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Abstract

The way teachers conceptualize speaking and assess it in the classroom has always been a matter of controversy
among researchers and teacher educators. This debate is further complicated when the variable of teacher ex-
perience comes into play. The present phenomenological study aimed to explore the perceptions of speaking
assessment practices among experienced and novice Iranian English as Foreign Language (EFL) teachers. To
this end, eight Iranian EFL teachers with different teaching experiences were interviewed in two groups of four,
including two novice and two experienced teachers in each group. The results of the inductive thematic analysis
revealed that the experienced and novice teachers differed in how they defined speaking components, paid
specific attention to them, assessed these components, and evaluated their results. The findings are discussed
in detail and practical implications are outlined for EFL practitioners and test developers to create well-designed
rubrics that include speaking components, which will ultimately contribute to the quality and fairness of scoring
criteria.
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1 Introduction

The necessity of classroom assessment is widely acknowledged by stakeholders involved in the
learning or teaching context (Berry et al., 2019; Estaji & Ghiasvand, 2023; Wang et al., 2023). To
highlight the importance of assessment, Brinke et al. (2007) assert that the assessment process lies
at the heart of education due to its direct impact on the students’ learning processes. In response to
such emphasis on assessment, Popham (2011) suggests that it is vital for teachers to possess assess-
ment literacy, which consists of “an individual’s understanding of the fundamental assessment con-
cepts and procedures deemed likely to influence educational decisions” (p. 267). He further explains
that assessment literacy should be regarded as instructional proficiency when it comes to preparing
teachers. Assessment literacy in this study refers to teachers’ knowledge, skills, and practices in
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designing, implementing, and scoring various types of assessment methods in the class.

With the prominence of assessment literacy, language assessment literacy (LAL) has come to
the fore in second language (L2) educational milieus due to the pivotal role of language teachers in
the internal and external assessment of learners (Zimina, 2018). In recent years, LAL has garnered
noticeable attention among researchers who have sought to unravel the language assessment com-
petence of teachers through different measures (e.g., Coombe et al., 2020; Levi & Inbar-Lourie,
2019). It is predominantly considered to be an awareness of drawing on different assessment tech-
niques in a given context and at an appropriate time, which enables language teachers to develop
language tests, interpret the test results, and make informed decisions based on the results (Inbar-
Lourie, 2013; Pill & Harding, 2013).

L2 speaking assessment, as an integral part of second language education, contributes to the
evaluation of the learning process and subsequently the enhancement of learning and teaching prac-
tices (Poehner & Inbar-Lourie, 2020; Yan et al., 2021). Recognizing the complexity of assessing
speaking skills, several studies have highlighted the difficulty of aligning assessment targets with
appropriate tasks and instruments (Luoma, 2004; O’Sullivan, 2006). To respond to the challenges
of speaking assessment, diverse approaches and methods have been introduced to facilitate the as-
sessment process (De Jong, 2023). The appropriate incorporation of diverse tasks and methods into
the speaking assessment procedure requires teachers’ L2 speaking assessment literacy, which has
recently gained momentum in L2 education (e.g., Duque-Aguilar, 2021; Koizumi, 2022; Lim, 2018).

Notwithstanding the significance of gaining insights into teachers’ LAL, there seems to be a
paucity of research on teachers’ speaking assessment literacy in the EFL context. More specifically,
few researchers have delved into the assessment literacy of Iranian EFL teachers, their oral assess-
ment perceptions and practices to unravel different factors affecting speaking assessment literacy.
Furthermore, the question of whether experienced and novice teachers differ in terms of their per-
ceptions or practices of oral assessment has not been explored by previous research. The variation
in experience and the difficulties that Iranian EFL teachers have in assessing oral skills also warrant
empirical research. Hence, to bridge the aforementioned gaps in knowledge, this study sought to
investigate the speaking assessment literacy of language teachers in an EFL context. Additionally,
we took a step forward to probe the possible differences between novice and experienced teachers’
perceptions of speaking assessment. The findings may yield valuable insights for teacher educators
that could help to enhance the LAL of teachers in EFL settings. Furthermore, the results can assist
EFL test developers in designing diverse rubrics and measures for assessing speaking.

2 Literature review
2.1 Language assessment literacy

Teachers’ assessment literacy has gained momentum in both general education and L2 education
(Davies, 2008). It is a discipline-based literacy, which integrates teachers’ pedagogical content
knowledge with their assessment knowledge specific to a certain discipline (Zolfaghari & Ahmadi,
2016). Within this framework, LAL is conceptualized as an amalgamation of skills including
knowledge of different assessment methods, appropriate use of those methods at a given time and
setting, construction of language tests, and analysis of the test results (Coombe et al., 2020; Pill &
Harding, 2013). In this regard, Davies (2008) proposes a “skill + knowledge” approach with “skill”
referring to the practical side of assessment and “knowledge” addressing the “relevant background
in measurement and language description” (p. 328).

Furthermore, assessment literacy is “a dynamic context dependent social practice” (Willis et al.,
2013, p. 242). It is intertwined with the input teachers receive from the stakeholders, namely students,
colleagues, policymakers, and administrators (Coombe et al., 2020; Fleer, 2015). Additionally, Ful-
cher (2012) categorizes LAL into (a) practical knowledge, (b) theoretical and procedural knowledge,
and (c) socio-historical understanding, with the practical knowledge being the core component of
LAL. In another categorization, Taylor (2013) classifies LAL into eight aspects: (1) knowledge of
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theory, (2) technical skills, (3) principles and concepts, (4) language pedagogy, (5) sociocultural
values, (6) local practices, (7) personal beliefs, and (8) scores and decision making (p. 410).

