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Abstract

Background: Teachers’ writing proficiency and writing assessment ability and their role
in improving writing instruction in second language learning classrooms are issues that
have not been investigated empirically and rigorously. To bridge the gap, we investigated
the writing proficiency, writing assessment ability, and written corrective feedback
beliefs and practices of Iranian English teachers who gave feedback on learners’
writings.

Methods: To this end, 103 Iranian teachers who had the experience of writing
instruction and assessment in their classrooms completed two writing tasks, assessed
and gave feedback on two writing tasks, and responded to a researcher-made
questionnaire inspecting their feedback beliefs and practices and research interest.

Results: The data analysis showed that the teachers’ writing proficiency did not satisfy
the expectations and standards. Their writing assessment ability was also not accurate.
Moreover, the data obtained from the questionnaire indicated that the teachers mostly
gave unfocused direct written corrective feedback; they did not use technology in
writing instruction; and most of them did not ask the learners to revise the texts which
received feedback. Furthermore, the results showed that a majority of the teachers did
not study the research papers because they did not have time and lacked access to the
journals.

Conclusions: As the findings of this study showed, more research is needed to improve
the quality of writing instruction in Iranian classroom context. More research seems
necessary especially in different contexts to come up with practical suggestions for
teachers who give WCF on their students’ writing and assess and grade writing. These
are critical issues that merit investigation in future research.

Keywords: Written corrective feedback (WCF), Teachers’ writing proficiency,
Teachers’ writing assessment ability, Teachers’ beliefs and practices

Background
Written corrective feedback (WCF), one of the most debated issues, is heavily

researched in second language (L2) writing literature. On the one hand, Truscott

(1996, 1999, 2001, 2004, 2007, 2009, 2010) has openly questioned the effectiveness of

WCF in L2 writing. He argues that WCF should have no place in L2 writing classes. In
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response to Truscott, Ferris and other researchers (e.g., Bitchener 2008, 2012a, 2012b;

Chandler 2003; Ferris 1995, 1997, 1999, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2010, 2012, 2014, 2015) have

provided evidence for the positive effect of WCF on improving L2 writing.

In a meta-analytical research, Kang and Han (2015) concluded that using WCF can

lead to greater grammatical accuracy in L2 writing, but its positive role is mediated by

different factors such as learners’ proficiency, the context, and the genre of writing.

Lee (2013) classified the research findings in WCF: Research findings that have not

been well applied such as amount of feedback, choice of WCF strategies, which errors

should be corrected, and student uptake; research findings that have been reasonably

well applied including need to act upon WCF and timely WCF; and research findings

that have been over-applied.

Also, the deficiencies in the design of the studies make the findings inconclusive and

not comparable. Moreover, there are some aspects of WCF that are under-researched

or not researched. Some of these issues are teachers’ writing proficiencies, their WCF

practice, and teachers’ writing assessment abilities. To date, the researchers have not in-

cluded these issues in their research and the arguments for or against WCF effective-

ness. This study inquires into the role of teacher’s proficiency in WCF, their writing

assessment ability, and their WCF beliefs and practices.

WCF: teachers’ proficiency

The attempts to improve the quality of language instruction have placed greater

demands on teacher language proficiency (Canh and Renandya 2017). L2 teachers’

language proficiency can play a key role in L2 teaching and learning quality. This

issue is of primary importance in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) context,

especially in an Asian context, where the non-native speakers’ (NNS) L2 profi-

ciency is questioned (Nakata 2010; Tsang 2017). There seems to be a possible

causal relationship between teacher’s language proficiency and the quality of

teaching and learning which takes place in L2 classrooms (Chambless 2012). Trad-

itionally, it is assumed that higher level of teacher language proficiency results in a

better quality of teaching (Richards 2017). Recently, some researchers stressed

again that English language teachers require an advanced level of language profi-

ciency to succeed in teaching (e.g., Canh and Renandya 2017; Faez and Karas

2017). In fact, teachers’ proficiency, motivation, and identity may affect what

students learn in L2 classroom (Valmori and De Costa 2016).

Teachers’ skills and expertise in teaching writing and WCF practice play an important

role in the path of a teacher’s professional life (Lee 2014a, 2016). Writing is a skill

which is often ignored in L2 classrooms because teachers lack adequate training in

writing instruction and assessment (Dempsey et al. 2009). As Hyland (2013) rightly

mentions “teacher feedback should play an important role in scaffolding cognitive

development, alerting students to their strengths and weaknesses, and contributing to

their acquisition of disciplinary subject matter and writing conventions” (p. 240).

