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ABSTRACT

This paper briefly reviews the literature on writing skill in second language. It commences with 
a discussion on the importance of writing and its special characteristics. Then, it gives a brief 
account of the reasons for the weakness of students’ writing skill as well as addressing some of 
the most important topics in L2 writing studies ranging from disciplinary to interdisciplinary 
to metadisciplinary field of inquiry. In addition, it presents a historical sketch of L2 writing 
studies, consisting of approaches to teaching writing including behavioristic and contrastive 
rhetoric as well as discussing approaches to the study of writing including product-oriented, 
process-oriented, and post-process ones. It also introduces different types of feedback in writing 
consisting of peer feedback, conferences as feedback, teachers’ comments as feedback, and self-
monitoring. Finally, it deals with holistic vs. analytic dichotomy in administration of writing 
assessment.
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IMPORTANCE OF WRITING SKILL
Writing is an important communication skill and has an es-
sential role in second language learning process (Chastain, 
1988, as cited in Simin & Tavangar, 2009). This language 
skill assumed to be of great importance to academic success 
since it is the commonest assessment measure for academ-
ics to evaluate their students, and students’ weak writing 
ability may put their academic success considerably at risk. 
(Tan, 2011). Therefore, most students, more or less pro-
ficient alike, see writing a difficult task that they have to 
struggle with in order to pass their exams. (Yavuz & Genc, 
1998, as cited in Yavuz-Erkan & İflazoğlu-Saban, 2011). 
In addition, due to its active and productive nature, writing 
in a foreign language is really challenging for students. As 
Celce-Mercia (1991, as cited in Yavuz-Erkan & İflazoğ-
lu-Saban, 2011) puts it, accurate and coherent expression 
of ideas in written form in a foreign or second language is 
a great accomplishment. Hence, for foreign language learn-
ers, writing is an intricate activity that necessitates a con-
fident level of writing conventions, linguistic knowledge, 
grammar, and vocabulary and needs thinking strategies that 
let the language learners to express themselves proficient-
ly in the other language (Yavuz-Erkan & İflazoğlu-Saban, 
2011). However, in spite of all the stress laid on writing 
instruction, learners’ writing lingers a regular grumble in 
both the first and second language educational environ-
ments (Tan, 2011).
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CHARACTERISTICS OF WRITING
It seems that a comparison between writing and speech, 
as two productive language skills, would be beneficial in 
enlightening the nature of writing. Accordingly, acknowledg-
ing the close relationship between writing and speech, Mul-
lany and Stockwell (2010) assumed significant differences 
between them regarding vocabulary choice, fluency, clause 
length and complexity, address forms and so forth. They pre-
sented several distinctions between speech and writing. First, 
writing is more monologic than speech. Second, the basic 
unit of writing is the clause, while for speech the utterance or 
turn acts as the building stone. Third, writing is more planned 
whereas speech is more spontaneous. Forth, writing tends to 
have more standardized and socially accepted forms, while 
speech is more open to variation in accents. Fifth, writing is 
more likely to be displaced in time and space (free from con-
text) whereas speech tends to be face-to-face. Finally, writing 
is visual and relies more on shape and structure, while speech 
is aural (Mullany & Stockwell, 2010, pp. 84-85).

Clearly, writing is a cognitive activity; thus, teachers can 
have a prominent role in assisting students with improving 
their writing skills through notifying them about the signif-
icance of decent writing skills for prosperous progress in 
their career. They can offer and organize efficient courses 
in writing that will empower students in acquiring skills and 
knowledge in helpful writing strategies (Gupta &Wolde-
mariam, 2011).
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However, since writing is an emotional activity as well 
as a cognitive one, all aspects of the writing process are af-
fected by its affective factors (McLeod, 1987, as cited in 
Yavuz-Erkan & İflazoğlu-Saban, 2011). Some researchers 
have already investigated the affective variables in writ-
ing. For example, Yavuz-Erkan & İflazoğlu-Saban (2011) 
studied writing performance of Turkish tertiary-level EFL 
learners relative to some affective components. As a result, 
they proposed learners’ beliefs about their writing abilities, 
their apprehension level about writing, and their attitudes 
towards writing are significant indexes of academic writing 
performance in EFL students. In another research, Gupta 
and Woldemariam (2011) examined how motivation and at-
titudes affect the use of writing strategy of undergraduate 
students in an EFL setting. They suggested the instrumental 
motivation towards writing was one of the main factors in 
developing writing skills of these students. More specifical-
ly, their study revealed that high motivation of students leads 
to high level of confidence, enjoyment, perceived ability, 
positive attitude towards efficient teaching methods of writ-
ing, and to drawing on writing strategies most recurrently.