Despite the fact that assessment literacy should be a major component of teacher qualification,
language teacher educators are not adequately trained in the principles and implementation of as-
sessment (Coombe et al., 2020; Taylor, 2009). As Webb (2009) emphasizes, “facilitating change in
teachers’ assessment practice is not so much a resource problem” (p. 3). Rather, it is about “helping
teachers develop a ‘designers’ eye’ for selecting, accepting, and designing tasks” (p. 3). In this re-
gard, Popham (2009) proposes a framework consisting of two types of assessment for promoting
assessment literacy: classroom assessment and accountability assessment. His framework shows the
role of internal and external mandates and factors in determining teachers’ practices in the classroom.
Technically, classroom assessment refers to “those formal and informal procedures that teachers
employ in an effort to make accurate inferences about what their students know and can do” (Pop-
ham, 2009, p. 6).

However, accountability assessments “are those measurement devices, almost always standard-
ized, used by governmental entities such as states, provinces or school districts to ascertain the ef-
fectiveness of educational endeavors” (Popham, 2009, p. 6). Popham further elaborates that class-
room assessment, even if used perfunctorily, might have an impact on student learning. As
Kleinsasser (2005) puts it, one of the challenging aspects of language assessment courses is the
ability to link theoretical concepts to practical applications. In the same way, Scarino (2013) argues
that for teachers to effectively apply their knowledge to a practical setting, it is important to com-
prehend the underlying principles of various approaches and connect such understanding to their
professional practice within their specific context. Considering these points, the investigation of
teachers’ awareness of language assessment practices and their understanding of assessment litera-
cies merits attention. However, how EFL language teachers perceive their assessment literacy in
different language skills has received scant attention.

2.2 L2 speaking assessment: conceptualizations, approaches, and practices

Speaking assessment has been deemed a daunting task requiring a lot of effort and resources
(Fan & Yan, 2020) due to its transient and context-based nature as well as its different forms during
assessment (De Jong, 2023). In this sense, when assessing speaking skills, diverse factors such as
tasks, scoring criteria, raters, and interlocutors should be considered (Fulcher, 2015). Additionally,
the assessment of speaking abilities in a second language presents certain difficulties, including de-
termining language proficiency, precluding cultural biases, and ensuring the accuracy of training
procedures (Sanchez, 2006). Given the significance of speaking assessment, diverse assessment
practices, namely formative and summative approaches, have been introduced into the field of lan-
guage education (Koizumi, 2022). Both approaches serve cardinal functions in reporting students’
progress and their later admission to related professions.

As pointed out by Koizumi (2022), to actualize L2 speaking formative and summative assess-
ment, diverse techniques, including oral presentations, peer work, utilizing rubrics for evaluating
oral performance, providing feedback, and using scores and comments, are employed. Summative
speaking assessment can be exploited for making higher-level decisions and examining speaking
ability comprehensively (Negishi, 2020), while formative speaking assessment provides regular di-
agnostic information and aims to foster learning and teaching processes by recognizing students’
speaking strengths and weaknesses and making changes to teachers’ lesson plans and teaching prac-
tices (Koizumi, 2022). Moreover, summative assessment may lead to a positive washback effect
(Lee et al., 2020). In this sense, studies have ascertained that drawing on both formative and sum-
mative assessment in speaking assessment may yield fruitful results (Munoz & Alvarez, 2010). As
Koizumi (2022) proclaims, the simultaneous exploitation of formative and summative speaking as-
sessment can offer ample opportunities for students to enhance their speaking ability by altering
their learning techniques. It can also aid teachers in summatively evaluating students’ efforts and
their overall achievements in speaking skills.
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2.3 Factors influencing L2 speaking assessment practices: Issues and challenges

The assessment practices that teachers adopt while evaluating learners’ L2 speaking are affected
by myriad factors. As identified by Zhang and Burry-Stock (2003), in-service teachers who have
undergone assessment and measurement training exhibit superior assessment skills when compared
to their counterparts who have not received such training. Their study demonstrated the complexity
and flexibility of teachers’ assessment knowledge and literacy over time and instruction. Quilter and
Gallini (2000) state that a teacher may opt for assessments that do not align well with a specific
assessment objective due to a lack of training in standardized testing associated with positive atti-
tudes toward alternative assessment. Additionally, teachers’ attitudes are likely to be situation-spe-
cific (Fang, 1996). In this regard, Quilter and Gallini (2000) note that although attitudes may be
specific, they are not always consistent with behavior. For example, teachers may believe that stand-
ardized tests are pointless, but they still have to include them in their classroom.

Similarly, Jamil et al. (2012) indicate that the classroom practice of pre-service teachers can be
influenced by their personality and self-efficacy. Teachers’ assessment practices are also affected
by the context in which they are embedded (Frey & Fisher, 2009; Gu, 2014). More importantly,
teaching experience is thought to play a pivotal role in the speaking assessment practices of teachers
(Mertler & Campbell, 2004). Furthermore, Xu and Liu (2009) accentuate the role of prior assessment
practices in applying current assessment techniques and making future assessment plans. In this
sense, Crusan et al. (2016) contend that teachers’ experience exerts an influence on their writing
assessment practices. However, the role of experience in L2 speaking assessment has not been ex-
plored to date, which necessitates further investigation of how novice and experienced teachers’
perceptions differ in terms of L2 speaking assessment.

2.4 Previous studies on teacher assessment literacy and L2 speaking assessment

With the growing significance of speaking assessment in L2 educational milieus, the important
role of assessment practices has received a surge of interest (e.g., Koizumi, 2022; Negishi, 2020;
Thuy & Nga, 2018). Nevertheless, a thorough examination of previous studies reveals that LAL in
general has gained more attention while speaking assessment literacy has been barely explored. For
instance, a study conducted by Ahmadi and Mirshojaiee (2016) involved a semi-structured interview
to assess the level of assessment literacy among 20 Iranian English teachers. They reported that the
participants’ assessment literacy was unsatisfactory regarding issues such as assessment bias, valid-
ity evidence, assessment reliability, and formative assessment. This might be due to the educational
context of Iran, where assessment training is rare for teachers and facilities supporting the assess-
ment of oral skills are limited.

