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Abstract

Despite curriculum reforms aimed at fostering communicative competence in English education, the implementation of
communicative assessment practices remains a challenge in Iranian junior high schools. To explore this issue, this study
investigated how EFL teachers design writing and speaking assessments in line with the goals of the Prospect series,
introduced in 2013 as part of Iran’s national English curriculum. Addressing a critical gap in the existing research, the
study examined EFL teachers’ practices and challenges in aligning their tests with communicative language teaching
(CLT) principles using an explanatory sequential mixed methods design. In the quantitative phase, the data were collected
from 100 junior high school English teachers through a structured questionnaire. In the qualitative phase, 10 experienced
EFL teachers were chosen through purposive sampling for in-depth semi-structured interviews. The findings revealed a
disconnection between curriculum goals and classroom assessment practices. The key challenges included large class
sizes, insufficient training in CLT-oriented assessment design, limited access to teaching and testing resources, and time
constraints. The teachers also expressed a strong need for focused professional development tailored to writing and
speaking test design. The study offers implications for policymakers and curriculum developers; they should provide

practical assessment models and rubrics alighed with communicative objectives.

Keywords: Assessment challenges, Communicative language testing, Curriculum reform, Iranian education system,
Productive language skills.
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practices (Atai & Mazlum, 2013; Razavipour & Rezagah, 2018).
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Assessment plays a fundamental role in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) education, serving as a
critical tool for evaluating students’ progress, identifying learning gaps, and informing instructional
practices (Popham, 2011). In language learning, assessments are not merely instruments for measuring
knowledge. They shape pedagogical decisions and influence students’ motivation and achievement
(Fulcher, 2012). Within this context, writing and speaking assessments hold particular importance as
they directly impact students’ ability to communicate effectively in English. However, the design and
implementation of these assessments remain challenging for many teachers, particularly in centralized
educational systems such as Iran, where curriculum changes and policy constraints shape assessment
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In the Iranian junior high school system, English education and major aspects like school systems,
curriculum standards, textbooks, and exams are managed by the Ministry of Education (Atai & Mazlum,
2013). Historically, English language testing in Iran has primarily emphasized grammar, reading
comprehension, and vocabulary development, with limited attention given to productive skills such as
speaking and writing (Sadeghi & Richards, 2016). The Grammar-Translation Method (GTM) dominated
the instructional approach, leading to generations of students with high grammatical competence but
limited communicative abilities (Zayniddinova, 2025). Consequently, students were not tested on
speaking and listening. According to Sadeghi and Richards (2016), most Iranian students who completed
six years of English instruction in high school demonstrated limited proficiency in listening and
speaking,.

In response to these limitations, the Ministry of Education introduced a seties of curriculum reforms,
including the "Prospect” textbooks, to promote communicative competence by incorporating listening
and speaking activities into instruction and assessment (Khadrir-Sharabyan et al., 2014). These reforms
mandated that speaking and listening skills be included in the final exam, contributing to a portion of
the overall score. However, educational reforms, particularly in language education, are complex
processes that involve multiple stakeholders, each bearing distinct expectations, experiences, and
constraints.

Teachers are the primary agents in designing and administering language tests, yet their assessment
practices are shaped by several factors, including pedagogical beliefs, professional training, and
classroom realities (Scarino, 2013). Research suggests that many Iranian EFL teachers lack adequate
training in designing communicative assessments, and they often rely on traditional testing methods that
are not fully in line with the curriculum objectives (Kardoust & Saeedian, 2021). Speaking tests, for
instance, may be reduced to memorized dialogues or isolated pronunciation drills rather than holistic
assessments of communicative ability. Writing tests, similarly, often prioritize grammatical accuracy over
coherence, organization, and content development. These discrepancies highlight a misalignment
between assessment practices and the communicative goals of the new curriculum, underscoring the
need for targeted professional development in assessment literacy (Vogt & Tsagari, 2014).

Another critical challenge in test design is the influence of external constraints such as large class sizes
and time limitations (Nguyen & Le, 2021). Iranian junior high school teachers might face logistical
difficulties in administering individual speaking assessments, leading them to adopt alternative evaluation
methods that may not accurately reflect students’ communicative competence (Noughabi, 2017). Writing
assessments, too, are constrained by grading workloads, prompting some teachers to favor short-answer
responses over more comprehensive writing tasks. These practical concerns, combined with the pressure
of standardized testing, contribute to a washback effect in which teaching to the test takes precedence
over authentic language use (Riazi & Razavipour, 2011).

Despite these challenges, effective assessment of writing and speaking skills is essential for fostering
students’ communicative competence. Well-designed assessments can enhance students' motivation to
learn, as they provide clear goals and immediate, constructive feedback on their progress (Mellati &
Khademi, 2018). Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the assessment practices of Iranian
junior high school English teachers in designing writing and speaking tests. By examining teachers’
perceptions, strategies, and challenges, this research sought to bridge the gap between curriculum
objectives and classroom realities. Understanding how teachers interpret and implement assessments

can offer valuable insights into the effectiveness of current testing practices.