In addition, one more characteristic of writing, which en-
tails pedagogical implications for language teachers, is that 
process of writing activity requires writers to progress recur-
sively through prewriting, writing, evaluating, and revising 
stages (Stapa & Abdul-Majid, 2009). To emphasize the im-
portance of the prewriting stage, Thompkins (1990, as cited 
in Stapa & Abdul-Majid, 2009) pointed that seventy percent 
of writing time needs to be spent on prewriting. Stapa and 
Abdul-Majid (2009) investigated the first language use in 
second language teaching and found a significant develop-
ment in the writing of students who used their first language 
to create ideas before writing in second language. Accord-
ingly, they suggested the use of L1 by writing teachers par-
ticularly in producing ideas among low-level ESL students.

REASONS FOR THE WEAKNESS OF STUDENTS’ 
WRITING SKILL

Several factors can account for students’ poor writing ability. 
Some of these reasons are as follows. First reason is due to a 
reductionist approach to writing, which disregards writing as 
integrated with other language skills and gives way to more 
teacher-centered approach. Thus, it overemphasizes correct-
ing surface errors in writing and robs students the chance of 
selecting their own favorite writing topics (Clippard, 1998, 
as cited in Tan, 2011). Second reason is attested to writing 
apprehension or fear of writing, which might be leading from 
the product approach that only focuses on the product of 
writing without considering its process (Stapa & Abdul-Ma-
jid, 2009). Unproductive lecture method in teaching writing 
can be seen as the third reason (Tan, 2011). Forth one, which 
is particularly noticeable in the EFL/ESL settings, is attrib-
utable to large size of writing classes (Warschauer and Ware, 
2006, as cited in Tan, 2011). Last but not least reason is the 
disintegration of print culture and the TV onset, radio, songs, 
video games, multimedia, computers, and movies (McLuhan 
and Fiore, 1967, as cited in Tan, 2011).

TOPICS OF L2 WRITING RESEARCH

Studies on second language writing has been extensively 
recognized from a disciplinary to an interdisciplinary field of 
inquiry (for about sixty years), and more recently to a meta-
disciplinary field of inquiry in s applied linguistics and sec-
ond language research (Fujieda, 2006; Matsuda et al., 2003). 
The aim of disciplinary inquiry in second language writing is 
literacy acquisition and instruction over and above the con-
struction of knowledge about the nature of second language 
writers and writing (both processes and texts) (Matsuda 
et al., 2003). On the other hand, due to the interdisciplinary 
nature of this field, the position of the field is frequently ex-
pressed in relation to different other fields, such as foreign 
language studies, composition studies, bilingual education, 
Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL), 
and applied linguistics. Few studies also investigated the 
correlation between second language writing and TESOL in 
general (Matsuda et al., 2003). In addition, during the 90s a 
new field of inquiry named as metadisciplinary inquiry has 
emerged, which is defined as “inquiry into the nature and 
the historical development of a field of inquiry as well as 
its philosophical and methodological orientations” (Matsu-
da, 1998, as cited in Matsuda et al., 2003). Metadisciplinary 
inquiry goes one stage backward and studies how the disci-
plinary inquiry functions; meaning that it highlights queries 
like “who we are, what we do, and how we do what we do” 
(Matsuda et al., 2003). Metadisciplinary inquiry in the field 
of second language writing has taken a lot of various forms 
that one of its types is the definition of the field -its charac-
teristics, scope, and status (Matsuda et al., 2003).

More specifically speaking of the topics of writing stud-
ies, although the main focus of foreign language writing 
studies has been predominantly on the syntax area, some 
researchers have investigated other issues such as the prag-
matics of metadiscourse. For instance, Simin and Tavangar 
(2009) found the positive correlation between proficiency in 
a foreign language and the use of metadiscourse markers. 
They also pointed the facilitative effect of instruction in this 
regard.

Furthermore, the topics of second language writing 
studies encompass diverse issues including literacy develop-
ment, L2 writing theories, reading-writing connections, ide-
ology and politics, text interactions, research methodology, 
curriculum design, writing assessment, technology-assisted 
writing, material design, and so on (Fujieda, 2006). In ad-
dition, L2 writing researchers need to consider other factors 
such as the critical effect of social, cultural, and educational 
aspects on second language writing investigations (Fujieda, 
2006).

As a concise summary, Archibald and Jeffery (2000) cat-
egorized the contemporary writing studies into four major 
domains, including the process of writing, the product of 
writing, the context of writing, and the teaching of writing. 
The process of writing generally deals with analysis of com-
posing strategies, modeling cognitive operations, changes in 
processes over time, and individual differences. The product 
of writing on the other hand, involves error analysis and con-
trastive analysis, contrastive rhetoric, and text analysis. The 



A Brief Overview of Key Issues in Second Language Writing Teaching and Research 17

context of writing typically investigates social construction, 
and analysis of the individual’s knowledge genre analysis, 
needs, and motivation. The teaching of writing as the last but 
not the least area of research into writing investigates learn-
ing strategies, learning processes, classroom procedures, 
development of language proficiency, and assessment. How-
ever, these areas of research should not be seen as mutually 
exclusive but as related and complementary body of research 
to shaping a comprehensive theory of writing in both L1 and 
L2 (Archibald & Jeffery, 2000).