Taking a quantitative rather than a purely qualitative approach, Razavipour et al. (2011) con-
ducted a study where 53 EFL secondary school teachers were given a test to measure their assess-
ment literacy, along with a questionnaire regarding their English language teaching practices. The
results revealed that there was a low level of assessment knowledge among the teachers. Addition-
ally, regardless of their assessment literacy level, they tended to prioritize teaching and testing based
on external tests. Teachers’ lack of assessment literacy might be the cause of such tendencies in
Iran. Top-down approaches to education in Iran may also be the cause of such low assessment liter-
acy. In a study conducted by Jeong (2013), the impact of instructors on the content and structure of
language assessment courses was analyzed. The results indicated that there were notable variations
in course content depending on the instructors’ backgrounds. Furthermore, individuals who were
not language testers exhibited lower levels of confidence when it came to instructing technical as-
sessment abilities in comparison with language testers. It was shown that they tended to concentrate
on matters related to classroom assessment.

As regards speaking assessment literacy, Thuy and Nga (2018) investigated how EFL teachers
perceived English speaking assessment conducted in the classroom. They focused on three main
components, namely the teachers’ overall comprehension of speaking assessment, the types of tasks
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utilized in speaking assessment, and assessment execution. Forty-two EFL teachers filled out a ques-
tionnaire, and five of them attended the interview sessions. The results demonstrated that the teach-
ers generally exhibited an appropriate perception considering the three aspects under investigation.
However, their understanding of oral portfolios as a type of speaking assessment was found to be
limited.

Likewise, Ozdemir-Yilmazer and Ozkan (2017) examined how English language teachers at the
tertiary level perceived and implemented speaking assessment in the Turkish context. The case study
was conducted based on the principles of Personal Construct Theory, and information was gathered
through the use of repertory grids, semi-structured interviews, and classroom observation. The par-
ticipants were found to hold distinct viewpoints regarding speaking assessment, which underscores
the need for teachers to receive training on classroom assessment to enhance their understanding of
standard practices related to in-class speaking assessments. In a recent study, Duque-Aguilar (2021)
probed speaking assessment approaches during a teacher education program. To this end, four in-
service teachers were selected, and their speaking assessment approaches were examined. The data
were collected through interviews, observations, and document analysis. The results divulged teach-
ers’ preferences for summative assessment during speaking assessment.

Although a body of research into assessment literacy exists in general education, assessment
literacy is still in immediate need of investigation in the EFL context. More specifically, to the best
of the researchers’ knowledge, there has been to date no examination of the speaking assessment
literacy skills of Iranian EFL teachers, and their perspectives and implementation of oral assessments
have been underexplored. Furthermore, novice and experienced teachers’ perceptions or practices
of speaking skill merit further investigation to determine whether the teachers differ in terms of their
speaking assessment literacy. Therefore, the present study sought to provide answers to the subse-
quent research questions using interview data:

1. How do novice and experienced Iranian EFL teachers perceive speaking assessment?

2. How do Iranian EFL teachers assess their students’ oral proficiency?

3 Methods
3.1 Participants and setting

The participants of this qualitative study were eight Iranian EFL teachers, working in different
private language institutes in the Isfahan province. In Iran, English language education is mostly
concerned with teaching communicative skills and teachers’ pedagogical expertise rather than their
assessment literacy and practice. Hence, the broader issue of assessment literacy aligns with specific
challenges and gaps in the Iranian educational system. Assessment literacy gaps among teachers
with varying experiences at institutes justify the study of novice and experienced EFL teachers’
perspectives. The target respondents in this study were chosen through purposive sampling based
on their teaching and assessment experience in L2 speaking courses. This type of sampling was used
to glean data from information-rich respondents based on pre-specified criteria in line with the pur-
pose of the investigation.

In the sample, there were four males and four females divided into two groups. The age of the
participants varied from 20 to 35 years old. The participants had BA, MA, and PhD degrees in
English language teaching (see Table 1). This background contributed to the study by providing data
from teachers whose major was L2 education and who were familiar with common speaking assess-
ment theories and practices. It is noteworthy that the participants had different teaching experience
levels ranging from 0-2 years (novice) to above 3 years (experienced). This classification fits with
Gatbonton’s (2008) typology that distinguishes between novice and experienced teachers. Prior to
commencing the data collection procedure, the participants provided their informed consent. Their
privacy and ethical concerns were carefully considered. Confidentiality of identity and responses
was observed by using codes and labels (e.g., N1, E2) to mask teachers’ identities.
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Table 1. Summary of the participants’ demographic information

Demographics N Y%
Gender

Female 4 50
Male 50

~

Age
20-25 3 375
26-30 3 375
31-35 2 25
Years of teaching

0-2 4 50
3-8 2 25
+10 2 25

Academic qualifications
BA 3 375
MA 4 50
PhD 1 12.5

3.2 Instruments

The data for this study were gleaned through two semi-structured panel discussions held in line
with what was proposed by Schafer (1991) and Xu and Brown (2016) about fundamental knowledge
of assessment literacy. Each focus group included four teachers with the same teaching experience
level answering 20 open-ended English items. In the panel discussion sessions, the teachers shared
and exchanged ideas about assessment literacy in L2 speaking and practices among themselves. The
content validity of the items was checked and approved by a team of three experts in applied lin-
guistics, who were university professors teaching assessment courses in Iran. The language of the
items was commented upon, and redundant questions were recommended for removal from the
question pack.

3.3 Data collection procedure

This qualitative phenomenological study aimed to gather deep and rich data from a group of
individuals about a specific phenomenon or event (Mackey & Gass, 2005). It was designed to pro-
vide a thick description of Iranian EFL teachers’ experiences with L2 speaking assessment practices,
focusing on different aspects of assessment literacy and L2 speaking. Phenomenology was suited to
the goal of the study because it allowed the researchers to delve deeply into the participants’ points
of view and perspectives in great depth. The perceptions and lived experiences of participants could
be captured through this research design (Ddrnyei, 2007).