II. REVIEW OF THE RELATED LITERATURE

2.1. Language assessment

Language assessment has long been a critical component of language education. It functions both as a
tool for evaluating learners’ language proficiency and as a means of guiding instruction. The distinction
between testing and assessment is essential to understanding this field. While tests are formal evaluations

that occur at specific times, assessment is an ongoing process that occurs every time a learner interacts
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with language in the classroom (Brown & Abeywickrama, 2010, p. 3). This continuous nature of assessment
is crucial for providing feedback that can shape both teaching and learning.

Language assessment has historically been an essential element of language education, functioning as both
a method for evaluating learners' linguistic proficiency and a guide for instructional strategies. The
differentiation between testing and assessment is crucial for comprehending this domain. Tests are formal
evaluations conducted at designated intervals, whereas assessment is a continuous process that takes place
whenever a student engages with language in the classroom (Brown & Abeywickrama, 2010). The ongoing
nature of assessment is essential for delivering feedback that can influence both instruction and learning.
In recent years, the concept of assessment literacy has become central to understanding effective teaching
practices, particularly in contexts of curriculum reform. Assessment literacy encompasses not only
technical knowledge of test design, validity, and reliability, but also an understanding of the social, ethical,
and pedagogical implications of assessment (Inbar-Lourie, 2016; Taylor, 2013). As Stiggins (1991) argued eatly
on, teachers must be able to generate and use quality assessments to improve instruction and support
student learning. In language education, this means being equipped to design tasks that reflect
communicative competence and real-world language use, rather than relying solely on discrete-point
testing. Scholars emphasize that teachers' assessment decisions are deeply influenced by their beliefs,
training, and contextual constraints, all of which are facets of their assessment literacy (Fulcher, 2012;
Scarino, 2013).

Recent studies have explored the impact of assessment literacy on teaching and learning outcomes. In a
study by Xu and Brown (2016), it was found that teachers with higher levels of assessment literacy were
better able to align their assessments with instructional goals and provide more targeted feedback to
students. This alignment, in turn, contributed to improved student learning outcomes and greater student
engagement with the assessment process. In the Iranian context, limited pre-service and in-service training
opportunities frequently result in gaps in assessment literacy. Consequently, EFL teachers face difficulties
in designing assessments that reflect communicative curriculum goals (Aliakbari, Yasini, & Sadeghi, 2023).
Therefore, improving assessment literacy is essential for achieving meaningful alighment between
classroom assessment and pedagogical objectives.

Authentic assessment refers to tasks that closely mirror real-world language use, requiring learners to apply
their language skills in meaningful contexts (Gulikers et al., 2004). This approach contrasts with traditional
language tests, which often focus on discrete language skills in isolation from communicative use.
Proponents of authentic assessment argue that it provides a more accurate representation of a learner's
language abilities and better prepares them for real-life communication challenges (Lantolf & Poehner, 2014).
2.2. Communicative language testing

Communicative language testing has become an essential method in language evaluation, closely associated
with the principles of communicative language instruction (Kagar, 2023). Unlike traditional forms of
language testing that prioritize the assessment of discrete grammatical or lexical knowledge, it is designed
to evaluate a test-taker's ability to use language effectively in real-life communicative situations. This
paradigm shift reflects broader changes in language education, where the focus has increasingly moved
towards practical language use, interaction, and the capacity to navigate various social contexts (Yuzar,
2020). Communicative language testing emerged in response to the limitations of traditional testing
methods that predominantly used multiple-choice items, focusing on reliability at the expense of validity.
In the 1980s, language testers began to question whether these tests could adequately assess a learner's
ability to communicate in the target language. The resulting communicative testing movement emphasized
tasks that mirrored real-life language use, such as role plays, interviews, and problem-solving activities
(Fulcher, 2000).

Recent research continues to emphasize the importance of communicative competence in language
assessment. According to Fulcher (2015), the evolution of communicative language testing reflects a growing
recognition of the need to assess language in a way that mirrors its use in real-world contexts. This involves
not only evaluating linguistic accuracy but also the ability to perform communicative functions such as
requesting information, apologizing, or negotiating meaning in interaction. The shift towards performance-
based assessments, where test-takers engage in tasks that simulate authentic communicative situations, is a
hallmark of communicative language testing and distinguishes it from more traditional testing methods.



Sa’diyah (2020) highlights that English teachers often employ alternative assessment methods, such as
peer evaluations and role-playing, to assess speaking skills.

