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Abstract

English language teachers’ assessment ability to assess all areas of pupils’ learning is important
for comprehending how learners advance across the curriculum and guiding them in their
development (Livingston & Hutchinson, 2016). The educational system of Iran decided to shift
from traditional teaching methodologies toward communicative approaches. This conversion
would not turn into reality unless teachers could apply it in practice. However, teachers have
certain needs such as expanding and broadening contextual-related knowledge, cooperating with
their colleagues, and developing their assessment literacy (Coombe, Vafadar, & Mohebbi, 2020).
To identify the teachers’ understandings of, practices in, and challenges of assessment, 15 English
language headteachers (English language teachers who are responsible for moderating the group
of the teachers’ activities) participated in the interviews of this study, followed by questionnaires
for exploring teachers’ needs. The interviews were coded and content analyzed independently by
the researcher and an expert in assessment. The main themes and needs were derived from the
interview analyses and are presented in eight pivots. The findings of the questionnaires manifested
the priorities that teachers felt concerning assessment literacy and classroom-based assessment
needs. The paper will discuss the findings concerning assisting teachers’ professional development
in assessment literacy. Implications are also provided.
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1. Introduction

Developing teachers’ assessment ability to assess learners for fostering their learning,
including educational tradition and assessment culture, needs better comprehension of the
complexity of and dynamic interactions among curriculum, assessment, and pedagogy, student and
teacher learning needs, and the contexts of learning and teaching (Xu & Brown, 2016). To develop
teachers’ assessment literacy, that is the knowledge assessors need to possess for accomplishing
the actions that are relevant to assessment (Inbar-Lourie, 2017), teachers’ understanding of
assessment and its interrelationship with other key factors including the wider policy context and
the social, cultural, and professional contexts is required (Livingston & Hutchinson, 2016, p. 2).
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Several researchers have studied changes in educational systems, impacting teachers'
understanding of classroom assessment and their assessment practices Luxia (2007) in China,
Livingston & Hutchinson (2016) in Scotland, and Green (2016) in Japan are some of these studies.
Luxia (2007), in her study which focused on the writing skill, asserts that due to the pressure of
preparing students for high-stakes tests, the communicative context of teaching writing was
neglected and it was not taught for communication, but test preparation and obtaining higher
scores. Therefore, writing communicatively for real-life situations is ignored because it is not
included in the exam (Luxia, 2007).

In a similar effort, the study that Green (2016) conducted in Japan, considered the
arguments for the testing of spoken language skills and the contribution that the use of such tests
might make to language education. He argues that while the educational system in Japan
contemplates mandating spontaneous development of the four skills, the university entrance
examination accentuates the writing skill. The dominance of these high-stakes tests, affects
teachers’ classroom activities, their approaches, and the ultimate objectives of the course.

The situation of teaching English in Iran has a lot in common with both of these contexts.
The educational system has prescribed communicative language teaching for schools. However,
due to the dominance of high-stakes tests, we are far from reaching this objective (see Firoozi,
Razavipour & Ahmadi, 2019).

1.1.Assessment for/of Learning

Assessment of learning (AoL) is typically administered at the end of a unit or grading period
and evaluates a student’s understanding by comparing his or her achievement against a class-,
district, or nationwide benchmark or standard while assessment for learning (AfL) assesses a
student’s comprehension andunderstanding of a skill or lesson during the learning and teaching
process (Bennett, 2017, Van der Kleij & Cumming, 2017). AfL and AoL are used interchangeably
with formative assessment and summative assessment respectively in this study.

AoL and AfL are two of the main assessment purposes which are widely used in the
classroom environment and debated largely in the literature. In recent years, assessment standards
have moved from AoL toward AfL (DelLuca, LaPointe-McEwan & Luhanga, 2016). According to
the Iranian context and the importance of the grades in reporting the students’ achievement,
exercising AoL and AfL harmoniously could yield more effective results, as Hildén and
Frojdendahl (2018), put it nicely “today, harmony between formative and summative assessment
strategies is needed to ensure sufficient quality of various kinds of assessment across educational
systems” (p. 2).

To further differentiate the two purposes of assessment, it can be stated that AoL
assessments summarize the students’ achievements from the course. The results could also be used
for evaluating the effectiveness of the instruction. Summative tests are marked according to a scale
or a set of criteria (Mousavi, 2009). Different from AoL, AfL is student-centered and encourages
learners to shoulder the responsibility for their learning process. The teacher's responsibility is
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monitoring the learners, yielding feedback, and assisting the learners in realizing the areas that
need improvement.

1.2.Teacher Assessment Literacy and Conceptualization

Xu and Brown (2016) introduced a framework conceptualizing assessment literacy, consisting
of six components, including knowledge base, teacher conceptions of assessment, institutional and
socio-cultural contexts, teacher assessment literacy in practice, teacher learning, and teacher
identity (re)construction as assessors.

