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ABSTRACT

The COVID-19 pandemic has transformed education
globally in an unprecedented way; therefore, it has become
critical to reexamine how we assess students, particularly
when it comes to the teaching of languages. The current study
examines the pre-COVID-19 situation, during COVID-19,
and post-COVID-19, and the change in assessment by the
Iranian EFL teachers. The current state of research is
minimal as to the assessment practice in postsecondary
education; therefore, 1t resorts to a qualitative,
phenomenological design in order to study what has been
practiced. The 25 experienced teachers provided data using
semi-structured interviews and open-ended questionnaires.
Thematic analysis demonstrated that the pre-pandemic
evaluation was mostly summative-based. The postgraduate
courses, on the contrary, permitted a more formative and
research-oriented approach. Initially, the pandemic forced
the teachers to revise the traditional use of tests, but with time,
they began relying on blended models to address issues such
as dishonesty, lack of technology, and students who were not
interested in school. Following the pandemic, blended and
formative techniques were stll applied by teachers, yet
evaluating how to mamntan mnovation and equity In
assessment was of their concern as well. Respondents
reported that they are better equipped with information on
the use of technology and developing new methods of
teaching it; however, they experienced trouble with the
validity of assessments and the condition of the infrastructure.
As indicated by the findings, we require the concept of
language assessment literacy, equitable online infrastructure,
and continuous professional growth to foster assessing the
subjects through a learner-centered approach.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic significantly
affected the educational settings all over the
world, resulting 1 an almost overnight
transition to online teaching. This shift in Iran
had a great impact on teaching and assessment
in the EFL programs. Assessment 1s a crucial
EFL aspect because composing, speaking, and
reading  critically  demand  evaluation
approaches that are specific and reliable
(Pokhrel & Chhetri, 2021). Although a lot of
research focused on online learning during the
evidence on

pandemic, there 1s less

assessment adjustments concerning EFL
programs in Iran.

Assessment 1s a major element of proper
teaching and learning through providing
important insights into student attitudes as well
as behavior, informing pedagogical choices,
and helping m  promoting academic

(Black & Wiliam, 2009).

Teaching English as a Foreign Language

development

(TEFL) is an area of teaching in which such
advanced skills as academic writing, critical
reading, and oral communication have to be
tested, and the online assessment system
presented serious challenges. The sudden
transformation forced the educators to re-
evaluate and, in most cases, restructure their
assessment plans for the digital settings.
Recently, numerous studies have been
conducted to illuminate this change. As an
(2023)

mmplementation of new digital assessment

example, Olasina examined the
applications in the course and after the
pandemic, which became increasingly relevant
i education after COVID-19. These tools
provided flexibility and expediency, but
triggered problems associated with equity,
validity,

environment. The difficulties regarding digital

and preparedness of the digital

literacy levels, technology access, and support

Evaluating Assessment Strategies for EFL

by the institution, especially to the ESL
lecturers who change to the new technologies,
were raised by Emelogu et al. as well (2022).
Such results applaud the Iranmian higher
digital

mfrastructure and pedagogical education are

education  environment, where

unevenly spread out.

As mentioned earlier, COVID-19 has
affected education in general in broad terms;
however, few people have examined its scope
field of language
on EFL

researchers

i the assessment,
Although

mvestigated  the

specifically, teachers.
numerous
motivation and online learning attitudes of
learners (Bozkurt & Sharma, 2020), not much
attention was given to the assessment strategy
that was developed throughout the course and
could be perceived by authorities. Another
example, Hunutlu et al. (2023) conducted a
study on language assessment literacy (LAL) of
EFL instructors in Turkey and revealed that,
of  digital
knowledge, 1t was challenging to pedagogically

along with the enhancement
align the assessment objectives. In their
research, they emphasize the necessity to
mmprove the knowledge regarding which tools
were employed and how efficient they were in
specific assessment conditions.

The abovementioned complexities can be
observed in the context of Iran as well.
Momeni (2022) studied the opmions of
EFL

assessment during the pandemic, and the

Iranian teachers towards online
research ndicated various attitudes: some
liked the level of flexibility offered by remote
tools, but most teachers encountered the
problem of fairness, engagement, and
authenticity. Referring to the opportunities of
online writing assessment during COVID-19,
Al-Bargi (2022), in a similar context to Iran,

found a similar conflict between the usefulness
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of online resources and the fear of plagiarism
and low-level student engagement.

Besides these logistics and technological
issues, the pandemic has also compelled a
more critical approach to how and why
assessments are designed by the educators.
Tian et al. (2021) envisioned COVID-19 as a
critical mncident that exposed the flaws of the
current state of language assessment strategy
and demanded a revolutionary
reconsideration of AL. The article by
Ashrafian and Alimohammadi (2024) also
focused on the targeted professional
development regarding digital assessment
practice among EFL mstructors in post-
pandemic Iran and posed a suggestion that
educators 1dentified the changes in their roles,
yet they do not find adequate support within
thelr institutions.