Recent research in Iran, such as the study by Tayyebi, Abbasabady, and Abbassian (2022), indicates that
although Iranian EFL teachers are familiar with the principles of writing task design in theory, they often
rely on traditional assessments and have limited training in designing authentic writing tasks. In terms
of speaking assessment, Namaziandost, Hashemifardnia, and Shafiee (2019) explored how task-based
activities, such as simulated real-life situations (e.g., ordering food, visiting a doctor), can enhance
speaking fluency. However, their experimental design did not examine the specific tasks that teachers
use in routine classroom assessments, which leaves a gap in understanding how authentic teacher-
designed tasks affect student performance. Similarly, Karizak, Afraz and Samimi (2024) developed a self-
assessment tool for speaking but did not investigate how teachers design speaking tasks in classroom
assessments. Furthermore, Nevisi and Hosseinpur (2022) investigated task-based speaking assessments in
Iranian academic settings, revealing the use of both summative and formative speaking tasks. However,
their focus was limited to university contexts and not junior high schools, which further illustrates the
absence of studies targeting secondary education in Iran regarding writing and speaking task design.
2.3. Language assessment in secondary education in Iran

In recent years, there has been a noticeable shift in language assessment practices in Iranian secondary
education, moving from traditional methods towards more communicative and performance-based
assessments (Aliakbari et al, 2023). This change is in line with global trends that emphasize the
importance of assessing students' ability to use language in real-wotld contexts rather than simply testing
their knowledge of grammatical rules and vocabulary. A study by Razavipour and Rezagah (2018)
highlights that Iranian educational policymakers have increasingly recognized the limitations of
traditional language assessments, which often rely heavily on multiple-choice questions and rote
memorization. In response, there has been a push towards incorporating tasks that require students to
demonstrate their speaking, listening, writing, and reading skills in more authentic and meaningful ways.
Despite these efforts, the implementation of communicative language assessment in Iranian secondary
schools has been inconsistent. One of the primary challenges is the lack of teacher training in new
assessment methods. As documented by Farhady and Tavassoli (2021), many teachers face overcrowded
classrooms, a lack of assessment materials, and escalating administrative responsibilities. This is further
confirmed by Aliakbari et al. (2023), who found that Iranian EFL teachers often experience a significant
discrepancy between theoretical knowledge of communicative assessment and its application in actual
classroom settings. This has led to a situation where teachers continue to rely on traditional testing
methods, even when the curriculum emphasizes communicative competence. The study also points out
that the high-stakes nature of national exams reinforces this reliance on traditional assessments, as
teachers and students alike are focused on preparing for these exams, which are predominantly multiple-
choice and do not adequately assess communicative skills.

The current study sought to answer the following research questions based on the above-mentioned
research background.

1. How do Iranian junior high school EFL teachers design writing tests to assess communicative
competence in line with the new curriculum's requirements?

2. How do Iranian junior high school EFL teachers design speaking tests to assess communicative
competence in line with the new curriculum's requirements?

3. What challenges do Iranian EFL teachers face when designing Writing and speaking tests?

III. METHODOLOGY

3.1. Research design

The current study was performed in two phases following an explanatory sequential mixed methods
design (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). This design was chosen to gain both broad, quantifiable insights and
deep, contextual understanding of the teachers’ perspectives. The quantitative phase involved
administering a questionnaire, which provided statistical data about the teachers' test design practices,
while the qualitative phase involved semi-structured interviews that validated the quantitative data and
allowed for in-depth exploration of teachers’ experiences and the challenges they face. This combination

108

Foroozan, Rezai | JSLLT, 2(2) 105-119



109

Journal of Studies in Language Learning and Teaching

of methods aimed to provide a comprehensive view of the research problem, leveraging the strengths of
both approaches (Bryman, 2006; Creswell, 2013).

3.2. Participants

In the quantitative phase, a total of 150 junior high school English teachers initially participated in the
study on a voluntary basis. However, 50 participants were excluded due to having less than five years of
teaching experience, resulting in a final sample of 100 Iranian junior high school EFL teachers. These
teachers were selected using convenience sampling, a common non-probability technique, based on their
accessibility and willingness to participate (Stratton, 2021). The participants were aged between 25 and 54
years (M = 38.01, SD = 8.03) and had varying educational qualifications, including Bachelor's (34%),
Mastet's (56%), and Doctoral (10%) degrees. Gender distribution was relatively balanced, with 44% male
and 56% female participants. The teachers' professional experience ranged from 6 to over 15 years (M =
14.12, SD = 6.75), with the majority having 6-10 years of experience (52%). They were from several regions
across Iran, including Yazd (48%) and Tehran (26%), as well as Shiraz (8%0), Mashhad (5%), Kerman (4%),
Gorgan (3%), Isfahan (3%), Zahedan (2%), and Qazvin (1%), representing a diverse sample of EFL
teachers.