Therefore, a teacher who lacks the expected and standard writing proficiency will not

be able to help a learner to improve his/her writing and the teacher’s WCF might be

misleading. Teachers who have little or no training regarding WCF strategies may face

a lot of problems in correcting L2 learners’ writings (Shin 2006).
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Surprisingly, one issue which is under-researched is teachers’ writing proficiency.

Only one study (Denny 2011), to our best knowledge, investigated the role of teachers’

writing proficiency in their WCF practices and its potential effect on improving L2

learners’ writing. Denny investigated the writing proficiency of 15 Anglophone

Caribbean teachers of English. Interestingly, the teachers failed in the writing task based

on the university’s grading system. Based on these findings, Denny recommended that a

writing teacher should become involved in writing research to get familiar with the re-

search findings and the recommended principles for practicing in writing classrooms.

In a recent research study, Marefat and Heydari (2016) studied native and Iranian

teachers’ perceptions when assess Iranian students’ English essays. One hundred forty-

four native English speakers and Iranian teachers ranked four writing criteria, namely

content, organization, vocabulary, and grammar in terms of difficulty and importance.

Twenty four of the participants rated eight essays written by Iranian undergraduate

students. The results indicated that Iranian raters were stricter than their native English

speaker counterparts in rating the essays and that there were also significant differences

between these two groups in their perceptions of the difficulty and importance of

organization and grammar.

Lee (2003) reported a study investigating L2 writing teachers’ WCF perspectives

and practices in Hong Kong’s context. The result of the data obtained from ques-

tionnaire and follow-up interviews indicated that most of the teachers employed

unfocused or comprehensive WCF. The teachers considered WCF as a job without

any significant long-term effect and significance which has no or a little effect on

improving students’ writing. The findings showed that the teachers’ WCF practices

were not consistent with their beliefs or published research and that the teachers

were not well equipped or prepared to help learners to develop self-editing

strategies and skills. Montgomery and Baker (2007) reached the same conclusion

observing that there was a significant difference between teachers’ WCF practices

and their beliefs and perceptions. They called for more research examining

teachers’ WCF self-assessment. In another study, Lee (2008) concluded that

teachers’ WCF practices are mediated by contextual factors, namely teachers’

beliefs, values, knowledge, cultural, and institutional variables such as WCF

philosophies and socio-cultural factors such as teacher autonomy.

Crusan et al. (2016), in a study of writing assessment literacy which considered the

knowledge, beliefs, and practices of 702 writing teachers, found that a quarter of the

teachers had little or no training to teach and assess writing. Also, there was a significant

difference among teachers in terms of linguistic background and teacher experience.

As the literature shows, the findings of the studies are not conclusive. We need more re-

search on teachers’ writing proficiency and its effect on their classroom practice. To have

a more comprehensive picture of teachers’ WCF practice, we need to consider other fac-

tors such as teachers’ WCF philosophies and practice and learners’ needs and preferences.

WCF: teacher philosophies, practice, and learner preferences

Strikingly enough, to date, there are only a few studies that have investigated L2

teachers’ WCF beliefs in L2 learning classroom contexts. Ferris (2014) rightly

stresses that “The teachers’ voices have been the missing link in the research base
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to date” (p. 6) while teachers’ practices in classroom context are considerably influ-

enced by teachers’ personal beliefs and theories (Borg 2003).

Ferris (2014) employed a mixed-methods approach to examine the teachers’

philosophies and practices when they respond to student writing by surveying and

interviewing community college and university writing teachers. The findings revealed

different practices and viewpoints among teachers. Moreover, the data analysis showed

that although in many ways the teachers’ observed practices were in line with what they

have expressed on the survey, there were some inconsistencies between teachers’ self-

reported responses and their practices. In sum, she concluded that teachers need to

evaluate their own WCF strategies and practices and make the necessary adjustments.

Amrhein and Nassaji (2010) investigated the L2 teachers’ and learners’ viewpoints about

the implementation of WCF. The data obtained through the questionnaire revealed that

the students and teachers were of the same opinions about the positive effect of focused

WCF and direct WCF. The learners expressed that they preferred direct WCF coupled

with a metalinguistic explanation. In this case, the learners shunned the responsibility of

peer WCF and indirect WCF that is in marked contrast with the goal of L2 learning

pedagogy which aims at helping learners to reach autonomy. Additionally, the learners

preferred WCF on form-focused errors like grammatical and lexical errors.