The mounting field of L2 writing still develops pedagog-
ically and theoretically ranging from practical, pedagogi-
cal, methodological, and theoretical perspectives as well 
as to literacy education (Fujieda, 2006). Actually, different 
extemporized changes - technological, disciplinary, and de-
mographic - and writing L2 researchers’ attempt to react to 
those changes drive the changing intellectual currents in the 
field of L2 writing (Matsuda et al., 2003).

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF THE SECOND 
LANGUAGE WRITING STUDIES

A historical overview of L2 writing results in gaining fruit-
ful knowledge of this field of enquiry, developing import-
ant learning, and reconstructing uniqueness as a legitimate 
field of intellectual studies. Hence, the current section gives 
a chronological account of the prevalent approaches to the 
teaching writing as well as studying of writing.

Prevalent Approaches to Teaching Writing

Since writing has always been seen as a daunting task, even 
for learners who are adept at other language skills, research-
ers have long looked for appealing and practical ways to 
improve students’ writing skill. Consequently, over the de-
cades, approaches to teaching writing have gone through a 
myriad of changes (Yavuz-Erkan & İflazoğlu-Saban, 2011). 
In this respect, the current section reflects on the way in 
which the discipline of second language writing has been 
developed, examines the empirical L2 writing investigations 
chronologically, and specifically elaborates on two prevalent 
approaches to teaching writing namely behaviorist and con-
trastive rhetoric (Fujieda, 2006).

Behaviorist approach

During the 1950s, there were only few studies, which inves-
tigated L2 writing. Teaching English as a second language in 
the North America were almost restricted to Spanish-speak-
ing learners, while teaching English as a foreign language 
was not considered seriously as an important issue in this 
period. Oral rather than written proficiency was given unjus-
tifiable emphasis by the prevalent teaching method during 
the 1950s (Fujieda, 2006).

In the 1960s, along with the entrance of substantial body 
of foreign students aspiring to study in higher education in 
the U.S., first language writing teachers noticed consider-
able divergences in writing between first and second lan-
guage learners. Perceiving these dissimilarities resulted in 

controversial division of writing pedagogy into L1 and L2 
issues, which in its own turn leads to establishing the “dis-
ciplinary division of labor” between L2 studies and compo-
sition (Matsuda et al., 2003). Then, compensating for the 
negligence of teaching writing in English to ESL learners 
in the past, ESL writing turned out to be a noteworthy sub-
field of L2research (Fujieda, 2006). During this decade, 
writing instruction for L2 learners, following a behaviorist 
approach, focused on the L2 structure via a prescriptive con-
trolled practice as in the Audiolingual Method which was 
the dominant mode of instruction during the sixties (Btoosh 
& Taweel, 2011). As a result, writing was restricted to drills 
such as fill-ins, substitutions, transformations, and comple-
tion. It used to strengthen or examine the perfect application 
of grammatical rules. This kind of focus neglected the enor-
mous complexity of writing (Derakhshan, 1996).

Contrastive rhetoric approach
Afterwards, writing instructors, encompassing the structural 
exercises of paragraphs, recognized the necessity of adopt-
ing progressive practices of writing beyond the sentence 
level. Such a practical application of syntactic structure to 
paragraph formations resulted in the appearance of Contras-
tive Rhetoric (CR) by Kaplan (1966) who stresses the funda-
mental notion of cultural differences and variations, which is 
consecutively, reflected in students’ writing. This approach 
also concentrates on the expectations of readers outside the 
classroom. The reader is considered as the representative of 
a large discourse community, and rhetorical forms, rather 
than grammatical forms, are regarded as paradigms (Dera-
khshan, 1996).

Kaplan (1966), after investigating 700 L2 students’ com-
positions, claimed that native language and cultural impact 
cause idiosyncratic rhetorical patterns of ESL writing. He 
proposed a diagram of five special linguistic characteristics 
(English, Oriental, Semitic, Russian, and Romance) that he 
called “cultural thought patterns.” Based on his contrastive 
rhetoric research, English-speaking writers utilized a lin-
ear structure with specific details to maintain the theme. In 
contrary to English speakers, he reported distinctively on 
the rhetorical models of other languages. Arabic writers, in 
their compositions, tapped into a lot of coordination words in 
comparison to English learners. French and Spanish learners 
digressed from the theme with unrelated descriptions. Asian 
students demonstrated an illogical structure, encircling the 
topic. Empirical investigations beyond CR characteristics 
(CR in addition to syntactic explorations) were carried out 
across different languages after Kaplan’s contrastive rhetoric 
research (Fujieda, 2006).

