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Abstract

Students in higher education (HE) are required to complete a variety of writing
tasks for coursework and examinations. However, for some students writing
presents a major challenge. In the UK, the availability of tools for specialist
assessors to help identify difficulties with the quality of written composition is
limited. The aim of this study was to develop a practical new tool, the Writing
Quality Scale (WQS) for assessing writing quality in HE, that was both easy to use
and did not require specialist or subject knowledge. The reliability and validity
of the tool and its ability to identify students in HE who may need support were
evaluated by examining scripts from 120 students (60 male) aged 17 to 25years.
The WQS was found to have good inter-rater reliability and was sensitive enough
to pick up age differences and differentiate between groups of students with and
without dyslexia. The WQS will be a useful tool for specialist assessors in HE to
help in the identification of those with poor writing quality and to understand
more about the nature of their difficulties.
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Key Points

* In this paper we outline a new tool, the Writing Quality Scale (WQS) which has
been developed for assessing the writing quality of students in Higher Education
(HE) settings.

* The WQS has been designed as a quick and easy to use tool that can be used
alongside the DASH17+ free writing task and does not require specialist or sub-
ject knowledge for scoring and interpretation.

» Data on aspects of reliability and validity of the WQS, including its sensitivity to
identifying difficulties in students with dyslexia are presented.

* The WQS will help specialist assessors in identifying students who have difficul-
ties with the compositional quality of their writing and to make recommenda-
tions for appropriate support that might be required in a HE context.

INTRODUCTION the main method of assessment for most disciplines.
However, there are some students for whom writing pre-
Writing is an important skill that is taught through- sents a major challenge, with difficulties experienced in

out students' primary and secondary school years. For transcription (handwriting speed, legibility and spelling)
students in higher education (HE), writing remains and/or in the composition and quality of their writing.
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THE WRITING QUALITY SCALE (WQS)

This includes students with specific learning difficulties
(SpLDs) such as dyslexia. In 2021-22 students with spe-
cific learning difficulties (SpLDs) accounted for 6.15%
of the HE student population in the UK and for 33% of
the student population with a known disability (Higher
Education Statistics Authority, 2023).

Identification of difficulties in writing is key to ensur-
ing equal opportunity, and it is important that appro-
priate adjustments are put in place for students in HE
who have these difficulties to ensure they are not disad-
vantaged compared to their peers. In the UK, specialist
teacher assessors work in HE contexts to identify, sup-
port and make recommendations for appropriate adjust-
ments for students. These often include using a range of
tests in an assessment for SpLDs to establish eligibility
for disability provision and/or for providing evidence of
the need for additional resources and allowances for stu-
dents. However, the availability of tools to help assessors
inidentifying difficulties in writing quality is limited. The
aim of this study was to develop and evaluate (for reli-
ability and validity) a practical and easy-to-use criterion-
referenced tool to assess writing quality. Bearing in mind
the limited time available for assessors and the need to
gather information using a range of other tests, this new
tool was designed to be applied with another commonly
used assessment instrument, the Detailed Assessment of
Speed of Handwriting (DASH 17+; Barnett et al., 2010).

Writing is a complex task and four key cognitive pro-
cesses have been identified (Hayes & Berninger, 2014): a
proposer (wWhich generates the idea), a translator (which
selects the appropriate words to represent the idea), a
transcriber (which converts these words into a written
form by using handwriting or typing) and finally an eval-
uator (which involves the working memory and executive
function skills that are needed to co-ordinate these pro-
cesses). Hayes and Berninger's (2014) model also includes
the motivation of the writer, the goal of writing, the par-
ticular task requirement, the task environment and the
resources of the writer, such as their long-term memory,
working memory, attention and reading capabilities, in
producing a piece of written work. Models such as these
help us understand both the component skills involved
in writing and the relative contribution of each during
development. Research with children has demonstrated
the importance of teaching and practising the lower-
level transcription skills (that is, handwriting/typing and
spelling) to produce letters to form words. Only once
these are automated can cognitive resources be freed up
to allow the other processes to play a greater role in the
planning and production of extended text (Berninger &
Amtmann, 2003; Sumner et al., 2014).

