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1. Introduction

From my personal experience in teaching Lebanese L2 learners of different ages ranging from 9 to 17, | have witnessed
students’ struggling when it comes to writing. They face difficulties due to different reasons, such as lack of motivation,
limited store of vocabulary words, poor sentence structure, and troubles with transferability from L1 to L2, among other
reasons. Most students do not see writing as a venue of meaningful expression or ways to critically analyze their thoughts
and build their arguments. On the contrary, they perceive it as a challenging chore they want to finish with regardless of the
result or the quality of work. A very important question rises here:

How do we equip our students with the knowledge and skills needed to prime them to write eloquently?

I, as a teacher, felt the urgency not only to sharpen my students’ writing skills but also to enhance their perception towards
writing. It is essential for students to understand that writing grants them a voice, not only to express themselves but also to
question curricula as well as society, and enables them to feel free, active, and more engaged. Transforming students so that
they see themselves as catalysts of change is highly required and needed in any education system. A second question arises:
How should we, as English Language teachers, teach writing to make it more meaningful for our L2 students and to reach as
many students as possible?
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Writing clearly and eloquently is a skill necessary for our students to meet the demands of universities and the workplace, to
provide them with better opportunities to get better positions, and to enable them to play outstanding roles in their
societies, for their writing skills can sometimes determine their success or failure. Due to several years of experience and
adoption of a hap-hazard, old-fashioned, and outdated curriculum, a very important realization influenced my thinking:

New methods and strategies need to be implemented in order to engage L2 students and motivate them to become young
adults who can express themselves rationally and critically. But, how?

If writing rubrics were used to teach the writing process, would their usage enhance students’ writing skills? If these rubrics
were co-constructed with the learners, would they be used as a learning and assessment tool? Once co-constructed with the
students, would they change their perception towards writing?

All of these speculations have arisen from my personal observations where many teachers keep the assessment criteria of
writing, a formative assessment tool that students can learn from, to themselves. Working with other teachers, attending
various workshops, and taking several MA education courses motivated me to rebel against our outdated and traditional
system that is more teacher-centered, where the teacher is the sole source of information and knowledge that is passively
received by the students. Hence, | decided to try a new intervention where students collaboratively co-construct the writing
rubrics with their teacher to develop better understanding and awareness of the writing criteria and enhance their attitude
towards writing and their writing skills.

2. Co-constructing the Rubrics as an Artefact

| conducted workshop session with my students to explain to them what rubrics are and what purpose they serve in order to
prepare them for generating the rubrics. | gave them a brief introduction of what a rubric is and why it is used. During the
session, | did two activities with them to help them understand the meaning and purpose of using rubrics. First, they did a
clapping contest where 3 judges evaluated the clapping of three contestants based on Tempo/Frequency, then Volume, and
at last Creativity/Enthusiasm to understand the criteria used in the rubrics. Second, | shared with the students’ brownies
which | had baked a day before and asked them to grade the brownies based on texture, taste, and presentation. These two
activities prepared my students for constructing the rubrics.

Next, the students and | worked on constructing the rubrics. As a first step, | divided the class into seven heterogeneous
groups of four students each. | distributed a sheet, with a table drawn on it, for each group and asked them to think together
of the criteria that their writing samples should be evaluated on. After all of the groups filled their tables with the criteria
they came up with, | hung all the sheets on the bulletin board and asked the students to check the sheets of the other groups
to compare the criteria that they came up with to the criteria the other groups came up with. Next, the whole class and |
were involved in a discussion to unify the criteria that their rubrics will include. The class came up with the following criteria:

e Content/Ideas (Development of Ideas)

e Structure & Mechanics (Sentence structure; spelling; punctuation)

e Organization (Order of ideas within and across paragraphs/ using transitional devices)
e Style/Creativity (Choice of words; tone; voice)

e Handwriting (legible handwriting + neat paper)

At the end of the session, | asked the students to look up analytical writing rubrics to be able to fill the boxes with the
description of each criterion. On the following day, the students and | discussed and negotiated the description and the
weight of the grade of each criterion until they reached a mutual consensus. During this session, | made sure that the
students understood the description of each criterion. It was clear for the students that their writings will be evaluated based
on the rubrics they have co-constructed. It is important to point out that although students came up with the same general
criteria that most writing rubrics already include, what is more important is that students could be aware of and understand
the meaning of each of the criteria used in the process of evaluation.