Along with that, the dual nature of digital
tools 1s called upon n the literature as well,
granting flexibility, and on the other hand,
posing the question of validity, digital equity,
and mstructor readiness (e.g., Emelogu et al.,
2022; Olasina, 2023). LAL has become of
major concern by the mstructors, and the
balance of such evaluation and the degree to
which summative assessment (SA) can be
more Informative than formative assessment
(FA) 1s now less rigid in the virtual world
(Nicol, 2007). However, the majority of the
teachers were capable of adapting to creative
solutions, but there 1s little research that can
evaluate these adaptations in the TEFL
courses. It 1s within this background that the
current research attempts to address a
significant gap mn the body of literature by
conducting an exploration of the experiences
of Iranian EFL teachers, in measuring the
TEFL learners regarding the impact and angle
of pre- and post- as well as during the COVID-

19 pandemic.

Evaluating Assessment Strategies for EFL

Literature Review
This

evaluation methods of EFL teachers have

research discusses the way the
changed, as they have depended on a
conventional and summative approach to
digital and blended assessment, particularly
because of the COVID-19 outbreak. In this
part, world literature and concepts in Iran are
referred to in examining the problem of SA vs.
FA and theories of approach (e.g., AL,
learning-oriented assessment, constructivist
approaches) and the pedagogical role of
assessment n the language advanced learning
process. Consider then, the pre-pandemic

COVID-19

online/blended formative learning and teacher

practices,  the disruptions,
AL and perception, technological obstacles,
post-pandemic trends, and research gaps.

1. Conceptual Foundations

SA in TEFL can be understood as an end-
of-course assessment with marks or grades,
and FA 1mplies feedback throughout the
course to aid the process of learning. Students,
as an example, used to be given lmited
feedback in the form of a final score, which 1s
provided by SA and 1is used to assess learning
outcomes (Glazer, 2014). Conversely, FA
enables feedback that enhances learning and
entails the use of assessments as frequent,
mteractive to identify the needs of students
and make necessary adjustments in teaching
(Ismail et al., 2020). FA becomes a part of the
learning experience (quizzes, drafts, peer
review, etc.), but in SA, it is usually summed
up by the high-stakes exams or final projects.
A combination of summative and formative
approaches 1s proposed by some researchers,
e.g., assessment of examinations followed by
the provision of feedback (Alahmadi et al.,
2019; Remmui & Hashim, 2021).

Hassan Alizadehmahmoudalilo



Language, Identity and the Digital Realm

2(1), 2026

Page 26 of 48

AL can be described as the knowledge and
expertise of teachers in the creation,
administration of assessments, and assessment
mterpretation (Weng & Shen, 2022). It 1s the
key to successful mstruction (Popham, 2009),
yet it needs to be developed more often than
not (Berry et al., 2017). The competence of
language teachers i designing valid tests and
teedback loops is called LAL; the absence of
LAL may contribute to the misdesign of the
assessment and flawed educational choices
(Weng & Shen, 2022). Learning-Oriented
Assessment (LOA) 1s a new method that
integrates assessment into learning: it lays an
emphasis on learning and is aimed at involving
learners into the assessment and feedback
practices (Al Kaml & Almalki, 2024). LOA
does not just measure the standard assessment
but looks at it as a process combined with
teaching (Davison, 2019). As an example, Al
Kamli and Almalki (2024) mention that in
LOA, assessment 1s intended to facilitate and
enhance learning: the assessment is carried out
using formative quizzes, self- and peer-
assessment, as well as reflective activities.
Assessment 1s also affected by constructivist
theories (Piaget, Vygotsky): these theories
focus on learners to construct knowledge and
argue that assessment needs to focus on active,
social and contextualised tasks (e.g. tasks or
projects with feedback) as opposed to rote
(Vogt &  Tsagar, 2024). In

constructivism, assessment 1

testing
formative
dialogic since it shifts the notion of learning as
co-constructed (Liu et al., 2021).

Assessment has its special functions at the
postgraduate level. It promotes higher-level
academic writing and research abilities, as well
as professional competencies. An example 1s
formative assessment (in the form of feedback
on drafts of theses) of helping master students

to write in a scholarly manner. Students (as

Evaluating Assessment Strategies for EFL

Esfandiari etal., 2022, also revealed 1n the case
of Iranmian EFL postgraduates) want to be
heard, engaging their needs (e.g., writing
support), and having consistent evaluation
standards are crucial, as students find their
requirements overlooked and face the lack of
effective assessment based on stable criteria.
AL Dbetween TEFL teachers
essential. They should be capable of creating
valid tasks

review, etc.) and feedback that would develop

1s therefore

(research proposals, literature

research literacy and autonomy among the
teachers (Sohrabi et al., 2022). In assessments

TEFL

development of the profession: self-evaluation

within  graduate education, the

of professional preparedness (i.e., by

undertaking student assessment (e.g., In
microteaching, portfolio compilation)) helps
to promote reflection and get graduate
students teach. To

postgraduate language program assessment

ready to conclude,
must be a process of certification and at the
same time an opportunity to actively promote
advanced learning, writing proficiency, and

scholarly skills (Weigle, 2007).