Written compositions can be assessed in different
ways. First, there are microstructure measures of writing
that focus on productivity, complexity, punctuation and
spelling at the word and sentence level. Second, there
are macrostructure measures that include measures of
organisation, structure and cohesion, and can be used
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at the text level (Wagner et al., 2011). The former can be
characterised as the rule-based components of writing;
that is, those conventions of standard English that need
to be followed for the correct spelling of words and use
of punctuation, grammar and word order to construct
meaningful sentences. In contrast, the macrostructure
measures can be characterised by the ‘authorial’ compo-
nent of writing. This relates to the overall coherence and
organisation of the written text: how it is structured, how
the content and ideas within the text are developed, how
vocabulary is selected and used to communicate the in-
tended meaning and contribute to the overall cohesion,
and finally how the writer engages their audience with
their writing.

The different components of writing are typically
evaluated or scored using either a holistic or an analytic
scale. On a holistic scale, an overall score is given to the
whole text; while on an analytic scale, a set of predeter-
mined criteria that are judged to be important for writ-
ing are each scored and then an overall score is derived.
For assessors, analytic scales provide more detailed in-
formation about a student's writing ability, which can
help in providing feedback and recommendations for ap-
propriate adjustment, allowances and support. However,
analytic scales can vary in the number of criteria they
contain, and deciding which criteria (or components of
the writing process) to include is important if the tool is
to be reliable, valid and appropriate for the age group
with whom it is intended to be used.

Furthermore, the way in which the components of
writing combine can vary. Crossley and colleagues
(Crossley, 2020; Crossley et al., 2014) note that for high
school and college students there are different ways to
write a higher-quality essay and that these essays may
not always share the same linguistic attributes. Lexical
sophistication (that is, the extent to which the words
chosen are appropriate to the topic and writing genre),
syntactic structure (that is, the complexity and variety
of the sentences used and clauses and phrases within the
sentences) and text cohesion (that is, the connection of
ideas at both the sentence level and the paragraph level)
are all important linguistic elements of essay writing, but
they may combine in different ways to create a success-
ful essay and this can depend on the particular writing
genre. Crossley et al.'s (2014) findings on the linguistic
features that differentiate high-quality from low-quality
essays point to lexical sophistication, syntactic complex-
ity and text cohesion as being important. However, these
need to be linked to the other components of writing that
may also impact on writing quality, such as the lower-
level transcription skills of handwriting/typing (speed
and legibility) and spelling, and on following conven-
tions relating to punctuation and capitalisation.

However, for some groups of students, particular
components of writing can be problematic. For individ-
uals with dyslexia, for example, spelling is particularly
challenging, and in studies of younger children, spelling
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has been found to impact on the production of text
(Sumner et al., 2014). Studies of students with dyslexia in
HE have found that these difficulties with spelling per-
sist (Connelly et al., 2006) and that, in addition, diffi-
culties with punctuation, grammar and organising and
structuring writing result in poorer-quality essays than
those produced by their age-matched peers (Galbraith
et al., 2012; Sumner & Connelly, 2020).

In the UK, standards, guidance and training for the
assessment of SpLDs is promoted and monitored by
the SpLD Assessment Standards Committee (SASC), a
standard-setting group concerned with the diagnostic
assessment of SpLDs set up to implement the training
recommendations of the SpLD Working Group 2005/
DfES guidelines (2005). For the assessment of the writ-
ing of individuals over 16years of age, a sample of ‘free
writing’ is required ‘to provide information about qual-
itative features such as grammar, sentence complexity,
coherence, vocabulary choice, spelling accuracy, writing
speed and handwriting legibility’ (SASC, 2022).

Existing tests such as the DASH 17+ provide a stan-
dardised measure of handwriting speed, and the recently
developed Handwriting Legibility Scale (HLS; Barnett
et al., 2018) can also be used to provide additional infor-
mation on potential difficulties with legibility. However,
other than the Wechsler Individual Achievement Tests
(WIAT-ITIVY; Wechsler, 2017; WIAT-4; Wechsler, 2020),
there is, to our knowledge, currently no practical and
easy-to-use tool available to assessors in HE to provide
an indication of the compositional quality of writing and
whether a student may need support.