As an example, Kobayashi (1985, as cited in Fujieda, 
2006) investigated the variations of writing organizations be-
tween English and Japanese students. Her study demonstrat-
ed that English-speaking students employed general-specific 
patterns. They cited a general statement at the beginning and 
went on with details while Japanese writers utilized specif-
ic-general cases in which they initially mentioned specifics 
that reflected a general description. In addition, Hinds (1983, 
1984, as cited in Fujieda, 2006) studied the argumenta-
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tive writing structures between English and Japanese. The 
English writers, as in Kaplan’s rhetorical model, benefited 
the linear and deductive pattern while the Japanese students 
used the Japanese rhetorical model.

Although, according to Scollon (1997), contrastive rhet-
oric has originated from earlier studies on error analysis and 
on the weak version of the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis which 
postulates a close interrelationship between language and 
culture, Ying (2000, as cited in Btoosh & Taweel, 2011) ar-
gued that Hymes’ (1962, p. 964) ethnography of commu-
nication approach is regarded an influential chronological 
predecessor for contrastive rhetoric.

Hymes (1966, as cited in Scollon, 1997) suggested 
that the Whorfian hypothesis ought to be tested again, and 
claimed that before being able to make any statement about 
the interrelationship between culture and language, we 
should have examined the function of culture and language 
in the person’s life. In order to argue that language learners 
write with a particular structure due to some other language 
they speak or, more indirectly, due to a particular culture of 
which they are members, we should have developed a clear-
er portrait of how that language, culture, and group are as-
similated (Scollon, 1997).

Although Kaplan’s (1966) pioneering study on CR had 
a strong influence on second language writing research, his 
investigation caused much debate too. A few specialists crit-
icized the deterministic rhetorical model for continuing a 
negative complex towards the writing patterns of L2 learners 
(e.g. Zamel, 1997; Kubota, 1997, 1999; Leki, 1991; Ferris 
and Hedgcock, 2005, as cited in Fujieda, 2006), and “priv-
ileging the writing of native English speakers, as well as 
for denigrating linguistic and cultural differences in writing 
among different languages” (Connor, 1996). In other words, 
Kaplan’s diagram particularly generalized L2 writing char-
acteristics. After Kaplan’s study, the subject of contrastive 
rhetoric still sparks theoretical and educational perspectives 
with different methods. Specifically, several composition in-
vestigators argued for a critical writing pedagogy to adjust 
L2 learners to the target discourse community even when 
applying contrastive rhetoric research to EFL/ESL writing 
classrooms drawing remarkable criticism from writing re-
searchers (Ramanathan& Atkinson, 1998; Kubota, 1999; 
Connor, 2001, as cited in Fujieda, 2006). However, Ramana-
than and Atkinson (1998, as cited in Fujieda, 2006) warned 
that teaching EFL/ESL students writing in English to follow 
the English rhetorical pattern overtly could cause an ideolog-
ical problem, and disgrace the values of the students’ social 
as well as cultural individuality.

Contrastive rhetoric analysis had a serious impact on 
second language writing studies. It signified the nature of 
L2 writers’ texts, and underlined influence of the writers’ 
cultural contexts on the texts comprising grammatical and 
lexical characteristics (Fujieda, 2006). Contemporary stud-
ies on contrastive rhetoric are redefined with the innovative 
prospects of contrastive rhetoric pedagogy. In a more recent 
definition of contrastive rhetoric, Connor (1996) describes it 
as “an area of research in second language acquisition that 
identifies problems in composition faced by second lan-
guage writers, and, by referring to the rhetorical strategies 

of the first language, attempts to explain them” (p. 5).She 
expounds on how other fields has benefited from and con-
tributed to contrastive rhetoric. The three main viewpoints 
on the writing process derived from rhetoric and composi-
tion theory: expressionist, cognitive, and social constructiv-
ist. These approaches offer the structure for analyzing the 
product and process of writing in a second language. Based 
on Connor (1996), contrastive rhetoric has heavily drawn on 
methodologies of text linguistics in analyzing such text attri-
butes as coherence, narrative structure, or morphosyntactic 
features. The contrastive rhetoric researchupdated by text 
linguistics has enlightened dissimilarities between first and 
second language texts plus among texts of various genres. 
Connor (2002, as cited in Btoosh & Taweel, 2011) classified 
the studies on contrastive rhetoric over the last three decades 
into four major categories, including studies of writing as 
cultural and educational activity, contrastive text linguistic 
studies, genre-specific investigations, and classroom-based 
contrastive studies. Regarding the applications of contrastive 
rhetoric for research and pedagogy, she views contrastive 
rhetoric as improving learners’ writing proficiency as well 
as enriching their culture, especially those in EFL contexts, 
In her point of view “contrastive rhetoric is an excellent 
resource for advanced- or college-level ESL/EFL writing 
teachers, both for gaining understanding in culturally dif-
ferent writing patterns and for designing writing programs 
in light of genre, cultural, or rhetorical concerns” (Connor, 
1996). As for future implications, Connor (2001, as cited 
in Fujieda, 2006) states that “future contrastive rhetoric re-
search should be sensitive to the view that writers be seen 
not as belonging to separate, identifiable cultural groups 
but as individuals in groups that are undergoing continuous 
change” (p. 76).