Lee (2009) studied teachers’ beliefs about WCF in L2 pedagogy, and their practice in

L2 learning classroom through analyzing the texts that were given WCF by the

teachers, follow-up interviews with them, and a questionnaire. She observed ten mis-

matches between the teachers’ beliefs about WCF implementation and their practice in

L2 learning. More importantly, the observed teachers paid the most attention to

language form while they believed that accuracy is not the only factor which enhances

the quality of a manuscript. Teachers provided unfocused WCF while they believed that

focused WCF is more effective. Although they provided WCF, they were in favor of

peer WCF. While they gave indirect WCF, they thought that the learners were not able

to take advantage of the indirect WCF and correct the errors. They expressed that

grading is not an effective strategy, but they kept on grading anyway. The teachers fo-

cused mainly on weak points in giving WCF while they expressed that an effective

WCF needs to cover both weak points and strong points in the learners’ writing.

The findings of the study conducted by Zhou et al. (2014) demonstrated that there

was no correspondence between students’ and teachers’ goals for grammar improve-

ment in writing. The participants in McMartin-Miller’s (2014) study expressed prefer-

ence for unfocused WCF; however, they were satisfied with their teacher’s focused

WCF strategy. She concluded that teachers need to ensure that the students are fully

aware of the teacher’s WCF strategy, i.e., how and why errors are treated.

Lee (2008) observed that teachers continue to practice unfocused WCF despite the

research findings which indicate their lack of training and not being up-to-date with

the recent research findings. As the literature indicated, there is a gap in L2 literature

inquiring into L2 teachers’ and learners’ beliefs and practices in L2 writing instruction.

To fill the gap in L2 literature in this field, this study probes into teachers’ WCF prac-

tices based on learners’ perceptions. Additionally, this research aims to study learners’

preferences with regard to implementing WCF in an EFL context. Furthermore,

teachers are interviewed about their WCF strategies and the philosophy behind their

WCF strategies.
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Lee’s findings are supported by numerous studies. For example, Li and Barnard

(2011) reported a New Zealand university case study examining the beliefs and

practices of untrained and inexperienced tutors about giving WCF on students’

assignments. They observed that the tutors’ main reason behind their WCF strategy

was not to improve the students’ writing skill but to justify the awarded grades.

In another study of a novice teacher’s WCF beliefs and practices, Junqueira and

Payant (2015) observed that, although the teacher believed in giving WCF on global

concerns, in practice, he provided WCF on local issues most of the time. Focus is an-

other issue. Jodaie and Farrokhi (2012) found that 60% of 30 English teachers in an

Iranian classroom context were in favor of unfocused or comprehensive WCF. By con-

trast, Lee et al. (2016) explored the attempts made by two secondary teachers in Hong

Kong to promote WCF innovation. Surprisingly, the teachers were not able to employ

effectively the WCF principles they have learnt from teacher education.

Mahfoodh’s (2017) investigation of students’ emotional responses toward teachers’

WCF practices revealed that the students felt frustrated after receiving unfocused WCF

on their writing. The students’ reactions toward their teachers’ WCF were classified

into accepting WCF, rejecting WCF, surprise, happiness, dissatisfaction, disappointment,

frustration, and satisfaction. He attributed some of the students’ emotional reaction to

miscommunication between teachers and students.

In a more recent research study, Nemati et al. (2017) studied 311 elementary, inter-

mediate, and upper-intermediate and advanced language learners’ perceptions, beliefs,

and preferences about teachers’ feedback practice in Iranian classrooms. The results

showed some similarities and differences across the three proficiency levels. They all

were in favor of direct unfocused WCF. However, they had different viewpoints on the

satisfaction with their teachers’ WCF strategy and practice; need to revise their writing

after receiving teacher’s WCF; the targeted structures on which teachers should give

WCF; and their feeling after receiving WCF. The findings also indicated some discrep-

ancies between research findings, teacher’s WCF practice, and learners’ preferences.

Expanding the boundary of WCF research

To date, L2 researchers have investigated different aspects of the effect of WCF on im-

proving writing accuracy of L2 learners. However, despite the growing amount of research

on WCF, there are a lot of aspects which have gone unnoticed, under-researched, or not

researched. Chandler (2003) rightly underscores the fact that the existing data are not

conclusive. The result of the methodological synthesis of research conducted by Liu and

Brown (2015) revealed the need for more robust research. Similarly, Ferris (2010)

highlighted the wide gap among research, theory, and real-world WCF practice.