There are a number of challenges in choosing an ap-
propriate task to assess compositional writing quality
of students in HE in the context of an assessment for
SpLDs. First, there are different writing genres to con-
sider, and students will be required to produce writing
in different genres, both across and within disciplines
in HE, as they progress through their course of studies
(Nesi & Gardner, 2012). Furthermore, even within a dis-
cipline, the type of assignment can vary from essays and
literature reviews to case reports and lab reports, all of
which have slightly different demands in terms of how
the assignment needs to be approached and written.
Second, there are time constraints on what can practi-
cally be achieved, in terms of the range and number of
assessments included within an SpLD assessment ses-
sion, especially when an assessment of writing is taking
place as part of a broader assessment. Finally, a writing
task undertaken in an SpLD assessment session is un-
likely to directly reflect an actual exam or coursework
assignment. The latter, for example, will include time to
research, plan, write, edit, revise and proofread.

Wagner et al. (2011, p. 10) note the ‘need to assess in-
dividual students’ strengths and weaknesses at the word,
sentence, and discourse level such that intervention can
be tailored to meet those needs'. However, the limited
availability of tools designed specifically for assessing

writing quality in students in HE presents a significant
challenge for specialist assessors who need to make spe-
cific recommendations for eligibility for support (for
example, for Disabled Students Allowance (DSA) in
the UK). The Wechsler Individual Achievement Tests
(WIAT-ITTV®, WIAT-4; Wechsler, 2017, 2020) include a
sub-test for assessing written expression using an essay
composition task, but this takes time to administer and
score and, until recently, has been available only for use
by psychologists. This still leaves a gap in the availability
of suitable tools to assess students in HE. The availabil-
ity of appropriate tools for identifying difficulties with
writing is important, to ensure appropriate support and
adjustments are in place for the formal academic qualifi-
cations studied in HE.

The aim of this study was therefore to address the
limited availability of suitable tests for assessing writing
quality in students in HE as part of an SpLD assessment.
The first aim was to develop a new analytic tool specifi-
cally for use with 17- to 25-year-olds by specialist teacher
assessors working in a HE context. Specifically, the new
tool was developed:

¢ to identify students in HE who may have difficulties
with writing for academic assignments;

* to be easy to use and not require specialist subject
knowledge to apply the criteria, score and interpret
results;

* to make use of an existing sample of free writing
(DASH 17+) routinely collected in an assessment
session.

The second aim was to evaluate aspects of the reli-
ability and validity of the tool and its ability to identify
students in HE who may need support.

METHODS
Development of the writing quality scale (WQS)

The Writing Quality Scale (WQS) was developed in re-
sponse to feedback from specialist teacher assessors
about the lack of appropriate tools to measure writing
quality. The design of the WQS drew on various sources
of information. This included previous literature on the
predictors of writing quality in college students' essays
(that is, lexical sophistication, syntactic structure and
text cohesion; Crossley, 2020; Crossley et al., 2014), and
the difficulties encountered in writing by students with
SpLDs such as dyslexia (Galbraith et al., 2012; Sumner
et al., 2014). Together with a review of existing tests (that
is, WIAT-IITVY, WIAT-4; Wechsler, 2017, 2020) this in-
formed the selection of criteria that would be appropri-
ate for use with an older age group in HE. To meet the
aim of developing a practical tool that did not require ad-
ditional administration time within an SpLD assessment
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session, the WQS is designed to be used alongside the
DASH 17+ The DASH 17+ is recommended for identi-
fying handwriting difficulties (Castiglione, 2021) and is
widely used by specialist teacher assessors in the UK to
obtain information about handwriting speed. It includes
a range of tasks and is standardised for use with 17- to
25-year-olds. Scripts from the DASH 17+ ten-minute free
writing task were used in the development of the WQS.

The WQS is an analytic scale which involves the as-
sessment of six criteria (see Table 1). Each is given a score
between 1 and 4 and these are summed to yield a total
score (ranging from 6 to 24), with higher scores indicat-
ing poor writing quality. In addition, once an overall
WQS score has been calculated, a cut-off score has been
established to help the assessor in identifying poor writ-
ing quality performance. This followed the procedure of
using the sample group mean plus one standard devia-
tion. This is considered an appropriate method for estab-
lishing a cut-off for a screening tool (Cascio et al., 1988).
This then made it possible to identify whether a script fell
into the high (indicating poor writing quality), medium
or low category.

