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Abstract

Despite the growing interest in diagnostic assessment tools in second language
writing, empirical research on their development for EFL contexts remains
limited. This study responds to this gap by developing and validating a diagnostic-
oriented rating scale tailored for Iranian EFL learners’ academic writing.
Employing a mixed-methods approach, essential descriptors reflecting core
writing skills were identified through thematic analysis of the data gathered from
think-aloud protocols and expert feedback. These descriptors underwent rigorous
statistical validation, including Intraclass Correlation Coefficient (ICC) for inter-
rater reliability, Content Validity Index (CVI) for content validity, and Pearson
correlation coefficients for concurrent validity. The findings indicate that the 21
empirically derived descriptors effectively capture crucial aspects of academic
writing—content fulfillment, organizational knowledge, and language usage—
thereby enabling instructors to assess learner proficiency with greater precision.
The scale provides substantial value for both large-scale assessments and
classroom applications, fostering a learner-centered approach that empowers
students to identify and overcome specific writing challenges.

Keywords: scale development, diagnostic assessment, EFL academic writing,
empirical approach, descriptor
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Introduction

The assessment of academic writing skills in EFL (English as a Foreign
Language) learners has become increasingly important, particularly due to the
global demand for English proficiency. Effective writing assessment is crucial not
only for academic success but also for equipping EFL learners with the skills
necessary for higher education and professional contexts. English proficiency,
especially in writing, is often seen as a gateway to broader academic and
professional opportunities worldwide (Brown & Harris, 2016; Kellogg &
Raulerson, 2007). However, traditional assessment methods often fall short in
providing fine-grained, diagnostic feedback that can guide learners in identifying
specific areas of strength and improvement (Safari & Ahmadi, 2023; Weigle,
2002). While these methods may assess overall competence, they do not offer the
targeted, detailed feedback that can help learners address specific weaknesses.
This limitation has led to the need for more precise and nuanced diagnostic tools
that can accurately capture the complexities of academic writing and offer targeted
feedback for learners and instructors alike.

Despite the recognized importance of diagnostic assessment, there remains a
dearth of empirical research focused on developing diagnostic scales specifically
tailored for EFL writing contexts. Although recent studies (e.g., He, Jiang, & Min,
2021; Khamboonruang, 2022; Ma, Shi, Lu, & Li, 2022; Safari & Ahmadi, 2023)
have made notable contributions, the field still lacks a diverse range of empirically
validated, context-sensitive diagnostic tools capable of ensuring consistency and
accuracy in assessment. This gap in EFL-specific tools limits the ability of
educators to provide targeted feedback that aligns with EFL learners’ unique
challenges, ultimately restricting both learners and instructors from accessing
consistent, reliable assessments of academic writing proficiency. Research by
Alderson, Brunfaut, and Harding (2015) and Harding, Alderson, and Brunfaut
(2015) underscore the role of diagnostic tools in providing feedback that supports
learners’ skill development over time. Although diagnostic assessment is valued
for helping learners identify and address specific weaknesses, many existing
scales lack a comprehensive empirical foundation and validation process, which
can result in limited reliability in assessment outcomes. Foundational studies,
including those by Fulcher (1993), Upshur and Turner (1995), North (2003),
Knoch (2009), and more recent research by Kim (2019), He et al. (2021), and
Safari and Ahmadi (2023), emphasize the need for rating scales to be grounded in
empirical data to improve their reliability and validity. Kim (2019) also critiques
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the reliance on intuitive or a priori approaches, noting that scales lacking empirical
validation can undermine assessment consistency. This gap in research highlights
the need for empirically-derived diagnostic tools tailored to the EFL writing
context, which could facilitate more nuanced and effective feedback.

Traditional approaches to writing assessment in EFL contexts, such as holistic
and analytic rubrics, have long been used due to their simplicity and ability to
provide quick evaluations. However, these methods are often criticized for their
limitations in diagnostic accuracy. An evolving debate (e.g., Hamp-Lyons, 1995,
2016; Park & Yan, 2019; Weigle, 2002; Zou, Yan, & Fan, 2024) has examined
how holistic scoring, which provides a single score based on an overall
impression, tends to obscure specific strengths and weaknesses. This approach
leaves learners with little understanding of where they need to improve. Such
broad scoring methods can lead to subjective interpretations, resulting in
inconsistent feedback across diverse writing samples, as they lack precision in
evaluating specific aspects of writing performance.

Even with more detailed analytic rubrics, where individual components of
writing (such as grammar, coherence, and vocabulary) are separately scored,
challenges persist. Perkins (1983) has noted that these scales tend to evaluate
broad categories, offering general subscores that may obscure specific writing
issues, as they typically isolate features from context and lack flexibility to
account for variations in discourse types. This drawback can hinder their
effectiveness in providing targeted feedback for nuanced improvements.

These limitations highlight the need for more sophisticated diagnostic tools
that can offer detailed, meaningful feedback, allowing learners to identify and
improve specific skills. Rupp, Templin, and Henson (2010) argue for a shift away
from traditional assessment methods by advocating for diagnostic approaches that
provide a more precise understanding of individual skill areas. Such tools are
essential for supporting targeted interventions and personalized learning, as they
offer richer, more specific insights into learners’ strengths and weaknesses,
enabling educators to tailor instruction to address specific learning needs
effectively.

Diagnostic Assessment in Writing

Over the past decade, diagnostic assessment has garnered increased attention
from educational experts as an alternative to traditional feedback methods because
of its capacity to deliver detailed insights into students’ strengths and weaknesses
(Alderson et al., 2015). It involves the use of assessments specifically designed to
identify areas where learners excel or struggle, thereby guiding decisions on future
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teaching, training, or learning (Lu, Han, Fang, & Shen, 2021). This approach
effectively integrates assessment with instruction, making it particularly useful for
pinpointing student challenges and offering targeted solutions (Rupp et al., 2010).
While beneficial for all students, diagnostic feedback and correction are
particularly valuable for second language writers (Mékinen, 1995).

In the last few years, research on diagnostic writing assessment has outlined
essential principles, systematic procedures, and a range of effective tools designed
to produce a detailed profile of language learners’ issues and challenges (e.g., He
et al., 2021; Khamboonruang, 2020; Lu et al., 2021; Safari & Ahmadi, 2023;
Wang & Xie, 2022). For instance, Khamboonruang (2020) developed and
validated a diagnostic rating scale for formative assessment in EFL university
writing classrooms. Constructed through a multi-stage exploratory mixed-
methods approach, the scale drew on L2 writing theories, existing scales, expert
input, and classroom curricula. Over the course of a semester, the scale was
implemented with 80 undergraduate students and five instructors, enabling the
diagnosis of students’ writing strengths and weaknesses and providing targeted
feedback to support ongoing teaching and learning. While the study provided
reasonable support for the diagnostic system, further evidence was needed to
reliably track long-term student progress across different writing tasks. These
findings underscored the need for continuous validation and refinement of
diagnostic tools to address the complexities of EFL writing development.

