 0.04 0.02

Fluency—WC (words per clauses) 0.06 0.03

Fluency—TL (text-length) 0.29 0.14
* (Dependent clauses per T-Unit); ** (Independent clauses per T-Unit); *** (Dependent clauses per clause); Cohen’s
d: small = 0.2, medium = 0.5, large = 0.8; Effect size r: trivial = <0.1, small = 0.1.–0.3, medium = 0.3–0.5.

4.2. Discussion

Few studies have investigated the impact of PA on students’ writing quality, especially
in terms of lexical complexity and grammatical accuracy. Most of them relied on marks
rather than text analysis (Birjandi and Tamjid 2012; Meletiadou and Tsagari 2014). Findings
from the text analysis of the current study showed that students improved the writing
quality of their essays predominantly regarding lexical complexity (Table 2) increasing
the number of words they used in their essays considerably. The fact that intermediate
EFL students wrote much longer essays is an indicator of increased lexical complexity and
overall fluency in writing and indicates that PA had a positive impact on adolescent EFL
students’ writing performance.

This was also confirmed by previous research which indicates that in time-limited
language production tasks, producing more words is a good indicator of linguistic fluency
(Wolfe-Quintero et al. 1998; Wu and Ortega 2013). Knoch et al. (2015) also reported that
longer essays show richer content, more fluent language use, eloquence, and increased self-
reliance in EFL writing. Consequently, in the present study, the fact that experimental group
students managed to write longer essays indicated that they outperformed the control
group students in fluency (Tables 2 and 3), a crucial aspect of writing proficiency, confirming
previous research (Zhang 2011). Therefore, writing instructors should consider using PA in
their beginner and intermediate EFL classes as they frequently face the challenge of finding
strategies to help their students write longer essays.

In the current study, students were able to improve only one aspect of grammatical
complexity (Table 2), that is the use of independent clauses per T-unit. However, learners in
the present study were unable to increase the number of dependent clauses in their essays
(Table 2) probably because they found it challenging. In the current context, adolescent EFL
students had only just began to learn how to use dependent clauses correctly (Ministry of
Education and Culture 2010, 2011). Frequently, students still strive with grammar at that
point (intermediate level) in their learning journey. It is extremely difficult to master all
aspects of grammatical complexity—especially its more advanced aspects, e.g., how to use
dependent clauses successfully. Learners in the present study may have improved other
aspects of grammatical complexity if they had been involved in PA more frequently and
over a longer time frame. These findings were not confirmed by Soleimani and Rahmanian
(2014) who reported that students benefited from a steady writing complexity, accuracy,
and fluency improvement and gained more benefits regarding writing complexity and
fluency rather than accuracy. Pham and Nguyen (2014) also indicated that students in their
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study produced more feedback on local areas (rather than global areas), such as grammar,
used a variety of grammatical structures and corrected their grammatical errors.

Students also improved all aspects of accuracy (Table 2) as the number of error-free
T-units students produced increased. The fact that students improved their accuracy signif-
icantly, after being exposed to PA, is an important finding. PA is a promising alternative
assessment method for teachers and their low achieving students who face considerable
challenges in terms of their writing skills and are struggling with accuracy. EFL teachers
should consider experimenting with PA as they need to use more inclusive assessment
strategies to support underperforming students.

These findings were also confirmed by previous research since Trinh and Truc (2014),
reported that students who used PA in their study improved their understanding of
mechanics when writing their essays. Jamali and Khonamri (2014) also revealed that PA
can be a beneficial technique to enhance the accuracy of EFL writings. Greater exposure
to peers’ drafts allows learners to see and comment on various writing styles, methods,
content, and skills, urging them at the same time to learn from both the errors and good
performance of their peers (also in Han and Xu 2020).

However, the current study contradicts various other studies (Ruegg 2015; Wichadee
2013) which claim that peer review is not effective in improving the grammatical accuracy
of students’ final drafts. It shows that learners can improve their accuracy by providing
feedback to each other. This sharing of feedback among students helps them develop
their cognitive skills allowing them to scaffold, and eventually, become more independent
learners. They first reflect on their peers’ work, compare it to their own and gradually
detect and correct their own errors.

Further, students did not improve two indicators of fluency (Table 2). They could not
create longer sentences because fluency develops last than all other aspects of writing (Kyle
and Crossley 2016). At this level, students still struggle with their grammar, syntax, and
vocabulary (Fareed et al. 2016). They first need to improve these aspects of writing and then
produce longer and more complex sentences. However, students improved one particularly
important indicator of fluency, that is text length (Table 2). They produced longer texts
using simpler sentences since they managed to increase the number of independent clauses
they used. Students had more ideas about the topic after the implementation of PA and
included them in their essays relying on what they knew best, that is forming simple rather
than complex sentences. Consequently, PA seems to improve students’ writing fluency,
but writing instructors need to encourage students to create simple sentences rather than
urging them to produce complex sentences which do not match their level of maturity
as intermediate EFL learners. They may also provide more training to learners and add
more statements in the PA rubric which will help them reflect on ways in which they could
gradually increase the length of their sentences in their essays.

