International Journal of English Linguistics; Vol. 11, No. 1; 2021
ISSN 1923-869X E-ISSN 1923-8703
Published by Canadian Center of Science and Education

The Practice of Cross-Grading in Assessing Writing: The Case of EFL
Teachers and Students in a Saudi Arabian Context

Abdullah Alshakhi'
" English Language Institute, King Abdulaziz University, Jeddah, Saudi Arabia

Correspondence: Abdullah Alshakhi, English Language Institute, King Abdulaziz University, Jeddah, Saudi
Arabia. E-mail: amalshaikhil @kau.edu.sa

Received: November 20, 2020 Accepted: December 22, 2020 Online Published: January 4, 2021
doi:10.5539/ijel.v] In1p266 URL: https://doi.org/10.5539/ijel.v1 In1p266

Abstract

This qualitatively based research study utilized a combination of multiple methods, which aimed at investigating
the efficacy and reliability of employing cross-grading when assessing English as a Foreign Language (EFL)
tertiary level learners’ writing. It further explored the perceptions of the EFL teachers and learners regarding the
cross-grading practices to provide a clearer understanding of this relatively unexplored line of research enquiry. It
was set to answer the following research question: In what ways does cross-grading practice contribute to
assessing EFL writing? The participants of this study were conveniently selected where the sample included four
language instructors from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds, as well as four Saudi EFL learners.
Semi-structured interviews were individually conducted with all eight participants. In addition, four one-on-one
feedback sessions between language instructors and learners were observed to assess feedback effectiveness after
the cross-grading sessions. The data analysis revealed that instructors had difficulty explaining the feedback on
their learners’ papers since they did not grade their students’ papers themselves. Furthermore, students felt they did
not benefit from the feedback sessions because they could not fully understand the external grader’s markings and,
thus inhibiting the learner’s ability to improve and develop their writing. The study concluded with some
pedagogical implications for the EFL writing assessment context.

Keywords: writing assessment, cross-grading, English as a Foreign Language (EFL), qualitative research, case
study, blind marking, cross-assessing

1. Introduction

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) has witnessed rapid changes in all fields, especially in higher education,
which is undoubtedly amongst the areas KSA is advancing to fulfill its 2030 Vision (Nurunnabi, 2017). To achieve
the ambitious goals laid out in the 2030 Vision, KSA needs to establish its global position and meet its international
needs in a world where English serves as a twenty-first-century /ingua franca (Seidlhofer, 2013). In the past five
decades, English as a Foreign Language (EFL) in KSA has witnessed numerous transformations as tertiary
institutions strive towards improving the effectiveness of teaching and learning in the EFL classroom (Elyas &
Picard, 2018). For the past two decades, the concept and practices of co-teaching has been largely promoted as a
common model for collaboration at many educational institutions around the world (Bauwens & Hourcade, 1991;
Cook & Friend, 1991; Sapon-Shevin & Schniedewind, 1992). However, many researchers have called for an
in-depth critical analysis of the discourse and context of co-teaching (Brownell, Adams, Sindelar, Waldron, &
Vanhover, 2006; Dieker & Murawski, 2003; Trent, 1998), the practice continues to be associated with various
challenges and some researchers have argued that this practice has largely failed to reform the traditional education
models (Scruggs et al., 2007).

While researchers have focused their attention on several areas of EFL teaching and learning in the Saudi context
over the past two decades, one controversial area has been EFL writing assessment (Obeid, 2017). Teachers, as
well as learners, have expressed concerns with regards to the writing assessment in KSA. On the one hand,
teachers perceive a possibility for grade inflation due to the institution occasionally demanding higher grades than
might be warranted (Al-Barrak & Al-Razgan, 2016). Furthermore, teachers find teaching writing in a second
language to be a burden and an unpleasant process. Weigle (2007) echoed these sentiments, “Teachers often feel
that assessment is a necessary evil rather than a central aspect of teaching that has the potential to be beneficial to
both teacher and students” (p. 194). On the other hand, since EFL learners usually feel graded unfairly (Obeid,
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2017), they question the true outcome of a writing assessment (Oraif, 2016) and the efficacy of the written
corrective feedback provided by the teachers (Rajab et al., 2016). Notwithstanding the aforementioned research,
writing and classroom-based assessment have been an area of research largely underrepresented in EFL contexts.
Furthermore, external grading (cross-grading) remains unchartered in writing assessment research in the Saudi
context.