Focusing on integrated writing tasks, Safari and Ahmadi (2023) developed and
validated an empirically-based binary-choice diagnostic checklist designed to
assess L2 students’ performance in reading-listening-writing tasks. The checklist
consisted of 30 one-sentence descriptors targeting specific aspects of integrated
essays, which were revised by two ESL writing experts. Their study demonstrated
that the checklist provided detailed diagnostic feedback, helping to pinpoint
students’ strengths and weaknesses across various writing components. The
findings revealed high score consistency among raters across multiple prompts,
with raters confidently applying the checklist without difficulty. This diagnostic
tool expanded the literature by highlighting the benefits of descriptor-based,
binary-choice diagnostic checklists for integrated writing assessment.

Development of Writing Scales: Approaches and Challenges

The development of diagnostic writing scales involves several complex
challenges, ranging from ensuring precise, analytical descriptors to balancing
comprehensive feedback with practical usability. Research suggests that instead



The Journal of English Language Pedagogy and Practice
Vol. 17, No.35, Autumn and Winter 2024
DOI: 10.71586/jal.2024.11181190893

of relying on generalized and empirically unsupported descriptors, it is more
effective to develop task-specific, empirically derived, and diagnostically oriented
items (e.g., Khamboonruang, 2020; Kim, 2019; Lukécsi, 2021; Safari & Ahmadi,
2023; Zou et al., 2024). Such assessment tools should be informed by research
and tailored to specific language use contexts, providing a more precise
assessment of key components of language competence.

These challenges have led researchers to adopt a variety of methodological
approaches aimed at enhancing the reliability, validity, and diagnostic precision
of writing assessment scales. During the development phase, think-aloud
protocols and expert feedback are frequently used to refine scale descriptors,
ensuring they accurately reflect real-world assessment behaviors and provide
meaningful diagnostic insights (e.g., Kim, 2019; Lukacsi, 2021; Ma et al., 2022;
Wagner, 2015). Once developed, these scales undergo rigorous statistical testing
(e.g., Cohen’s Kappa, Pearson correlation, intra-rater reliability coefficients) to
confirm their reliability and validity across different contexts and rater groups,
establishing a consistent framework for scoring.

For instance, Wang and Xie (2022) employed inter-rater and intra-rater
reliability coefficients to verify the marking consistency of the course assessment
rubric, applying methods outlined by Cohen (2017, as cited in Wang & Xie, 2022).
After confirming sufficient reliability, the researchers used the newly developed
diagnostic rubric to assess student responses and analyze writing performance.
Similarly, Safari and Ahmadi (2023) used correlation analyses to examine the
relationship between diagnostic checklist scores and those awarded by TOEFL
iBT’s holistic rubric, alongside measuring both consistency and consensus
estimates to assess inter-rater agreement across descriptors.

Despite these methodological efforts, challenges remain in ensuring that rating
scales align with how raters naturally evaluate writing performance. Knoch,
Deygers, and Khamboonruang (2021) underscore the centrality of rating processes
in rater-mediated performance assessment, emphasizing that “rating scales form a
key part of that link between a performance and a claim (or score)” (p. 2). The
authors go on to argue that while “The Standards for Educational and
Psychological Testing” (AERA et al., 2014, as cited in Knoch et al., 2021) and
other publications stress the importance of well-defined scoring criteria, “little
information [is] available on how rating scales (also referred to as scoring criteria,
or scoring rubrics) are developed [and] what sources may influence the way the
rating scale reflects the wider test construct” (p. 3). This lack of clarity can lead
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to discrepancies between descriptors and rater interpretations, hindering reliability
in assessment outcomes.

In response to these challenges, the present study sought to develop a
diagnostic rating scale specifically tailored for the EFL academic context,
emphasizing the need for empirically derived and diagnostically oriented
descriptors. To address the potential misalignment between scale criteria and
raters’ evaluation processes, the study employed a combination of think-aloud
protocols, expert feedback, and cross-referencing with established rating scales
and theories of writing during the development phase, ensuring that the descriptors
were grounded in real-world assessment behaviors. Additionally, carefully
designed training sessions and clear, comprehensive guidelines were provided to
raters to promote consistency and reliability in scoring. This multi-step approach
aimed to create a robust, practical tool capable of delivering precise, fine-grained
feedback, thereby overcoming the limitations of traditional assessment scales in
diagnosing writing performance. Guided by four specific research questions, the
study highlights the importance of contextually relevant and empirically grounded
assessment tools in fostering effective writing instruction for EFL settings.

1. What are the key descriptors of the diagnostic scale tailored to EFL

learners?

2. To what extent do the results from the Content Validity Index (CVI)
analysis support the content validity of the scale in assessing EFL learners’
writing proficiency?

3. How consistent are the results of the inter-rater reliability analysis when
the scale is applied to different writing samples?

4. To what extent do the scores awarded by the raters using the diagnostic
scale correlate with the original scores provided by the instructor?

Method

Participants

The selection of the participants in the study followed qualitative research
techniques which ““is purposeful (or intentional) sampling through the selection of
a sample of participants who can best help the researcher understand the central
phenomenon being explored” (Creswell, 2022, p. 88). Therefore, the participants
were selected based on careful consideration of several criteria, given the
qualitative nature of the initial stage of the scale development.

First, their expertise, background knowledge, and familiarity with academic
writing conventions were critical for reliable and meaningful data collection.
Second, their experience teaching EFL writing and high-stakes courses (e.g.,
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IELTS or TOEFL) were essential for ensuring consistency in essay rating (i.e., by
raters) and writing performance (i.e., by writers). Third, for the think-aloud
protocols, it was necessary to involve raters and writers capable of reflecting on
their respective processes—assessment for raters and composition for writers—
with a deep understanding of academic writing criteria. Lastly, participants with
advanced qualifications and practical experience were necessary to provide valid,
contextually relevant feedback during the review and evaluation of the scale.
Four groups of participants were involved in different stages of this study. The
first two groups participated in the think-aloud protocols while the latter two
evaluated the developed diagnostic writing scale. All participants were affiliated
with accredited universities in Tehran where they held roles related to EFL
instruction and research. They all had at least ten years of experience teaching
EFL writing and international language proficiency exams (e.g., IELTS, TOEFL,
or similar). Further details about their tasks and involvement are explained in the
Procedure section. The participants were 23 teachers including:
1. five raters (four PhD graduates and one PhD candidate in TEFL) who
participated in the think-aloud protocols;
2. five writers (three PhD candidates and two MA graduates in TEFL) who
participated in the think-aloud protocols;
3. fourwriting experts (one PhD graduate and three PhD candidates in TEFL)
who reviewed and provided feedback on the scale; and
4. nine raters (two PhD graduates, five PhD candidates, and two MA
graduates in TEFL) who evaluated the diagnostic scale.