Evans et al. (2010) suggested that we need to consider learner, situational, and meth-

odological variables in doing research to be able to close the perceived gap. Figure 1

exhibits the contributing variables.

As Ferris (2014) rightly asserts, “only rarely have teachers themselves been utilized as

primary informants in studies on response” (p. 6). She highlights the gap in the litera-

ture regarding studying teachers’ viewpoints and practices, i.e., what they do and why

they do it. Lee (2003) expressed dissatisfaction with the amount of research on teachers’

WCF beliefs and perceptions. As Lee (2013) underscores: “very little is known about

Nemati et al. Language Testing in Asia  (2017) 7:21 Page 5 of 18



Fig. 1 Contextual factors in L2 writing influencing learning and research
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what actually happens in the classroom when teachers respond to errors in student

writing” (p. 108). Therefore, we need more research to bridge this gap in L2 writing

and WCF research.

The study

This study investigates teachers’ writing proficiency and teachers’ WCF practices in an

Iranian context. Taken together, this study is an attempt to fill the gaps in the literature

regarding teachers’ writing proficiency, their WCF knowledge, beliefs, and practices in

an EFL classroom context. The potential role of teachers’ WCF pedagogical knowledge

and abilities and also their beliefs and practices remain under-investigated and so

deserving more attention. Evidently, research assessing and quantifying teachers’

writing assessment ability is surprisingly rare (Crusan et al. 2016).

Research questions

Based on the reviewed literature, this study investigates the following research

questions:

RQ1: What is the writing proficiency level of Iranian EFL teachers who give WCF on

their students’ writing?

RQ2: What is the writing assessment ability of Iranian EFL teachers who give WCF

on their students’ writing?

RQ3: What are the WCF beliefs and practices of Iranian EFL teachers who give WCF

on their students’ writing?

Methods
Context, participants, and procedures

The participant population was limited to Iranian English language teachers in English

language institutes who assign, assess, and grade writing tasks and give WCF. To this

end, we issued a call to participate in this research project. We sent a letter of invitation

to institutes, emailed teachers, and announced the research project in social media

channels such as Telegram and LinkedIn. Although more than 250 persons volunteered

to participate in the study, only 103 teachers completed all the tasks. The teachers

completed two writing tasks, assessed two samples of writing and gave WCF on the

samples, and responded to a questionnaire.

Six of the teachers had Associate of Arts, 48 held Bachelor of Arts, 47 had Master of

Arts, and only 2 were PhD candidates. With the exception of two of the teachers who

had studied computer engineering and one who had studied Persian Literature, all of

the teachers had studied Teaching English as a Foreign Language, English Translation

Studies, and English Literature. The teachers’ age ranged from 20 to 38. Sixty-eight of

the teachers were female, and 35 of them were male. More than 90% of their students

were teenagers and young adults. Eighty-two percent of the teachers had been teaching

in pre-intermediate, intermediate, and upper-intermediate levels of English proficiency

classes. Only 18% of the participants had also been teaching in advanced classes. More

than 60% of the teachers had at least 4 years of teaching experience; almost 25% of

them had 6–10 years of teaching experience. All of them had experience in and a back-

ground of teaching and grading writing in their classes. However, there was a
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significant discrepancy in the number of times each teacher assessed and gave WCF on

learners’ writings. The frequency was between 4 and 16 times in which teachers gave

WCF on students’ writings which can be attributed to different institutes’ curriculum

and teachers’ practice. Table 1 presents the demographic data of the teachers.

Instruments1

Teachers’ writing task

To assess the writing proficiency of the teachers, two writing tasks were adopted from

Cambridge IELTS 11 (General Module) which includes authentic International English

Language Testing System (IELTS) exam papers. The first writing task required the

teachers to write a letter of at least 150 words in 20 min. The second writing task was

an essay writing with a minimum of 250 words written in 40 min. In selecting these

types of writing tasks, we followed Coniam and Falvey’s (2013) Hong Kong language

proficiency assessment for teachers of English (LPATE) and Arizona’s Spanish profi-

ciency test for bilingual teachers (Grant 1997). The reason for choosing IELTS letter

and essay writing tasks was that these tests can be considered as valid measures of

assessing writing proficiency. The writings were assessed by one of the authors. To en-

sure the reliability of the assessment, almost 25% of each writing tasks was rated again

by another researcher. The Pearson correlation coefficient inter-rater reliability was

nearly .96.