For the qualitative phase, purposive sampling was used to select 10 teachers, six females and four males.
The participants were drawn from a larger pool of 100 teachers and were selected because they had more
than 20 years of experience and were actively involved in designing high-stakes assessment items. All had
served as test designers for provincial-level examinations, making their background directly relevant to the
study’s focus on writing and speaking assessment.

3.3. Instruments

The study employed two main instruments: A questionnaire and semi-structured interviews.

3.3.1 Questionnaire on designing writing and speaking skills

The questionnaire, developed by the researchers of the current study, consisted of 26 Likert-scale items
targeting teachers’ practices in designing writing and speaking tests. A separate section collected
demographic information such as age, gender, educational qualification, city, and teaching experience. To
ensure content validity, the questionnaire was reviewed by three experts in language assessment and test
design. All the experts verified the content of the questionnaire along with a number of suggestions for
improvement. Additionally, a pilot study was conducted with 12 experienced English teachers holding BA
and MA degrees, each with over 15 years of teaching experience. Based on the feedback from both the
expert reviewers and pilot participants, several items were revised, some were deleted, and a few items were
edited for greater clarity and relevance.

To establish construct validity, the items of the questionnaire were subjected to principal components
analysis (PCA) using IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 26). Prior to performing PCA, the suitability of the data
for factor analysis was examined. Inspection of the correlation matrix revealed the presence of many
coefficients of .30 and above. The Kaiser—Meyer—Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy was .893,
exceeding the recommended threshold of .60 (Kaiser, 1970, 1974), and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity (Bartlett,
1954) reached statistical significance, indicating that the correlation matrix was factorable. PCA initially
revealed the presence of four components with eigenvalues greater than 1, explaining 44.8%, 6.8%, 6.7%,
and 4.8% of the total variance, respectively. However, visual inspection of the scree plot revealed a clear
break after the first component. Following Cattell’s (1966) scree test, only one component was retained for
further analysis. This decision was further supported by the results of parallel analysis, which indicated that
only one component had an eigenvalue exceeding the corresponding criterion value from a randomly
generated data matrix of the same size (23 variables X 100 respondents). These results suggest that the
questionnaire items primarily loaded onto a single underlying construct, i.e. productive language ability.
This, in turn, supports the unidimensionality of the instrument and confirms its construct validity in
measuring teachers’ practices in designing communicative writing and speaking assessments.

The reliability of the revised questionnaire was then evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. The
overall reliability was found to be excellent, with a coefficient of « = .943 (Hinton, McMurray, & Brownlow,
2014). Detailed reliability values for each section, including the number of items and corresponding
Cronbach’s alpha values, are presented in Table 1 below.



Table 1. Questionnaire details and reliability

Number of items Name of section Cronbach’s alpha
11 Writing skill assessment 0.874
15 Speaking skill assessment 0.904

3.3.2 Interview

To complement the quantitative data, semi-structured interviews were conducted with a subset of the
teachers (N = 10) selected through purposive sampling. The interviews aimed to explore teachers'
experiences and challenges in designing writing and speaking tests in more detail. Sample questions
included:

1. What challenges do you face when designing writing tests?

2. What challenges do you face when designing speaking tests?

3. How much training have you received in designing effective language assessments?

4. What additional support or resources would be most helpful for you to improve your test design
skills?

Each interview lasted 25-30 minutes and was conducted via Google Meet. The interviews were recorded,
transcribed, and analyzed thematically to identify key themes and patterns.

3.4. Data collection procedure

Data collection was carried out in two phases. In the first phase, the questionnaire was distributed to
100 teachers, who completed it either online via Google Forms or on paper. After gathering the
responses, the quantitative data were analyzed using SPSS (version 206). In the second phase, semi-
structured interviews were conducted with 10 teachers who had already completed the questionnaire.
The interviews provided deeper insights into the teachers’ experiences and practices. Each interview was
transcribed verbatim, and the data were analyzed using inductive thematic analysis to identify recurring
themes and patterns related to test design.

Before data collection began, all participants were informed about the purpose of the study and their
rights as participants. Informed consent was obtained from both questionnaire respondents and
interview participants, who were assured that their participation was entirely voluntary and that they
could withdraw at any time without penalty. Participants’ anonymity and confidentiality were strictly
maintained and no identifying information was collected or disclosed. The data were stored securely and
used solely for research purposes.

3.5. Data analysis

The quantitative data from the questionnaire were analyzed using SPSS version 26. Descriptive statistics,
such as means and frequencies, wete calculated for each item to summarize teachers' responses. A chi-
square goodness of fit test was conducted to find out whether the respondents had a similar preference
for the different options. The qualitative data from the interviews were analyzed using thematic analysis
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). The interview transcriptions were coded, and recurring themes related to writing
and speaking test design were identified. The coding was confirmed via intra-rater reliability, which
indicated complete agreement (r = 1.00). The analysis was conducted iteratively, ensuring that the

themes were consistently relevant to the research questions.