Materials and Instruments

The following materials and instruments were used during the initial stage of
the study to capture a comprehensive understanding of the rating and writing
processes among EFL learners and educators:

1. IELTS Task 2 Writing Samples: 20 essays (5 essays x 4 prompts)
representing different proficiency levels were obtained from the students
preparing for the IELTS Task 2 writing at a language institute in Tehran
and used for the five raters’ think-aloud sessions. IELTS Task 2 requires
test-takers to write a 250-word essay on academic topics, such as
education, social issues, and technology, within a 40-minute time frame.
The task assesses skills relevant to real-world academic contexts,
including discussion and opinion essays. The four prompts were selected
to reflect these common themes and examined to ensure comparable
difficulty levels, with scores ranging from 3.5 to 8 on the IELTS 9-band
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7.

scale (1 = non-user, 9 = expert user), providing a balanced representation
of diverse writing abilities.

IELTS Task 2 Writing Prompt: An IELTS task 2 prompt was presented to
five participants to verbalize their thoughts while answering the question
in 45 minutes.

Cambridge Online English Placement Test (CEPT): Designed to assess
proficiency across the Common European Framework of Reference for
Languages (CEFR) levels, the CEPT offers a quick and objective method
to gauge language proficiency. Administered as a pretest, this 15-minute
online assessment verified that all writer participants met the study’s
advanced proficiency requirement.

Essay Writing Task: To further confirm the participants’ academic writing
skills, the writers completed a 40-minute essay on a specified prompt. A
minimum equivalent IELTS writing score of 8 was required, ensuring that
the participants demonstrated high-level writing ability.

Think-Aloud Verbal Protocol and Guidelines: The writers and raters
expressed their thoughts aloud during their respective sessions, directed by
standardized guidelines to ensure consistency in verbalization and
feedback. These guidelines were meticulously developed and strictly
followed, crucial for minimizing variability in data collection and
enhancing the reliability of the insights gathered. The instructions clearly
outlined how participants should articulate their thoughts and reasoning
comprehensively, thereby ensuring accurate capture of their cognitive
processes.

Background Questionnaire: Comprised of demographic information,
assessment practices, and an evaluation of EFL writing skills, the
participants rated the importance of the criteria derived from widely-used
writing rubrics.

Open-ended Interviews: Post-think-aloud interviews gathered the
participants’ insights on the think-aloud procedure and academic writing.

The following materials and instruments were utilized during the pilot testing
phase to validate the effectiveness and reliability of the newly developed
diagnostic scale:

8.

Content Validity Index (CV1) Questionnaire assessed the content validity
of the 21 descriptors through expert feedback. The questionnaire consisted
of three sections: (a) demographic information, including teaching and
assessment experience; (b) a 4-point Likert scale, where raters evaluated
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each descriptor from lowest (e.g., not clear) to highest (e.g., very clear);
and (c) two open-ended questions to gather suggestions or report any
issues.

9. Pilot Phase Essays: Five additional IELTS Task 2 essays were used in the
pilot phase to validate the diagnostic scale. These essays were selected
using the same protocols outlined earlier for the IELTS Task 2 writing
samples, ensuring consistency across both stages.

Procedure

The primary aim of this study was to identify and define key descriptors for
a diagnostic academic writing scale tailored to EFL learners. Designed to provide
targeted, diagnostic feedback, the scale seeks to support both instructional
practices and learner progress. To achieve this, a mixed-methods approach was
employed, incorporating think-aloud verbal reports, interviews, and
questionnaires to capture the cognitive processes and perspectives of five
experienced raters as they evaluated 10 IELTS Task 2 essays and five EFL
teachers as they completed an IELTS Task 2 essay.

The essays for the think-aloud sessions were carefully selected to cover a wide
range of writing behaviors and proficiency levels. This ensured a comprehensive
analysis of the criteria that raters use in assessing writing. The selection aimed to
capture varied feedback and rating practices across different types of writing
prompts, which are essential for developing a scale that is responsive to diverse
academic writing needs. This preparatory stage, focused on understanding the
raters’ and writers’ interactions with various essay topics, was critical for refining
the descriptors before testing their reliability and validity. This methodology
aligns with recommendations by Knoch (2009) and Weigle (2002) to incorporate
diverse topics and proficiency levels early in the development process to enhance
the scale’s generalizability.

Before the actual ratings began, the researcher conducted one-on-one training
sessions with each participant, providing clear guidelines on the think-aloud
procedure. The raters were instructed to verbalize their thoughts while evaluating
each essay and to assign a final score based on their expertise in EFL academic
essay writing, with scores ultimately aligned to IELTS Task 2 band descriptors
(i.e., ranging from 1 to 9) to facilitate correlation analysis with the instructor’s
original scores. Similarly, writers were instructed to verbalize their thoughts while
responding to an IELTS Task 2 prompt.

The think-aloud protocols for the raters followed a concurrent verbalization
approach, with the participants verbalizing their thoughts in real-time while rating



The Journal of English Language Pedagogy and Practice
Vol. 17, No.35, Autumn and Winter 2024
DOI: 10.71586/jal.2024.11181190893

the essays. In contrast, three writers opted for retrospective protocols due to the
cognitive load of writing and speaking simultaneously, while two writers
comfortably followed the concurrent approach, providing comments during the
composition process.

After completing the task, the participants took part in a retrospective
interview session to reflect on the think-aloud process, difficulties encountered,
criteria used for assessment, and their perspectives on the EFL academic writing
features (e.g., “What do you usually focus on when providing feedback on EFL
academic essays?” and “What do you usually focus on when composing an
academic essay?”). These interviews offered deeper insights into the participants’
cognitive processes and their perceptions of the writing criteria. Each think-aloud
session lasted approximately 3 to 4 hours, followed by an additional 2-hour
interview and questionnaire session. The entire data collection process was
conducted online.

The think-aloud sessions and interviews were audio-recorded, then transcribed
verbatim to capture both verbal and non-verbal cues, offering insights into the
participants’ assessment or composition processes. The transcripts were formatted
for coding, with clear timestamps and speaker identification, then systematically
organized for analysis. To ensure the data reliability and consistency, correlation
analysis was conducted for the five raters’ scores. These evaluations confirmed
that the scoring patterns were consistent before thematic analysis began. The
writers’ proficiency was verified prior to the think-aloud sessions through the
perfect scores on the Cambridge Online English Placement Test (Cambridge
Assessment English, n.d.) and a minimum score of 8 on an IELTS Task 2 essay
prompt.