In conclusion, although both behaviorist and contrastive 
rhetoric approaches to teaching writing emerged in chrono-
logical order as a critical reaction to a previous one, they are 
not mutually exclusive. Currently these approaches are all 
widely applied and have somehow made teaching writing 
a demanding task; since, as Raimes (1991, as cited in Dera-
khshan, 1996) puts it, today, teachers have to take account of 
several different approaches, “their underlying assumptions, 
and the practice that each philosophy generates” (p. 412).

Approaches to the Study of Writing
Traditionally, there are two prevalent approaches to the 
study of writing: the product-orientated approach and the 
process-orientated approach (Arefi, 1997). According to 
Blackmore-Squires (2010), the distinction between the 
aforementioned approaches mostly is that the process ap-
proach deals with the way through which reaches the fin-
ished product. In contrast, the product approach deals with 
the final product and its evaluation. The two approaches 
were developed concurrently as reaction to each other. It is 
also worth mentioning that even the process approach pays 
attention to the product or the final piece of work. However, 
in this approach more emphasis is laid on how to get there 
and skills development along the way (Blackmore-Squires, 
2010). However, more recently, a new stage of development 
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in L2 writing, namely post-process has been commenced, 
which pays more attention to social dimensions of the field 
(Fujieda, 2006) and consequently, dramatically increased 
popularity of collaborative writing (Godwin-Jones, 2018).

Study of the written product, according to Arefi (1997), has 
focused on language and linguistic structures in students’ writ-
ing (e.g. Hunt,1977 in using the T-Unit; Mehan, 1979 in using 
syntactic complexity; Vann, 1980 in using syntactic maturity) 
as well as more general characteristics such as communicative 
effectiveness and other traits proposed by rhetorical theories 
(e.g. Carlisle, 1986; Lloyd-Jones,1977). Examining the prod-
uct of writing, Vann (1980, as cited in Arefi, 1997) suggested 
syntactic length as a measure of writing proficiency. In another 
study, Cooper (1983, as cited in Arefi, 1997), suggested that in 
good writing the sentences are needed be related to each other. 
This connection is significant since it “provides the structural 
and semantic relations between words across sentences, from 
the link between specific words across sentences to abstract, 
global thematic and structural patterns” (Arefi, 1997).

In the writing process, according to Flower and Hayes 
(1981), three elements interact with each other to produce a 
composition. First, there is the task environment that consists 
of everything outside the writer’s body, such as audience and 
written text itself. Next, there is the writer’s knowledge of 
the topic as well as the writer’s knowledge of writing rhetori-
cal problems, plans, genre, and conventions. It is noteworthy 
the writer can elicit from memory during the composing pro-
cess. The final element is the writing processes that are the 
major thinking processes that writers employ in complicated 
ways during their writing.

Considering this final element and based on protocol1 
analysis Hayes and Flower (1980) put forward a process ap-
proach theory to the study of process of writing in the early 
80’s. According to this theory, it was postulated that the writ-
er’s long-term memory and the task affects writing. Process 
approach theory has three phases encompassing planning, 
translating, and reviewing. Planning is producing content, 
organizing it, and determining goals and procedures for 
writing. Prior to the beginning of writing, the writer requires 
a form of mental activity, and therefore, planning acts as a 
thinking activity. Translating is expression of the content of 
planning in a composition. Hereby, a writer is attempting to 
produce and develop her or his idea in a meaningful state-
ment. When translating, sometimes a writer has to go back 
to planning for the act of translating. The act of reviewing re-
fers to the evaluation of what has been written and planned. 
Sometimes due to the unsatisfactory result of this evaluation, 
the writer needs to revise a composition (Arefi, 1997). The 
process oriented approach according to Connor (1987) em-
phasizes processes of writing; instructs strategies for discov-
ery and invention; takes account of purpose, audience, and 
the context of writing; stresses recursiveness - involving the 
writers to read back in order to write forward - in the writ-
ing process; and differentiates goals and mode of discourse 
(e.g. expository, expressive, persuasive, classification narra-
tion, evaluation, and description). It is also worth noting that 
more recently, (Johari, 2018) showed that the amalgamation 
of process writing and task-based approach significantly im-
prove second language learners’ academic writing.

However, Reid (2001, as cited in Fujieda, 2006) considers 
the controversy between the process and product approach 
in ESL/EFL contexts as “a false dichotomy,” and states that 
many L2 writers were directed by “process writing strategies 
to achieve effective written communication (product), with 
differences occurring in emphasis” (p. 29).

Moreover, although process approach theory has been a 
commonly acknowledged model of the writing process, it 
has caused criticism since it is based on studies with L1 writ-
ers, and consequently, input from long-term memory of the 
L2 writer is not the main concern within the process (Black-
more-Squires, 2010).