2. Pre-COVID Assessment Practices in TEFL

Until recently, the programs of TEFL
obtained n postgraduate classes were mostly
based on presenting conventional assessment
forms. They usually focused on summative or
exam-type assessments. In most Asian and
even some Middle-Fastern EFL settings,
language courses (at least those aiming at
undergraduate degrees) focused  on
grammar/vocabulary tests, regular tests on
writing, and final projects as ways to conclude
the course (Vellanki et al., 2023). To give an
example, in their review, Vellanki et al. (2023)
observe that the usage of in-class quizzes,
writing activities, and portfolios 1s usually

coupled with periodical, written examinations
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or projects in educational mstitutions of higher
learning. In those contexts, some formative
take (e.g.,
peer review), but the

activitties  did place oral
presentations,
benchmark that mattered most was the final
exam or the term paper. This kind of
summative supremacy was indicative of
educational culture; a recent study on the EFL
language class context gave evidence that
standards on exam scores were enormously
significant; 1t put instructors under societal
responsibilities to avert cheating under these
high-stakes tests (Vellanki et al., 2023).
Studies that refer to exam-based assessment
in Iran and similar EFL frameworks (Turkey,
Fast Asia, Middle East) tend to characterize it.
Traditional English programs have employed
paper
(listening, speaking, and writing skills) that

and pencil, teacher-made exams

were conducted n controlled testing centers.
(2016),

professionals in the curriculum field rarely

According to Crusan et al
review teacher assessment practice in the field,
which results in the continuation of a test-
oriented culture. In the case of postgraduate,
though, assignments and presentations have
received some attention. According to Sohrabi
et al. (2022), writing students at Iranian MS
took part in nappropriately introduced and
mconsistently evaluated courses, which means
that the level of formative process involvement
should be increased. In much the same vein,
i South Korea, Lee (2017) observed that,
thus far, grad school English programs tend to
have an evaluation of research projects and
capstone work, but standardized tests (such as
English proficiency) are still used. However, a
consistent pre-COVID criticized 1ssue 1s that
even higher-level testing 1s based too
frequently on measured results and not

learning procedures (Momeni, 2022).

Evaluating Assessment Strategies for EFL

In TEFL, pre-pandemic assessment has
been criticized for serving as test-driven
learning and providing little feedback. The
value of traditional summative tests 1s hmited
to formative assessment, and educators
occasionally do not use exams as a resource
(Glazer, 2014). Remmi and Hashim (2021)
have noted that most educators regard the FA
as a simple metric tool and fail to realize its
mstructional value. In addition, graduate
TESOL programs do not usually offer courses
in language assessment, and so, new educators
join the margins of the field without adequate
LAL (Weigle, 2007). Such variance can be
observed 1n Ashrafian  and
Allmohammadi (2024) state, the number of

EFL lecturers with little to no training in

Iran: as

mnovative assessment practices 1s large in Iran
(assessment knowledge was 1dentified as the
highest professional development priority
among teachers). Therefore, the pre-COVID
TEFL evaluation was inclined towards the
summative focus, and the postgraduate
learners were often forced to receive limited
formative feedback (e.g., final thesis-oriented
feedback only), which could be improved by
support  the

mvolving  assessment  to

development of higher-level skills.

3. Impact of COVID-19 on Assessment

The COVID-19 pandemic was a global
intrusion in education systems that has never
(Al et al., 2020). It
compelled an extreme shift from face-to-face

been seen before
testing and evaluation to distant assessment. At
the international level, schools and universities
rushed to meet the lockdown requirements:
numerous tests were canceled, pushed to a
dead date, or turned into remote forms (Vogt
& Tsagari, 2024). In particular, there was the
postponement or switching of high-stakes
to former evaluations 1n

€Xaims some
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universities (Maaoul et al., 2023). Language
tests 1n all of Canada were canceled. In other
states, they moved to online opportunities;
Ngololo (2021) cites universities that launched
remote proctored exams. Stll, they were
greeted by backlash m parts: in Kenya, South
Africa,

compulsory online testing started, with most

and Zimbabwe, protests against
students afraid of making disparities greater
(Kigotho, 2020).