Cross-grading was devised to reduce grade variation and grade inflation and provide an overall fair grade for the
learners (Hunter & Docherty, 2011). However, a shortage of corroborating empirical studies exists both globally
and in the Saudi context. Therefore, as its theoretical framework, this study utilized Foucauldian discourse analysis
(FDA). According to Kendall and Wickham (1999), Foucauldian discourse analysis (FDA) can be described in the
following five steps:

The first step is a simple recognition that discourse is a body of statements that are organized in a regular and
systematic way. The subsequent four steps are based on the identification of rules on: how those statements
are created, what can be said (written) and what cannot, how spaces in which new statements can be made are
created and making practices material and discursive at the same time (p. 42).

Currently in KSA, writing is primarily taught with a prescribed curriculum and textbook. It is mainly a top-down
approach with a focus on the process of teaching writing in an EFL setting. Assessment is mainly exam driven,
with a focus on mechanics, grammar, and word choice. Due to the low proficiency levels of students, cohesion and
organization are not focused on until more advanced levels of language study. Benahnia (2016) has reported the
difficulties mother tongue speakers of Arabic encounter when beginning to learn how to write in a foreign
language, particularly English. Students who have not been exposed to learning languages with a different writing
system, such as English, encounter various difficulties while some may continue to struggle throughout the
process.

In the context of this study, the teachers are native English speakers from various English-speaking countries.
During cross-grading sessions, teachers are required to use analytical rubrics which are then shared with students
on the day of the feedback sessions. The academic management department is there to supervise the paper
exchange among teachers, as well as to handle appeals from students’ complaints. After careful consideration of
the aforementioned research and current situation in KSA, this research focuses on the power relationships
embedded in the interviews to explore the efficacy of the cross-grading practice in assessing tertiary EFL writing in
the Saudi context.

1.1 Literature Review

As a key component in education, assessment comes in many forms. Generally and for this study, the definition of
assessment: is “The process of gathering, interpreting, recording, and using information about pupils’ responses to
an educational task” (Harlen et al., 1992, p. 217). To take it a step further, while the concept of writing assessment
remains a wide and varied one, it can also include a variety of classroom activities which range from basic testing
and grading to more elaborate feedback. Specifically, written corrective feedback is communicated along with test
results, and then both are used in making the assessment decisions. However, a pedagogical dilemma exists where
teachers consciously realize the difficulty of being both, a teacher and an evaluator of their students, more like a
coach and a judge at the same time (Connolly, 1998). This dilemma revolves around how teachers justify the grade
given to their students and, at the same time, perform their other professional duty of encouraging their students to
improve. Thus, since pedagogical strategies are constantly evolving to meet the demands of globalization in KSA’s
evolving tertiary education, new strands of discourse have woven their way throughout academic discussions. As
such, one notable change in the practice of assessment has been the shift from the old practice of assessing what the
learners can do (write) to the wider practice of assessing how to continue advancing the writing of the learners. In
examining these changes in writing assessment, Michel Foucault’s CDA serves to address complexities while still
parsing the multiple perspectives embedded in power dynamics involved in the EFL classroom.

As one of the most influential social scientists today, Michel Foucault’s theories regarding affective history allows
a complex mapping of interpersonal relationships as well as a branching of multiple discourses (Schirato et al.,
2010). Quite simply, it is used to understand how people interact and co-construct knowledge in terms of making
sense of what is really going on. Foucault’s CDA does not focus on absolutes, but instead on a truth that emerges
from the discourses involved within a specific context as in the EFL classroom in KSA tertiary institutions
(Foucault, 2013). One well-established perspective is, undeniably, how the practice of assessment is typically one
of the teachers’ least favorite topics and tasks when it comes to their professions. Conversely, students also do not
typically fully appreciate assessment and often feel uneasy about elements of the assessment process (Segers &
Tillema, 2011; Tavakol & Doody, 2015). While some teachers embrace a more traditional form of classroom
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writing assessment (e.g., the task of essay writing), Kubiszyn and Borich (2013) proposed a more contemporary
approach to classroom writing assessment practice (e.g., group writing assessment activities, research activities,
and portfolio-based exercises). Relatedly, Brown et al. (2004) introduced another new strand into the discourse by
presenting the efficacy of cross-grading when they showed its potential as a form of writing assessment that yields
the end goal of creating reliable and valid results across several classes of the same course. As they proposed,
cross-grading allows one instructor to assess the work of another instructor’s learners with the end goal of creating
reliable and valid results across several classes of the same course. By showing this potential in assessing EFL
learners’ writing in the case of their study, cross-grading moved from discussion to practice as Saudi students were
enrolled in a language institute for one year to study English before entering the university.