IV. RESULTS

4.1. Analysis of the teacher questionnaire

The first phase of the study was quantitative in nature. A questionnaire was developed to gather data
from the teachers, focusing on their practices and perspectives in designing writing and speaking English
language tests. The data collected from the 100 Iranian EFL teachers who responded to 26 items in the
researcher-made questionnaire were fed into SPSS.

4.1.1. Writing skill

The first section of the questionnaire aimed to understand the teachers' practices in designing writing
tests. Among the various assessment formats, short-answer tasks emerged as the most frequently used
method, with 79% of the teachers incorporating them in their assessments. Paragraph writing was also
commonly used, with 58% of the teachers selecting this method. Sentence completion tasks were utilized
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by 57% of the teachers, while picture-cued tasks and ordering tasks were moderately used by 45% and
40% of the teachers, respectively. The least common method was Dicto-Comp (Dictation-Composition),
used by only 30% of the teachers. Figure 1 shows the percentage of each assessment format selected by
the teachers.

80.00

60.00

Mean

40.00

2000

Dicto-Comp  Picture-Cued Ordering Short Answers Sentence Paragraph
Sks asks Completion Writing
Tasks

Figure 1. Percentages of the assessment formats used by the teachers to test writing

The teachers' views on writing test design were also assessed in the questionnaire. The responses indicated
a general alignment with curriculum goals and the importance of clear instructions. The item with the
highest mean score (4.08) indicates that teachers often provide clear instructions for writing tasks.
However, many teachers reported only sometimes (43%) or rarely (16%) designing writing tests that focus
on communicative skills, as reflected in the lower mean scote of 3.33 for the first item.

The survey also revealed that the teachers generally assessed language accuracy in students' writing, with
74% doing it so frequently. Furthermore, the teachers reported feeling confident in their ability to design
effective writing tests (M = 3.75), with 65% indicating that they felt confident most or all of the time. Table
2 shows the teachers' views on their assessment practices for writing.

Table 2. Teachers’ views on designing writing tests

7
o)
. 7F:8¢% ¢
Context e § % §. E % ..é’ =3 U%
S S2 LS 2 o
~ =~ :\3 ~ < o
1. I design writing tests that focus on communicative
. 333 1 16 43 29 11 5340 4 0.000
skills.
2. I make sure my writing tests cover the learning goals
. 399 0 2 27 41 30 3256 3 0.000
from the curriculum.
. My writi 1 'i
3 ylwrltlng tests are related to students' interests and 363 0 8 35 43 14 3336 3 0.000
experiences.
4. I provide clear instructions for each writing task. 408 2 3 18 39 38 56.10 4 0.000
.1 1 - f iff
5.Tuse aready’pre.p.ared tf:éts rom different sources to 346 3 6 48 28 15 6790 4 0.000
assess students’ writing ability.
6. I ensure the suitability of prepared tests before using 404 1 3 22 39 35 6200 4 0.000
them.
7.1 assess language accuracy in students' writing. 391 2 4 20 49 25 7230 4 0.000
.1 ide f k " writd help th
?3 provide feedback on students' writing to help them 388 1 5 25 43 26 58.80 4 0.000
improve.
9. I regularly assess studen‘ts' progress in writing and 365 2 2 45 31 20 6970 4 0.000
adjust my teaching accordingly.
10. I feel confident in my ability to design effective 375 2 5 28 46 19 6450 4 0.000

writing tests.




4.1.2. Speaking skill

The analysis of speaking assessment practices revealed that the most commonly used formats for
evaluating speaking were question-and-answer formats (77%) and role-plays (74%). These methods were
followed by interviews (59%), reading aloud (50%), and presentations (47%). The least common method
was monologues, used by only 2% of the teachers. Figure 2 shows the percentage of each assessment
format implemented by the teachers.

60.00

60.00

Mean

4000

2000

Question Reading Role-plays  Describing Presentation  Interview — Monologue
and Answer aloud Pictures

Figure 2. Percentages of assessment formats used by the teachers to test speaking
According to the responses regarding assessment methods, classtoom observation and activities were
the most favored method to evaluate speaking skills used by (77%) of the teachers. Following closely,
speaking tests were used by (69%) of the teachers. These structured tests effectively assess vatrious

aspects of speaking, including pronunciation, fluency, and the ability to respond to questions and
prompts. Figure 3 shows the percentage of each assessment method selected by the teachers.

100.00
80.00

60.00

Mean

40.00

2000

0o

Classroom_Observation_and_Activities Speaking_Tests

Figure 3. Percentages of assessment methods used by the teachers to test speaking

The analysis of the teachers' views on speaking tests indicates that most of the teachers focused on
communicative skills in speaking assessments, with 66% frequently designing speaking tests that
ptioritized communication. The item with the highest mean score (4.19) indicates that clear instructions
were provided for speaking tasks. The mean scores also reflect that the teachers often assessed language
fluency and pronunciation (M = 3.83 and 3.85, respectively). However, there were challenges regarding
the inclusion of activities that promote fluency (M = 3.68), with 42% of the teachers indicating that they
rarely or sometimes incorporated such activities.