To proceed EFL

educators resorted to all kinds of digital tools.

with  assessment,
Oral exams and speaking activities took place
in video channels such as Zoom, Google
Meet, or Microsoft

assignments, and moderation of discussion

Teams. Quizzes,
topics 1n  Learning Management Systems
(LMSs) (e.g. Moodle, Google Classroom,
Blackboard) were utilized. Social media and
web forms were also utilized: an Iranian study
mentioned that Google Forms and Classroom
have received widespread use in quizzes and
submissions (Momeni, 2022). Online remote
proctoring suites were used by test providers
for proctored foreign language exams
(Purpura et al.,, 2021). In the meantime,
asynchronous tools (e-portfolios, recorded
tasks)  grew
mstead of the conventional m-person tests
(Vogt & Tsagari, 2024). In particular, the

Turkish teachers embraced the take-home

presentations, project-based

test, open-ended assignments, and project
work as the best tests to be delivered remotely
(Senel & Senel, 2021).

pandemic hastened the process of establishing

Therefore, the

various ways of e-assessment in TEFL.
There
brought by digital assessment. Flexibility was

were some benefits that were
enhanced, and students could do their tests at
home or access feedback online. Such tests as
synchronous online speaking tests allowed

discussions at the level of one or more people

Evaluating Assessment Strategies for EFL

Video

(1e.,

without any traveling. projects,

discussion  forums asynchronous
methods) mvolved the learners creatively. In
the study of Sutadj et al. (2021), a
combination of written case studies, online
debates, and peer review produced a more
natural form of assessment that best
corresponded to the usage of the language. As
noted by Vogt and Tsagar1 (2024), one of the
outcomes of emergency remote assessment
was the fast development of innovative types
of assessments suggested by test developers
who created online assessment opportunities
through online test development while
maintaining security (e.g., proctoring, test
adaptability). More broadly, the crisis led to
the 1mtial proliferaton In  numerous
(e.g., LMS,
videoconference), which previously existed

These

mtroduced an opportunity for being creative

universities of tools

merely as supplements. changes

and sustainable: the teachers organized
learning communities to discuss formative and
multimodal tasks, which made students more
engaged in their activities (Chung & Choi,
2021). The usage of new interactive forms
(forums, projects) was usually appreciated by
students 1n surveys.

Nevertheless, remote assessment 1s
accompanied by a variety of challenges.
Ethical mtegrity in education has gained top
priority in the world. When exams were done
without supervision, the chances of cheating
also increased; the teachers decided that the
students
examinations using search engines or
WhatsApp groups (Momeni, 2022). Onlne

proctoring promised security and brought out

were  employed  during the

concerns of privacy and fraud. It was a big
challenge i terms of digital access and
mequality. In developing countries, fair testing

was prevented by unreliable internet and a
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shortage of devices. According to one of the
Iranian research studies (Momeni, 2022),
poor internet was mentioned by a quarter of
teachers as one of the main difficulties, and
madequate technology infrastructure was cited
by 18% of all teachers. The interviews showed
stress as students left Zoom exams to cheat on
the exams of others. The digital divide was
Africa,

demonstrations were voiced against the fact

clear across the globe: 1n
that online assessment widened the gap

between wurban and rural communities.
Teacher readiness was another 1ssue. Most of
the instructors were uneducated or weak on
online evaluation. In a survey conducted by
Vellanki et al. (2023), the teachers were forced
to go by trial and error, where the first
approach they took was one they knew, most
commonly an open-book exam. Problem with
technology (LMIs problems, did not know
LMS
According to the study performed by Momeni
(2022), the lack of technological know-how 1s
one of the major barriers perceived by
Although the

present, the developed ones were considered

interfaces)  frequently  occurred.

teachers. platforms  were
as supplements by many, and people were not
ready to take a fully online course (Ghanbari
& Nowroozi, 2021). Therefore, the problem
of the lack of teacher digital literacy retarded
implementation.

Overall, the COVID-19

transformed conventional TEFL assessment

crisis  of

radically: institutions and teachers quickly
(LMS,

conferencing, automated quizzes) to maintain

used online coursework video
traditional evaluation and found empowering

it (flexibility, real-life tasks)

disempowering (cheating,

and acute
connectivity

problems, digital literacy drawbacks).

Evaluating Assessment Strategies for EFL

4. Shift Toward Blended and Formative
Approaches

Innovations that were forced due to the
pandemic promoted an increasing tendency
toward blended instruction and formative-
based assessment in TEFL. Due to the
transition back to school (or to hybrids),
numerous schools have not lost online aspects
and formative practice found during COVID.
According to researchers, FA techniques are
utilized more and more by teachers i their
digital classrooms. In another example, Chung
and Cho1 (2021) identified that new methods
of assessments used by instructors had
become formative and process-based when it
came to online teaching. As an illustration,
teachers did not use timed tests, but provided
students (and peers) with iterative tasks (peer
reviews, drafts, portfolios), which were to be
several

continually evaluated. Combining

assessment methods, such as case-based
writing tasks, student-led online discussions
with peer feedback, and active learning
tracking, makes evaluation more authentic, as

(2021). The

community of professional development was

reported by Sutadji et al

created m which teachers were empowered to

formulate  collaborative  projects  and
multimodal products instead of multiple-
choice assessments (Isbell et al., 2023).