Nevertheless, to ensure a successful foundation for cross-grading, all assessments should be contextually designed
and grounded in ethics (Moore et al., 2009). Without either one or both, an assessment fundamentally lacks in both
purpose and integrity and is, therefore, rendered useless (Crusan, 2010). With this being said, studies have shown
that teachers’ assessment practices can have a certain negative effect on the overall students’ achievement and
outcomes in the classroom (Alkharusi et al., 2014). Measuring the various qualities, effectiveness, and significance
of classroom assessment are necessary to evaluate the outcomes of the teachers’ assessment practices on students’
achievement in the classroom (Allen et al., 2013).

Presently, very little research has been conducted on cross-grading and its effects on teachers and students in KSA
at the tertiary level. This is the one of the reasons why this research is important to shed light on the current
situation. Recently, Alshakhi (2018) examined how an analytic rubric would be more beneficial for students than a
holistic one regarding cross-grading procedures. Literature analysis and first-hand research revealed that an
analytic rubric would allow for increased contextual-based learning, increased flexibility, and empower teachers to
be more involved with the assessment process of their own students. The shift from using analytic rubrics, as
opposed to holistic ones, would benefit not only the students, but the teachers and coordinators in the department
as well. Peaci (2020) is also in agreement with these findings and suggests that testing instruments should not only
be used for the passing and failing of students as this tends to demotivate them, but rather the evaluation and testing
of students should be constructive and positive. This supports that writing examinations need to be less focused on
assessment through holistic purposes and therefore should be evaluated more analytically. A more analytical
assessment of students’ writing can result in increased perception of fairness and allows teachers to provide proper
and constructive feedback to their students. Alghammas and Alhuwaydi (2020) emphasized the importance of
building good relationships and rapport among teachers and students, and that teachers should try to know their
students more personally. Teachers should be able to identify the strengths and weaknesses of their students and be
able to address their needs during and after the lesson. A survey revealed that over 75% of participants confirmed
the importance of positive teacher-student relationships. Finally, Alshakhi and Phan (2020) discussed many of the
challenges and frustrations teachers have encountered with regards to cultural and institutional differences in Saudi
Arabia. They reported on the difficulty expatriate teachers have experienced when trying to interact with students,
resentments of privilege and deficiency, responses to challenges from a variety of cultural and social differences,
as well as a feeling of helplessness to work with a prescribed curriculum with a top-down approach in regards to
policy and practice.

In following the previously mentioned Foucauldian principles and as the discourse surrounding cross-grading
progresses, exploring the perceptions of EFL teachers’ classroom assessment practices is important as a means of
developing learners’ acquisition of the English language as well as allowing the teachers an opportunity to voice
their concerns in that regard. Additionally, it is equally important to explore the learners’ perception of the positive
and negative attributes of the cross-grading process and how it impacts their overall EFL learning. As a result, this
study aims to examine the following research questions:

1) How do Saudi tertiary EFL students perceive native English-speaking teachers’ cross-grading practices in
assessing their English academic writing?

2) How do native English-speaking teachers perceive cross-grading practices in assessing their Saudi tertiary EFL
students’ English academic writing?