Grammar was originally considered as a separate
criterion. However, after scoring a sample of 15 DASH
17+ free writing scripts in the development phase, it was
felt that this criterion did not differentiate free writing
scripts for this age group, and it was instead included
within the Sentence structure criterion. To assist with
scoring, a set of instructions, with examples, for the ap-
plication of the criteria to the DASH 17+ free writing
scripts was produced. This was developed through dis-
cussion among the research team, following the scoring
of sample scripts used in the development of the criteria.

An expert panel was then formed to review and eval-
uate the content, structure and scoring of the updated
version. This included six experts in writing development
and assessment from different professions (test authors,

TABLE 1 Writing quality scale criteria.

Criteria Brief description

Development of content to form a
coherent text that is clear, and
which also engages the reader

1 Content and
development

2 Structure and
organisation

Arrangement and ordering of ideas to
form a cohesive text

Appropriateness to convey the
intended meaning and to retain the
reader's interest

3 Vocabulary

Production of meaningful and well-
formed sentences that conform
to the grammatical ‘rules’ (or
conventions) of standard English

4 Sentence structure

5 Punctuation (including Correct use to aid reading of the text
capitalisation and
apostrophes)

6 Spelling Accuracy of words used
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writing researchers and specialist teacher assessors).
They were provided with a set of instructions for using
the WQS and an example script that had been scored
and included notes on how the criteria had been applied.
They were provided with a further two scripts and were
requested to apply the WQS criteria to these scripts and
then complete a feedback form. This asked, for each of
the six criteria, whether they were clear, how easy it was
to apply each criterion to the DASH 17+ free writing
script and whether they had any additional comments.
The expert panel were also asked whether they thought
that the WQS would enable assessors (in a HE setting)
to make a quick assessment of the quality of the writ-
ten composition using the DASH 17+ free writing task.
Their feedback was very positive about the tool and its
value for assisting in the assessment of writing quality. A
finalised set of criteria, instructions and examples was
then prepared.

Participants

One hundred and twenty scripts were drawn from the
UK stratified sample for the DASH 17+. These came
from 60 male students and 60 female students aged 17 to
25years (mean age=20). The sample was selected from
a range of schools, colleges and universities across the
UK, including England, Scotland, Wales and Northern
Ireland. The numbers in each of the three age groups
used in the DASH 17+ norms are shown in Table 2.
Further demographic information, provided by each
participant, is shown in Tables 3 and 4. The number of
participants from each geographical region in the UK
is shown in Table 3. Each participant categorised them-
selves as belonging to one of the races/ethnic groups
shown in Table 4.

Eighty-nine percent of the students had attended a state
school and 11% had attended a private school. Students
were taking a variety of courses: 17% A levels, 18% voca-
tional qualifications, 50% BA/BSc, 6% PGDip, 4% MA/
MSc and 5% PhD. Students taking vocational courses
were working towards obtaining qualifications in a range
of subjects including childcare, animal management, busi-
ness studies, computing, media and sport studies. Those
taking academic courses were working across a broad
range of subjects including the arts and humanities, sci-
ences and healthcare, mathematics and technology.

TABLE 2 Number of male and female participants in the sample.

Age (years) Male Female Total
17-18 21 20 41
19-21 20 20 40
22-25 19 20 39
Total 60 60 120
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TABLE 3 Percentage of participants by geographical region.

Region Y%
North of England 23.2
Midlands and east of England 20.0
London and south-east of England 38.4
South-west of England 6.2
Wales 2.0
Scotland 6.2
Northern Ireland 4.0
Total 100

TABLE 4 Percentage of participants according to race/ethnic
group.

Race/ethnic group Y
White 82.0
Black (Black African, Black Caribbean, Black other) 6.0
Asian (Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Asian other) 7.0
Other (Chinese, mixed race, other) 5.0
Total 100

Scripts from an additional 28 participants (11 male, 17
female) with a mean age of 19years from the DASH 17+
standardised sample were also scored (see Table 5). These
students were reported to have dyslexia by the students
themselves and by their dyslexic support tutors. They
were matched to an age and gender comparison group
selected from the larger sample described in Table 2.