To conceptualize teacher assessment literacy for the present study, having the research
question and the intention of the study in mind, and due to the direct relationship between Xu and
Brown’s (2016) suggested framework, the reconceptualization provided by them (which they refer
to as assessment literacy in practice) is adopted in this study. The rationale for exploiting this
framework is that firstly it considers the teachers from their knowledge-base to (re)constructing
their identity as assessors, and secondly, the framework is in accordance with the purposes of the
whole study which is related to the English language teachers’ assessment literacy from planning
to reflection on classroom-based assessments in Iran.

Certain features qualify assessment literate teachers. Stiggins (1991) and Koh (2011) list
five standards of high-quality classroom assessment that teachers of the 21% century need to
possess. These standards are 1) to start assessment with clear purposes; 2) to comprehend the
significance of assessing various types of interrelated achievement targets; 3) to adopt appropriate
methods for assessing different kinds of achievement goals; 4) to sample and collect the
achievement of the students according to representative performance tasks; 5) to avoid assessment
bias and misrepresentation that emerge from technical and practical problems.

Being assessment literate, according to Inbar-Lourie (2008), means “having the capacity
to ask and answer critical questions about the purpose for assessment, about the fitness of the tool
being used, about testing conditions, and about what is going to happen based on the results”
(p.389).

Livingston and Hutchinson (2016) and Koh, Burke, Luke, Gong, and Tan (2018) have also
discussed the characteristics of being assessment literate. In their opinion, educational
professionals at all levels, particularly in the schools and classrooms, should know what students
need to learn, how they learn, how teachers can promote learning, support it, and develop high-
quality assessments, how to collect evidence concerning learning, and how to interpret that
evidence and use it for improving learning.

Considering the components suggested by Xu and Brown (2016), this study sought to
investigate the Iranian EFL school teachers’ assessment literacy following the new curriculum
shift and its direction toward assessment for learning. Also, as assessment of learning is the
dominant paradigm in Iran’s schools, its effect on teachers’ classroom practices is investigated.
Additionally, the impact of the educational system on teachers’ classroom practices is discussed.
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2. Literature Review

Teachers’ assessment literacy has recently received considerable attention. White (2020)
asserts that assessment literacy for teachers at all levels of classroom experience is recognized as
a key competency. According to Hill (2017), the identification of the significance of developing
teachers’ assessment literacy is growing due to two reasons: (1) Because of the increment of using
assessment for accountability, and (2) Because of the shift in emphasis in classroom-based
assessment from AoL toward AfL. Scholars have discussed the importance of teacher training
programs in developing teachers’ assessment literacy.

In a considerable study, Tsagari and Vogt (2017) investigated the European EFL teachers’
perception of language assessment literacy (LAL) levels in congruence with their expressed
training needs. They had defined LAL as “the ability to design, develop and critically evaluate
tests and other assessment procedures, as well as the ability to monitor, evaluate, grade and score
assessments based on theoretical knowledge” (p. 377). The results of their study showed that LAL
level was not enough for the intended assessment activities that were intended for execution in the
professional field, teachers were unprepared for performing their assessment functions and the
training provided in teacher training programs was insufficient.

Also, the study conducted by DeLuca and Klinger (2010), regarding the principles, policy,
and practice concerning the assessment in education, discussed teacher training programs. Their
study revealed as teacher training programs are deprived of mandatory assessment courses, a
considerable number of teacher candidates compensate for this lack through practicum
experiences. The drawback of this is that the knowledge and skills of associate teachers play a
significant role in assessment quality.

The other study conducted by Djoub (2017) concluded that participants had not benefited
from the essential training in educational assessment for maximizing its effectiveness. Their lack
of assessment literacy was also realizable through their attitudes and practices in assessing their
learners. Finally, she argues the need for training in assessment literacy as a fundamental part of
teacher education programs.

In local studies, in 2018, Tavassoli and Farhady conducted a questionnaire-based study for
investigating EFL teachers’ needs in assessment knowledge. Their study revealed that a great ratio
of the participants regarded the main topics of language assessment (testing language components/
skills, test development procedures, test characteristics, information about testing, and alternative
assessment) as necessary or significant to be considered in language assessment courses.

Investigating language assessment literacy while focusing on the reformed policies in Iran,
Firoozi, Razavipour, and Ahmadi (2019), reported the incompatibility of teachers’ assessment
perceptions with assessment preferences and goals assigned for the newly-developed curriculum.
Particularly when one realizes that AfL is the intended practicum, but teachers’ views are still
AoL-oriented.

A constant concern in the literature was related to the teachers’ assessment literacy and the
challenges of training programs, regardless of their contexts and scopes. Most of the literature
reviewed here showed that teacher training programs have not been effective in equipping teachers
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with sufficient assessment literacy because they did not include adequate or appropriate input in
their programs. This issue, in turn, leads to teachers’ insufficient assessment literacy. Therefore,
it’s not surprising that some of the studies have reported that teachers’ performance has not been
satisfactory or their AL was rated poor. Additionally, what is missing in these studies is offering a
solution for these drawbacks or the inappropriacy of teachers’ assessment literacy, a gap that this
project seeks to bridge to some extent at the end. In the meantime, Hildén and Frojdendahl’s (2018)
study, conducted in Finland, achieved a different result: “by and large, the results suggest that the
course objectives resonating the operative national curricula and topical scholar knowledge of
student teachers’ assessment literacy were attained fairly well” (p. 16).