2. Method
2.1 Research Design

This research is a qualitative case study on the current situation of EFL teachers and their students in regard to
writing assessment through the use of cross-grading. Richards (2009) has revealed that qualitative studies have
been conducted in numerous ways in language teaching and learning, including: teaching approaches, identity and
socialization, narrative/lives, teacher beliefs and reflections, learner strategies, and differences of agendas between
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teachers and learners to name a few. Duff (2008) has explained the importance and relevance of using case studies
in educational and linguistic settings with the hopes of shaping educational policies and practices. Case studies can
reveal situational complexities and themes in the realm of applied linguistics. The findings are not meant to be
generalized, but can be used to closely examine the current situation in its specific context. This methodology
looks less at the cause-and-affect and more on the evolving power relationships. Thus, Foucault’s unique
contribution to the social sciences provides invaluable tools for the study of modern classroom dynamics in the
Saudi context. This research was chosen in order to shed light on the current situation of cross-grading in the
foundation levels of an English language program at the tertiary level in KSA. It is an investigation as to whether
cross-grading is appropriate and beneficial in the current academic setting as very little regarding this subject and
context has previously been published.

2.2 Participants

The teachers and tertiary students who participated in this study were conveniently selected, which means the
sampling is considered “a non-probability sampling technique in which subjects are selected because of their
convenient accessibility and proximity to the researcher” (Quinlan, 2011, p. 221). These participants were chosen
because they were the easiest to recruit for the study, and the researcher did not intend to select participants that are
representative of the entire population. Due to the cultural restrictions in KSA where male and female teachers and
students are not permitted to mix, only male participants were chosen for this study. The identities of the
participants were protected and all the extracts in this study are presented using designated pseudonyms.

All four language instructors from the same institution were from Western, English-speaking countries, but they
still had different ethnic and cultural backgrounds. The teachers were selected because the department employs
native English speakers from various countries, but more importantly to investigate their point of view in regard to
using cross-grading. The teachers selected come from more traditionally liberal grading systems and different
contexts than what is currently being conducted in KSA. Due to their diverse teaching backgrounds and education,
it was deemed an important aspect to look more closely at in this case study. All of the teachers had between
five-ten years of teaching experience.

Jacob was from Australia and had a Masters in TESL along with experience in teaching in both his home country
and KSA. Paul was from England and was CELTA certified. He also had the most EFL experience since he had
taught in Asia for many years. Patrick was from Ireland and was the only one who had prior experience teaching in
the Middle East. Lastly, Roger was from the U.S.A. and had the least experience teaching EFL. However, he was
also well-trained to write items for exams. All four of the teachers taught the highest levels of EFL (3 and 4) in the
university’s academic program.

The four Saudi EFL learners studying in KSA already had at least one to two years of tertiary instruction in English
for general purposes and were each in a section taught by the participating teachers. The students were between
18—19 years old and had approximately a low A2—low B1 proficiency level in English. Ahmad was in Jacob’s
Level 4 class; Fahad was in Paul’s Level 3 class; Anas was in Patrick’s Level 3 class; and Mohammad was in
Roger’s Level 4 class. Students from each of the teachers’ classes were chosen as participants so that the discourse
from both sides of the classroom power structures could be compared and analyzed. Furthermore, only sections of
the two highest levels of writing classes were chosen because the feedback sessions were more dynamic with more
fluent interaction between the teachers and students.

2.3 Data Collection

Considered the most common type of qualitative data collection and a favorite amongst researchers, a
semi-structured interview style was selected for gathering data (Patten & Newhart, 2017). The semi-structured
interviews were individually conducted with the participants who agreed to take part in this research study.
Additionally, after teachers participated in cross-grading exchanges with colleagues, four one-on-one feedback
sessions between the language instructors and the learners were observed to evaluate the effectiveness of the
feedback sessions. One teacher and one learner were selected from each class, so the observations made pertained
to two participants in each session. The advantages of using observations as a qualitative data collection method
were elaborated by Creswell (2012), who stated that observations are commonly used by researchers to collect data.
Through the use of observations, researchers are able to vary their roles throughout the data collection process. The
duration of the interviews ranged from 35 to 50 minutes, and the feedback sessions observed were 50 minutes each.
All interviews and observation sessions were audio-recorded for data analysis purposes.