Measures

The WQS was applied to the free writing scripts col-
lected as part of the UK stratified sample for the DASH
17+ between January 2008 and March 2010.

Detailed assessment of speed of handwriting
(DASH 17+)

The DASH 17+ includes four main tasks to measure
speed of handwriting production, but only the scripts for
the 10-minute free writing task were used in this study. In
this task participants are required to write on the topic
of ‘My Life’. They are given some time before writing to
generate ideas and writing prompts are available during
the writing period. Students are instructed to write using
their ‘everyday’ handwriting and to write continuously
for 10minutes. Students were tested in groups of six to
25. A further sample of 12 students were included who
were re-tested after an interval of one to two weeks. For
this study, the DASH 17+ free writing scripts were first
transcribed and typed up (preserving spelling errors
and crossed-out words, and noting instances of illegible

TABLE 5 Number of male and female participants with a self-
reported diagnosis of dyslexia.

Age (years) Male Female Total
17-18 8 7 15
19-21 3 9 12
22-25 0 1 1
Total 11 17 28

words) to reduce bias in scoring from poor handwriting
(Graham & Weintraub, 1996; Greifeneder et al., 2010).

Writing quality scale (WQS)

The DASH 17+ scripts were then given a score for each
of the six WQS criteria and a total WQS score was cal-
culated (range 6-24), with higher scores indicating poor
quality writing. The scores were assigned by a trained
rater who was a postgraduate student in psychology.

Data analysis

The data are presented in two sections. The first exam-
ines aspects of reliability (internal consistency, inter-
rater, test-retest) and the second examines aspects of
validity (construct, differential) of the WQS.

Analysis was conducted using IBM SPSS for Windows
Version 25. Effect sizes for independent t-tests are re-
ported where small (¢=0.2), medium (¢=0.5) and large
(d=0.8) following Cohen (1992), and for Pearson correla-
tions as small (¢=0.1), medium (d=0.3) and large (¢=0.5).
The significance level for statistical tests was taken as
»<0.05. Where ANOVAs were significant, post hoc tests
were computed and effect size was measured using par-
tial eta square where 0.02 is considered to be a small ef-
fect size, 0.13 a medium effect size and 0.26 a large effect
size.

RESULTS

Descriptive data (means and standard deviations) for
the overall WQS scores obtained from the three age
groups are shown in Table 6. A total mean score of 14.59
(SD=2.73) was obtained for the 17- to 25-year-old sample.
However, the mean scores decreased as age increased, in-
dicating that writing quality increased with age. The dif-
ferences between the three age groups were statistically
significant, F (2,117)=5.606, p=0.005, ;12:0.087. Tukey
post hoc analysis revealed that the mean difference be-
tween the 17- to 18-year-old age group and the two older
groups was statistically significant: 19- to 21-year-old
group (1.46, 95% CI[0.07, 2.84], p=0.037); 22-25 year old
group (1.86, 95% CI [0.47, 3.26], p=0.005). There was no
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TABLE 6 Writing Quality Scale mean and standard deviations
for age groups and total sample.
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TABLE 7 Number and percentage of scripts with low, medium
and high Writing Quality Scale category scores.

Standard
Age (years) Number (n) Mean deviation
17-18 years 41 15.68 2.86
19-21years 40 14.23 2.58
22-25years 39 13.82 2.42
Total 120 14.59 2.73

significant difference between the 19- to 21- and 22- to
25-year-olds.

The number of scripts scoring in the low (scores of
6-12), medium (scores of 13-16) and high (scores of 17—
24) WQS categories are shown in Table 7. The high cat-
egory is equivalent to more than one standard deviation
above the mean of the sample of 120 participants (that
is, 14.59+2.73=17.32 and rounded down to a score of 17)
and indicates poor writing quality.

Reliability
Internal consistency

Cronbach's (1951) alpha coefficient was used to establish
whether the six criteria in the WQS were all measuring
writing quality. The Cronbach's alpha coefficient was
0.70 (n=120) for the WQS and is at the recommended
level for the reliability of the overall internal consistency
of the scale.