Thematic analysis, “a method for identifying themes in qualitative data”
(Terry, Hayfield, Clarke, & Braun, 2017, p. 17), was the primary methodology
used to extract the key descriptors. Following the transcription of think-aloud
sessions and interviews, as well as the collection of questionnaire data, the
analysis proceeded through six structured steps as described by Terry et al. (2017):
familiarizing with the data, generating initial codes, constructing themes,
reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the report.

The familiarization phase involved thoroughly reading and re-reading the
transcripts and questionnaire responses to gain an in-depth understanding of the
participants’ perspectives. During this stage, notes were taken to identify the
preliminary patterns related to the writing features such as organization,
coherence, and grammar. Next, in the initial coding phase, an inductive, open
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coding approach was employed to capture both explicit and underlying aspects of
writing performance described in verbal and written feedback. These codes
represented distinct writing features mentioned by the participants, such as “topic
sentences,” “supporting evidence,” and “sentence variety.”

During the theme construction stage, similar or related codes were grouped to
form broader categories, representing potential themes. In total, 75 distinct codes
were identified, reflecting various aspects of EFL academic writing. These codes
were systematically reviewed and refined in iterative cycles to ensure conceptual
clarity and alignment with established writing theories (e.g., Cumming, 2001;
Grabe & Kaplan, 1996; Hayes, 1996; Sasaki & Hirose, 1996) and diagnostic
frameworks (e.g., He et al., 2021; Khamboonruang, 2020; Kim, 2019; Safari &
Ahmadi, 2023; Shi, Ma, Du, & Gao, 2024).

The codes with overlapping meanings were merged while those lacking
sufficient evidence were discarded or revised, condensing them into 44 themes.
For example, the codes related to logical structure, transitions, and paragraph
development were grouped under the theme of ‘organization,” capturing how
ideas were structured and presented within essays. In contrast, a code related to
isolated errors in prepositions, which appeared infrequently and lacked broader
relevance, was discarded to streamline the theme of ‘grammatical range and
accuracy.’

In the defining and naming phase, the 44 themes were systematically refined
through a combination of methods: calculating the percentage of agreement
among the participants, collecting feedback from four writing experts, and
conducting additional thematic reviews. This iterative process led to a final set of
21 themes, representing critical components of EFL academic writing assessment,
such as coherence, lexical variety, grammatical range and accuracy, and argument
development. Finally, in the production step, the themes were transformed into
short, simple, and unambiguous sentences, forming the basis of the diagnostic
writing scale descriptors, following a process similar to that employed by Kim
(2019) and Safari & Ahmadi (2023).

Following the initial scale development, the descriptors underwent content
validation to ensure they captured essential elements of writing assessment.
Romero Jeldres, Diaz Costa, and Faouzi (2023) emphasize the importance of
relevance and representativeness for measurement instruments, stating,
“measuring the correspondence between the content of the items and the evaluated
content is very relevant for evaluating content validity” (Romero Jeldres et al.,
2023, p. 1). In line with this perspective, a Content Validity Index (CVI, Lawshe,
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1975) questionnaire, consisting of six dimensions—clarity, comprehensiveness,
importance, relevance, redundancy, and simplicity—was developed to assess the
diagnostic descriptors. These dimensions were selected to ensure both theoretical
soundness and practical applicability.

The development of this questionnaire was guided by three key
considerations: (a) a review of existing literature on content validity (e.g., Romero
Jeldres et al., 2023; Masuwai, Zulkifli, & Hamzah, 2024; Mukminin, Habibi,
Muhaimin, & Hidayat, 2023) and diagnostic writing frameworks (e.g., Kim, 2019;
Shi et al., 2024), (b) feedback from a panel of four writing experts who were also
actively involved in refining the diagnostic scale, and (c) contextual adjustments
to reflect the diagnostic needs of the study. Additionally, nine raters participated
in the evaluation process, consistent with recommendations that panels of five to
ten experts optimize both reliability and feasibility (Baghestani, Ahmadi, Tanha,
& Meshkat, 2019; Romero Jeldres et al., 2023; Lawshe, 1975; Lynn, 1986).

The feedback from the CVI assessment led to minor adjustments in the
wording of the descriptors to improve clarity. A pilot test was then conducted with
eight of the nine panel experts (one expert was unable to participate) to assess the
reliability and consistency of the raters when applying the refined descriptors. The
pilot aimed to ensure the scale’s functionality in practice, particularly in
identifying and addressing any ambiguities in the descriptors. For this phase, a set
of five essays—previously rated by the course instructor using IELTS Task 2 band
descriptors—was used. The raters applied the diagnostic scale to these essays,
enabling an evaluation of both inter-rater reliability and concurrent criterion-
related validity.

In this study, intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) served to quantify the
inter-rater reliability by evaluating how consistently the raters applied the
diagnostic scale across different essays and scoring criteria. The ICC is a
reliability index that reflects both the degree of correlation and agreement between
measurements (Koo & Li, 2016). It measures the proportion of total variance
attributable to differences in the target trait—such as writing ability—versus
unwanted variance from inconsistencies between raters (Liljequist, Elfving, &
Skavberg Roaldsen, 2019). Criterion-related validity was assessed through the
correlation between the raters’ scores and the instructor’s original scores,
reflecting its definition as the relationship between test performance and an
external benchmark. Concurrent validity, in particular, involves comparing scores
from a test and another measure of the same ability, collected simultaneously
(Weir, Chan, & Nakatsuhara, 2013).
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Research Design

The present study aims to answer four research questions examining the
diagnostic assessment of Iranian higher education students’ academic writing
proficiency. The overall research design of the study is the mixed-methods
approach, incorporating the techniques of both qualitative and quantitative
methods of inquiry within a single study (Creswell, 2022). Mixed methods design
strives to integrate multiple methods with multiple perspectives for gathering
evidence in order to reduce inherent biases and limitations of a single method
(Greene, Caracelli, & Graham, 1989). The gathered evidence from various data
sources including qualitative and quantitative methods were used to confirm the
findings and provide a logical response to the research questions. The above
sections have summarized the participants, materials and instruments, and data
collection and analysis procedures associated with each stage of the study.