2.4 Data Analysis

This research study was conducted for the purpose of exploring the discursive elements of the co-teaching practice
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which is currently practiced in a tertiary English language program in KSA. The social theorist Michel Foucault’s
critical theories on discourse, power, dominance, and construction of the subject (McHoul et al., 2015), has
informed the theoretical foundation and framework for this study. His CDA theory provided the main
methodological structure for the data analysis in this study. Additionally, thematic coding was used in order to
analyze the data. Gibbs (2007) explains that thematic coding is a type of qualitative analysis. It involves
identifying common themes and ideas which can then be organized and categorized to create a framework for
research.

2.5 Ethical Considerations

Lincoln and Guba (1985) identified four key areas of trustworthiness to consider while conducting research:
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Schwandt (2007) explains the importance of
credibility by maintaining the input from participants and interpreting it in a way that maintains its original
meaning without altering it from the researcher’s perspective. In terms of transferability, Creswell (2007)
highlights the importance of using thick and rich descriptions where possible to allow readers to decide if the
information and conclusions can be applied to other contexts. Dependability revolves around the responsibility of
the researcher and good documentation by the researcher which follows a logical process (Schwandt, 2007).
Finally, interpretations must be based on the facts of the data and not simply the imagination of the researcher
(Schwandt, 2007). All of these key areas of trustworthiness were used and carefully examined throughout the
process of this research.

3. Results and Discussion
This section presents the results of the two research questions of this study:

1) How do Saudi tertiary EFL students perceive native English-speaking teachers’ cross-grading practices in
assessing their English academic writing?

2) How do native English-speaking teachers perceive cross-grading practices in assessing their Saudi tertiary EFL
students’ English academic writing?

The students expressed their unhappiness with the cross-grading practice and how it affects them. They were upset
that the teachers who they regularly have classes with were not the ones responsible for assessing their work. They
also expressed they were unhappy because if they had follow-up questions about their grade, they were unable to
get any explanations as the teacher who assessed them was not their regular classroom teacher. Students also
shared their dissatisfaction with the system and found that it does not support students in their learning.

The teachers were equally unhappy with the cross-grading practices and revealed that they often feel helpless when
it comes to trying to improve the system due to the lack of support. They felt that top management doesn’t listen to
their concerns, and it appears they lack confidence in the teachers. Student appeals to the cross-grading
assessments are always considered and the grades are endlessly rechecked which is ultimately a waste of time and
resources.

The importance of fairness in writing assessment is clearly stated by Silva and Matsuda, “The language tester has
no more inherent right to decide what is fair for other people than anyone else does. Nevertheless, the language
tester does have the responsibility to use all means to make any language test she or he is involved in as ‘fair’ as
possible” (2012, p. 124). As such, ethical codes related to assessment in general and to specifically writing
assessment are vital and well-established in the policies and practices of institutions. These ethical codes
ultimately result in evaluations that are fair, accurate, beneficial, and feasible at the same time (Green et al., 2007).
This study reveals a consistency in the views among the students and among the teachers that cross-grading is not
beneficial for teachers or students. Cross-grading may serve a purpose in different contexts and settings, but for the
students and teachers involved in the scope of this research, it is deemed unfavorable and unfair. Even more than
that, similar points are made across the teacher-student power dynamic.

3.1 Cross-Grading as a Learning Obstacle for Students

The EFL students felt that being taught by one teacher and graded by another was more than unfair. They viewed
the cross-grading system as one that obstructed their learning and negatively affected their learning outcomes.
Indeed, the students had strong views on what the purpose of grading should be. For example, Ahmad asserted,
“Grading and feedback should mean to help us learn our mistakes and improve on them. It should be a helping tool,
but it’s never the case.” With cross-grading not only making the feedback more difficult to understand, but also to
benefit from, Mohammad lamented, “Instead of making things easy for us, cross-grading system makes it more
difficult to comprehend the written feedback of the teachers.” Overall, the students seemed to experience a
disconnect between the classroom instruction and the feedback they received.
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Since the teachers were having difficulty conveying and explaining the feedback comments to the students, the
students received little useful information from the comments on their papers or from feedback sessions. Fahad
conveyed his perspective:

It is not acceptable to be graded by teachers who do not teach you. I’'m so upset about the grades when I
cannot discuss it with my classroom teacher and when I’m not allowed to go and see the grader. I prefer to ask
my teacher about the feedback, and I am always comfortable with my classroom teacher.