A combmation of project-based learning
and peer feedback have been mentioned to be
effective m postgraduate EFL. Project based
learning can involve the learners in a
purposeful work in the real world (e.g.
research project, presentation where the use of
language has a purpose (Al Kamli & Almalki,
2024). Migration to FA and blended models
have paid off, particularly on the areas of
engagement and learner confidence. The

their

performance, owing to the minimization of the

students are less nervous during
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use of final examinations; they also get time to
do more to correct their grades before they are
given out by getting little reports. Importantly,
FA enhances critical thinking: educators may
present more complex, open-ended work in
which they might ask students to analyze
research articles, create lesson plans, and
revise them several times (Ismail et al., 2022).
Senel and Senel (2021) also identified an
increase in ownership and satisfaction in the
use of at-home open-ended projects in Turkey
during COVID because students were able to
Overall, the

combination of online tools and FA strategies

make sense of language.
will be more beneficial in terms of motivation,
confidence, and depth of learning, which 1s
postgraduate

specifically  useful 1n the

professional development.

5. Teachers’ Perceptions and AL

The key role mn changing to the new
assessment paradigms 1s played by the attitude
and skills of teachers. According to LAL
research, the lack of formal traning in
assessment has a role m influencing the
practice of teachers (Weng & Shen, 2022).
Recent research demonstrates the mixed
comprehension levels of AL by Iranian EFL
educators. According to a nationwide survey,
writing Instructors regard themselves as
assessors of writing, yet do not feel confident
i evaluation, indicating the lack of training
(Weng & Shen, 2022). Weigle (2007) also
stated that the majority of the graduate

TESOL

assessment course, which makes teachers

programs do not include an
unprepared (and in some cases, they do not
plan any assessment at all). Conversely, AL 1s
not fixed; Amirtan (2025) conducted the
experiment and reported that more
experienced EFL teachers have a better

understanding of FA than the mexperienced

Evaluating Assessment Strategies for EFL

ones. Tramners found that experience and
mterpersonal skills (such as rapport with
students) are of great influence on their FA
skills  (Amirian, 2025). It

professional 1instructors, due to on-the-job

mndicates that

learning, are likely to become progressively
skilled in providing feedback and employing
FA.

The assessment preference of a teacher 1s
largely driven by the teacher's beliefs. Borg
(2008) envisioned teacher cognition to consist
of beliefs and knowledge to drive classroom
work. Studies conducted on the Iranman
context revealed that the conception of
assessment, mn general, 1s not uniform (.e.,
clean emphasis on improvement vs. stringent
accountability) among EFL mstructors of
different ages; genders (Forozandehfar &
Manoochehrzadeh, 2024). Interestingly, in
their survey, older and female teachers were
found to be more likely to use formative
strategies compared to male teachers and
young teachers. The mdicated demographic
effect has been duplicated elsewhere: research
conducted in China and Turkey indicates that
factors related to the educational system (exam
orientation) and practical Imitations (class
size, the curriculum load) prevent the use of
FA (Zeng & Huang, 2021; Izci et al., 2024). In
Iran, there were no particular barriers in these
surveys, although culture-related prioritizing of
exam scores may influence the culture in
beliefs about summative measures.

6. Post-Pandemic Trends and Future
Directions

Today, as institutions embrace a new
normal, assessment practices keep changing.
Blended teaching, where the real and online
results are combined, 1s being retained in
many universities. To that extent, hybrid

assessment models are coming along. An
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example here 1s that language programs might
mcorporate online quizzing as well as peer
discussion boards as a component of final
grades, as opposed to written tests. Vogt and
Tsagart (2024) emphasized that emergency
remote language evaluation appears to have
provided numerous opportunities to language
mstructors interested in shifting the practices
towards more FA and introducing hybrid
types of learning and assessment. On a
practical level, the courses could alternate
between in-person presentation and virtual
group activities, and therefore, they will offer
different assessment scenarios. It 1s probable
that authentic assessments (projects that
resemble real-world tasks) will continue; the
pandemic demonstrated that the assessment
tasks, such as digital storytelling, e-portfolios,
or service-learning projects, could be
performed online and appreciated as a part of
the final evaluation.

In the future, the use of Al-enhanced tools
1s becoming popular. Farly evidence indicates
that Al can provide a prompt, customized
evaluation of written or spoken language (e.g.,
automatic grammar checking, a chatbot to
help practice communication). To give an
example, language testing professionals
foresee few doubts about the use of Al-driven
testing, as it may minimize bias and improve
engagement. According to Byju et al. (2024),
Al-aided

anxiety and to a greater degree, motivation as

writing tests reduced language
compared to paper tests. Nonetheless, the

evidence 1s still growing, and there 1s

something to worry about (reliance on
machine feedback or academic plagiarism
(e.g., students using ChatGPT misused).
However, designers of the syllabus in English
learning are discussing the way to incorporate

Al mto their syllabus (e.g., provide students

Evaluating Assessment Strategies for EFL

with Al-generated models as a learning activity
or use it to differentiate tasks).