Prior to the panel discussions, the participants were divided into two focus groups and briefed
on the nature and aim of the guided discussions. They were divided into gender-specific panels for
their convenience and because it was believed that teachers of the same gender might have similar
understandings and concerns about L2 assessment practices. At the start of each session, the re-
searchers provided an overview of the topics and subtopics that would be covered. The focus groups
attended one panel discussion per week, with a total of eight sessions held to evaluate their oral
literacy skills—four for each group.

The researchers organized the meetings and led the discussion sessions by initiating the conver-
sation and then stepping back. In the words of Wray and Bloomer (2012), they acted as “facilitators”
and “coordinators” of the panel discussion sessions and clarified the topics and issues when neces-
sary. The researchers maintained an outsider positionality during the discussions and bracketed their
own perceptions and experiences of L2 speaking assessment, both as current teachers and previous
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L2 learners. However, throughout the process, the researchers were reflexive about the data collec-
tion and research goals. To preclude bias, the researchers used a protocol and only posed prompts
and encouraged the participants to elaborate on their responses without playing a direct role in the
data generation and teachers’ responses. The time spent on the focus groups varied for each session.
However, the mean time spent per panel discussion session was around 20 to 40 minutes. The panel
discussion sessions were documented through audio recordings, which were subsequently organized
and transcribed.

3.4 Data analysis

After the data were collected, the process of arranging and preparing them for analysis com-
menced. Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis model was used to analyze the panel discus-
sion data (see Figure 1). To become more familiar with the data, the researchers first listened to the
audio recordings of the panel discussions and gained a general understanding of the data. Then
initial and preliminary codes were created after listening to the audio recordings twice. The codes
were quick explanations and ideas about the L2 speaking assessment perceptions and practices of
the teachers. Next, the extracted codes were combined in order to form larger themes in line with
the research questions of the study. After identifying a set of themes, the researchers reviewed each
theme in relation to the objectives of the study. In the next step, labels and phrases were selected to
report each theme. In the last step, the researchers created a detailed report of the obtained findings
with sufficient supporting evidence from the panels and explanations for the readers. The themes
were given to a second coder to examine inter-coder reliability. The results of Cohen’s Kappa Co-
efficient revealed a value of .79, which is greater than .70, hence representing a substantial agree-
ment (Altman, 1999). To add credibility to the study, the whole data analysis process was audited
by an expert qualitative researcher from a state university in Tehran with a postdoctoral research
degree in applied linguistics. Additionally, trustworthiness and rigor were ensured by providing a
detailed account of the participants’ background, research context, design, and research process for
confirmability and transferability maxims, which are pivotal in qualitative research.

Familiarizing with
data

Producing your Assigning data
report preliminary codes

Defining and
haming themes

Reviewing
themes

Fig. 1. Representation of Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis model
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The researchers were reflexive and maintained an outsider perspective throughout the data col-
lection phases. The data analysis took 28 days from data transcription to theme generation and re-
porting the final outcomes.

4 Findings

The first research question aimed to probe teachers’ perceptions concerning speaking assessment.
Through inductive analysis, the teachers’ comments were gathered and classified, resulting in sig-
nificant themes related to their perspectives on speaking assessment. Subsequently, a frequency
analysis was conducted to identify the most common responses given by the EFL teachers for each
interview question. The following sections are arranged in accordance with the major themes ob-
tained from the analysis. A sample of the coding process is presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Thematic analysis sample

Global theme Organizing theme Basic theme Frequency
Pronunciation “For lower levels, we pay attention to intonation.” Intonation 5
“What distinguishes English from Persian is stress in Stress 7
English words.”

4.1 Components of speaking and teaching them

The first four interview questions dealt with speaking components and the necessity of teaching
them.

Question 1: What are the components of speaking?

The results showed that pronunciation (correct production of sounds, intonation, rhythm, and
stress) was the EFL teachers’ first concern. In addition, they prioritized vocabulary knowledge and
fluency. Novice teachers attached more importance to vocabulary knowledge and fluency, while
experienced teachers emphasized pronunciation and interactional efficiency. Novice teachers also
reported that confidence and the level of extemporaneous speaking were important speaking com-
ponents.

Question 2: Which components are more significant and why?

Novice teachers valued vocabulary knowledge as the most important component. They con-
tended that knowledge of vocabulary, collocations, and idioms was indispensable to speaking pro-
ficiency. The other components that novice teachers considered highly important were fluency, pro-
nunciation, and accuracy. However, experienced teachers ranked pronunciation and interactional
efficiency as first and second, respectively.

E4: We can divide speaking components into two parts. The first parts are for lower levels;
we pay attention to stress and intonation, pronunciation, accent, and these matters. At higher
levels, we pay attention to how to negotiate, how to argue, and how to do critical thinking.
N1: But as far as you say communication is important, you know that fluency is a matter in
communication. If you are not fluent, you interrupt the interlocutor from comprehension, and
communication is hindered.

Question 3: Do you give more weight to components that play a more important role in determining
speaking?
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Teachers mainly believed that learners’ level of language proficiency and their age should be
considered among the criteria for assessing learners’ speaking competence. Experienced teachers
placed more emphasis on the assessment of components they valued more and also considered learn-
ers’ level. Furthermore, they highlighted the importance of learners' motivation.

N3: It depends on the level; age is sometimes important too.
E2: Naturally, we have to. We are supposed to give weight to those which are more important.

Question 4: Do you think speaking components should be taught and why?

Teachers also indicated that some elements, including rules governing social interaction (turn-
taking and politeness), topic management, organization, awareness of non-verbal behavior (volume,
intonation, pronunciation, eye contact), and interactional efficiency, needed to be taught explicitly.
However, fluency and vocabulary knowledge should be taught implicitly.

E3: ] think the components should be taught. Pronunciation can be taught, for example, by
how to pronounce /0/ or /6/. Some students are unaware of the fact that there is a difference
between these two sounds.

N2: Some components, such as fluency, can be acquired.

4.2 Speaking tasks

Interview questions 5 and 6 revolved around the identification of effective speaking tasks that
would result in higher student achievement.