Data Analysis

For the first research question, the reliability and consistency of the data
collected from the raters were evaluated using the Intraclass Correlation
Coefficient (ICC) and Pearson correlation coefficient, analyzed through SPSS
version 20. After confirming the data reliability, a thematic analysis was
conducted, supported by frequency counts to quantify agreement and extract key
themes. The second research question was addressed using a Content Validity
Index (CVI) to assess various dimensions of the descriptors based on the expert
feedback. Following the construction and content validation of the scale, a pilot
test was conducted to evaluate its functionality. The third research question
focused on measuring inter-rater reliability through ICC, ensuring that the scale
produced consistent scores. Lastly, Pearson correlation was used to address the
fourth question by examining concurrent criterion-related validity, comparing the
diagnostic scale’s scores with the original proficiency scores.

Results
Addressing Research Question 1
To ensure the reliability and validity of the verbal data collected from the raters
and writers, several preliminary assessments were conducted. For the writers, the
Cambridge Online English Placement Test was administered as a pretest to
confirm their advanced proficiency in English, with each participant scoring 100.
The five writers also completed a 40-minute essay on a specified prompt,
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achieving an IELTS-equivalent score of 8 or above, thus, confirming their
eligibility for the study.

For the raters, the consistency of scoring patterns was measured using ICC
(Fraga-Vifas, 2022; Liljequist et al., 2019) and Pearson r (Jin, 2023) to ensure
reliable data collection before proceeding with thematic analysis (Terry et al.,
2017). The inter-rater reliability was assessed by having the raters evaluate two
separate batches of the essays written on four different prompts, providing
diversity in proficiency levels and topic coverage.

Upon calculating the inter-rater reliability for two raters who assessed the first
batch of 10 essays, a high level of agreement was observed. The Single Measures
ICC was 0.824, indicating strong consistency between the raters’ scores, while the
Average Measures ICC was 0.904, demonstrating excellent reliability. An F-Test
statistic (F = 10.378, p = 0.001) confirmed that this consistency was statistically
significant. For the second batch of the essays assessed by three raters, similarly
high inter-rater reliability was identified. The Single Measures ICC reached 0.933
(95% CI: 0.820 to 0.981), while the Average Measures ICC rose to 0.977 (95%
Cl: 0.932 to 0.994), confirming excellent reliability. This was further supported
by the F-Test (F = 42.841, p < 0.001).

A Pearson correlation analysis was conducted to examine the consistency
between the scores from the five raters and the course instructor’s original scores,
with correlation values ranging from 0.818 to 1.000 (Table 1). These results
indicate strong to perfect alignment with the established benchmark scores,
providing evidence of scoring consistency during the assessment process. The
perfect and near-perfect correlations observed for Rater 4 and Rater 5 can be
explained by the fact that both raters were professional IELTS instructors and
examiners while the essays evaluated were originally written by the students
preparing for the IELTS exam. At this stage of the study, the raters applied their
own established criteria for writing assessment, which closely aligned with the
IELTS rubric in the case of these two raters.

Table 1

Correlation between Raters’ Scores and Instructor ’s Original Scores
Rater Pearson Correlation p-value
Rater 1 0.892 0.001
Rater 2 0.818 0.004
Rater 3 0.978 <0.001
Rater 4 1.000 <0.001

Rater 5 0.930 <0.001
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Note: To maintain confidentiality, the raters were assigned numerical labels rather than
using their names.

After confirming the reliability of the participants’ responses, thematic
analysis was conducted to extract the key descriptors essential for assessing EFL
writing proficiency. The analysis began with 75 initial codes, which were
systematically refined through the iterative cycles of review, expert consultation,
and alignment with established writing theories and diagnostic frameworks. These
codes were grouped into 44 preliminary themes, with overlapping themes
consolidated and less relevant themes rephrased or removed. For example, themes
like “errors in the use of prepositions” and “errors in the use of articles” were
merged into “correct use of function words (e.g., articles, modals, prepositions,
pronouns),” while less contributory themes, such as “sufficient boosting and
hedging,” were excluded.

This iterative refinement, supported by frequency counts and expert feedback,
resulted in the creation of 21 final descriptors derived from the initial themes.
These descriptors represent the essential components of EFL academic writing,
with participant agreement reflected through frequency and percentage data. Table
2 highlights key descriptors, such as “the essay has a clear thesis statement” and
“the essay presents well-developed ideas,” which received unanimous agreement
(100%) as critical to effective academic writing. The highest priority was assigned
to descriptors related to argument development and organization, while aspects of
sentence structure, such as avoiding fragmented and run-on sentences, received
comparatively lower emphasis (65.21%).

Table 2
Freguency and Percentage of Participant Agreement on 21 Descriptors of the Diagnostic
Scale

Descriptor E’f(;;lmpants Experts (4)  Raters (9) l?(:gbency 0 z)zr)centage
D1 5 4 9 18 78.26%
D2 10 4 9 23 100%
D3 10 4 9 23 100%
D4 9 4 9 22 95.65%
D5 9 4 9 22 95.65%
D6 8 3 9 20 86.95%
D7 9 4 9 22 95.65%
D8 10 4 9 23 100%
D9 9 4 9 22 95.65%
D10 9 4 7 20 86.95%
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D11 7 3 7 17 73.91%
D12 7 3 9 18 78.26%
D13 9 4 9 22 95.65%
D14 9 4 9 22 95.65%
D15 7 3 9 19 82.60%
D16 7 4 9 20 86.95%
D17 8 4 9 21 91.30%
D18 5 4 9 18 78.26%
D19 8 4 9 21 91.30%
D20 8 4 9 21 91.30%
D21 8 4 9 21 91.30%

Note: Participants include five raters and five writers from the initial data collection. Experts refer
to the four writing specialists consulted during scale development. Raters indicate the nine experts
involved in the pilot testing phase.

Addressing Research Question 2

In this study, the content validity was assessed to ensure that the diagnostic
writing scale comprehensively represents the essential components of the
academic writing proficiency for EFL learners. The Content Validity Ratio
(CVR), which quantifies the agreement among experts on an item for accurately
representing a content domain (Masuwai et al., 2024), was computed for each of
the 21 descriptors across six dimensions: clarity, comprehensiveness, importance,
relevance, redundancy, and simplicity. This calculation followed Lawshe’s (1975)
method, identifying the proportion of experts who rated each descriptor as valid
(i.e., assigning a score of “3” or “4” on a 4-point Likert scale). The scale items
were evaluated using a questionnaire designed with definitions for each
dimension. For example, clarity referred to whether the descriptor was
understandable and unambiguous. The experts rated each item on levels ranging
from “not clear” to “very clear”, with similar rating options applied to other
dimensions. The formula used for CVR calculations accounted for the number of
experts rating the item as valid (n,4;;,4) and the total number of experts (N = 9),
with a critical CVR value of 0.653 at the 0.05 significance level (Wilson, Pan, &
Schumsky, 2012). All descriptors exceeding this threshold were considered valid
for their respective dimensions, consistent with the findings from other studies
(e.g., Baghestani et al., 2019; Romero Jeldres et al., 2023; Masuwai et al., 2024).