Teachers’ writing assessment and WCF strategy task

To assess teachers’ writing assessment ability and their WCF strategies, we designed a

task. Teachers were required to assess two writing pieces, giving a score based on the

IELTS writing assessment criteria. We provided the IELTS band descriptors as an

appendix to all teachers. The writing samples provided by two examinees in the two

writing tasks which teachers in the first stage of the study had completed were adopted

from Cambridge IELTS 11 (General Module), a letter writing and an essay writing

tasks. The samples adopted had been assessed by the IELTS examiners and the scores

of 4.5 and 6.5 were given to the letter and essay writing tasks, respectively.

Table 1 Demographic data of teachers

Number of teachers 103

Female 68

Male 35

Age range 20–38

Degree Associate of arts = 6
Bachelor of arts = 48
Master of arts = 47
PhD = 2

Major TEFL/translation studies/English literature = 100
Computer engineering = 2
Persian literature = 1

Teaching experience 60% = 4 years
25% = 6–10 years
15% = less than 4 years
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Teachers’ WCF beliefs and perceptions questionnaire

To inquire into teachers’ WCF beliefs and perceptions, we used a questionnaire incorp-

orating the instruments developed in Ferris (2014), Marefat and Heydari (2016),

McMartin-Miller (2014), Lee (2003), Lee (2008, 2009), Montgomery and Baker (2007),

Junqueira and Payant (2015), Valmori and De Costa (2016), Nassaji (2012), Tavakoli

and Howard (2012), Tavakoli (2015), and Crusan et al. (2016). Also, we used the WCF

typologies suggested by Ellis (2009). We conducted a pilot study and revised the ques-

tionnaire based on some researchers’ and teachers’ suggestions. The questionnaire had

seven sections. The first section provided biodata about the teachers’ age, education,

and teaching experience. In the second section, there were 12 statements about

teachers’ WCF practice in their classroom in a Likert-type scale. The teachers needed

to read each statement and choose: always, sometimes, or never. The third section

included the target structures and forms for which teachers give WCF. The teachers

were required to select the frequency with which they gave WCF on these structures.

The fourth section asked teachers whether they mention the positive points in their

learners’ writings or not and what is the most difficult and the most important targeted

form or structure in assessing or grading writing. Section six inquired into teachers’ re-

search background and interests, their familiarity with the journals in writing, the role

of reading research in their WCF and writing instruction and assessment practice, and

the courses in writing instruction and assessment they have undertaken. The last sec-

tion of the questionnaire asked teachers how they improve their proficiency, especially

writing skill.

The data obtained from the three instruments were analyzed. The following section

elaborates the results of data analysis.

Results and discussion
Teachers’ IELTS letter and essay writing tasks

The data analysis showed that the teachers scored 4.5 in IELTS letter writing task on

average (M = 4.43, SD = .94). Table 2 and Fig. 1 present the descriptive statistics (Fig. 2).

The teacher’s mean score in IELTS essay writing task was similar to their score in IELTS

letter writing task (M = 4.68, SD = 1.03). Table 3 and Fig. 3 depict the results in detail.

Teachers’ writing assessment tasks and WCF strategy

The teachers were asked to assess and grade a letter and an essay writing tasks which had

been taken from the Cambridge IELTS 11 book. The samples were assessed by the official

IELTS assessors and were given 4.5 and 6.5 for the letter and essay tasks, respectively. To

assess the teachers’ assessment ability, we asked the teachers to assess and give scores to

the samples based on IELTS writing assessment band descriptors given. The data analysis

showed that the teachers gave almost 6 to the letter writing task which was given 4.5 by

IELTS official assessors. Table 4 and Fig. 4 represent the data analysis clearly. Of note was

that the minimum and maximum scores were 3 and 8.

Table 2 Descriptive statistics of teachers’ letter writing task scores

N Minimum Maximum Mean SD Variance

103 3.00 7.50 4.43 .94 .88
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The data analysis of the sample IELTS essay writing task indicated that the teachers

gave almost 5.5 to the essay writing task which was given 6.5 by IELTS official asses-

sors. Table 5 and Fig. 5 show the results. Surprisingly, the minimum and maximum

scores were 3 and 8.5 for the writing which received 6.5.