In the early nineties, writing scholars noticed the essen-
tial difference between the product and process approach. 
Process-oriented research originate the issues of institution 
which stress a specific aim such as EAP (English for Aca-
demic Purposes) and ESP (English for Specific Purposes) to 
value the audience in writing rather than the writer (Fujiada, 
2006). After 2000, an original process inquiry into more so-
cial issues, the post-process, has emerged in the L2 writing 
context. Atkinson (2003, as cited in Fujieda, 2006) proposed 
that the post-process, which previously controlled students’ 
process feature as a cognitive process, ought to be disregard-
ed. Subsequently, he mentioned that in the post-process “we 
seek to highlight the rich, multifocal nature of the field,” and 
“go beyond now-traditional views of L2 writing research 
and teaching.”

In summary, the product oriented traditional approach 
focused on expository writing; made style the most signif-
icant component in writing, and postulated that the writing 
process is linear, specified by writers before they begin to 
write (Kaplan,1966). On the other hand, the process oriented 
approach, emphasizes the activity (process) of writing, in-
vestigates the individual writer’s approaches to writing, and 
highlights the way in which students managed to follow the 
process through writing.

Today, process inquiry in L2 writing has entered the 
period of “post-process era,” which puts in more social 
aspects to writers, and ignores cognitive science to exceed 
prevalent perspectives in L2 writing studies and teaching 
(Fujieda, 2006). In other words, Post-process approach 
considers writing as a collaborative and social act rather 
than a certain technique that can be codified and taught 
to individual learners (Kalan, 2014). More specifically, 
written texts need to be viewed as products of a compli-
cated web of social interactions, cultural practices, discur-
sive conventions, and power differentials (Howard, 2001; 
Casanave, 2003; Atkinson, 2003, as cited in Kalan, 2014). 
Moreover, Kalan (2014) reviewing the relevant literature 
regarding post-process theory since 1990, presents seven 
focal arguments in a more comprehensive definition as 
follows:
1. Writing cannot be reduced to a single codified process to 

be taught.
2. Essayist literacy and the rhetoric of assertion should be 

challenged in order to broaden genre possibilities.
3. Writing should liberate students’ agencies.
4. Writing is not an individual activity taught through a 

simple classroom pedagogy.
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5. Teachers need to move beyond the classroom as the 
only rhetorical situation and their role as the possessor 
of the techne2 of writing.

6. Written texts should be regarded as products of a com-
plicated web of cultural practices, social interactions, 
power differentials, and discursive conventions.

7. Teaching writing is basically teaching rhetorical sensi-
tivity and hermeneutic guessing through a large number 
of literate activities.

Most definitions of post-process theory stipulates that 
post-process does not try to reject process theory but tries to 
broaden its prospects through critical re-readings of it (Cou-
ture, 1999, p. 31; Atkinson, 2003; Foster, 1999, p. 149, as 
cited in Kalan, 2014) and regards it as the recognition of 
the multiplicity of second language writing pedagogies and 
theories (Matsuda, 2003).

Although a few studies (e.g. Chow, 2007; Ahn, 2002, as 
cited in Fazilatfar et al., 2016) showed an enhancing effect 
of post-process or genre approach regarding learners’ over-
all proficiency, awareness of conceptual writing strategies, 
willingness in applying the strategies and their attitudes 
toward writing activities, Hashemnezhad and Hashemne-
zhad (2012) investigating EFL students’ writing ability in 
terms of three writing approaches of product, process, and 
post-process, concluded that post- process approach didn’t 
have any significant primacy over process approach, but 
they both have substantial superiority over product ap-
proach. However, more recently, Rusinovci (2015) pro-
posed an integrated approach to the teaching of writing 
through combining the strength of the genre and process 
approaches for utilization in writing courses. He claims 
such an approach presents several benefits including more 
focused use of text models without having to exclude com-
ponents of other approaches. Furthermore, regarding writ-
ing evaluation in post-process approach, Sukandi (2016) 
claims that “the quality of the students writings needs to 
be seen from the process itself and how the students come 
to the understanding that writing is a social act and a me-
dium of individual expression over academic realm.” He, 
investigating self-evaluation essays as the post-process 
pedagogy in teaching writing, concludes that students have 
their inclination to see our class through different ways, 
and consequently, they will firstly see us as the thing they 
see all the time, then the process of what they learn become 
the aspect they see, which can be seen as further confirma-
tion on the social nature writing evaluation. It is also worth 
mentioning that with the advent of new technological ad-
vances in writing pedagogy, Herron (2017) studied the inte-
gration of mobile device into the composition classroom in 
post(e)-pedagogy1 which he believes brings new opportu-
nities and frameworks to analyze and create in composition 
studies. He states that a key element of post(e)-pedagogy 
is the relinquishing of master and a personalized approach 
to pedagogy for both the teacher and student which agrees 
well with the notion of a mobile composition and puts the 
mastery in students’ hands. At last, it should be noted that 
L2 writing is still a developing field in applied linguistics 
and second language studies.