Inter-rater reliability

The trained rater scored all 120 scripts and the first au-
thor independently scored 24 (20%) of them. Inter-rater
reliability for the total WQS score, following categorisa-
tion of the scores as low, medium and high, was 83.33%
and inter-rater reliability using Cohen's kappa was good:
k=0.669 (95% CI, 0.375 to 0.963) p=<0.001.

Test-retest reliability

The stability of scores on the WQS on different occa-
sions was assessed by analysing a sample of 12 students
who were tested twice at an interval of one to two weeks.
A positive Pearson's r correlation of r (10)=0.62, p=0.033
(Cohen's d=0.38) was found. However, the mean score
for the retest scripts (mean=13.58, SD=2.61) was lower
(indicating better quality) than the original mean test
scores (mean=15.50, SD=2.24) and this difference was
significant (¢ (11)=3.086, p=0.010 (Cohen's d=0.89)).
Scores improved on all scripts, except for two that re-
ceived the same score and one script where writing qual-
ity decreased.

Writing quality scale category Number (n) Y%

Low (6-12) 25 21
Medium (13-16) 75 62
High (17-24) 20 17
Total 120 100

Validity
Construct validity

A principal component analysis (PCA) of the six compo-
nent scores was undertaken to establish whether using
the WQS assessed one or more components of writing
quality. A PCA was run on the six criteria in the WQS
for 120 participants. The PCA revealed two components
that had eigenvalues greater than one and which ex-
plained 42.13%, and 19.61% of the total variance, respec-
tively. The two-component solution explained 61.73%
of the total variance. A varimax orthogonal rotation
was employed to aid interpretability (see Table 8) with
Spelling, Punctuation and Sentence structure in the first
component and Content and development, Structure and
organisation and Vocabulary in the second component.

Differential validity

Further evidence for validity was sought by comparing
a different group of students with a reported diagnosis
of dyslexia, who would be expected to differ on writing
quality from age- and gender-matched peers without
dyslexia taken from the main sample.

Half of the 28 scripts (11 male) for the group with dys-
lexia fell into the high category (indicating poor writing
quality), with 36% in the medium category and 14% in
the low category. This compares with 18% of the age-
and gender-matched scripts falling in the high category
and 54% and 28% in the medium and low categories, re-
spectively. A chi-square test of independence revealed a
significant difference in the distribution across the cate-
gories for the group with dyslexia compared to the age-
and gender-matched group (4 (2, N=56)=6.60, p=0.04).

The total WQS score (mean=16.89, SD=3.48) for the
group with dyslexia was significantly higher than for the
age- and gender-matched control group (mean=14.43,
SD=2.52) indicating poorer writing quality (¢ (54)=3.04,
p=0.01) with a large effect size (Cohen's d=0.81) indi-
cating that the magnitude of difference between the
total WQS score for the two groups was meaningful.
Performance on the individual WQS criteria for the indi-
viduals with dyslexia and their age- and gender-matched
groups are shown in Table 9. The group with dyslexia
had higher scores (lower performance) than the age- and
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TABLE 8 Principal component analysis of the six Writing
Quality Scale criteria.

Rotated component coefficients

Writing quality scale criteria Component 1 Component 2

Spelling 0.854 —0.081
Punctuation 0.815 0.256
Sentence structure 0.676 0.481
Content and development -0.072 0.826
Vocabulary 0.259 0.654
Structure and organisation 0.161 0.585

TABLE 9 Mean scores (and standard deviations) for the Writing
Quality Scale criteria for the group with dyslexia and the age and
gender match group.

Dyslexia Age and gender
n=28 match n=28 ¥ Cohen's d
Content and 2.57(0.92)  2.14(0.80) 0.07 0.30
development
Structure and 3.11 (0.63)  2.54 (0.69) 0.01 041
organisation
Vocabulary 2.64(0.68)  2.29(0.53) 0.03 0.30
Sentence structure  3.11 (0.69) 2.71 (0.71) 0.04 0.30
Punctuation 3.00(0.77)  2.71 (0.66) 0.16 0.20
Spelling 246 (1.11)  2.04(0.88) 0.13  0.23
Total 16.89 (3.48) 14.43 (2.52) 0.01 0.81

*Bonferroni significance level for multiple comparisons=p<0.01.

gender-matched group on all six criteria. However, only
Structure and organisation was close to being statisti-
cally significant when a Bonferroni significance level of
2<0.01 for multiple comparisons was used.