Anas also expressed his concern with being unable to discern the feedback he received after the teachers had
cross-graded the papers, “It is hard to understand the comments on my writing. I asked my teachers several times,
but he doesn’t have a convincing explanation because he was not the one who graded my paper.”

One interesting aspect of this comment was how Fahad referred to his relationship with his teacher. Having
teachers provide accurate, easy-to-understand feedback was important, but the rapport that the students had with
their classroom teachers also played an important role in how students reacted to grades being assigned by an
unknown teacher. Indeed, Mohammad explained the impact of this apparent grading anonymity on how students
perceived the educational institution:

Students’ learning should be important for the teachers and management at the institute, but here the system
doesn’t support students and students’ learning at all. There is a serious lack of facilitation and cross-grading
is a great example of that.

These students’ views were in line with the teachers’ experiences of the grading system in this EFL context.

The cross-grading scheme appears to be the outcome of the top-down management system, which does not give
space to the teachers’ and students’ input. Moreover, the EFL learners do not find it easy to understand the written
feedback of the grader as they are more accustomed to their classroom teacher’s teaching style and way of giving
feedback. These factors contributed to the challenge of the students who expected the management to facilitate
their learning and remove any hurdles in the process of getting feedback and grades on their writing quizzes. These
findings suggest that professional and qualified EFL teachers need to establish themselves and engage in ethical
practices, without which our profession might be discredited.

3.2 Inconsistency in Cross-Grading

In a language education setting, teachers perform multiple roles in the writing assessment process (Chung & Nam,
2018; Vogt & Tsagari, 2014). In the past decade, educational institutions worldwide have been moving away from
the so-called objective testing as the major form of assessment and adopting more complex tasks that are more
context-specific and more target-oriented (Philpott, 2016). Thus, institutions must consider how fairness and
equity may be conceptualized in different forms of assessment (Morgan & Watson, 2002). Researchers have
reported potential inequity sources that resulted from certain discrepancies with teachers being involved in
assessment. The sources of inequity included: inconsistent application of assessment standards, systematic bias
and poorly designed tasks (Danielson, 2017). Moreover, the findings of this study support the teachers’ responses
suggesting that the feedback given to the learners lacks consistency. Within this study’s context, teachers
interpreted the writing rubrics very differently which reflected a serious deficit in their understanding of the rubrics.
As a result, the cross-grading practice did not benefit the EFL learners, which was a fact well-known to teachers.
However, they also did not feel they had the support of the administration to address their concerns and correct
these deficiencies.

3.3 Lack of Support and Motivation in Cross-Grading

Writing assessment procedures can undoubtedly be complex. In order to ensure credibility in the grades awarded to
learners, these procedures must also be regulated. The teachers should be informed of the assessment policies at
the beginning of the academic year/semester, and all assessment procedures must conform to established practices.
Additionally, these policies should be designed solely to regulate the writing assessment process and not
disempower the teachers by a top-down control and accountability, which may further exaggerate and complicate
the issue of assessment (Ingersoll, 2009). Berryhill et al. (2009) echoed this sentiment by cautioning that any
institution with a strong drive towards a set of academic goals has the potential to see a greater number of
burned-out teachers. One participating teacher from the U.S., Roger, expressed his frustration with the
cross-grading approach taken in this study, the lack of support from the administration, and the apparent futility in
trying to change the system. He pointed out:

I think the teachers are helpless to improve the system. It will be a great idea to scrap the existing system and
allow the classroom teachers to grade the writing scripts of their students. It will help both the teachers and
the students. Unfortunately, the top management does not listen to the teachers. They should listen to the

271



ijel.ccsenet.org International Journal of English Linguistics Vol. 11, No. 1; 2021

teachers’ concerns. We often raise our concerns, but it doesn’t help.

Clearly, Roger’s frustration comes through, yet it is interesting to note how he wishes that teachers could grade
their own students, which is also in line with the students’ sentiments. Indeed, Mohammad from Roger’s class was
the one student who explicitly brought up the lack of support for students and students’ learning.