FEEDBACK IN WRITING

Feedback is an important and essential issue in writing 
courses especially in process approach since this approach 
recommends the effectiveness of intervention at all stages 
of writing (McDonough & Shaw, 2003, p. 166). According 
to Keh (1990) it is defined as “input from a reader to a writ-
er with the effect of providing information to the writer for 
revision” (p. 294). He classified it into three major types of 
peer feedback, conferences as feedback, and teachers’ com-
ments as feedback.

In Peer feedback the students, generally using the ques-
tions provided by their teacher, examine their peers’ writ-
ten work and give feedback to each other. According to 
Bartels (2003) the terms “peer review, peer editing, peer 
evaluation, peer response, and peer critiquing” are inter-
changeably used for this type of feedback. Also, Byrd 
(2003) introduced different techniques of peer feedback 
including “classic peer editing, booklet editing, silent 
editing, slice and dice, post teacher check, colored pen-
cils/highlighters, computer editing, and reader-response 
editing.”

Conference as feedback is divided into student-teach-
er conference and group conference. The former, based on 
White and Arndt (1991), is carried out on a face-to-face ba-
sis and teachers are able to discuss the problems with their 
students. In the latter, according to Keh (1990), some groups 
read aloud sections of their own compositions for feedback; 
other students read aloud their partner’s composition with 
comments about where they think the composition seems 
wrong, and suggest how to improve it.

As Keh (1990) put it, in teachers’ comment as feedback, 
teachers may have different roles. First, they can comment 
as readers interacting with a student - i.e. responding to the 
composition with phrases such as “good point” or “I agree”. 
Second, still holding the role of a reader, they can draw stu-
dent’s attention to specific point of confusion or to strategies 
for revision such as choices of problem solving, options, or 
an example. Finally, adopting the role of a grammarian, they 
can provide reference to grammatical mistakes along with 
the reasons for the unsuitability of those mistakes. Shep-
pard (1992) also, investigating the efficacy of two kinds 
of responding to students’ compositions including “holis-
tic feedback on meaning” and “discrete-item attention to 
form”, showed the superiority of the former in increasing 
students’ awareness of sentence boundaries and grammat-
ical accuracy.

It is also worth noting that all these three types of feed-
back can be provided through three different methods in-
cluding minimal marking, taped commentary/audio taped 
feedback, and online peer review/computer-based commen-
tary (Hyland, 1990; Swaffer et al., 1998).

Finally, self-monitoring is another technique for provid-
ing feedback that is also useful in developing learners’ au-
tonomy. Through this technique learners make notes in their 
drafts with questions and comments on their problems be-
fore submitting their papers and then teachers give feedback 
on them (Charles, 1990).
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WRITING ASSESSMENT

There are two types of writing administrations: analytical and 
holistic (impressionistic). In analytic writing, rather than giv-
en a single score, assesses compositions based on several cri-
teria or writing features. Consequently, “writing samples may 
be rated on such features as content, organization, cohesion, 
register, vocabulary, grammar, or mechanics” (Weigle, 2002, 
p. 114). In Contrast, on a holistic scale, a single mark is given 
to the whole essay. The underlying assumption is that in ho-
listic approach raters will draw on set of marking scales to di-
rect them in scoring the compositions (Weigle, 2002, p. 72).

The analytic approach on L2 writing has provided a lot of 
materials for writing studies. The virtues of the analytic rating 
are because of the detailed direction that is presented to the 
writing judges, and the rich information as criteria that is sup-
plied on particular strengths and weaknesses of the test-tak-
ers’ performance (Chuang, 2009). Such information gener-
ates valuable diagnostic input about testees’ writing skills, 
which is the major advantage of analytic approach (Vaughan, 
1991; Gamaroff, 2000, as cited in Aryadoust, 2010). Conse-
quently, Researchers have long constructed analytic writing 
descriptors, each including several criteria to measure sub-
skills such as vocabulary, grammar, content, and organiza-
tion. Weir’s (1990) long list with seven subcategories is one 
of the most comprehensive ones to gauge writing sub-skills, 
and an instance of a shorter and probably more practical list 
is Astika’s (1993) three proposed rating benchmarks. Another 
example is the present rating scale in the IELTS writing test 
that is founded on a recent exposition of writing assessment 
and performance (Shaw & Falvey, 2008). Aryadoust (2010) 
reports examples of some crafting skills in analytic assessing 
of writing, including overall effectiveness, fluency, intelligi-
bility, comprehension, resources, and appropriateness, which 
had an impact on writing performance the most (McNamara, 
1996); relevance and adequacy of content, compositional 
organization, cohesion, adequacy of vocabulary, grammar, 
punctuation, and spelling (Weir, 1990); control over struc-
ture, organization of materials, vocabulary use, and writing 
quantity (Mullen, 1977); and sentence structure, vocabulary, 
and grammar (Daiker, Kerek, & Morenberg, 1978); content, 
language use, organizing ideas, lexis, and mechanics (spell-
ing and punctuations) (Jacobs et al., 1981).The effectiveness 
of some of these frameworks has been justified; for instance, 
Brown and Baily (1984) examined Jacobs et al.’s (1981) 
framework and found that drawing on an analytic frame-
work of grammar, organization, style, logical development of 
ideas, and mechanics of writing, is a significantly justifiable 
scheme in evaluating writing performance.