2.1. Research Question

Considering the elements mentioned earlier, including Iranian EFL teachers’ assessment
literacy in conformity with the new curriculum, the educational system’s impact on teachers’
assessment practices, and the tensions that arisen, the following research question was formulated:
RQ: How does the educational system impact teachers’ classroom assessment knowledge and
practices and create tensions in the classroom?

3. Context
3.1. The Educational System in Iran

In Iran, the Ministry of Education (MoE) is responsible for making educational decisions
for the whole country. It initiated a reform in the educational system of Iran in 2010. Based on
these reforms, the textbooks underwent radical changes and new textbooks were developed to
enhance students’ learning by concentrating on higher-order thinking processes. Concerning
assessment, the schooling system in Iran has traditionally been extremely exam-oriented. The
orientation toward summative assessment is predominant at the classroom level (Ghorbani, 2009).

The objectives that the new curriculum follows in teaching English in Iran, are based on
the Common European Framework of Reference themes. They intend to help the learners to reach
the A2 level at the end of junior high school and the B2 level at the end of senior high school
(Foroozandeh & Forouzani 2015).

Based on the 2010 reform movement, the system of 6-3-3, which refers to the number of
years students spend at school, was declared as the official agenda for schools. They spend six
years at elementary school, three years at lower secondary school, and three years at upper
secondary school. According to this movement, communicative language teaching was set as the
default approach for teaching English in Iran, a shift that happened after 26 years of employing
GTM (grammar-translation method) and reading methods of language pedagogy (Foroozandeh &
Forouzani 2015). Students begin learning English in grade 7 when they are 12 years old. In grades
7 to 9, they study English 90 minutes a week, in grades 10 and 11, 3 hours, and in grade 12, 4
hours per week.
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3.2. Classroom-Based Assessment Culture in Iran

To discuss the classroom assessment culture in Iran briefly, in the lower secondary school,
students need to participate in at least two sets of exams. These two sets of teacher-made tests are
administered at the end of the first and second term, referred to as final 1 and final 2 respectively.
Besides, teachers themselves and sometimes schools, arrange some extra examinations before the
finals to prepare the students for the main final exams.

The upper-secondary school is highly influenced by the university entrance examination
(Konkoor). The attention of the students and the teachers at this level particularly in grade 12, is
considerably shifted to that exam. The situation here is a clash between AoL and AfL for both
levels, especially for the upper secondary school. The MoOE expects teachers to vary their
assessment and focus on assessment to support learning which means moving towards AfL.
However, in reality, this has not happened yet. Additionally, it seems that a kind of misconception
is taking place concerning conceptions that affect the whole direction of the teachers’ activities.
Explaining the assessment of the new books at lower secondary schools, Foroozandeh and
Forouzani (2015) state that formative assessment or AfL, similar to summative assessment or AoL,
is composed of 20 scores which contradicts the essence of AfL. AfL is not about scores, it’s about
the assistance, support, encouragement, and scaffolding that could be provided for the learners in
the process of their advancement, monitoring them, and providing ongoing feedback (ARG, 2002;
Fischer et al, 2011; Green, 2018; Mousavi, 2009). The tension between these two procedures is
challenging for the teachers. On one hand, they are required to settle between providing effective
teaching that helps learners achieve the instructional aims including preparing learners for
communicative purposes, creating self-confidence and motivation in the learners, and developing
the four skills at the intermediate level (Alavi-moghaddam et al., 2018). On the other hand, they
have to prepare the students for the final exams and for the Konkoor, exams which are different.

Concerning providing effective feedback, based on Boyd, Green, Hopfenbeck, and Stobart
(2019), seven elements exist in giving feedback. They believe that effective feedback: is specific
and clear: the learner needs to be told where exactly they need to practice and what to improve; is
well-timed: in deciding about the appropriate time for giving feedback. Learners’ levels, the task
nature, and feedback type are influential in this regard; is clearly linked to the learning intention:
if the intention is grammar, then the students should receive feedback on the grammar and not
handwriting or spelling, for instance; focuses on the task rather than the learner: what matters in
this element is the “how” not only the “what” of the feedback. Students’ personalities affect the
quality of the feedback. If we give a shy student a sharp and disappointing remark directly, it might
impede their improvement or they might lose their interest which are totally against the purpose
of giving feedback; gives prompts at the right levels on how to move learning forward: a significant
skill the teachers need in providing feedback is adjusting the type of the feedback with their
learners’ levels; offers strategies rather than solutions: to make the students more independent in
their learning process, they will need a type of feedback which encourages them to reflect on their
own performance; and challenges learners, requires action, and is achievable: the feedback should
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be challenging. To achieve this purpose, it should be specific and tell the learner what to do to
achieve the desired outcome.