To sum up, experimental group students revised their texts both locally and globally
improving their accuracy, lexical complexity, fluency, and grammatical complexity (Table 2).
They outperformed control group students providing additional evidence that PA can
positively influence learners’ writing performance (also in Yu and Wu 2013). Experimental
group students managed to read and critically engage in revising their peers’ and their
own work more effectively than control group students who relied on TA only. The current
study clearly shows that participants with peers and tutor’s scaffolding made considerable
progress in terms of writing quality confirming previous research (Shooshtari and Mir
2014).

5. Conclusions and Pedagogical Implications

The present study is significant because it is one of the few studies, to the knowledge
of the present researcher, that has used a semi-experimental design and involved many
participants over a long-time frame—nine months—to investigate the impact of PA on the
writing quality of adolescent EFL students’ essays. It yielded some remarkably interesting
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findings which clearly indicate that PA of writing can be used as a form of learning-oriented
assessment with adolescent EFL learners to enhance their writing skills.

It highlights the role that PA can play in raising the consequential validity of an
assessment/testing system in secondary education. First, it shows the kind of impact that
PA may have on learning and defines the design principles for increasing the consequential
validity of an assessment system on language learning (Behizadeh 2014). More specifically,
this study shows that PA can help students better understand the assessment/testing
demands (also in Gotch and French 2020), provide a supplement for formative TA, and
support students’ response to TA by making it even more comprehensible for students
(also in Suen 2014).

An additional pedagogical contribution of the present study is that its findings can
help practitioners create proper teaching materials or adapt existing ones, improve their
teaching strategies, and design PA rubrics to help adolescent EFL learners use PA effec-
tively to enhance their writing skills. PA rubrics need to include more statements to help
students reflect on and improve their writing fluency and grammatical complexity. Since
intermediate adolescent EFL learners seem to find the use of dependent clauses quite
challenging, EFL writing instructors need to focus on mechanics when they teach writing
at that level and help them gradually create longer sentences as they seem to find this
aspect of writing quite daunting. Students should be encouraged to work collaboratively
providing feedback to each other in more informal ways using more student-friendly PA
rubrics. Additional training and support for EFL learners and teachers is also necessary to
reap the benefits of social learning and PA and help these learners improve their writing
accuracy and fluency by reflecting on their own work as well as that of their peers. These
recommendations and the outcomes of the current study can also be used by teachers who
try to implement PA, when teaching younger or even older students, not only English, but
a variety of subjects with the aim of enhancing their students’ learning.

Although many researchers claim that PA can only be used with adults (Boud et al.
2014), this study has indicated that teachers can help their adolescent EFL students improve
their writing performance considerably when they choose to avoid the use of overly
corrective feedback, but instead provide some comments, marks and PA using a well-
structured rubric. This twofold kind of feedback (PA and TA) helps students improve their
writing skills more than providing only TA in the form of marks, some comments, and a
lot of corrections as is the norm in EFL classes in many European countries (e.g., Cyprus)
(Meletiadou 2013).

The current study argues for the use of PA as an alternative form of assessment which
informs instruction and helps promote learning (also in Dastjerdi and Taheri 2016). In that
respect, PA can be used as a form of learning-oriented assessment which may help students
increase their writing proficiency. The outcomes of this study will help teachers, researchers
and all stakeholders visualise the classroom as a dynamic place in which students assume
responsibility and act as agents of their own learning process (also in Adamson et al. 2014).
While the instructors who took part in this study facilitated students’ learning by providing
instruction in assessment techniques, cooperative activities, and PA training, learners were
also able to intervene in their own writing process by becoming more independent and
using various types of feedback: teacher marks and comments, the PA form, and, most of
all, peer suggestions. For instance, it is obvious in this study that the PA procedure played
a vital role in ensuring access to techniques and tools for learners through sharing, peer
learning and clarifications. This indicates that student writing and assessment activities
are not only cognitive tasks placed within the individual student, but instead they are
contextually placed social and cultural activities (Panhwar et al. 2016).

One more significant pedagogical contribution of this study is that it promotes the
creation of communities of writing practice (also in Midgley 2013). For instance, in this
study, experimental group teachers systematically asked their learners to use PA as an
essential learning strategy to improve their writing skills. Instructors encouraged students
to create, edit, proofread, and exchange feedback on their essays in a cooperative manner
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acting as both assessors and assessees. This enabled the creation of a community of
learning where learners helped their classmates improve their writing skills. In their
exciting journey from almost ignorant assessors to knowledgeable evaluators, learners
managed to familiarise themselves with the rules of their community, communicate with
their peers, and play their distinct roles as assessors and assessees (also in Simeon 2014).
This is a procedure that is worthwhile using in EFL and other subjects in Cyprus, but also
worldwide. It will support students as they try to become more aware of themselves as
writers and understand the nature of writing as well. It will also help learners realise how
writing supports the social aspects of their lives as EFL learners.