The mmportant concern 1s whether such
blended/formative practices are sustainable
and scalable. A lot of positive developments
have taken place during the crisis; however,
will they withstand? Our research indicate
hope intermingled with caution. Teaching
professionals have built support systems on
the one hand (Chung & Choi, 2021) and
mnovations themselves (e.g., online portfolios)
have proven to be pedagogically vald.
Conversely, unending problems associated
with technology and the absence of systemic
adjustment may cause a return to the focus on
summative norms. Vogt and Tsagari (2024)
stress that it 1s necessary to learn about the
effects that COVID will have on language
assessment on the periods of the pandemic
and directly after it. They observe that it 1s
mmportant to note the lived emergency remote
language assessment experience of teachers in
establishing what practices you can still retain.
Besides, teachers can use different assessment
tools (portfolios, peer review) even in hybrid
classes in case their LAL and digital skills have
been mmproved during COVID. On the
contrary, in case the institutions lack enabling
practices for blended learning (e.g., stable
LMS infrastructure, training in technologies),
the post-pandemic tendency may shift towards
the traditional forms of examination.

A lot of researchers support the Idea of
going toward authentic and student-centered
assessment on a permanent basis. As the
pandemic demonstrated, student learning 1s
positively influenced by the fact that the
teacher has agency to design process-oriented
tasks (521, 2021). After the pandemic, we will
likely see further studies and policy attention
as to the question of how this can be
assigning

maintained. As an  example,
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professional development points to the
process of developing innovative assessments
or curricula redesign in order to focus on
critical thinking activities could be considered
as a course of acton. Interest 1in
mternationalizing AL occur globally as well;
TESOL and university agencies are interested
i traming teachers with modules about e-
assessment and so on. The Iranian situation
may follow hybrid models with asynchronous
tools such as e-portfolios and synchronous
activities such as online presentations working
with distance students. To conclude, post-
pandemic trends predict the gradual shift
learner-centred

towards an integrated,

assessment that would allow harnessing the
Al without
compromising rigorousness and equity by

technology (including
abandoning pure summative exams. The
scaling of these innovations countrywide will
be determined by the persistence of research,
policy and mvestment in infrastructure.
Although a rich COVID-related literature
1s available, there are still gaps that appear, in
particular, in the context of TEFL i Iran. As
an example, one of the few perspectives on
experiences of Iranian EFL postgraduates 1s
offered by FEsfandiari et al. (2022), who
discovered the feelings of unmet academic
writing needs and inconsistent evaluation
criteria among students. This leads to a
relatively unexplored field, that 1s, how to
high-level  EFL
(academic writing, research). Since the TEFL

evaluate proficiencies
programs are central to the training and
research of teachers, it 1s essential to attain a
sense of their evaluation context when
planning curriculum and accreditation.
Therefore, it is time to study emergent
summative/formative approaches with Iranian
EFL teachers. It1s able to fill a gap as it records
associating it with

what 1s done, thus

Evaluating Assessment Strategies for EFL

mternational trends and knowledge about
Specifically, the

successes of the instructors can serve as

tralning  requirements.
guidance on the policy: depending on what
mstructional problems or successes teachers
describe 1n the light of hybrid exams (e.g.,
whether they succeeded using workshops on
LMS design), administrators could inform the
support premises (e.g., perform workshops on
LMS design in teaching). Considering that
Popham (2009) cautions that inadequate LAL
can result in madequately structured language
measurements and  students themselves
require more relevant measurements, there 1s
a need to conduct research i order to tie the
practices to intended pedagogical objectives.
To conclude, the related research 1s justified
due to the lack of exploration of postgraduate
TEFL assessment n Iran, but its importance
1s crucial to the enhancement of academic and
professional results in the digital age.

In particular, the current research strives to:
compare pre-pandemic assessment policies
and the levels at which they were based on
traditional summative assessment options;
discuss the use of assessment means and
strategies before and during the pandemic,
and the way they have changed; and query the
EFL
mconveniences of using remote assessment in
the TEFL world. Due to an emphasis on FA

versus SA practices and by including the

mstructors on the advantages and

thoughts of teachers, the 'tudy becomes part of
the continuously emerging global discussion
on educational transformation, teacher
growth, and digital AL 1n the post-pandemic
period. Therefore, this research study
proposes the following research questions in
order to guide the investigation:

1. How did Iranian teachers assess EFL
COVID-19

students prior to the
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pandemic, and what strategies were
commonly employed?