4. Method
4.1. Participants

To get in touch with the interviewees, the secretariat of the EFL teachers’ national group
was contacted, and they provided the teachers’ contact information. At the next step, teachers were
sent invitations for the interviews. The interviewees were 15 upper-secondary school headteachers
from different cities in Iran. The total number of headteachers equaled 36 teachers. Twenty
teachers were invited for the interviews. Some of them were not willing to participate or did not
respond to the calls. The logic behind interviewing headteachers is that from among their activities,
they usually review the exams developed by their colleagues in their area to discuss them in their
meetings and improve their qualities. Consequently, they could delineate a general picture of the
teacher-made tests. The background information of the participants is provided in the following
table.

Table 1

Participants” Background Information
Teachers Gender Experience Degree

(years)

Teacher 1 M 22 MA
Teacher 2 F 23 MA
Teacher 3 M 31 MA (Linguistics)
Teacher 4 F 25 MA
Teacher 5 M 16 Ph.D. Candidate (TEFL)
Teacher 6 M 25 Ph.D. Candidate (Linguistics)
Teacher 7 F 33 MA
Teacher 8 F 29 Ph.D. (Psychology)
Teacher 9 M 24 MA
Teacher10 M 27 MA
Teacher1l F 25 Ph.D.
Teacher 12 F 22 Ph.D. Candidate (TEFL)
Teacher13 M 22 MA
Teacher14 M 26 Ph.D. (TEFL)
Teacher15 F 26 MA

4.2. Instruments and Data Collection
The data was gathered through interviews accompanied by questionnaires. Cohen, Manion,
and Morrison (2011) maintain that interviews allow for great depth in comparison to other research
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methods. Both of the instruments were utilized to assist in comprehending teachers’ needs,
challenges, tensions, and attitudes from their viewpoints, as deeply and thoroughly as possible.

An adjusted version of Vogt and Tsagari’s (2014) questionnaire (Table 2) was employed
to explore the teachers’ needs in assessment literacy. The researcher adjusted the questionnaire by
eliminating some items that did not fit the context of the study and applying some modifications
to the items. The internal consistency reliability of the original questionnaire composed by Vogt
and Tsagari (2014) was computed using Cronbach’s alpha, which ranged from o = .80 to o = .93,
indicating a high level of internal consistency. Also, the internal consistency of the adjusted
version was calculated and it was a = .86 which was consistent with the original questionnaire.

The timetables of the interviews were finalized based on the interviewees’ convenience
and preferences. Since the participants were from different parts of the country, the interviews
were conducted through audio phone calls. The duration of the interviews ranged from 30 to 45
minutes. The interviews and the questionnaires are discussed respectively in what follows.

4.2.1. Interviews. The interviews were semi-structured as the guiding items (Appendix 1)

allowed addition or variations and did not limit the depth and breadth of the respondent’s thoughts
(Dornyei, 2007). The interviews were conducted in Persian, Iran’s standard national language for
the sake of convenience. To ensure that the transcripts remained maximally faithful to the audio
content, the interviews were then transcribed and translated by the researcher, as he holds a
university degree in translation and has some years of experience in transcribing and translating
English to Persian and vice versa materials.
Each interview began by providing a short orientation as to how the interview would proceed.
Participants were informed that the interviews are being recorded. The interviewees were free to
discuss the items as long as no major regression from the main theme occurred. In that case, the
researcher tried to redirect the conversation by raising a related question. The researcher tried not
to interrupt to keep the natural flow of the discussion. Whenever there were some ambiguities, the
researcher tried to provide a summary of the main point to ascertain that comprehension has
happened appropriately.

4.2.2. Analysis of the interviews. The transcripts of the interviews were reviewed and coded
for content analysis, considering the main research question and the themes of the interview items.
Content analysis was used because it makes qualitative inferences possible by analyzing the
meaning and semantic relationship of words and concepts (Mousavi, 2009). The interviews
transcripts were anonymized by replacing the names of the participants with numbers. The codes
of the analysis were generated through grounded coding and the researcher and an expert in
language testing and assessment coded the interview transcripts independently and discussed
discordant codes, coming to a joint decision concerning each of such cases.

4.2.3. English Language Teachers’ (ELTs’) Questionnaire. An adjusted version of Vogt
and Tsagari’s (2014) questionnaire was employed for the present study. It was justified to meet
the needs of the context of the present study. Those items that were related to the context of the
study and matched the requirements of the study were used from the aforementioned questionnaire.
The questionnaire included 14 items (Table 2), and teachers were asked to clarify if they were
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trained, need training, or were not trained academically but learned on the job. The items are
presented in Table 2.