The teachers also emphasized the importance of providing feedback on students' pronunciation and
intonation, with 64% doing it so regularly. While the majority of the teachers felt confident in their
ability to design effective speaking tests (M = 3.75), challenges were identified related to creating a
supportive environment and providing opportunities for practice in different contexts (M =3.72). Table
3 presents the teachers' views on their assessment practices for speaking.
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Table 3. Teachers’ views on designing speaking tests

7
Q @)
Z @ 5 o 2 2
2 3 & 7 g x w
Context 2 E = 5 i g ,é) & n
JECHESIS SIS IS I
=] Al c\c - [¢]
1. I desi king tests that f
csign speaking tests that focus on 386 0 4 30 42 24 3024 3 0.000
communicative skills.
2. I make sure my speaking tests cover the 400 1 3 21 43 32 6620 4 0.000

learning goals from the curriculum.

3. I provide clear instructions for each speaking

419 0 3 16 40 41 4184 3 0.000
task.

.Tincl ivities th fl 7 1
4. I include activities that promote fluency in 368 2 5 37 35 21 5320 4 0.000
spoken language.

5. 1 use already-prepared tests frc?m d1ff<?rent 335 4 12 39 35 10 5030 4  0.000
sources to assess students’ speaking ability.

6. I ensure the suitability of prepared tests before 300 2 6 24 36 30 4680 4 0.000
using them.

7.1 assess content in students’ speaking. 364 1 9 37 31 22 4480 4 0.000

8. I assess language fluency in students' speaking. 3.83 0 3 31 46 20 3944 3 0.000

9. Ifr(swde engaging topics for speaking tasks in 372 1 3 39 37 20 6500 4 0.000
my tests.

10. 1 pro.xrl(.ie feedb.ack on .students 385 3 2 31 35 20 5200 4 0.000
pronunciation and intonation.

11. T create a supportive envlror}ment W}.lere 301 1 6 25 37 31 4960 4 0.000
students feel comfortable speaking English.

12.1 Prowde (?pp(.)rtu.rntles for students to 372 0 8 31 42 19 2600 3 0.000
practice speaking in different contexts.

13.1 f.Gd conﬁéent in my ability to design 375 1 7 30 40 22 5170 4 0.000
effective speaking tests.

A chi-square goodness of fit test was conducted to find out whether the respondents had a similar
preference for the different options. The results, as displayed in Tables 2 and 3, showed significant
differences among all the items (p < 0.05).

4.2. Analysis of the interviews with the teachers

The second phase of the study was qualitative in nature, where semi-structured interviews were conducted
with 10 EFL teachers to answer the third research question of the study. The interviews provided deeper
insights into the challenges teachers face in designing writing and speaking assessments. The interviews
offered explanations for some of the trends observed in the quantitative data, particularly regarding the
practical constraints they face in implementing curriculum goals.

4.2.1. Challenges in writing test design

Through the interviews, several challenges in designing writing tests were identified. The most frequently
mentioned challenge was time constraints, as the teachers noted that grading papers and ensuring that test
items wete approptiate for students' levels were time-consuming. One teacher commented: “We have fo
review every single essay and give feedback, which takes hours. But we also have classes to teach and other responsibilities.
There just isn't enongh time”. The teachers also reported difficulties in balancing question difficulty with
students' abilities and ensuring clatity in the questions. As another teacher explained, " Ambiguity in test
qguestions can lead to misinterpretation, which is why clarity is so important”.

Other challenges included aligning questions with curriculum standards and ensuring diversity in question
types. The teachers emphasized the need for varied formats, such as multiple-choice and fill-in-the-blank
tasks, to assess different language skills. Despite these challenges, many teachers acknowledged the
importance of providing feedback on students' writing to improve their language proficiency.



4.2.2. Challenges in speaking test design

Similar to writing assessments, time constraints were also a significant challenge for speaking tests. The
teachers reported that large class sizes made it difficult to provide individual speaking practice and
feedback. One teacher noted, "There is not enongh time to assess each student's speaking skills thoroughly, especially
in large classes".

Additionally, the teachers highlighted the difficulty in assessing spoken language reliably, particularly in
creating test items that accurately reflect real-life communication. The teachers also discussed the
challenges of balancing content coverage with the depth of students' understanding during speaking
assessments. Lastly, resource constraints were mentioned by some participants. “Resource limitations matke
it hard to incorporate interactive speaking activities like role-plays”. Despite these challenges, the teachers
emphasized the importance of creating a supportive environment where students feel comfortable
speaking and practicing their language skills. The summary is provided in Table 4.