The teachers were also required to give feedback on the sample IELTS letter and

writing tasks. The data obtained were disappointing due to the fact that roughly one-

third of the teachers did not give comprehensive WCF on the writings. The majority of

the WCF were on mechanics. Regarding the target structure of the WCF, the teachers

mainly corrected errors of articles and tenses. There was no WCF on the content and

organization. Despite the teachers’ self-report claiming that they mention the positive

points of the writing, there were only two cases in which teachers praised the positive

points in the writings. Regrettably, there were some traces of incorrect WCF given by

the teachers. For example, they have mistakenly changed a correct sentence to an

incorrect one.

Teachers’ WCF strategies, beliefs, and practices

The first part of the questionnaire was about teachers’ background and metadata which

were explained above in the participant’s section.

The second part of the questionnaire was about teachers’ WCF strategies. The first

section of this part was devoted to teachers’ WCF strategies and practice in their class-

rooms. The data analysis revealed that a majority of the teachers employed unfocused

direct WCF. They sometimes gave metalinguistic explanations either in Persian or Eng-

lish. Almost none of them used the Internet nor software about writing and correction

or grammar in giving WCF. Approximately, half of the teachers used peer WCF only

sometimes by asking the peers about correct usage when giving WCF on their

Fig. 2 Teachers’ letter writing task scores

Table 3 Descriptive statistics of teachers’ essay writing task scores

N Minimum Maximum Mean SD Variance

103 3.00 7.50 4.68 1.03 1.07
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classmate’s writing. More than 70% of the teachers responded that they did not ask the

learners to revise their writing based on the WCF given either by teacher or peer.

Target structures

The teachers were asked to rank the structure for which they gave WCF. The data ob-

tained indicated that they mostly gave WCF on errors attributed to tenses, voice,

modals, and definite and indefinite articles. The least level of WCF was the content

and organization of the learners’ writing.

Appraisal

More than 90% of the participating teachers stated that they appraised the learners and

mentioned the positive points of learners’ writings. However, there was little trace of

appraisal in the samples corrected by the teachers. This was one of the observed mis-

matches between teachers’ claim and their practice.

The most difficult and important parts

The teachers also mentioned that the organization of writing is the most difficult aspect

in correcting learners’ writing. They also expressed that grammar and organization are

the most important aspects which teachers should give WCF on learners’ writing.

Research interest and engagement

Surprisingly enough, almost 60% of the teachers were not familiar with the journals in the

field of second language writing; accordingly, they did not study the journals publishing

research papers on writing instruction and WCF. Their main reasons for not studying re-

search papers were not having time to study and not having access to the journals. Also, a

quarter of the teachers stated that the language of the research papers published in the

Fig. 3 Teachers’ essay writing task scores

Table 4 Descriptive statistics of teachers’ assessment of sample letter writing task

N Minimum Maximum Mean SD Variance

103 3.00 8.00 5.83 1.24 1.55
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journals is too technical and that they cannot understand and practice the research find-

ings. Approximately, 90% of the teachers had never taken any course in teaching and

assessing writing. They mentioned that the institutes in which they worked did not hold

any in-service and on-the-job training courses, particularly writing courses.

English proficiency

Part 4 of the questionnaire included three open-ended questions regarding how

teachers maintain and upgrade their proficiency. The results show that the teachers

studied textbooks to keep their language proficiency. A majority of them expressed that

they did not do anything special to improve their writing proficiency. They asserted

that they just read graded short stories, novels, and books on teaching methods to

develop their English proficiency and upgrade their teaching knowledge.

WCF has been one of the controversial issues in L2 teaching literature. There are still

some issues that are untouched or under-researched yet. Teacher’s writing proficiency

and writing assessment ability and their role in improving writing instruction and

learners’ writing have not been investigated empirically and rigorously. Similarly,

teachers’ WCF beliefs and practices have yet to be researched extensively. To bridge

the perceived gap in the literature, we investigated the writing proficiency, writing

assessment ability, and WCF beliefs and practice of Iranian English language teachers

who gave WCF on learners’ writing.