The outcomes are also beneficial to both educators and theoreticians in the field of
EFL/ESL teaching. They indicate ways in which EFL writing instructors can help their
adolescent EFL learners improve their writing complexity, fluency and accuracy and write
longer essays by fostering their engagement in PA activities. The findings may also enhance
students’ self-regulation, reflection, and independence by providing insights on the benefits
of PA, peer learning and collaborative writing and its applicability to adolescent EFL/ESL
learners. In other words, assessment for learning-oriented tasks, such as PA activities, can
create conditions that enhance students’ professional skills allowing them to gradually
move towards self-assessment which could reduce the amount of time instructors spend
to provide feedback to their students to help them improve their writing performance.
Consequently, it is vital to allow students to experiment with alternative assessment
methods, such as PA, which foster student autonomy and ultimately facilitate the language
learning process saving teachers time and effort.

The results of the current study can guide educators who do not use alternative
assessment methods, such as PA. These innovative approaches can provide an important
avenue for learners to enhance their language proficiency and writing skills. Moreover, it
is essential that educators prepare their students when they involve them in new learning
methods, by training them in PA, establishing ground rules for giving PA and collaborating,
modeling the PA process, and showing them how they can share ideas, help their peers
and themselves by exchanging PA.

Further, the present study may act as a pilot study of a large-scale research project
which could implement PA as a useful learning tool in secondary schools (e.g., in Cyprus)
to improve students’ performance at the end of the year summative tests. The current
study could, therefore, contribute to the project in terms of instrument design, refinement
of instruments, and approaches to data analysis. The study also contributes to our under-
standing of PA in relation to the formative use of summative assessment and the tensions
between the two purposes in high-stakes contexts (Cross and O’Loughlin 2013).

To sum up, the present study emphasises the value of interdependence among learners
who provide valuable feedback to each other as they try to achieve common goals. It indi-
cates that a combination of PA and TA can have a significant impact on the writing quality
of EFL learners’ essays as they can produce much longer essays with more sophisticated
vocabulary.

Limitations and Future Research

The current study comes with certain limitations as it could have used an additional
source of data, e.g., the think aloud method or learners’ diaries, to provide more in-depth
data and shed more light into how students can use PA in the classroom more effectively to
improve the writing quality of their assignments. The PA rubric used in this study is only
suitable for essays. Future researchers could develop a similar comprehensive PA checklist
for other types of writing, e.g., reports, which could include additional statements to help
students develop their writing fluency even more.

Moreover, only a small sample of learners was used in a specific context, that of
secondary education. Future research should investigate the use of PA in primary education
to examine whether this innovative assessment method could help even younger students
improve the writing quality of their texts. A significant direction for further research would
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be to explore ways in which to design courses which use PA while they aim to develop
other skills, i.e., speaking, and examine ways in which assessment training should be
planned to foster skill acquisition. It would also be worthwhile to further investigate the
link between PA skill acquisition and content skill acquisition, and to what extent domain
expertise affects the enhancement of assessment skills. Finally, teachers and researchers
are also encouraged to conduct observational studies to explore the effects of PA and how
various situational variables may influence PA.

Further, researchers need to examine how students learn from their peers while
assessing their texts, share ideas, cooperate, resolve conflicts, and exchange strategies
as they try to make assessment and learning a mutually beneficial experience. Finally,
future studies should explore and indicate how PA could be used from a younger age to
foster peer learning and lead learners towards autonomy and effective collaboration. In
the 21st century society, skills such as self-management and teamwork are as valuable
as developing students’ writing skills. Therefore, educators should experiment with a
variety of assessment techniques to enhance students’ linguistic and professional skills
since assessment is the tail wagging the curriculum dog.
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Appendix A

EFL essay scoring rubric (sample statements for each one of the criteria).

Criteria/Weighting
18–20

A
15–17

B
11–14

C
6–10

D
0–5
E

A. Content

5. The purpose of the essay is clear to its readers.

B. Organisation

11. The writer uses paragraphs with a clear focus
and purpose.

C. Vocabulary and Language Use

13. The vocabulary is sophisticated and varied, i.e.,
use of unique adjectives.

D. Mechanics

29. There are errors of capitalisation.

E. Focus

32. There is a consistent point of view.

Additional open-ended comments:
1. Indicate three main strengths of the current essay.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
2. Indicate three main weaknesses of the current essay.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Suggestions for revision
1. Write three specific recommendations to help the writer revise his/her work.
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
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Analytic score: Content:/4, Organisation:/4, Vocabulary and Language use:/4,
Mechanics:/4, Focus:/4, Total score:/20.

Holistic score:

18–20 15–17 11–14 6–10 0–5
A B C D E
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