Table 4. Challenges in designing assessments for writing and speaking skills
Skill Challenges

Time constraints and effort, Balancing question difficulty and student levels,

Writing Ambiguity in questions, Matching questions to curriculum and standards, Diversity

in question types

Time constraints and limited practice, Assessment difficulty and developing reliable
Speaking methods, Designing appropriate test items, Balancing content coverage and depth of
understanding, Resource constraints

4.2.3. Teacher professional development

In terms of professional development, a significant number of teachers indicated that they felt the need
for further training on designing effective writing and speaking assessments. Many teachers expressed a
desire to attend workshops and read academic articles to improve their assessment practices. One
teacher mentioned, "Reading books and articles and attending workshops have proven to be highly beneficial in
improving my assessment technigues”. Another added: “We need more in-service training and workshops focused
specifically on how to assess speaking and writing”.

V. DISCUSSION

The primary objective of this study was to explore how Iranian junior high school EFL teachers design
writing and speaking assessments and to examine the challenges they face in aligning these assessments
with the new curriculum. The integration of quantitative and qualitative findings provided a
comprehensive understanding of teachers’ practices, showing not only what patterns existed in their
assessment design but also why these patterns occurred within the Iranian educational context. The
revised national curriculum places strong emphasis on communicative competence as the central goal
of English language instruction (Riahipour, Tavakoli, & Eslami Rasekh, 2019). Regarding assessment, it
encourages the use of authentic, performance-based tasks that reflect real-life language use, especially in
speaking and writing (Razavipour & Rezagah, 2018). Teachers are expected to move beyond traditional
grammar-based tests and instead design assessments that evaluate learners’ ability to convey meaning
cleatly, appropriately, and fluently in context. These principles reflect a shift toward CLT and require
assessments to promote interaction, creativity, and meaningful communication. The study revealed a
complex interplay between teachers’ perceptions, their assessment practices, and the limitations imposed
by the educational context.

The findings indicate that, while there has been a shift toward emphasizing communicative competence
in both writing and speaking assessments, traditional assessment methods remain dominant in practice.
In writing assessments, the preference for short-answer tasks (79%) and paragraph writing (58%)
underscores the importance placed on evaluating grammatical accuracy and written expression. These
findings agree with prior research suggesting that objective assessments like short-answer tasks are
favored for their ability to yield clear and measurable results (Fitria, 2024; Shaban, 2021). However, the
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moderate use of more communicative tasks such as picture-cued writing (45%) suggests that teachers
struggle to fully integrate the new curriculum's emphasis on real-life communication skills into their
assessments. This finding was further explained in the interviews, where the teachers reported that
designing communicative tasks was often constrained by time, large class sizes, and heavy workloads.
Several teachers mentioned that assessing open-ended writing tasks was especially time-consuming, which
discouraged them from using such formats frequently.

One of the key challenges identified in the study was the balancing of question difficulty with students’
proficiency levels. The teachers expressed frustration with the time constraints they face, which impact
their ability to create fair and well-aligned assessments. This challenge is consistent with the findings from
Nguyen and Le (2021), which highlighted the time-intensive nature of test design and grading as significant
obstacles for teachers. The limited focus on communicative skills in writing assessments may also be
attributed to the practical constraints teachers face in terms of time, resources, and training. This limitation
emphasizes the need for more targeted professional development opportunities that help teachers design
assessments that reflect the communicative goals of the curriculum.

Similarly, in speaking assessments, the study found a strong preference for interactive and realistic
assessment methods, such as the question-and-answer method (77%) and role-plays (74%). These findings
support the growing trend towards authentic assessment practices that focus on real-world language use,
as discussed by Gulikers et al. (2004). The use of interactive assessments reflects the desire to assess students'
ability to use language in context, which is a central component of the communicative approach promoted
by the new curriculum. However, despite the preference for these interactive methods, the teachers faced
significant challenges in assessing speaking skills. The interviews provided deeper insight into these
difficulties. The teachers described assessing speaking as “the hardest part” of their job. They reported
facing multiple challenges, including limited time, large class sizes, the difficulty of creating reliable and
authentic assessment tasks, and the absence of standardized rubrics. These contextual factors help explain
the moderate mean scores in the quantitative data for items related to fluency and feedback. Designing
appropriate speaking test items, such as role-plays and interviews, is not easy, as it is hard to ensure that
the tasks truly represent real-life communication. This view reflects what De Jong (2023) believes; he argues
that assessing spoken language is inherently complex due to its transient, dynamic, and context-dependent
nature.