Table 2
Questionnaire Items
A: Classroom-focused language testing and assessment
[1] Preparing [effective] classroom tests (which include all the components)
[2] Using ready-made tests from textbook packages or other sources
[3] Giving feedback to students based on information from tests/assessment
[4] Using self- or peer-assessment
[5] Using an informal, continuous, non-test type of assessment
B: Purposes of testing & assessment
[6] Giving grades (assigning grades to sub-items or skills appropriately)
[7] Finding out what needs to be taught/learned
C: Content and concept of language testing and assessment
[8] Testing/Assessing: Receptive skills (reading/listening)
[9] Testing/Assessing: Productive skills (speaking/writing)
[10] Testing/Assessing: Microlinguistic aspects (grammar/vocabulary)
[11] Testing/Assessing: Integrated language skills
[12] Establishing the reliability of tests/assessment
[13] Establishing the validity of tests/assessment
[14] Using statistics to analyze the quality of tests/assessment

5. Results
5.1. Interviews

Based on the analysis of the interview data, some themes were more prominent regarding
their function in the classroom and their impact on both teachers’ and learners’ performances. The
main themes and their relationship with Xu and Brown’s (2016) conceptual framework, where
relevant, are presented in detail in the following subsections.
1. Focusing on cheating rather than helping learners to develop

The first item in the interviews was related to the reliability of online assessment during
the pandemic (Q1). The majority of the teachers asserted that concerning reliability, the exams
weren’t reliable at all due to socio-cultural reasons and infrastructural facilities. Concerning the
former, teachers were worried because of the students’ widespread cheating. For instance, Teacher
8 stated, “from the socio-cultural perspective, it was probably satisfying to two-three percent
only.” Cheating was one of the teachers’ main preoccupations, if not the most prominent one. The
teachers, therefore, mainly discussed challenges in assessment regarding the assessment of
learning outcomes rather than the learning process and focusing on objectivity and reliability of
assessment. From the infrastructural point of view, the students had some technical problems that
could undoubtedly affect their performances.

84



Tabaran Institute of Higher Education ISSN 2476-5880
International Journal of Language Testing
Vol. 12, No. 2, October 2022

2. Navigation between AoL and AfL

The navigation and struggle in grade 12 are related to the pre-determined exams, the format
of which is dictated by the MoE. The other important point was related to the main sources that
teachers used for developing their assessments (Q6). They included: teachers’ self-designed
exams, colleagues designed exams, commercially prepared materials, internet websites, and school
materials. Teachers had various views on the sources. Regarding colleagues’ items some teachers
posed contemplative points, for instance, Teacher 3 believed that “the negative point is that they
might not be in line with or at the level of what you have taught” and some teachers believed that
colleagues’ exams suffer from grammatical drawbacks, such as Teacher 5 who asserted “about 80
percent of these exams suffer from grammatical mistakes”. Concerning using commercially
prepared materials, Teacher 9 expressed that “if I use the commercially prepared books, it means
that I’'m not capable of developing my exam”. Teachers’ views are following Hill’s (2017)
attitudes: “sourcing assessment tasks online, from textbooks, or other teachers, for example, raises
issues of task quality and fitness to purpose”. Also, considering the research question of the present
study, Teacher 1 highlighted the tension regarding classroom assessment ‘“Teachers should
consider the students’ activities during the whole semester; but don’t underestimate their
assessment or make it too easy; rely on formative assessment rather than summative assessment.”
3. Top-down decisions

The MoE authorities are the decision-makers regarding everything related to the
instruction, including course content and level, the time allowed per course, and the assessment
policy. The teachers are performers of their decisions without playing a significant or active role.
As teachers 3 and 5 commented, the decisions are made by the authorities which (regarding
assessments) lead them and the students to care about the scores only and not learning. Teacher 9
added that “we have a lot of groups for the teachers and the headteachers, however, they have no
role in (a) deciding about the workshops that are planned for teachers, (b) the workshops’
instructors, (c¢) their content, and (d) on teachers’ qualifications”.

This theme is consistent with “micro-and macro-contexts as the boundaries for teachers’
assessment literacy in practice component”, which argues that despite the decisive role of teacher
conceptions of assessment, in-service teachers are instructors only and their decision-making
ability is highly restricted.

4. Teachers’ agency

Teachers perceive the final nationwide exam of grade 12 and the Konkoor as impediments
to their classroom practices. As Teacher 9 asserted “I have tried various forms of exams, but
unfortunately and unfortunately, our final goal should be focusing on the Konkoor and we do so.”
Teacher 1 stated that “Actually, I try to make them [the exams] various, but the truth is that we
have to follow an unwritten rule, particularly for grade 12. We have to prepare the students for that
exam.” Supportively, Teacher 6 added that “Due to the weight of Konkoor exam and the attention
that students pay to it, | usually give only one essay type exam. However, every two weeks | give
a multiple-choice exam based on the Konkoor exam.” Teacher 3 explained that the educational
system is the decision-maker regarding the exams and the teachers have no role in the exams.
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Teacher 4 emphasized, “well, I use the format of the final exams as the foundation of my exams
because our education is result-based.” Similarly, Teacher 5 added that “our education system is
mainly score-based. The education system leads me and the students to care about the score only
and not learning.” Attitudes expressed by these teachers strongly manifest that the educational
system needs to revise its policy towards providing further freedom for the teachers concerning
preparing or at least selecting their classroom materials, and also respecting them in their
assessment decisions. This theme is also in line with “micro-and macro-contexts as the boundaries
for teachers’ assessment literacy in practice component”, discussed in the previous theme.