Question 5: What speaking tasks should be used and why?
Results showed that teachers favored open-ended discussions, followed by picture description
and storytelling. They contended that such activities were similar to real-life situations and were
more authentic.
E1: Yeah, open-ended discussions.
N4: [ use storytelling. For example, they read a story, and after that, they come to the front of
the class and tell us the summary of the story, and also I use role plays in different situations.
I also use interviews.

Question 6: What speaking tasks lead to higher achievement of students and why?

Again, open-ended discussions were the most preferred task. Both novice and experienced teach-
ers put open-ended discussions in first place. They thought that group collaboration provided maxi-
mum opportunities for learners to speak a foreign language. Next, they favored storytelling and

picture description as authentic activities for improving communicative competence.

N3: Yeah, interaction and communication with the students. I mean students with students,
students with the teacher.

4.3 Rating scale
The next four interview questions focused on the teachers’ rating scale for speaking.

Question 7: Which rating scale should a teacher use in the speaking assessment?
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Experienced teachers reported that they considered diverse criteria in their assessment of speak-
ing. They argued that analytic assessment provided diagnostic information about learners' speaking
abilities. In contrast, novice teachers believed in both analytic and holistic assessment. Two of them
reported that they only paid attention to the overall impression, whereas others were inclined toward
analytic assessment.

N2: [ think both analytic and holistic rating scales should be used together. Sometimes you
want to categorize your students as good or bad speakers, and sometimes you want to have a
more detailed analysis of their speaking.

Question 8: Do you think teachers' knowledge and experience play a role in better rating students’
speaking ability?

Teachers believed that their knowledge and experience were of paramount importance in as-
sessing learners’ speaking ability effectively.

Question 9: What strategies should a teacher apply to avoid a subjective rating scale?

Novice teachers tended to apply collaborative assessment and used a checklist to avoid subjec-
tive assessment, while experienced teachers mostly preferred a checklist.

E2: The institute can provide the teachers with a checklist with many factors included, and all
the teachers should use it. In this way, there is uniformity between teachers.

N1: I think they can get some help from other colleagues, the expert ones, especially experi-
enced ones, and they can search and consult some standard rating scales.

Question 10: Do you think the speaking assessment of your students and the rating scale you apply
are perfect indicators of your students’ language ability and language use?

Teachers contended that classroom assessment could not efficiently assess learners’ proficiency
levels. Moreover, they said that test tasks were not truly representative of real-life language.

E4: I think assessment, in general, is not a clear manifestation of their ability because some-
times students may be introverted, but still, they have perfect knowledge of English, so our
assessment doesn’t say much.

4.4 Assessment approaches

Assessment approaches utilized by the teachers represented the theme extracted from responses
to the following questions.

Question 11: Do you think alternative assessment of students, like self- and peer assessment, is
important in determining their speaking?

Both groups of teachers believed that self-assessment was conducive to learning. Experienced
teachers felt that self-assessment encouraged learners to develop more responsibility for their learn-
ing, alleviated teachers’ assessment burden, and promoted learning. According to them, peer assess-
ment led to embarrassment and hindered improvement.

E3: Self-assessment is really beneficial while peer assessment leads to embarrassment and
fear of speaking in front of classmates.
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Question 12: Should a teacher ever take advantage of self-assessment or peer assessment while
assessing students' speaking?

Teachers argued that peer and self-assessment could not be relied on solely. They believed that
teachers themselves should assess learners' proficiency levels.

N3: No, it’s not enough to only pay attention to peer assessment while you are scoring them
since it is not valid, it is not authentic.
E1: [ think that the peers don’t have sufficient knowledge to assess.

Question 13: Which assessment approach leads to a more accurate rating? Teacher, peer, or self-
assessment?

E3: These assessment approaches are all important, but the most reliable I suppose will be
teacher assessment as teachers are fully aware of the scoring rubrics and the students’
strengths and weaknesses.

N3: [ guess, teacher assessment is more effective and accurate in L2 contexts because teachers
are more knowledgeable than students.

As indicated in their remarks, both novice and experienced teachers ranked teacher assessment
as the most accurate form of assessment.

4.5 Planning speaking assessment

The next theme, extracted from the following interview questions, focused on teachers’ plans
and strategies to assess students’ speaking.

Question 14: Do you ever plan to assess your students’ speaking? And if yes, what type of plan do
you specifically use?

Experienced teachers explained that they usually planned for appropriate age-related activities,
including opportunities for purposeful speaking across various contexts. However, novice teachers
indicated that they did not specifically plan to assess learners' speaking ability. They would usually
listen to their learners and keep informal notes of their proficiency levels.

N4: Planning is mostly in my mind. I know what I’'m going to do, but the questions are mostly
raised in the class because the class situation triggers some questions. I plan to know which
part I'm going to assess and which questions I want to ask, but I don’t write these questions,
so I set the purpose for myself, but I don’t write it on paper.

E1: I do plan it, actually. I go to the classroom intending to assess my students today, and
sometimes actually, they are aware of it.

Question 15: Do you think such plans affect the selection of tasks you employ?
Teachers reported that planning for the assessment provided a framework for the assessment
process, outlined the content, provided variety for the assessment and general guidelines, and helped

to define the assessment structure.

E3: Yes, it provides a framework for the selection of future tasks.
N2: It would add to creativity and variation in the tasks.

Question 16: How do you assess your students’ speaking?
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Experienced teachers favored integrated assessment that focused on the examinees' comprehen-
sion of the input and their capacity to produce language. They emphasized the integration of lan-
guage skills with speaking tasks and the design of tasks that combined reading, listening, writing,
and speaking. Novice teachers reported that they concentrated on learners' interaction and spoken
production.

E4: Yes, and reading provides us with a lot of speaking tasks because I usually integrate the
skills or I give them a topic, they write about it, and next session, they talk about it. So, different
activities can turn into speaking.

N3: Assessing students’ speaking is a good idea, but I let them know the criteria beforehand.

Question 17: What challenges or problems do you encounter in assessing your students' speaking?