DISCUSSION

The WQS was developed to provide a practical tool to
assess writing quality alongside an existing measure of
handwriting speed as part of an SpLD assessment. The
WQS was initially designed for use by specialist teacher
assessors working in HE settings to identify students
aged 17 to 25years with, or at risk of having, difficulties
in the quality of their written composition. Furthermore,
it was designed not to require specialist or subject knowl-
edge for its administration and interpretation.

The starting point was to develop a set of criteria for
an analytic scale which were then used to assess free
writing samples obtained from administration of the free
writing task in the DASH 17+, a standardised task that
is widely used in the UK to assess handwriting speed. It
is important to note that the DASH 17+ free writing task
was not designed as a task to measure writing quality;
however, the application of the WQS criteria to the ‘My
Life’ free writing scripts was found to be sensitive to age

differences in writing quality. Students were also found
to write on a variety of topics; for example, their family,
their holidays, hobbies or life at university.

One of the challenges in developing a tool that is quick
and easy to use is ensuring that it is also reliable. In terms
of its reliability and the extent to which all the items on a
scale measure one construct, the internal consistency of
the WQS was good, with an acceptable Cronbach's alpha
of 0.70. Inter-rater reliability as measured by Cohen's
kappa was in the good range (Altman, 1990) for WQS
scores falling into the high, medium and low categories.
One of the difficulties of scoring scripts for writing qual-
ity is that, unlike an assessment of spelling, for example,
the assessor is required to make a subjective judgement.
Brown et al. (2004) note, in a review of studies of writing
assessment tools, that exact agreement between raters is
typically between 40% and 60% with kappas of between
0.70 and 0.80 typically reported. These are consistent
with those reported for the WQS, with a kappa of 0.70,
although exact agreement on the WQS was higher at
83%.

In terms of validity, first the content and structure
were supported by the feedback from the expert panel.
In terms of construct validity, a two-component solu-
tion was generated with each component accounting for
42.13% and 19.61% of the variance. Interpretation of the
data is consistent with there being two separate com-
ponents or independent dimensions to writing quality:
the rule-based aspects, or conventions of writing (that
is, Spelling, Punctuation and Sentence structure) and the
‘authorial’ component of writing (that is, Content and de-
velopment, Structure and organisation and Vocabulary).
The latter criteria are more concerned with the develop-
ment and structure of ideas and the overall meaning of
the script. Content and development and Structure and or-
ganisation are traditionally included in macrostructure
measures of overall text coherence and cohesion, but the
inclusion of Vocabulary in this study could be seen as
recognising the important role that the choice of vocab-
ulary can play in the coherence and cohesion of a writ-
ten text, and that may not always be captured in more
traditional microstructure measures of vocabulary use
and diversity. The retention of the six criteria in the WQS
allows for further exploration of where particular diffi-
culties with the rule-based conventions of writing or the
‘authorial’ components may lie. The inclusion of Spelling
in the criteria, while typically viewed as a transcription
skill, was important because it can impact on the mean-
ing of what is written and can interact with sentence
structure and punctuation. It can also be compared with
performance on standardised spelling tests which would
form part of an SpLD assessment.

A key aim in developing the WQS was for it to identify
those students who might find the demands of academic
writing challenging in HE. The differential validity of the
WQS tool was examined by checking the ability of the
WQS tool to differentiate between groups of students with
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and without dyslexia. The group with dyslexia had lower
performance on the total WQS score and on each of the six
criteria compared to their age- and gender-matched peers.
Previous studies investigating the writing performance
of students with dyslexia in HE have found significant
differences in spelling performance compared to peers
(Connelly et al., 2006; Galbraith et al., 2012; Sumner &
Connelly, 2020). Performance on spelling in the WQS was
lower in the group with dyslexia than their peers, but this
difference was not statistically significant and may be ex-
plained by the group with dyslexia having smaller vocab-
ularies and/or adopting a strategy of using high-frequency
and common/familiar words that they were confident
they knew how to spell. Such a strategy could also explain
the lower performance score on the Vocabulary measure
found in the WQS for the group with dyslexia, although
the difference was not statistically significant, as the vo-
cabulary used is limited to a smaller range of words that
the student is confident that they know how to spell.