5. Adjusting testing to teaching

Teachers believed that when they develop their exams and adjust their assessment to what
they have taught, that would make their assessment fairer, they could evaluate their students more
precisely, and the results would be more reliable (Q3). Teacher 2 stated, “The only thing that I do
and I think is effective, is that I design my questions and do not copy them,”. The most prominent
and outstanding concept that was noticeable among the teachers was the employment of and
appealing to evaluation and assessment for creating a link between teaching and testing, a linkage
that VVogt and Tsagari (2014), consider as one of the elements of classroom-focused assessments.
Among the participants, 13 teachers believed that keeping the level of the exams in agreement
with the teaching level could help learners achieve more acceptable results and it gives the teachers
an overall picture of their learners’ progress.

Considering the “knowledge base” component suggested in Xu and Brown’s (2016)
framework, this theme is related to the sub-component of “knowledge of assessment purposes,
content, and methods” in which the content of the exam is supposed to match what has been taught.
6. Assessment fairness

As the interviewed teachers were headteachers, they were also asked about advising junior
colleagues about making their assessment fair (Q7). By fair assessment, I mean “achievement
evaluation based on the course materials”. The point that teachers highlighted repeatedly was “to
test what we have taught” which is discussed above. The other recommendation was perhaps
relying on several assessments instead of just one exam, which was clear in Teacher 4
explanations:

“I advise less-experienced colleagues not to rely on the final exam solely, take students’

performance during the term into consideration, distribute the score to various activities

not only the formal exams scores. | also recommend them to print their exam, revise it if
needed and answer the questions themselves. They may find some minor mistakes in it”

Considering the students’ levels, their performances during the semester, and considering
their active participation in classroom activities, were the other factors that were highlighted in the
teachers’ responses. Considering the students’ level and adjusting classroom assessment to their
level can give the teachers a clear picture of where the students are and how the teachers can lead
them where they need to go with their learning. Observing the learners’ performance in the
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classroom and considering their active participation in the process of learning are also helpful in
assessing them more fairly.
7. Power of high-stakes exams
The interviews confirmed that teachers find the Konkoor exam considerably interfering
with their classroom practices. It was evident in Teacher 9 comment who expressed that “I have
to acknowledge that we have to have an eye on the final exam and the Konkoor.” Teacher 6
asserted that “due to the weight of Konkoor exam and the attention that students pay to it, [ usually
give only one essay type exam at grade 12. However, every two weeks | give a multiple-choice
exam based on Konkoor” which could be considered a negative washback. Teacher 11 critically
asserted that:
“As we have to prepare the students for the final exams, we move in that direction. We are
resolved in this unhealthy policy even if we don’t like or agree with it. Consequently, in
the first term, we act based on our discernment, and in the second term, we try to prepare
them for the final exams”.

In this theme, “teacher identity (re)construction as assessors” is the related component.
This component discusses teachers’ traditional role which means that teachers are “involved in
drilling and repeatedly preparing students for success on an externally produced examination” (Xu
& Brown, 2016) and their role under formative assessment policies based on which “teachers
assess students to make pedagogical decisions, and these decisions are sometimes used as part of
formal certification processes.” (Xu & Brown, 2016). The traditional role is more compatible with
Iran, the context of this study.

8. Feedback

Teachers were aware of the importance of giving feedback, but in practice, it looked that
feedback did not receive much emphasis. The findings of the present study revealed that feedback
in the participating teachers' practices was restricted to two elements: (1) specific and clear
feedback and (2) well-timed feedback. As an example of the former, Teacher 15 stated “I provide
comments on their papers ... and encourage discovery learning.” and as an example of the latter,
Teacher 1 described it as “I leave comments on their papers and also explain after giving the
corrected papers back to the students.”

“Knowledge of feedback, teacher learning, and teacher assessment literacy in practice” are
the components of the framework matching this theme. The teacher learning component considers
teachers’ participation in activities concerned with assessment (e.g., moderation, rubric
development, assessment task design) and real virtual networking. “Teacher assessment literacy
in practice” is also connected to this theme because teachers’ assessment-based decision making
and subsequently, the action they take based on them, determine if teachers “treat assessment as a
quality assurance mechanism or learning-oriented tool.” (Xu & Brown, 2016).
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5.2. ELTs’ Questionnaire

The main purpose of the questionnaire was to find out about teachers’ needs in the process
of assessment and the training that supports their practices. Descriptive reports of the questionnaire
results and teachers’ prioritization of their training needs are presented in the following table.