2. What assessment strategies were adopted
during the COVID-19 pandemic for EFL
students, and how did they differ from pre-
pandemic methods?

3. What are EFL teachers’ perceptions of

remote or e-assessment approaches
mtroduced 1 the post-COVID-19
pandemic, particularly regarding

challenges and potential benefits?

Method
The methodology adopted n this study was

qualitative as it sought to understand the
perceptions and practices of Iranmian EFL
teachers as participants in pre-pandemic,
pandemic, and post-pandemic assessment
TEFL

proposed study aims at examining the lived

strategies on learners. Since the
experience of the participants, the most
identified  to  be

phenomenological. Semi-structured face-to-

suitable  design ~ was
face interviews have been used as a data
collection mstrument, which has made it
possible to attain depth and breadth in the
responses of the participants. Purposive
sampling technique was retained to make sure
that  the pertinent

respondents  have

experience 1n  digital and  traditional
assessment situations. Analytical methodology
was inductive-thematic, whereas the rigor was
addressed through member checking, peer
and data The

research  design, the selection of the

debriefing, triangulation.
participants, data collection mstruments and

methods, and analytical strategies are
described 1 more detall m the following
subsections.
1. Participants

In this study, twenty-five male and female

EFL teachers in different mstitutions mn Iran

Evaluating Assessment Strategies for EFL

took part in the research. The sample was
chosen using purposive sampling as it 1s a
strategy widely used in qualitative studies in
order to select information-rich cases that
closely match the purpose of study (Jones et
al.,  2006). The
mcorporating educators possessing definite

approach  allowed

qualities that were related to research, 1.e., (1)
(2) had

previous experience in utilizing digital tools in

engaged 1n teaching EFL area,

teaching, and (3) had an experience of at least
five years of teaching experience. There was
some attempt to produce gender, geographic,
and digital literacy variation. Data saturation
was used to determine sample size, which was
a situation when no new ideas about themes
were found during successive interviews or
questionnaires (Saunders et al., 2018). It was
saturated following 25 participants as it 1s
recommended i phenomenological studies.
The age of participants varied between 23 and
57 years. In order to preserve anonymity,
every respondent received a numerical code.
The geographical representation was also
taken care of n transgressing the mterviewees
belonging to numerous institutes and
universities mn various cities of Iran. Both
public and private ones had been involved to
diversify the data with institutionality.
2. Instruments

The present study collected qualitative data
with the help of face-to-face, semi-structured
interviews, le., a qualitative data collection
mstrument that was adjusted and finalized in
accordance with the previous studies
conducted by Farhady and Tavassoly (2021):
i particular, based on their formulated
checklists.  This
uniformity of data sources and increased
rehability  and

participants' responses. Interviews, depending

conformity  provided
comparability  of  the
of the research, can be

on the needs
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structured, unstructured, or semi-structured.
The given research used a semi-structured
interview which

design, represents  the

compromise  between  consistency  and
flexibility. This type of format enabled the
mterviewer to use a pre-designed list of open-
it also

enabled an interviewer to define ambiguities

and closed-ended questions, but

and ask more questions relying on the answers
of participants. Unscripted questions, in turn,
will provide variety and give a chance to be
spontaneous, as in the cases when it i1s not
possible to predict what possible answers can
be given (Dornyel and Taguchi, 2009).

The semi-structured interview protocol in
this study was elaborated with regard to the
research questions and based on previously
read or known literature. Two experts n
educational technology and applied linguistics
examined the protocol independently, and
some of the items on this protocol were
reworded to eliminate ambiguity and enhance
clarity. A pilot study was conducted with two
EFL teachers, which resulted mn some slight
changes n the questions. The sample checklist
of the finalized interview was comprised of
four parts with first collecting demography
information (e.g., age, gender, institution, and
experience teaching at various levels); the
of the

objectives; the third containing open-ended

second brief summary research
questions concerning the major themes of
perception, practice, and challenge regarding
pre-, post-COVID 19

assessments; and the fourth a place to leave

during, and

any other comment.

3. Data Collection Procedures

The researcher collected the data within
five months, from December 2024 to April
2025. The procedure was mitiated i Iran.
taken Into

Institutional ~ diversity ~ was

Evaluating Assessment Strategies for EFL

consideration by selecting the state-run and the
private mstitutions. But in each interview, they
were given a precise explanation of the aims of
the study so that they could participate in the
study without arbitrariness being avoided. All
the participants gave their informed consent,
and confidentiality and anonymity were
assured. Approval of a umversity institutional
review board was taken on ethical grounds.
Where participants like those at Shiraz
University refused audio recording, manual
recording was done in real time through a
structured interview checklist.