Limitations

The scores from the WQS are criterion-referenced and, as
for any individual test, will need to be interpreted alongside
the results from other tests administered and observations
made during the SpLD assessment, together with informa-
tion from and about the student. This should include cur-
rent or past difficulties and in particular difficulties that
might impact on writing (for example, in reading and spell-
ing single words, understanding written language, spoken
language production and understanding, and motor dif-
ficulties). The information from the WQS should enable
assessors to have a more comprehensive picture of any dif-
ficulties in writing quality, which can then be evaluated in
the wider context of the SpLD assessment.

To help in identifying poor writing quality, the overall
WQS scores were categorised into high (indicating poor
writing quality), medium and low categories. The cut-off
score that was established to categorise scores that fell in
the high (poor quality) range was the mean score from
the main sample plus the standard deviation. Given the
quality of the scripts falling within this category, the cut-
off score of 17 would appear to be appropriate for iden-
tifying students with poor writing quality and in need
of additional support. However, as with any other tool
that includes cut-off scores, care should be taken with
students who are at or just below the cut-off score, and
further validation of this cut-off is required.

The WQS was used to assess a narrative descriptive
task: the ‘My Life’ free writing task from the DASH 17+
It is acknowledged that this task places relatively minor
demands on recalling information and converting it
into appropriate written language, unlike formal writ-
ten assignments in HE. However, in the context of a full
SpLD assessment session, the topic should not result in
too much anxiety over thinking about what to write. The

‘My Life’ task also has the advantage of typically gen-
erating topics that most assessors will be familiar with,
and for which they will be able to make judgements on
the sophistication of the vocabulary used, sentence con-
struction and organisation and coherence of the ideas
presented and developed. However, in interpreting WQS
scores, assessors will need to be mindful of the particu-
lar assessment demands of the discipline that the student
is or will be studying and whether a regional accent and/
or dialect may impact on their writing. In addition, it
might be helpful to look at a sample of academic writing
(if available) from the student to help inform decisions
about the type of support that might be recommended.

Implications

The WQS provides specialist assessors with a tool for ob-
taining information to help identify potential difficulties
in the quality of students' written composition and to as-
sist in recommending further support and adjustments
for them. Further assessment might be required in the
case of those with very high scores on the WQS (indicat-
ing poor quality writing). The WQS tool was sensitive
enough to identify students with dyslexia. The develop-
ment of the WQS is ongoing, and future work will help
to determine whether it is useful for more diverse groups
of students (such as those with English as a second lan-
guage) in addition to those with other SpLDs associated
with writing difficulties (for example, developmental
language disorder, developmental co-ordination disor-
der), how it relates to different types of academic assess-
ments, and whether it could also be used in secondary
school with 14- to 16-year-olds. An administration and
scoring guide to support the application and interpreta-
tion of the criteria has also been developed.

CONCLUSIONS

This study has described the development and initial
evaluation of the WQS for use in an SpLD assessment
of students aged 17 to 25 years in HE to address a gap in
the availability of assessment tools for this age group.
The WQS was found to have good inter-rater reliabil-
ity and statistical evidence of differential validity was
found. The WQS provides a tool that can help asses-
sors identify the category (low, medium or high) into
which a student's writing quality falls, and can indicate
whether the overall writing quality is likely to be of
concern. It can also be used to identify areas of rela-
tive strengths and difficulties, whether in the content
and development of what is written, its structure and
organisation, the appropriateness of the vocabulary
used, the complexity and variety of sentence structures
used, or the correct use of punctuation and spelling to
convey the intended meaning. Used in conjunction with
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the results from other tests administered in an SpLD
assessment, observations, and the student's personal
history, the WQS can provide a valuable additional as-
sessment tool. HE institutions may vary as to where the
responsibility falls for supporting the student in devel-
oping their writing skills (for example, central provi-
sion or within the academic discipline) but it is hoped
that by improving the ability to identify students with
writing difficulties, those students who need support
will be able to access it.
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