Table 3
Teachers’ Prioritization of their assessment needs
Item Area Frequency
(selected by)
[14] Using statistics to analyze the quality of tests/assessment C 10 teachers
[4] Using self- or peer-assessment A 8
[7] Finding out what needs to be taught/learned B 8
[8] Testing/Assessing: Receptive skills (reading/listening) C 8
[9] Testing/Assessing: Productive skills (speaking/writing) C 8
[11] Testing/Assessing: Integrated language skills C 8
[12] Establishing the reliability of tests/assessment C 8
[13] Establishing the validity of tests/assessment C 8
[1] Preparing [effective] classroom tests (which combine all the A 6
components)
[5] Using an informal, continuous, non-test type of assessment A 6
[6] Giving grades (assigning grades to sub-items or skills appropriately) B 6
[3] Giving feedback to students based on information from A 6
tests/assessment
[2] Using ready-made tests from textbook packages or other sources A 5
[10] Testing/Assessing: Microlinguistic aspects (grammar/vocabulary) C 4

Considering the frequency of the items prioritized by the teachers as their needs, which
was the purpose of this part of the study, it could be concluded that “C: content and concept of
language testing and assessment” received the highest amount of attention. After that come “A:
classroom-focused language testing and assessment” and “B: purpose of testing” respectively. In
other words, teachers’ needs lie in the practicalities of assessment.

6. Discussion and Implications

The main purpose of the current study was to survey the impact of the educational system
on teachers’ classroom practices, their classroom assessment knowledge, and the tensions that
arise from these factors. The study showed that the teachers were not satisfied with the reliability
of the exams during the online period. Socio-cultural factors and the available facilities were
important factors in this regard. The role that the Ministry of Education was playing in education
was also effective in the teachers’ classroom performance and practices. Teachers’ felt that their
path is somehow predetermined and they cannot imply many changes in their teaching process.
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Teachers also navigate between assessment for and of learning. On the one hand, the educational
system requires them to apply AfL, on the other hand, it has not provided the required training. It
causes some tension for the teachers. Top-down decisions, taken mainly by the MoE, and teachers’
passive role in the decisions, lead teachers and the students to prioritize scores over learning. The
educational system is also the decision-maker regarding the assessment and the teachers have a
little role in the exams. Attitudes expressed by these teachers strongly target teachers’ agency and
manifest the educational system’s need for revising its policy towards providing further freedom
for the teachers concerning assessment and selection of classroom materials.

Consistent with Tsagari and Vogt, (2017), Djoub (2017), and Tavassoli and Farhady
(2018), the findings of the present study revealed the need for a professional development program
in assessment literacy, particularly regarding the purposeful use of AfL and AoL. Concerning the
use of AfL and AoL, the interviews finding revealed that AoL is highly dominant and the AfL is
not considered practically. Teachers do not consider it in their classroom assessments. Some
teachers referred to it, however, they regarded it the same way that Foroozandeh and Forouzani
(2015) had discussed it, i.e., setting scores for it, while scientifically, AfL is not engaged with
scores, it is for promoting learning. It indicates that a serious process-based movement toward
AfL, accompanied by patience, is needed if the education system intends to apply AfL in the
classroom. As Livingston and Hutchinson (2016) assert, the process of transformation from
summative only to a purposeful mixture of assessments, with the ability of continuous renewal
over time and based on new needs, should be realized as a process rather than an event.

Moreover, teachers’ passive agency and their ignored role in decision-making are not
desired by teachers and they find them annoying. This finding corresponds with the results of
Tsagari and Vogt’s (2017) study which manifested that foreign language teachers think about their
positionality or agency in language assessment. Policy and decision-makers are addressed in this
regard. As “teachers have the capacity to be agents of change where school policies related to
testing and grading are concerned” (Clark-Gareca, 2019, p. 56), they should be granted freedom
in their classroom assessment practices.

Various reasons could be counted for teachers’ lack of assessment literacy. One of the main
reasons is related to teacher education programs and their failure in providing adequate training in
assessment (Tsagari & VVogt, 2017) and their effectiveness (White, 2019). The other one, according
to Djoub (2017), could be traced back to the restricted vision of the focus of assessment. Finally,
based on the results of Firoozi, Ralavipour, and Al mdi’s (2019) study, to do effective
assessments, teachers are required to possess appropriate knowledge about the curriculum, content,
and the subject matter, regardless of the educational context.

The findings of the present study could prove helpful to three stakeholders, namely
teachers, teacher trainers, and policymakers. Because a considerable amount of assessment occurs
in classrooms, teachers’ role as an important group of stakeholders is underlined which may cause
the teachers to be seen as the real protagonists in language testing and assessment (Tsagari, 2021).
Teachers can benefit from the findings by developing their knowledge and assessment literacy,
especially concerning assessment for learning and appealing to it for ameliorating their learners’
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achievements. Feedback, as the current study revealed, is an important factor that can assist
teachers in helping their learners. However, in comparison with the seven elements proposed by
Boyd et al. (2019), five elements are missing in the practices of the participating teachers. Other
researchers can also investigate how to develop teachers’ knowledge in giving effective feedback,
considering the elements proposed by Boyd, et al. (2019).