Teachers indicated that speaking ability included subjective features, such as pronunciation and
fluency, which could be evaluated differently. Furthermore, they argued that learners' anxiety di-
rectly influenced their performance, which then hindered the assessment process. Additionally, a
lack of specific standards was a problem in speaking assessment.

E2: Subjectivity and also their feelings.
N1: For example, they may get stressed when assessed.

4.5 Assessment feedback, score interpretation, and ethics

There were also themes pertaining to teachers’ feedback, score interpretation, and ethical issues
in speaking assessment, which were extracted from the following interview questions.

Question 18: Do you believe that you offer feedback to your students in your assessment, and if yes,
what type of feedback do you use?

Teachers reported that they preferred evaluative feedback in which they highlighted learners'
weaknesses and strengths. Furthermore, they indicated that they employed descriptive and corrective
feedback.

E1: When it comes to feedback, we should be honest and realistic, but I also take into consid-
eration their self-confidence, their motivation, and emotions, so I prefer both supportive and
evaluative feedback.

N3: I make clear to them what their areas of weakness are and which points need to be worked
on more. I explain it to them and give them some ways to overcome their weakness.

Question 19: How do you interpret the assessment results?

Novice teachers were inclined to interpret the results against their own standards. However, ex-
perienced teachers tended to follow the institute's policy in their interpretation of results.

E3: It depends on the policy of the system. If it is an institute or a university.

N2: At the beginning of the term, I clarify the components and subcomponents to myself and
my students. First, I tell them that stress, intonation, fluency, and accuracy are the most im-
portant parts and tell them that I focus on these components so everything is clear to my stu-
dents and me. So at the end of the term, it’s crystal clear to my students which components are
more emphasized.
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Question 20: Do you consider ethical responsibilities concerning using and storing and archiving
the assessment results?

Experienced teachers emphasized that teachers had to keep learners’ educational information
confidential. They noted that ethics played an important role in education, while novice teachers did
not seem to prioritize ethical issues.

E1: We should do this with a lot of caution. For example, females do not like others to know
their marks, but males do not care about their marks being released. I think gender can play
an important role in ethical issues because girls have serious competition, but males do not
have much.

N4: No, I don’t care. It’s not important.

The ensuing discussion is structured around the four primary components of creativity (Torrance,
1998): fluency, flexibility, originality, and elaboration.

5 Discussion

The primary impetus for conducting this study was to examine Iranian EFL teachers’ perceptions
and practices concerning speaking assessment. In addition, this study intended to delineate the sim-
ilarities and differences that existed between novice and experienced teachers in this respect and
aimed to clarify how teaching experience would affect their perceptions and practices related to
assessment. The analysis of the comments indicated that teachers considered pronunciation, fluency,
lexical knowledge, interpersonal competence, accuracy, prior knowledge, structure, topical
knowledge, self-esteem, and extemporaneous speaking as the components of speaking proficiency.
These dimensions showcased the complexity of assessing oral skills and the multi-layered nature of
assessment literacy. The findings demonstrated the theoretical and practical components of Fulcher
(2012) and Taylor (2013) models of assessment literacy.

Additionally, the study aligns with Davies’ (2008) “skill + knowledge” approach to assessment
literacy. The findings confirmed that the participants had a sufficient awareness of the theory and
practice of speaking assessment. Empirically, the findings are compatible with those reported in the
extant literature (Babaii et al., 2015; Butler et al., 2000; Plough et al., 2010; Zhang & Elder, 2011),
which argues that different factors are at play when assessing oral skills in L2 education. In addition,
Kuo (2011) found that learners believed classroom interaction was enhanced by factors such as ef-
fective communication, grammatical precision, and corrective feedback. A justification for these
findings could be the participants’ prior teaching, testing, and research experiences with L2 speaking.
Their high assessment literacy and strong assessment identity may also explain the findings (Estaji
& Ghiasvand, 2023).

Both novice and experienced teachers reported a variety of evaluation methods for these com-
ponents. For experienced teachers, pronunciation was the first concern, while novice teachers prior-
itized vocabulary knowledge. Novice teachers considered confidence and extemporaneous speaking
as components of speaking proficiency. This finding can be compared with Joe et al. (2011), who
categorized confidence and extemporaneousness as construct-irrelevant components. They found
that both experienced and novice teachers considered factors that were not related to the intended
purpose of assessment and individual preferences when making their decisions.

Similarly, according to Yin’s (2010) research, teachers possess individualized beliefs and
thoughts during the assessment process. The emphasis on pronunciation by experienced EFL teach-
ers is also in tune with Bai and Yuan (2019), who found that intonation and pronunciation were
considered critical in teaching and testing L2. This finding diverges from the literature, which mostly
reports that novice teachers focus more on superficial aspects of speaking (pronunciation and accent)
compared to experienced teachers who highlight features beyond surface-level (e.g., Borg, 2006;
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Richards, 2015). The EFL context of Iran and teachers’ different pedagogical expertise levels com-
pared to prior studies can explain this divergent finding. The idea of native speakerism might also
be a reason for such a different conceptualization in this study.

The study is also in agreement with previous studies that reported variations in assessing speak-
ing skills in EFL contexts (e.g., De Jong, 2023; Fan & Yan, 2020). Teachers’ personality traits and
personal concerns may be the reasons behind this finding. Experienced teachers highlighted pronun-
ciation probably because they were aware of the importance of correct pronunciation and accent in
the globalized world and international encounters. However, novice teachers emphasized vocabu-
lary knowledge, possibly due to their limited knowledge and experience in the field, as they were at
the beginning of their career journey. Teacher preferences and experiences as current teachers and
previous learners may also explain the emphasis on these aspects of oral assessment.

In their speaking assessment, the teachers valued tasks that were authentic and similar to real-
life speaking tasks. In their opinion, group collaboration provided maximum opportunities for learn-
ers to speak a foreign language. Both novice and experienced teachers placed open-ended discus-
sions in the first and second places, and they valued storytelling and picture description as authentic
activities for improving communicative competence. This is in line with Thuy and Nga (2018), who
reported that interviews, role plays (open-ended discussions), and picture descriptions are preferred
for evaluating speaking abilities. The participants’ high level of knowledge and familiarity with
communicative approaches to L2 education and the needs of the current era may justify the findings.
Authenticity was highlighted by both groups due to the significance of this element in L2 assessment
theories and practices. The findings can be attributed to the teachers’ university education or their
practical experiences and concerns for real-life practices in the classroom. This interpretation shows
that the participants had moved away from traditional assessment to real-life and performance-based
practices.