The study also revealed that a lack of training in new assessment methods and a reliance on traditional
assessment techniques are major barriers for teachers. Despite the emphasis on communicative
competence in the curriculum, many teachers continue to use methods that focus primarily on grammar
and vocabulary. This is in line with the findings of Farhady and Tavassoli (2021), who observed that Iranian
EFL teachers were slow to adopt newer, more communicative assessment techniques due to insufficient
training and a lack of familiarity with modern assessment trends. This gap between the curriculum’s goals
and teachers’ practices suggests that more comprehensive and continuous professional development
programs are needed to equip teachers with the skills and knowledge to design assessments that reflect the
principles of communicative language teaching.

Furthermore, the teachers expressed concerns about the lack of appropriate resources and the large class
sizes, which hinder their ability to implement more interactive and communicative assessments. These
practical constraints are consistent with the findings by Aliakbari et al. (2023), who report that Iranian EFL
teachers often face substantial difficulties when attempting to apply communicative assessment methods
in overcrowded and under-resourced classrooms. In particular, the challenges of managing speaking
assessments in large classes were emphasized, as they require time, individual attention, and suitable
technological tools for tasks such as recording, evaluating, and providing feedback. The teachers in this
study echoed the need for institutional support and access to relevant resources in order to implement
assessment practices that conform more closely to the communicative goals outlined in the national
curriculum. A combination of logistical limitations and administrative workload continues to be a major
barrier to effective assessment reform in the Iranian junior high school context.



VI. CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

This study explored how Iranian junior high school EFL teachers design writing and speaking language
tests under a new curriculum with a focus on communicative competence. The results highlighted the

significant efforts by teachers to align their assessments with the curriculum’s communicative goals.

However, the study also revealed several challenges that hinder the effective attainment of these
objectives.

In speaking assessment, the teachers tended to rely on formats such as role plays and question-and-
answer activities. While these approaches partially support communicative goals, they often fall short of
evaluating interactional strategies, extended discourse, and spontaneous speech. Similarly, writing
assessments are typically structured around short-answer or controlled paragraph writing tasks, which
do not adequately measure learners’ ability to convey meaning in authentic written contexts. These
limitations suggest that many assessments prioritize practicality and clarity over communicative depth.
These patterns point to a deeper issue, a gap between the curriculum’s goals and teachers’ assessment
literacy. Teachers lack adequate support to design performance-based tasks that capture both fluency
and meaningful language use. Addressing this disconnection requires targeted training focused on
practical skills for assessment design. Training programs should include methods of developing open-
ended writing prompts, structuring speaking tasks that elicit extended language, and using analytic
rubrics to evaluate content, coherence, fluency, and interaction. Time management strategies and
classroom-based solutions such as peer assessment and speaking rotations can also support the teachers
working in large classes (Li, Huang, & Cheng, 2022).

Such professional development can be designed and delivered by local teacher training centers in
collaboration with applied linguists and curriculum experts. Programs can combine theory with hands-
on application and include classroom-based workshops, collaborative task design, and ongoing feedback
cycles. These initiatives can be supported through regular in-service training days, school-based
mentoring groups, and online platforms offering digital resources and examples of communicative
assessments.

Another important avenue is the integration of educational technology into assessment practice.
Teachers need access to tools that support efficient and communicative evaluation, such as mobile apps
for recording speaking tasks, software for automated feedback on writing, and platforms that allow
students to engage in interactive language production. These tools can make assessments more dynamic,
manageable, and consistent with communicative goals, especially in settings where time and resources
are limited.

In conclusion, the study reveals that, although Iranian junior high school EFL teachers make
commendable efforts to adapt their test design to the communicative curriculum, they are constrained
by systemic issues such as limited training, inadequate resources, and large class sizes. To bridge the gap
between curriculum expectations and classroom realities, there is a pressing need for structured, context-
sensitive professional development and better access to both human and technological support.

The findings have practical implications for policymakers, curriculum designers, and school
administrators. Policymakers can invest in ongoing, context-sensitive professional development to
strengthen teachers’ skills in speaking and writing assessment. Curriculum designers can provide clear,
communicatively aligned guidelines and adaptable examples of performance-based tasks and rubrics.
School administrators can create supportive environments by allowing time for collaborative planning,
facilitating access to digital tools, and reducing excessive workloads. Coordinated efforts across these
stakeholders also help bridge the gap between curriculum goals and classroom assessment, promoting
more authentic evaluation of students’ communicative competence.

There are a number of limitations to this study that need to be acknowledged. Firstly, the study relied
on convenience and purposive sampling methods, which, while practical, may introduce biases. As a
result, the findings may not be fully generalizable to wider populations of Iranian teachers. Expanding
the sample size and including teachers from diverse regions, school types, and varying levels of
experience would provide a more comprehensive understanding of test design practices across different
contexts in Iran. Secondly, the reliance on self-reported data through questionnaires and interviews may
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introduce subjectivity and social desirability bias. Future studies could employ a longitudinal design to track
changes in teachers' practices over time. Last but not the least, research could focus on analyzing actual
test papers to verify self-reported data, providing more objective evidence of alignment with curriculum
goals.
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