Teacher trainers can play an essential role in giving direction to the student teachers at
teacher training programs and help in implementing AfL in their practices. Contrary to teachers
who have little control over their materials in Iran, teacher trainers at universities have freedom in
compiling or selecting their materials. Therefore, they can play a considerable role in making this
transformation towards needed formative assessments possible. As a subject for further research,
it sounds interesting to investigate teacher trainers’ willingness and attitudes towards this
transformation and their preparedness for applying it.

Finally, the policymakers’ role is definitely of great importance, as they are called for
language assessment literacy promotion (Kremmel & Hrding, 2020). They can revise what they
have done so far and what results have been obtained. Based on the findings of this study, their
decisions have affected the teachers’ practices, motivation, and agency. Most of the teachers
revealed their dissatisfaction specifically with their lack of agency. The whole decision of directing
teaching toward communicative language teaching is, without a doubt, positive, however, it
doesn’t occur if the teachers are not trained sufficiently and the infrastructures, including the
facilities (such as audiovisual aids) required for implementing it in the classrooms, are not prepared
for that.

7. Conclusion and Limitations

The present study aimed at understanding EFL teachers’ assessment literacy in Iran,
teachers’ needs, and exploring their attitudes towards assessment for learning based on the
information given by the headteachers as informants. In addition, the dominance of the AoL effect
on teachers’ classroom practices was sought to be investigated through interviews and
questionnaires.

The needs prioritization of the questionnaire items by the teachers revealed that items that
dealt with assessing receptive, productive, Microlinguistic aspects, integrated language skills,
reliability, validity, and the usage of statistics for analyzing the quality of the evaluations and
communicating the results were the most challenging ones. After that come “classroom-focused
language testing and assessment” and “purpose of testing” respectively. In other words, teachers’
needs lie in the practicalities of the evaluation. Although the number of the participants was not
high enough to make generalizations possible, nor did the study mean it at this level, the purpose
of the present study, i.e., realizing teachers’ needs for developing a questionnaire, was achieved
and the findings of the present study will pave the way for that purpose.

Analyzing the interviews and coding them, manifested that eight themes were fundamental
regarding assessment and were affecting the teachers’ classroom practices which are 1) Focusing
on cheating rather than helping learners to develop, 2) Navigation between AoL and AfL
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preparation approaches, 3) Top-down decisions, 4) Teachers’ agency, 5) Adjusting testing to
teaching, 6) Assessment fairness, 7) Power of high stakes exams, and 8) Feedback.

Finally, it should be emphasized that movement towards assessment culture based on
formative assessment is not the responsibility of the teachers alone. The decision-making
authorities, school administration, the students, and their parents need to be open-minded regarding
this change and be willing to cooperate in applying it (Verhoeven & Devos, 2007). Changing
teachers’ classroom assessment culture is highly challenging and requires the investment of an
enormous amount of resources (Hazim Jawad, 2020). Individual and lonely efforts implemented
in an uncomprehensive way would not yield long-lasting and reliable changes. “Rather, this
requires professional, cultural, and system changes to be conceptualized as multiple cogs and
wheels that all have to be operational and interacting continuously to be effective.” (Livingston &
Hutchinson, 2016, p. 16).

Resembling many other studies, my study is also affected by some limitations that
influence the generalizability of the results. A larger number of participants is needed to improve
the validity of the findings. In addition, analyzing the real assessments performed in the classrooms
can also delineate a clearer picture of classroom assessments in practice that can assist in obtaining
extra sources of data for gaining more detailed insights concerning the nature and effect of
language assessment practices on language learning.
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Appendix 1: Interview Guiding Items

1. How was your year? How reliable was online evaluation in your assessment?

2. How do you know what your students know or have learned?

3. How do you think a teacher can tailor his/her assessment to the learners’ existing knowledge
and how do you usually do it?

4. What do/don’t you tell your students about assessments?

5. Based on your experience, could encouraging the learners to discuss the basis of their responses
affect their learning? (If yes, how? if no, why?)

6. Where do your formal assessment activities usually come from? (e.g., school textbooks; self-
designed; other teachers; commercially-prepared materials; a mixture of them)

7. How would you advise a junior colleague about making an assessment fair? (Can you give an
example?) What challenges might be there?

8. How do you think assessment could help in diagnosing the learners’ needs in planning teaching?
9. What might a good/bad test result tell you?

10. How do you give feedback mainly? (Written, oral, individually, general (to the whole class))
11. Based on your own experience, how well do students use their teacher’s feedback for their
improvement?

12. In your opinion, how can | (as a novice teacher) understand if the learners have understood the
feedback and engaged with it?

13. How could it affect the learners’ performance if they understand the purpose of the assessment?

94