3. The Modification of the Assessment process based on the Intervention (Including the Feedback Session)

As regularly adopted in the school, | gave the students the writing topic related to the theme of the unit and asked them to
write their essays. Then, | collected the papers and graded them based on the co-constructed rubrics. The grades the
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students received were their initial grade of draft one, which is considered as formative assessment. Based on students’
work, | designed an interactive formative feedback session based on their performance on the formative assessment. The
feedback session was divided into two parts: self-evaluation and discussion of common problems related to both content and
organization and structure and mechanics. First, three volunteers self-evaluated their work, discussing how fair their grades
were, their strengths and challenges, and how to improve their performance based on the co-constructed rubrics. Later, the
students and | discussed students’ common mistakes based on the co-constructed rubrics, regarding content and structure,
and engaged the students in the correction of these mistakes. The students and | identified the common problems, and |
asked them to check their papers to think of ways to correct these mistakes. The purpose behind this feedback session was to
build a trusting environment with the students in which they become engaged in the assessment process. This, also, shows
students that writing is a process and there is always a room for improvement. After the feedback session, | asked the
students to write the second draft in class in order to give them a chance to improve their writings and benefit from the
feedback session which was generated based on the co-constructed rubrics. | collected the second draft and graded it based
on the co-constructed rubrics, which is the summative assessment on which they will receive their final grade. Their total
grade would be calculated based on the following percentages: 50% for the formative assessment and 50% for the
summative assessments. This writing process ensures that the small gains they earn every time they pass through this
process would lead to larger gains on the long run.

4. Students’ Demands for Fundamental Changes in the Writing Process

When the intervention was planned, including a feedback session of self-evaluation and discussion of common mistakes, it
was essential to maintain the integrity of the notion of co-constructed rubrics as a learning and assessment tool. The co-
constructed rubrics, serving as means of formative assessment for further learning, built a trusting environment with the
students and encouraged them to become engaged in the assessment process, enhancing collaborative and autonomous
learning. Students wrote the first draft as formative assessment, discussed their mistakes during the interactive feedback
lesson to be able to edit their pieces of writing, and then wrote the final draft as summative assessment. The phase of
brainstorming ideas before asking the students to write the first draft, as another form of formative assessment, was not
included. Thus, before applying the same process for the second writing task, students demanded that they brainstorm ideas
in order to build enough background information about the topic. Accordingly, a complete writing process in the intervention
class, with all of its different phases: brainstorming, formative assessment, interactive feedback lesson, and summative
assessment, was adopted. This whole process gave the students different chances to improve the quality of their work. After
they wrote the first draft based on brainstorming, they were given the chance to self-evaluate their work. Then, they were
engaged in a mini lesson to discuss their mistakes and think of ways to correct these mistakes.

Despite the fact that the process that was developed based on the intervention with in a safe and collaborative climate and
classroom tasks—the complete writing process with its four principal phases: Brainstorming (a phase, requested by students),
Writing the First Draft as a formative assessment, Editing in the form of an interactive feedback lesson, and Writing the Final
Draft as a summative assessment—is actually very similar to the process that is already in widespread use by writing teachers
in a variety of contexts, the intervention reflects a positive attitude toward students’ writing and toward the teaching
strategies adopted to implement this intervention. While some of the steps might already be familiar in other contexts, they
were new in the school where the intervention was implemented. What is highly significant about this intervention is that it
engaged students in the teaching/learning process and helped them grow as catalysts of change for further improvement.

5. Positive Influence of Co-constructing Rubrics as an Artefact on Students’ performance

After adopting co-constructed rubrics, students were better aware of the criteria and quite clear about the expectations:
They understood how they have been evaluated. This has reflected positively on their perception and attitude towards
writing.