_MNyalid — (N/2)
- N/2

CVR
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Furthermore, the Content Validity Index (CV1), which evaluates how well an
instrument includes appropriate items to represent the intended construct, was
calculated (Mukminin, 2023; Lynn, 1986). Two types of CVI were used: the Item-
level Content Validity Index (I-CVI), which measured the proportion of the
experts rating each item as valid, and the Scale-level Content Validity Index (S-
CVI), which was derived through two methods: the average I1-CVI across all items
(S-CVI/Ave) and the proportion of items achieving perfect agreement among
raters (S-CVI/UA) (Shi, Mo, & Sun, 2012).

For clarity, most descriptors achieved a CVR of 1.00, resulting in an S-
CVI/Ave of 0.99, indicating that the descriptors were well-understood and
unambiguous to the experts. In terms of comprehensiveness, descriptors scored
similarly high, with only item 12 receiving a slightly lower CVR of 0.889. This
still exceeded the threshold, confirming that all descriptors covered the necessary
aspects of academic writing. For importance, all items received high ratings, with
a CVR and S-CVI/UA of 1.00, reflecting agreement on the critical role of each
descriptor in assessing EFL writing. The relevance dimension, evaluating the
descriptors’ applicability to real-world academic writing, showed an overall CVR
of 0.98, with item 12 again scoring slightly lower at 0.889 but still surpassing the
threshold. Redundancy checks confirmed that descriptors were distinct, with a
CVR of 1.00 and an S-CVI/UA of 0.97, affirming no overlap between items.
Simplicity, which assessed the ease of application and interpretation, also received
excellent ratings, with a CVR and S-CVI/UA of 1.00 across all items.

Overall, the scale’s S-CVI/Ave was 0.994, reflecting a high level of expert
agreement on the descriptors’ content representativeness. The S-CVI/UA was
0.97, indicating that the majority of the descriptors achieved perfect agreement.
These high ratings across all dimensions confirmed the robustness of the
descriptors and validated their relevance and representativeness for academic
writing assessment. As noted by Romero Jeldres et al. (2023), high CVI ratings
“allow the maintenance of a vision of the relevance and representativeness of the
items” (p. 4). Additionally, no items required removal or major refinement, given
consistently high CVR values (Baghestani et al., 2019). However, item 12, though
passing the threshold (Romero Jeldres et al., 2023; Wilson et al., 2012), underwent
slight rewording in consultation with experts to enhance its clarity and relevance.

Addressing Research Question 3
Following the content validity assessment, a reliability analysis was conducted
to determine the consistency and agreement among the raters using the diagnostic



The Journal of English Language Pedagogy and Practice
Vol. 17, No.35, Autumn and Winter 2024
DOI: 10.71586/jal.2024.11181190893

academic writing scale. Given the multiple raters and item-based scoring
structure, the Intraclass Correlation Coefficient (ICC) was selected as the most
appropriate measure of inter-rater reliability (Liljequist et al., 2019). A two-way
random effects model (ICC(2,1)) was used to assess reliability, treating both raters
and essays as random samples from larger populations (Koo & Li, 2016; Liljequist
et al., 2019; Shrout & Fleiss, 1979). This model evaluated consistency across the
raters while assuming random variability for both sources. The ICC results,
presented in Table 3, indicate both Single Measures and Average Measures ICC
values.

Table 3

Intraclass Correlation Coefficient (ICC) Analysis for Inter-Rater Reliability
Statistic Value  95% Confidence Interval  F-Test (df1, df2) p-value
Single Measures ICC  0.577 0.258 t0 0.925 F=13.271(4,32) <0.001

Average Measures

ICC 0.925 0.757 10 0.991 F=13.271(4,32) <0.001

The Single Measures ICC of 0.577, in Table 3, suggests moderate reliability
when considering individual raters’ scores, with a 95% confidence interval
ranging from 0.258 to 0.925. These values fall within the thresholds provided by
previous studies and indicate acceptable but moderate reliability (e.g., Fraga-
Vifias, 2022; Koo & Li, 2016; Liljequist et al., 2019). The Average Measures ICC
of 0.925, with a 95% confidence interval of 0.757 to 0.991, reflects excellent
reliability when averaging scores across all raters. An F-test value of 13.271 (p <
0.001) supports these results, indicating that the observed variability in scores was
significantly greater than what would be expected by chance.

Addressing Research Question 4

To address Research Question 4, a Pearson correlation analysis was conducted
to examine the relationship between the scores awarded by the raters using the
diagnostic writing scale and the original scores provided by the instructor based
on IELTS Task 2 band descriptors. This analysis aimed to assess the concurrent
validity of the scale by evaluating the alignment between the diagnostic scale
ratings and the instructor’s expert evaluations. The concurrent validity, in this
context, refers to how well the test scores correlate with an established external
measure when both are assessed simultaneously (Weir et al., 2013). The Pearson
correlation coefficients between the original instructor scores and the scores given
by each of the eight diagnostic scale raters are presented in Table 4 below.
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Table 4
Correlation Coefficients between Instructor Ratings and Diagnostic Scale Ratings
Rater Pearson . p-value Interpretation
Correlation (r)
Raterl  0.916* 0.029 Strong Positive Correlation (Significant)
Rater2  0.899* 0.038 Strong Positive Correlation (Significant)
Rater3  0.974** 0.005 Very Strong Positive Correlation (Highly Significant)
Rater4  0.977** 0.004 Very Strong Positive Correlation (Highly Significant)
Rater5  0.946* 0.015 Strong Positive Correlation (Significant)
Rater6  1.000** <0.001 Perfect Correlation (Highly Significant)
Rater7  0.900* 0.037 Strong Positive Correlation (Significant)
Rater8  0.900* 0.037 Strong Positive Correlation (Significant)

Note: Correlations marked with * are significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed), and those
marked with ** are significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

The Pearson correlation coefficients, ranging from 0.899 to 1.000,
demonstrate strong to very strong positive correlations. These results indicate that
the scores assigned by the raters using the diagnostic scale closely correspond to
the instructor’s original scores. This correspondence affirms the scale’s ability to
reliably measure the key aspects of the academic writing proficiency. Similar
findings have been reported in other validation studies (e.g., Lin, 2024; Safari &
Ahmadi, 2023). All correlations were statistically significant, with several
achieving significance at the 0.01 level. Raters 3, 4, and 6 displayed very strong
positive correlations (r = 0.974, 0.977, and 1.000, respectively) with highly
significant results (p < 0.005). Other raters, including Raterl, Rater2, Rater5, and
Rater7, also showed strong positive correlations (p < 0.05), further supporting the
scale’s consistency and diagnostic effectiveness.