Experienced teachers reported that they considered diverse criteria in their speaking assessment.
They argued that analytic assessment provided diagnostic information about learners' speaking abil-
ity. However, novice teachers were inclined to use both analytic and holistic assessment. Some of
them put sole emphasis on the overall impression, whereas others were inclined toward analytic
assessment. These findings are compatible with the rubric-related skills of assessment literacy and
LAL conceptualizations mentioned in the background of the study (Stiggins, 2001; Xu & Brown,
2016). However, the results contrast with those of Joe et al. (2011), who found that experienced
teachers heavily relied on holistic and intuitive evaluations. This result is in line with that of Kim
(2015), who found that experienced teachers considered each aspect of the performance as reflected
in the rating scale, while novice and developing teachers paid selective attention to some features.

Gui (2012), Shi (2001), and Kim (2009) also found that native EFL teachers’ judgments were
more elaborate and detailed than those of non-native teachers. The results can be ascribed to teachers’
assessment experience and LAL level, especially regarding different types of assessment rubrics.
Rubric awareness and use are signs of assessment literacy in speaking skills, a finding reported by
Koizumi (2022). It seems that both groups had comparable views of using rubrics due to their per-
sonal tendencies and previous teacher training courses at their institutes. Experienced teachers had
moved away from holistic scoring, probably because of their understanding that more critical ele-
ments should be considered in assessment. Trial and error practices may also explain the findings.

In addition, teachers indicated that speaking proficiency consists of subjective features, such as
pronunciation and fluency, which can elicit diverse evaluation procedures from different teachers.
This finding is consistent with that of Bond (1995), who reported that accentedness may be perceived
and weighed differently and can lead to diverse evaluations. The participants’ knowledge about and
care for the native-speakerism paradigm that highlights accent may explain this finding. Furthermore,
teachers argued that learners’ anxiety directly influenced their performance, which hindered the as-
sessment process. A lack of specific standards was indicated as a problem in speaking assessment
as well.

These results are comparable with Mottet and Beebe’s (2006) assertion that the perception of
immediacy, command of the listening audience, and sincerity are other subjective features that are
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sources of assessment bias. The findings imply that L2 assessment is a situated practice in which
various internal and external factors are at play. Subjective features, attributes, beliefs, and attitudes
determine how a language skill such as speaking is assessed (Gu, 2014; Jamil et al., 2012). The
participants’ knowledge of the social dimensions of L2 assessment and factors that lead to differen-
tial scoring in speaking skills can also justify the findings of the present study. Their participation
in conferences and workshops related to L2 assessment may explain this nuanced understanding.

Another finding was that both groups of teachers believed that self-assessment was conducive
to learning. Experienced teachers thought that self-assessment encouraged learners to develop more
responsibility for their learning, reduced the load of evaluations for teachers, and promoted learning.
The existing literature, for example, De Grez et al. (2010), Leger (2009), Orsmond and Merry (2011),
and Orsmond et al. (2013), supports the idea that self-assessment is a useful tool for enhancing
learners' understanding and promoting their learning. However, in a secondary school setting, self-
assessment and peer assessment were deemed unsuitable methods for evaluating oral proficiency
(Grada, 2014). In this study, the teachers indicated that peer and self-assessment are unreliable; in-
stead, teachers should assess learners’ proficiency levels. This notion contrasts with Orsmond et
al.’s (2000) study, which concluded that self-assessment is more conducive to long-lasting learning
than teachers' assessment. The participants’ previous experiences and tendencies for self-assessment
practices may explain the findings. Another reason could be their formative assessment knowledge
and practice, because self- and peer assessment are two common practices in the alternative assess-
ment trend. The quest for cultivating agency and autonomy in assessment may possibly explain why
the teachers highlighted self-assessment. Furthermore, it seems that they had previously received
training on alternative assessment practices in L2 education and oral language skills. That is why
they displayed identical conceptualizations regarding assessment.

This study found that experienced and novice teachers were different in their perceptions of
speaking components, allocation of attention toward them during evaluations, assessment methods
employed, and interpretation of performance ratings. Novice teachers expressed a tendency to ad-
here to personal preferences and incorporate construct-irrelevant factors into their decision-making
processes, as indicated by their verbal reports. These findings suggest that EFL teachers lack a deep
understanding of the language use model on which the assessment scales are based. This shallow
competency may stem from the failure of teachers’ professional training programs to prepare as-
sessment-literate teachers.

As Stiggins (2001) argues, investments for improvement in teachers’ professional development
and commitment to higher assessment competency remain scarce, or investors fail to effectively
prepare teachers for the successful fulfillment of their assessment roles. Teachers’ lack of proper
and sufficient LAL professional development programs may be the reason behind the findings. This
inference is in line with Jeong (2013) and Ahmadi and Mirshojaiee (2016), who suggest that the
absence of professional development courses is the common cause of EFL teachers’ low assessment
literacy. Probably because of this lack of support, novice teachers talked about construct-irrelevant
factors when assessing speaking skills.

Increased communication between experienced and novice teachers is required to compensate
for this situation. Exchanging information about the learners' performance and opinions about eval-
uative criteria will benefit both groups. This means that collaborative assessment programs and col-
lective efforts to develop L2 speaking assessment practices are needed. In addition, teacher educa-
tion courses and programs are required to provide prospective teachers with the knowledge of what
assessment criteria should be included in assessing speaking. Teachers should be exposed to exam-
ples of how experts make judgments and justify their decisions.