The other teacher who specifically brought up issues with not feeling supported was Jacob. Like Roger, Jacob
taught a higher-level class out of the two levels included in this study. He also resented that while holding teachers
accountable, the administration never really went beyond a superficial evaluation of the cross-grading system. He
revealed:

Teachers are always criticized for the failure of students. EFL students and top leadership in our context never
look into the root cause of the problems. I think teachers try their level best to be fair-seeming and grade
papers on merit; however, the students are never pleased and neither is the top management. Sadly, there’s no
support from the top management and the students’ appeals are always considered for re-checking of the
grades. It appears as leadership lacks confidence in teachers.

Interestingly, Jacob tied the students’ dissatisfaction with their grades to the administration’s lack of support of the
teachers. His observations seem to take a broader overall view with evaluative statements regarding the entire
system of assessment he found himself working within. Paul shared his concerns that were similar to Jacob’s in
terms of being able to communicate with the administration, “There has to be communication channels established
with the administration for the sake of improving the grading process.”

Furthermore, the EFL teachers in this study seemed to find the cross-grading process as one that sapped their
motivation and failed to hold their interest. Patrick, a teacher from Ireland, observed:

I’m never motivated to grade the scripts of students whom I have not taught because the students always
complain about the grades and the feedback provided to them. As a result, a lot of time is wasted on dealing
with students’ appeals. You will have to justify the awarded grades.

Like the other teachers, Patrick believed that the administration or top leadership was not cognizant of the grading
complexities and was not ready to improve the current system. They considered it part of the top-down system that
did not include the teachers’ say.

Overall, the above excerpts illustrate the lack of administrative support for the EFL teachers who tried to be as fair
as possible in their approach while working within a problematic system. As Webb (2006) asserted, the
institutional improvements could be achieved through the transparent accountability procedures, in which
“Teachers will work more effectively when data of student performances are made public and accountability
decisions (i.e., incentives and sanctions) are levied in relation to the quality of those performances” (p. 201).
However, the lack of teachers’ voices in the existing grading system made it difficult for teachers to do their job
professionally.

3.4 Offering a Solution and Strengthening Cross-Grading

The interviewed teachers did not simply complain about cross-grading and criticize the system they were working
in. Instead, most offered solutions based on their experiences in prior positions. For example, Jacob observed how
the lack of training had a negative impact on the entire cross-grading endeavor:

As we have never been trained on the rubrics and their application, we all see the same rubric differently. You
know, teachers have their own justifications for the comments they make on the learners’ writing scripts. It
spoils the whole effort. (Jacob)

By clearly defining the problem, Jacob provides a base from which to explore the options for addressing the matter.
However, Roger’s take on the challenges acknowledges how the tools being used with cross-grading may not need
to be replaced:

Teachers do not grade the script in a standardized manner. The existing rubrics may be appropriate for
grading the scripts; however, the EFL teachers need to be properly trained to grade papers in a standardized
fashion. (Roger)

Now, the strand of discourse can be traced, and its evolution tracked. Beginning with focusing on the institution’s
lack of support, the conversation evaluated the rubrics provided with statements being made concerning their
quality. Then, the conversation shone a light back on the teachers coming full circle to where it began.

The next logical step in this new discourse thread would be to begin exploring exactly what changes would need to
be made, so teachers could be properly trained, which would then eliminate the inconsistency and ambiguity in the
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cross-grading writing assessment. Paul turned towards a well-established standardized test:

IELTS writing and its grading is a great example of a standardized grading. The graders are often trained in a
rigorous manner that enables them to grade the IELTS writing script accurately. Interestingly, there’s no or
less discrepancy in the grading of IELT examiners.

Through this comment, Paul is moving the discussion towards seeking an actual solution. Once again, these quotes
suggest that the teachers take action in the form of required training that would greatly improve the quality of
feedback given to EFL learners. In other words, no longer is it solely the lack of support from ambivalent
administrations; rather, for educational institutions to eliminate sources of inequities, engaging teachers to become
actively involved in writing assessment must be a top priority.