Discussion

To address the first research question, the study sought to identify the key
descriptors for a diagnostic-oriented rating scale of academic writing, specifically
tailored for EFL learners. The aim was to develop a scale that goes beyond
traditional, generalized rubrics by offering more detailed, diagnostic feedback on
learners’ writing skills. This focus is consistent with the existing research which
highlights the importance of creating empirically-based diagnostic tools that can
precisely capture and assess multiple facets of writing (He et al., 2021; Kim, 2019;
Safari & Ahmadi, 2023; Shi et al., 2024; Wagner, 2015).

The development of the diagnostic-oriented rating scale employed a
combination of qualitative methodologies, including think-aloud protocols and
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expert feedback sessions. Experienced EFL teachers participated in the
verbalization process, serving both as raters and writers, by articulating the key
criteria they considered essential for evaluating academic writing. This dual
perspective enabled the identification of critical elements reflecting real-world
assessment behaviors from both the teaching and learning standpoints. Insights
were gained into the criteria raters prioritize when evaluating various aspects of
writing and how writers recognize and define the essential components of
effective academic writing. This comprehensive approach facilitated a deeper
understanding of essential skills in EFL academic writing, ensuring that the
descriptors were aligned with the practical realities of both assessment and
instruction.

Beyond empirical data collection, the descriptors were cross-referenced with
established theories of writing (e.g., Cumming, 2001; Grabe & Kaplan, 1996;
Hayes, 1996; Sasaki & Hirose, 1996) and existing diagnostic frameworks (e.g.,
He et al., 2021; Khamboonruang, 2020; Kim, 2019; Lu et al., 2021; Safari &
Ahmadi, 2023; Shi et al., 2024), ensuring their theoretical soundness and practical
relevance. This process aimed to generate descriptors that capture essential
components of EFL academic writing proficiency, grounded in both theoretical
constructs and real-world assessment needs.

The final set of descriptors was refined to address three core areas of academic
writing proficiency: content fulfillment, organizational knowledge, and language
usage. Unlike previous scales that might rely on general, less specific evaluation
criteria, the diagnostic scale developed in this study provides detailed descriptors
for each writing skill. For example, descriptors under content fulfillment focus on
thesis clarity and the adequate development of ideas, emphasizing the importance
of content in writing assessment (Kim, 2019; Shi et al., 2024; Wagner, 2015).
Similarly, descriptors under organizational knowledge assess the logical
arrangement of ideas, effective use of cohesive devices, and clear paragraph
structure (Kim, 2019; Shi et al., 2024), while those under language usage
emphasize precision in vocabulary, grammatical range, and appropriate
punctuation (He et al., 2021).

Overall, the development of this scale directly responded to the need for a
diagnostic tool that could provide comprehensive feedback across multiple
dimensions of writing proficiency. Through a robust empirical process, the study
successfully identified a set of 21 descriptors, offering nuanced, diagnostic
feedback to guide instructional strategies and support learner development in EFL
academic writing.
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For the second research question, the study examined the content validity of
the diagnostic scale, to ensure that it accurately and comprehensively represents
the construct it intends to assess, making it both theoretically grounded and
applicable in practice (Masuwai et al., 2024; Polit & Beck, 2006; Rubio, Berg-
Weger, Tebb, Lee, & Rauch, 2003). By establishing content validity early in
development, researchers can create more reliable tools that minimize the need for
later revisions, streamlining further validation phases such as construct validity
and reliability testing (Rubio et al., 2003). As the authors aptly assert, “measures
that have established content validity would need fewer revisions in the evaluation
phase” (p. 95).

A content validity index (CVI1) analysis was conducted with a panel of nine
academic writing specialists, evaluating the 21 descriptors across six key
dimensions: clarity, comprehensiveness, importance, relevance, redundancy, and
simplicity. This emphasis on content validation is consistent with previous studies
(Lynn, 1986; Polit & Beck, 2006; Romero Jeldres et al., 2023), which emphasize
rigorous expert review and the CVI process to ensure that a scale’s items represent
the target construct. The results confirmed that the descriptors adequately
represent the domain of content, as reflected in high CVI and CVR scores. For
example, the descriptors were found to be clear and unambiguous, comprehensive
in covering critical writing aspects, and highly relevant to EFL academic writing
contexts. This robust evaluation led to only minor adjustments in wording,
reinforcing the strength of the scale development process.

Ultimately, the high ratings across all dimensions and a final S-CVI/Ave of
0.994 confirmed the scale’s representativeness and relevance as a diagnostic tool
for EFL academic writing assessment. However, it should be noted that, ‘experts’
feedback is subjective; thus, the study is subjected to bias that may exist among
the experts. In addition, this type of study does not eliminate the need for
additional psychometric testing, which is critical for the development of a
measure” (Rubio et al., 2003, pp. 95-96).

To mitigate potential bias, initiatives were undertaken to ensure fair
evaluation, including the selection of experts with diverse backgrounds and
experiences in writing and EFL assessment, the use of detailed criteria to guide
evaluations, and independent assessments conducted without influence from
others. Nevertheless, the current study proceeded with a pilot test to further
examine the scale’s other psychometric properties.

In evaluating the third research question, the study analyzed the consistency
in diagnostic scale ratings through the Intraclass Correlation Coefficient (ICC)
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analysis, which served as a robust measure of inter-rater reliability across different
writing samples. The two-way random effects model (ICC2,1) was used,
emphasizing the importance of consistency over absolute agreement to focus on
the relative ranking of essays by different raters.

The Single Measures ICC of 0.577 suggested moderate reliability at the level
of individual raters. This moderate reliability, while reflective of the challenges
inherent in subjective evaluations, underscores the importance of measures that
can support rater consistency. Variability in individual ratings is common in
subjective assessments, especially in writing evaluation, where individual
judgment can introduce slight differences. Kim (2019) contends, “it is extremely
difficult for raters to achieve substantial agreement on writing assessments,
possibly because of the inherently subjective nature of the task” (p. 916).

Despite employing well-trained professional raters, both Knoch (2009) and
Kim (2019) observed only moderate agreement levels. Knoch’s study
demonstrated moderate agreement, with alignment ranging from 36.1% to 61.9%
on two different rubrics. Similarly, Kim noted that while individual teachers could
rank-order students comparably, actual rating agreement under identical
conditions remained low to moderate. These observations underscore the
challenges of attaining substantial inter-rater consistency in the inherently
subjective domain of writing assessments.