The holistic approach toward writing and its assessment 
has also been studied extensively. A holistic evaluation con-
siders an overall impression of the writer’s performance. In 
other words, the raters react to the written production as a 
whole, and one mark is assigned to a composition. As Ch-
uang (2009) puts it, “the holistic scales are more practical 
for decision-making since the raters only marked one score: 
the flexibly allowed many different combinations of strengths 
and weakness within a level.” From a judge’s point of view, 
“holistic rating scales make [scoring easier and quicker] be-

cause there is less to read and remember than in a complex 
grid with many criteria” (Luoma, 2004, as cited in Chuang, 
2009). It is postulated that a high portion of variability in ho-
listic writing scores is resulted from four subclasses of gram-
mar competence, that is, sentential connectors, length, errors, 
and relativization/subordination (Homburg, 1984, as cited in 
Aryadoust, 2010). Several researchers especially those study-
ing high-stake tests are in favor of the holistic approach. For 
instance, among IELTS writing investigators, Mickan and 
Slater (2003) proposed that a more holistic approach to as-
sessing writing would be more sensible than a very metic-
ulous, analytical approach, and claimed that “Highlighting 
vocabulary and sentence structure attracts separate attention 
to discrete elements of a text rather than to the discourse as 
a whole” (p. 86). Consequently, they suggested a more im-
pressionistic approach to assessing writing rather than the 
analytic one. In another research, Obeid (2017), investigating 
the attitudes and perception of EFL learners toward second 
language writing evaluation, reports the students’ tendency 
toward a more holistic approach. However, it is also worth 
noting that some recent research into writing assumes that 
due to similarities between writing sub-skills, having com-
posite sub-skills where two or more categories are accommo-
dated into a single rubric is possible (Aryadoust, 2010).

Since during the last few decades the focus of L2 writ-
ing shifted from linguistic accuracy to communication of 
ideas, the writing assessment, regardless of analytic or ho-
listic scales, pays more attention to the content (Ruegg & 
Sugiyama, 2010). Quantity of main ideas, the logical con-
nection between the main ideas and the thesis statement, the 
use of examples to support the main ideas, and the level of 
development of the main ideas are amongst the factors that 
are most commonly drawn on by raters for evaluating the 
content of writing (Ruegg & Sugiyama, 2010).However, in 
a recent study, Ruegg and Sugiyama (2010) suggested the 
organization score in first place and the essay length in the 
second place as the main predictors of content score.

In conclusion, as Chuang (2009) mentioned, it is the 
purposes of the assessment and the availability of existing 
instruments that verify the appropriacy of a rating scale. Rat-
ing schemes may describe different degrees of competence 
along a scale or may indicate the presence or absence of a 
trait. Furthermore, choosing testing procedures should entail 
coming across the unsurpassed feasible amalgamation of the 
qualities (validity, reliability, etc.) and determining which 
qualities were most pertinent in a specified context (Weigle, 
2002, as cited in Chuang, 2009).

CONCLUSION
The prominence of writing ability and its serious position in 
representing students’ learning degree is indisputable in second 
language teaching and research. In effect, writing is considered 
as a difficult task, even for native speakers though it is much 
more intimidating for non-natives, especially EFL learners. 
The special characteristics of writing which give it such im-
portance as well as some of the factors making writing one 
the most difficult language skills to learn has been enumerated 
above. Generally, writing research topics in second language 



22 IJELS 6(2):15-25

studies range from disciplinary to interdisciplinary and finally 
to metadisciplinary field of inquiry. In addition, while behav-
ioristic and contrastive rhetoric are considered as the two main 
approaches to teaching writing, we can name the product-ori-
ented, the process-oriented, and the post-process approaches as 
the prevalent ones to the study of writing. Finally, the adminis-
tration of writing assessment is categorized into analytical and 
impressionistic (holistic) approaches which have long been 
drawn on by language teachers and researchers.

END NOTES
1 . Hayes and Flowers in Greg and Steinberg defines a 

protocol as;
“A description of the activities ordered in time, that a sub-

ject engages in whilst performing a task”(1980, p. 4).
2 “Technêis conceived as techniques for situating bodies 

in contexts” (Hawk, 2004).
3 Postpedagogy is a more general discussion of the need 

to abandon prescriptive pedagogy while post(e)-peda-
gogy is Ulmer’s discussion of such matters with the fo-
cus on the electronic(Herron, 2017). 
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