Enhanced perceptions towards writing along with the change of the writing process seemed to have a positive impact on
students’ achievement in writing. Having better attitudes and perceptions affected both the learning climate and the
classroom tasks. During the intervention, | dealt with the learning climate when | organized students into cooperative groups
and gave them the chance to play a major role in the teaching/learning process. Thus, students perceived the classroom as a
safe environment to learn and feel comfortable. It was, also, obvious in the change of the classroom setting. Instead of
ordering the desks in rows and columns, as it is usually the case in a traditional class, | had to organize the desks in groups of
four to promote cooperation and interaction among students. As for the classroom tasks, the intervention helped students
understand and gain clarity over the writing tasks and their goals; consequently, they understood the meaning and value of
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these tasks. The intervention called for fundamental changes in the writing process that has been adopted in the school. The
complete writing process with its four principal phases: Brainstorming (a phase, requested by students), Writing the First
Draft as a formative assessment, editing in the form of an interactive feedback lesson, and Writing the Final Draft as a
summative assessment had to be adopted to serve the purpose and function of the intervention. Attending to these two
categories- learning climate and classroom tasks- helped students develop positive attitudes and perceptions about the
learning climate and classroom tasks, which was reflected in both their perceptions and performance.

6. Autonomy in Learning and Class Dynamics

Another important factor that emerged was enhanced student autonomy in learning, which enhanced class dynamics. Of
special interest was the shift in students’ and teacher’s roles. The whole class changed from being teacher-centered where
teacher provides students with knowledge and evaluation remarks received passively to being student-centered where
students participate in the teaching/learning and assessment process. Students had the chance to evaluate their work,
identify their strengths and weaknesses, and think of ways to improve their work. Students self-evaluated their work, asked
the teacher questions, and worked collaboratively to find ways to improve their work. Students reported that the
intervention was a positive and beneficial experience because it allowed them to play a role in the assessment process,
allowing them to improve their academic performance, gain agency over the teaching/learning process, and promote
autonomy and ownership.

7. Students’ Ownership and Self Awareness

The intervention enhanced students’ involvement in the assessment process and reinforced their belief that they can
improve their work. This fact increased their ownership over the learning process which reflected positively on the whole
teaching, learning, and assessment process. Students no longer felt that the learning and assessment process is something
mandatory, rigid, and imposed on them. They had the chance to be involved, change, modify and express their opinions
regarding what is going on in class. Changes brought about by the intervention and students’ contribution have led them to
be more satisfied expressing that their knowledge of criteria enhanced fairness of assessment. Throughout the intervention,
students were active participants playing different roles starting with looking for information to construct their rubrics and
ending with correcting and self-evaluating their work.

Students’ sense of ownership may have been influenced by their perception of enhanced fairness and acknowledgment of
their needs. The new distribution of power in the writing classroom enhanced their trust in admitting their weaknesses
because they were learning in a safe environment where there was room for improvement. They were less judged for the
mistakes they committed and more encouraged to find ways to improve the quality of their work. In turn, their writing
performance showed improvement.

8. Conclusion

Co-construction and use of writing rubrics were found to impact students positively and enhance their performance in
writing. Students’ participation in co-constructing and using the writing rubrics had a strong positive influence on students’
attitudes and perceptions towards writing. The study of co-constructed writing rubrics showed that the process of co-
constructing and discussing the rubrics increased students’ interactions in the classroom. This high level of interaction and
participation showed students as more active leaners and transformed the classroom into a more student-centered one,
where students self-evaluate and collaborate to improve their writing. This study has served as a professional development
moment for the teacher and highlighted the fact that students’ participation and involvement in the teaching and learning
process helps them better comprehend the evaluation and assessment criteria.

During my years of experience, | had the chance to reflect on our schooling systems which are designed to categorize
students into either successful or failing students. In doing so, we, as educators, are applying restrictive measures to overlook
or obscure the student’s potential to learn from his/her mistakes and thus improve. This experience has allowed me to turn
my students’ frustration into an active plan where they were involved and actively participated in the teaching/learning
process. Our role, as educators, is simply not to teach and assess our students’ work but to create opportunities for change
and further improvement in our teaching strategies allowing students to gain more agency. Better pedagogies have to be
adopted to better teach, assess, and evaluate our students’ strengths.
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