The Average Measures ICC of 0.925, however, revealed excellent reliability
when considering the mean scores across multiple raters. This high level of
reliability implies that the diagnostic scale provides a consistent framework for
assessing EFL writing proficiency when scores are averaged, minimizing
individual rater biases and enhancing the tool’s reliability as a group assessment
instrument. Such a high ICC value indicates that the diagnostic scale functions
effectively, offering reliable and consistent results when applied by multiple raters
collectively. The high consistency of mean scores also aligns with previous
findings on the reliability benefits of averaging scores in subjective assessments
(Cicchetti & Sparrow, 1981; McGraw & Wong, 1996; Shrout & Fleiss, 1979).

While the Average Measures ICC demonstrates robust reliability for the scale,
the moderate agreement observed in individual assessments underscores an
inherent challenge in performance-based assessments—individual rater
variability. This complexity indicates that, beyond aggregate reliability, attention
must be directed toward understanding and mitigating the variability among
raters. Despite comprehensive training, raters may still interpret criteria
differently, reflecting the subjective nature of writing assessments. As Luk&csi
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(2021, p. 2) suggests, such variability in rater severity is inevitable and
underscores a need for ongoing research into this “fact of life” to better understand
and manage its impact on scoring consistency. Consequently, these findings
highlight the importance of continuous rater training and development to mitigate
such variability, while also recognizing the limitations of such efforts (Harsch &
Martin, 2012; Knoch et al., 2021; Li, 2022; Lukacsi, 2021; Sahan & Razi, 2020).

This study’s Pearson correlation analysis, addressing the fourth research
question, examined the relationship between ratings assigned by various raters
using the diagnostic scale and original scores from an instructor using IELTS Task
2 band descriptors. The strong to very strong positive correlations, ranging from
0.899 to 1.000, confirm the scale effectively measures the intended construct of
EFL writing proficiency. Concurrent validity, as operationalized through these
correlations, provides important evidence that the instrument reliably measures
the same construct as the benchmark (Kim, 2010; Lin, 2024; Safari & Ahmadi,
2023).While all raters demonstrated strong positive correlations, reinforcing the
scale’s reliability, the perfect correlation (r = 1.000) observed for Rater 6 is
noteworthy. This may reflect Rater 6’s unique expertise as a professional certified
IELTS examiner, which could influence scoring outcomes differently compared
to other raters who, though experienced, may not have the same level of
specialized training.

The findings underscore the indispensable need for comprehensive rater
training, a point supported by research that highlights its importance in achieving
consistency across various educational contexts and proficiency levels (Li, 2022;
Sahan & Razi, 2020). Additionally, future studies could benefit from exploring
the scale’s performance across diverse writing samples using multifaceted Rasch
modeling, which would help identify and adjust for potential sources of bias and
variance in rater judgments. Despite these challenges, the scale’s robust alignment
with instructor judgments, supported by strong coefficient correlations, affirms its
high concurrent validity. This suggests that the scale can effectively assess EFL
writing proficiency, providing reliable and consistent evaluations even in the
absence of an expert instructor. This capability aligns with prior research on
diagnostic scale development, emphasizing the critical role of expert alignment in
constructing practical assessment tools (Kim, 2019; Lukécsi, 2021; Safari &
Ahmadi, 2023).

This study introduced an empirically designed rating scale aimed at providing
targeted diagnostic feedback on EFL learners’ academic writing skills. Built upon
a rigorous foundation of empirical data collection and grounded in established
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theoretical models, the scale underwent extensive validation procedures,
including content validity, inter-rater reliability, and concurrent validity,
confirming its reliability and effectiveness. Unlike previous scales that often
generalize across contexts, the descriptors developed here are tailored specifically
to the EFL academic writing context, addressing critical elements such as content
fulfillment, organizational knowledge, and language usage. By reflecting the
specific challenges of EFL learners in academic settings, the diagnostic scale
supports instructors in providing nuanced feedback that directly aligns with
learners’ unique developmental needs, filling a gap left by broader, less context-
specific rating scales (e.g. Kim, 2019; Knoch, 2009; Turner & Upshur, 2002).

The implications of this study are substantial for EFL teaching and assessment.
The diagnostic scale offers a detailed, empirically-based framework that enables
educators to go beyond traditional scoring methods by identifying specific areas
for improvement in academic writing (Cumming, 2001; Lumley, 2005; Weigle,
2002; Weir, 2005). This diagnostic orientation supports a learner-centered
approach by offering concrete performance standards and meaningful, diagnostic
feedback on essential academic writing skills. By identifying specific assessment
elements tailored to EFL contexts, the scale allows educators to customize
feedback to individual learners’ needs, empowering students to self-assess their
progress and take an active role in addressing their writing weaknesses (Brown &
Harris, 2016). Furthermore, the structured descriptors could significantly enhance
both large-scale and classroom-based assessments by providing standardized yet
context-sensitive criteria that align with learners’ academic requirements. This
targeted feedback approach supports theories of adult learning, particularly self-
directed (andragogy) and self-determined learning (heutagogy), which promote
overall writing proficiency by helping learners clearly identify strengths and areas
for improvement (Blaschke & Hase, 2019). The scale’s empirical foundation and
alignment with practical skill requirements make it a reliable resource for
instructors aiming to implement consistent, diagnostic assessment in diverse
educational settings.

While the results are promising, future research is encouraged to further
explore the diagnostic scale’s applicability across diverse EFL educational
contexts and instructional settings. Conducting comparative studies could provide
insights into the scale’s adaptability and potential for broader applications, as well
as inform refinements to its descriptors to enhance its usability and reliability.
Additionally, qualitative research examining learner perceptions of diagnostic
feedback from the scale would be beneficial in understanding its impact on learner
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motivation and engagement with the writing process. To accommodate varied
learner needs and contexts, it is essential to explore how the scale might be adapted
for different levels of proficiency or specific writing genres. Such adaptations
could help tailor the diagnostic feedback to more precisely meet the
developmental needs of learners across a spectrum of abilities and academic
disciplines. Further, experimental studies comparing the effects of diagnostic
feedback from this scale with traditional rubrics could be instrumental in
measuring its direct impact on learner outcomes. These studies would provide
empirical evidence to support the effectiveness of diagnostic approaches over
more conventional methods, potentially influencing instructional practices in EFL
settings.

In summary, this study demonstrates the potential of a diagnostic-oriented
approach to writing assessment that is empirically grounded and contextually
relevant to EFL learners. The findings underscore the need for continued research
into developing diagnostic tools that support targeted feedback, enabling learners
to identify specific areas for improvement in academic writing. Further
investigation into diagnostic assessment tools is essential to bridge gaps in
existing methodologies and to refine scales that provide precise, actionable
insights, ultimately fostering learner autonomy and improving instructional
practices in diverse EFL settings.
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