4. Conclusion

This study aimed to explore various areas of the cross-grading assessment process as perceived by EFL teachers as
well as students. However, these issues need to be addressed holistically as the cross-grading process should not
merely take the teachers’ and students’ beliefs and perceptions into consideration, but also the institution and its
assessment policies. The main purpose for institutions to implement cross-assessing/co-assessing practices is to
eliminate inconsistencies, biases, and grade inflation or deflation (Brownlie & Schnellert, 2009; Hunter &
Docherty, 2011; Lynch, 1996). However, the findings of this study, substantiating previous relevant research,
highlight several issues that negatively affect the assessment process when the institution implements the
cross-grading procedure. Clearly, from the accounts given by the teachers as well as the students who participated
in this study, issues were voiced about concerns relating to the cross-grading practices. Teachers were concerned
about the logistical issue of time management when carrying out the cross-grading process, which might consume
a large amount of time. The issue could be further amplified by the cases where some students may object to the
grade or the feedback provided. Thus, the process may exhaust even more time from the teachers.

Furthermore, the teachers expressed their reservations about cross-grading where they believed that it created a
gap between themselves and their students since they were not the ones providing the feedback. Additionally, the
students conveyed their concerns regarding cross-grading. They felt there was disconnectedness with the
cross-grader and a feeling of powerlessness regarding their grades, if they felt they were unfairly graded. They
expressed dissatisfaction with their grades when cross-graded since they believed they were not objectively or
fairly assessed. Therefore, students expressed their desire to receive much-needed constructive feedback which
they felt was lacking when their writing was cross-graded. Likewise, Pitt and Winstone (2018) found that students
preferred more personal and individualized feedback who stated, “anonymous marking might undermine the
learning potential of feedback, and minimize the strength of the relationship between lecturers and students, which
may minimize the role of dialogue in the feedback process” (p. 1183). Indeed, in several accounts in this study,
students expressed their frustration and dissatisfaction with the cross-grader’s feedback. As Alghammas and
Alhuwaydi (2020) pointed out the important nature of positive student-teacher relationships, it would be necessary
to align this with the assessment process as well. If students’ own teachers are not allowed to assess and provide
feedback to their own students during the cross-grading procedure, it certainly is not beneficial in having a positive
effect on their relationship. At best, we have discovered students’ frustrations with not being able to receive helpful
feedback after cross-grading procedures due to the fact that an unknown teacher has assessed their work.

As such, we need to reiterate that assessment is generally accepted in the educational settings as a required measure
of learning as well as a vital procedural requirement for obtaining credentials (Amin, 2011). Additionally,
experienced and effective teachers should not perceive the assessment process as merely an add-on to their
teaching tasks, but rather as an integral component of their teaching. Furthermore, writing assessment teachers
need to be aware of any issues that might mar the assessment process. Thus, they need to eliminate any bias in their
grading practices and provide meaningful and constructive feedback to the students they are cross-grading; thereby,
they are helping those students benefit from the assessment process. Above all, tertiary level institutions adopting
cross-grading should carry out thorough evaluations of the process and careful consideration of both teachers’ and
students’ perceptions and beliefs to identify and establish best practices regarding writing assessment.

The current study has provided some evidence into the process of cross-grading where teachers as well as students
expressed their concerns regarding certain issues related to this process. Due to the qualitative and small-scale
nature of this study, the number of participants were few. This makes it difficult to generalize the results to a larger
population. The lack of previous research in this particular context of tertiary students involved with cross-grading
practices in KSA also made it difficult to compare previous cross-grading practices to this context. It is worth
noting, this study might not have covered all the elements and factors which are related to cross-grading. Hence,
the study recommends a deeper exploration of the area of cross-grading in education in order to determine more
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conclusive results. It would be beneficial to conduct a study to explore the effects of cross-grading with the
provision of feedback regarding the perceptions of teachers and students. It could be beneficial in the future for
learning and building relationships with each other. The study also recommends conducting more longitudinal
research and a wider consideration of cross-grading at other tertiary-level institutions worldwide with a broader
base of teacher and student participants. Additionally, the study recommends involving management and course
administrators who can provide significant value added to the study of the cross-grading process. Finally, the
above recommendations can best be achieved via conducting a mixed-methods approach with randomly selected
participants where data collection tools can include surveys, focus groups, and observations.
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