Regarding the first research question, the data analysis showed that the mean score

of the teachers who completed two IELTS letter writing and essay writing tasks was

almost 4.50 out of a possible 9. Although we should analyze the data cautiously due to

the sample size, the results of the teachers’ writing proficiencies can serve as a strong

warning. When a teacher is not able to write accurately, he or she cannot help learners

improve their writing proficiency. Teachers’ own language proficiency may influence

Fig. 4 Teachers’ assessment of sample letter writing task

Table 5 Descriptive statistics of teachers’ assessment of sample essay writing task

N Minimum Maximum Mean SD Variance

103 3.00 8.50 5.45 1.34 1.79
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what students learn. As already discussed, teachers’ proficiency may have a direct effect

on teaching and learning. As expressed by one of the teachers, writing is the skill which

has been given scant attention in the Iranian English classroom context. Moreover, as

seems evident, writing courses and teaching and assessing writing courses do not

occupy an important place in BA and MA programs and teacher training and teacher

education courses in Iran.

Regrettably, there is no established governmental or national policy on English

instruction in Iran. Although there is a curriculum for teaching English in public

schools, this curriculum does not meet learners’ needs in terms of the English language

proficiency needed at the international level. While there are thousands of English

language private schools, there are no comprehensive plans in institutes. More import-

antly, the teacher training and teacher education courses do not satisfy teachers’ needs.

Clearly, teaching writing skills does not have its rightful and important place in English

teaching curriculum in the Iranian context. It should be mentioned that this status is

rooted in the philosophy behind the language teacher training courses which focus ex-

clusively on general language fluency and do not address teachers’ professional and

pedagogical needs (Freeman 2017). We need to provide writing teaching and

assessment courses for teachers to attain a high level of proficiency to meet learners’

language needs.

Regarding the second research question, the participating teachers’ writing assess-

ment ability was concerning too because their grading was not accurate. As the data

from the questionnaire revealed, the teachers were not familiar with the journals in the

field of second language writing. Consequently, they do not keep abreast of current

developments in second language teaching. They also expressed dissatisfaction with

having no access to the journals and not having the chance to attend writing instruc-

tion and assessment courses. Given that a majority of the teachers had no broad back-

ground and expertise in teaching and assessing writing, the result of the teachers’

writing assessment should come as no surprise. Therefore, we should offer writing

assessment courses for teachers to improve their writing assessment literacy.

Fig. 5 Teachers’ assessment of sample essay writing task
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Regarding the third research question, as the data indicated, the teachers could not

give comprehensive WCF on the writing samples. Moreover, the data indicated that the

teachers mostly gave unfocused direct WCF, they did not use any software or

technology in writing instruction, and most of them did not ask the learners to revise

the texts which received WCF. Finally, they mentioned that they read only graded short

stories, novels, and teaching methods to develop their English and teaching proficiency.

Unfortunately, some of the teachers gave incorrect feedback which may be harmful for

learners. Furthermore, most of the teachers’ WCF was on mechanics while the learners

need feedback on other aspects of writing too. Each of these issues needs more re-

search because these findings are in contrast with the research findings. More research

is needed to investigate why Iranian teachers are not willing to use other types of WCF,

why they hardly use technology in their writing teaching, and more importantly, why

they do not ask their students to revise their writing after receiving teacher’s WCF. It

seems that these issues would be due to lack of teachers’ expertise and gaps in their

pedagogical knowledge. However, we need more mixed methods and longitudinal

research to support the findings of this study. Furthermore, we need to use other

research instruments such as observation and interviews with teachers to

triangulate the data.

In brief, the findings revealed that the teachers did not have the writing proficiency

and writing assessment ability that they needed. Also, their WCF practice was not in

line with the research findings. Most of the teachers did not ask for revisions while the

research findings underscore the positive effect of revision on improving learners’ writ-

ings. They did not use technology and software in teaching writing and giving WCF.

These issues should be researched thoroughly to reach a conclusion and try to change

teachers’ WCF practice.

Surprisingly, the teachers did not practice peer WCF despite the research findings

indicating the significant impact of it on helping learners to write more accurately. As

Lee (2013) underscored, WCF is an area of L2 research where serious mismatches exist

between researchers’ research findings and teachers’ classroom applications. Lee (2013)

sums up that

In the end, it is not WCF researchers who mark student writing, but classroom

teachers. Thus, we need to help teachers generate practical and practitioner

knowledge and empower them through classroom-based research, so that they figure

out their own effective ways to give feedback without necessarily transferring

findings from previous research that is conducted in dissimilar contexts, or in

laboratory-like conditions that are remote from classroom realities. (p. 117)

To implement effective writing classes and give efficient WCF, we agreed with Shin’s

(2006) recommendation that teachers and students should collaborate and come to an

agreement on which WCF strategy works the best in each specific context.