One of the factors that probably affects the judgment of the teachers in charge of the oral assess-
ment of EFL learners is rubrics. Besides their benefits, numerous studies are denouncing the usage
of rubrics, spanning from the overall notion of rubrics (e.g., Koh et al., 2017) to the argument that
they are inadequately structured and/or ineffectively executed, resulting in rubrics being more det-
rimental than beneficial (e.g., Wilson, 2007). The differences in the views of novice and experienced
teachers concerning oral assessment might be related to their competency or preferences in using
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rubrics or their greater emphasis on one of the components. For instance, a teacher might regard the
content as significant in real interactions, while another might focus on accent or intonation.
Barkaoui (2011) compared novice and experienced teachers regarding the assessment and use of
rubrics and found that the experienced ones were more stringent in this regard. It appears that the
participants had collectively perceived assessing assessment rubrics as context- and teacher-specific
and as a cause of unreliability when assessing L2 speaking. They possibly preferred self-made ru-
brics for their own classes rather than one-size-fit-all rubrics taken from others’ works. This is an
indication of strong assessment agency and developed assessment identity among Iranian EFL teach-
ers (Estaji, 2024b; Estaji & Ghiasvand, 2023; Ghiasvand et al., 2023).

6 Conclusion and implications

The aim of this study was to examine the views of and methods that Iranian EFL teachers em-
ployed in assessing speaking skills and to determine whether their level of experience had an impact
on these views and methods. The findings showed differences between the experienced and novice
teachers in terms of their perceptions of how to assess students' speaking abilities and the ways in
which they carried out such assessments, which influenced their choice of grading scale and evalu-
ation of the results. Based on the outcomes, it is concluded that like other areas, teaching experience
also plays a crucial role in teachers’ assessment perceptions and practices. As assessment literacy
and assessment identity are dynamic and shifting constructs (Estaji, 2024a; Estaji & Ghiasvand,
2023), growth in teachers’ teaching experience meaningfully affects their state and status among
EFL teachers. It can also be claimed that skill-specific assessment literacy requires further practical
and scientific attention in L2 education. Teachers need literacies beyond general assessment literacy,
which has dominated the literature for decades.

The findings can contribute to theoretical and practical aspects of L2 teaching and assessment.
The study informs theories and models of assessment literacy and LAL by connecting them to spe-
cific language assessment practices, especially speaking skills. Measurement tools can be developed
based on the findings of the study. Practically, EFL teachers can use the findings as starting points
to revise and strengthen their oral assessment practices in EFL contexts. Additionally, teachers can
understand the criticality of their assessment literacy in speaking courses and modify their ap-
proaches to assessment and mindsets about assessment. Both Iranian and international L2 teachers
are encouraged to pay equal attention to assessment literacy in the same way they prioritize peda-
gogical aspects of the L2 teaching profession. The findings may lead to the creation or refinement
of more effective oral assessment methods that are culturally appropriate and aligned with EFL
teachers’ needs, literacy level, and contextual specificity.

Teacher educators may also benefit from this phenomenological research by proposing assess-
ment literacy-related training courses, where various aspects of oral assessment are explained and
taught to novice EFL teachers. The difficult aspects of assessing oral skills can be discussed in train-
ing programs. Likewise, the courses can explicitly address operational and effective methods to as-
sess L2 speaking skills in EFL settings. Challenges and coping techniques to handle speaking as-
sessment practices can also be integrated into such programs. Moreover, based on the findings, pro-
fessional learning communities or collaborative workshops can be developed, where EFL teachers
can continue to discuss and refine their understanding of assessment literacy.

Offering assessment-oriented courses can shape teachers’ assessment identity as professional L2
assessors as well (Estaji & Ghiasvand, 2022, 2023). In effective teacher education programs, teach-
ers will develop high levels of assessment literacy that are aligned with their current pedagogical
practices. As traditional approaches to foreign language teaching have been replaced with new mod-
els that emphasize the mastery of interactional skills when learning a foreign language, the assess-
ment of foreign language knowledge needs to be consistent with the teaching. Inbar-Lourie (2008)
argues that the key abilities that individuals can develop through assessment training will “reflect
current views about the social role of assessment in general and language assessment in particular
and contemporary views about the nature of language knowledge" (pp. 396-397).
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Teachers’ professional development courses need to support teachers’ assessment knowledge
and skills, and they should include new notions of effective and up-to-date assessment. These
courses and programs should equip teachers with the necessary proficiency to supervise and assess
students' learning and achievement. As Williams (2006) indicates, tailoring professional develop-
ment courses and programs to the needs of in-service teachers guarantees successful assessment.
Furthermore, the success of the teaching and learning process relies on the collaboration of key
players in English Language Teaching, such as syllabus designers, materials developers, and teacher
educators. To ensure this success, it is essential for these stakeholders to develop and disseminate
thorough sets of scoring criteria. Foreign language policymakers can use the findings to support EFL
teachers’ assessment literacy development, especially in relation to oral skills, by changing the cur-
rent teaching-driven curriculum and materials. Special testing and assessment materials can be given
to teachers to augment the construction of their assessment literacy and assessment identity. A bal-
ance should be struck between pedagogy and assessment in L2 education policies because teaching
and testing are two sides of the same coin (Estaji & Ghiasvand, 2019; Heaton, 1988).

Despite these implications, the study was limited in terms of scope and sample size. Future stud-
ies can involve a larger sample to offer a more comprehensive image of the oral assessment skills
and literacy level of EFL teachers. The design was purely qualitative; surveys, observations, and
narratives could be used to triangulate the interpretations. Another limitation was that the data in
this study were collected at a single point in time through focus group interviews. Future studies
can collect data in different phases to see how oral skills’ assessment literacy changes over time in
longitudinal explorations. The role of demographics in perceiving and practicing oral assessment
was also overlooked in this study. It is advisable to examine this limitation in the future too. The
Iranian educational context was the focus of this study, but future cross-cultural studies are recom-
mended to examine the influence of socio-cultural factors in assessment literacy and practices in
oral skills. Finally, the interplay of assessment agency, identity, and literacy could be an engaging
line of research for enthusiastic L2 researchers.
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