Writing assessment ability is another issue which should be taken into account

when discussing the quality and quantity of teachers’ WCF strategies, practices,

and perceptions. Unfortunately, a majority of graduate programs do not have writ-

ing assessment courses and there is only a limited time devoted to teaching writing

(Weigle 2007).
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In sum, the findings of this study reveal that there are mismatches between research

findings and teachers’ WCF practice. Moreover, researchers should consider teacher’s

writing proficiency, writing assessment ability, and WCF practice in classroom in re-

search on writing and WCF. As it seems, there are a great deal of inconsistencies and

paradoxes in teachers’ proficiency, assessment ability, and WCF practice which are

taken for granted.

Limitations, implications, and suggestions for future research

This study has limitations inherent in small-scale research on teachers’ beliefs and

practices. First, because the sample is not a representative sample of all Iranian

teachers, the findings should not be generalized to other contexts. The findings of this

study need to be verified by further research in different contexts. Second, like all other

studies, this study suffers from the problems inherit in using questionnaires. As Gu

(2016) rightly warns, survey and questionnaire research is exploratory; therefore, the

findings of survey studies should be treated with considerable caution. Third, as

Murphy (2000) highlighted, students’ voices are the missing link which restricts the

conclusions to be drawn from research. Therefore, we need much more research

probing into learners’ voices, viewpoints, needs, and preferences to complement the

findings of this study and have a much more complete picture. Future researchers are

advised to use different writing tests for assessing teachers’ writing proficiency which

might lead to a different result.

In terms of implications, the research findings should be brought to the classrooms

and practiced by teachers. Lee (2016) is not optimistic about convincing schools and

teachers to initiate effective changes in their WCF practices.

Furthermore, insufficient attention has been given to the content of teacher training

and teacher education programs regarding teaching and assessing writing (Hirvela and

Belcher 2007); therefore, future researchers should investigate the needs of writing

teachers too. As Lee (2014b) calls for, we are in need of more socioculturally based

research. Future research should study teachers’ WCF practices and beliefs in

different contexts.

There is also a need for teacher training and teacher education courses focusing

exclusively on writing instruction, WCF, and assessment. Lee (2010) mentions that the

effect of teacher education programs on teachers’ WCF practice in classroom warrants

much more research.

Clearly, we need to prepare teachers for WCF practice, writing instruction, and asses-

sing writing. We should incorporate WCF into teacher training programs. Teachers

should be given the chance to attend conferences and workshops on WCF and writing

instruction and assessment. Teachers need to have access to the journals of second

language research. They should be involved in action research. Teachers, especially

the newcomers, should be helped to read research papers. There is a need for re-

searchers’ and teachers’ collaboration. Researchers need to get more involved in

classrooms, observe teachers’ practice, reflect on their practices, analyze teachers’

and learners’ needs, and do research to provide teachers with suggestions based on

findings of studies conducted in similar classroom contexts, not in different contexts or in

laboratories.
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Moreover, regarding the Iranian context, we need to establish a teacher language

proficiency benchmark, design teacher proficiency tests, and also require providers of

teacher training and teacher education courses to revise the content of such programs

to include writing instruction and assessment.

Conclusions
Although teacher’s WCF is time-consuming, it is considered a desirable and helpful

strategy and practice. We need to enhance the quality of WCF practice in language

learning classrooms. We hope this study triggers more research on teachers’ writing

proficiency and writing assessment literacy which is currently under-researched.

Teachers’ and learners’ voices, expectations, and needs are the missing link in the field

of writing research too. As Richards (2017) highlighted, future research needs to focus

on the role of teacher language proficiency in shaping teachers’ practice in classroom

and the differential effects of teacher language proficiency on different language skills

and various aspects of classroom instruction.

Finally, writing instruction and assessment should be given more attention in teacher

education programs. Policy makers and program developers should pay close attention

to the content of teacher training and education programs and include content related

to what Freeman (2017) calls knowledge-for-teaching which is already called content

knowledge or pedagogical knowledge.

In sum, as the findings of this study showed, more research is needed to improve the

quality of writing instruction in Iranian classroom context. More research seems

necessary especially in different contexts to come up with practical suggestions for

teachers who give WCF on their students’ writing. These are critical issues that merit

investigation in future research.

Endnote
1The instruments used in this study are uploaded to http://www.iris-database.org/

iris/app/home/index.
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