Data collection activity was carried out in
alignment with the inductive logic of qualitative
mquiry (Creswell et al., 2003), as answers to
open questions generated rich, descriptive
data  gathered during interviews and
observations. The data are then coded and
which  enables

grouped mto themes,

researchers to characterize bigger trends and
with

mmplications. The iterative pattern consisting

come up grounded  theoretical
of data collection, thematic classification, and
theory-building also helped in holding the
results close to the lived perceptions of the
participants and illustrative of the complexity
of reality faced during pre-pandemic and post-
pandemic TEFL assessment. Remarkably,
some aspects of grounded theory were
mtroduced, where the goal was to come up
with a theory based on imformation provided
by the participants (Long et al., 1993).

All the interviews started with a short
mtroduction on the purpose of the study and
why the research was being completed to
make sure that participants understood the
topic of the research and were interested in it.
In order to establish a connection and open
dialogue, the researcher revealed to the
participants his interest in the topic. Although

mterviews were structured based on preset
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mterview questions, a certain level of flexibility
was observed in order to give participants a
chance to speak with as much freedom as
possible, in order to gather more data and a
greater understanding of their experience
regarding the assessment strategies.

With the aim of reducing bias and
having as naturalistic data as possible, the
researcher attempted first to audio-tape the
mterviews for a more precise transcription and
analysis.  Nevertheless, some of the
participants refused to be videoed for privacy
reasons. Under these circumstances, the

researcher recorded the responses of
during the research manually
checklist

beforehand. In other cases, the respondents

participants
using an  interview prepared
have chosen to fill in their answers in the
Interview forms to conserve time and as a

These

manipulations, though needed, were well

move to  be  comfortable.
controlled so as not to compromise the
mtegrity and depth of the data that was
gathered. Besides, the researcher was able to
reflect deeply on his positionality to curb bias.
The researcher was a TEFL scholar who had
experience 1In applying various assessment
tools 1 Iranian Universities and language
schools. In order to reduce confirmation bias,
he kept these reflexive journals when
collecting data, where the researcher recorded
assumptions (e.g., an mitial assumption that
the assessment tools would significantly
decrease the amount of work). The highest
degree of analytical rigor was also achieved
through peer debriefing of two external
qualitative researchers (Lincoln & Guba,

1985).
4. Data Analysis

The present study employed a qualitative

research design, with data derived from

Evaluating Assessment Strategies for EFL

participants’ responses to semi-structured

mterview questions as outlined 1 the
mstrumentation section. To address the
research questions, thematic analysis was
adopted as the principal method of data
mterpretation. To ensure the credibility and
rigor of the thematic analysis, member
checking and low-inference interpretation
were systematically implemented, following
established qualitative research standards
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Braun & Clarke,
2006). Member checking mvolved sharing
synthesized thematic summaries with = six
randomly selected participants to verify the
accuracy of interpretations and alignment with
This

occurred approximately two weeks after mitial

their intended meanings. process
data collection, with summaries sent via email
i Persian to ensure accessibility. Participants
were asked to confirm or clarify the themes,
leading to refinements. This iterative feedback
loop enhanced the authenticity of the findings,
as advocated by Creswell and Creswell (2005).

Low-inference Iterpretation was
prioritized to minimize researcher bias and
anchor findings m participants’ own words.
During coding, i vivo labels were used for
709% of mitial codes to preserve participants’
language, reducing interpretive distortion
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). Verbatim quotes
were Included extensively m the results to
ground themes in raw data, with translations
mto English reviewed by a bilingual applied
fidelity.

journaling was maintained throughout the

linguistics ~ expert for Reflexive
analysis, documenting assumptions and their
evolution, as recommended by Guba and
(1994).

with  two

Lincoln Weekly peer debriefing

sesslons external  qualitative
researchers further mitigated bias, with 309% of
transcripts independently coded to achieve

889% intercoder agreement (Kappa = 0.8)).

Hassan Alizadehmahmoudalilo



Language, Identity and the Digital Realm

2(1), 2026

Page 36 of 48

Discrepancies  were  resolved  through

consensus discussions, ensuring analytical
rigor. These strategies collectively ensured that
the thematic findings were credible,
transparent, and closely tied to participants’

lived experiences.

Results

This section presents the findings derived
from a thematic analysis of semi-structured
study’s
research questions and reflecting Iranian EFL

mterviews, organized around the
teachers’ perceptions, practices, challenges,
and contextual factors in evaluating assessment
strategies for postgraduate TEFL learners pre-
and post-COVID-19. Data were transcribed in
Persian, iteratively reviewed, and semantically
coded to identify themes and sub-themes,
refined through constant comparison to
capture salient patterns. Key themes and
quotes were translated nto English, with

Q12).

Additional quotes have been integrated to

participants anonymized (e.g., P3,

vividly  1illustrate  teachers’ perspectives,
ensuring findings are deeply rooted in their

voices.

1. Results for the First Research Question

To explore how Iramian EFL teachers
assessed students before the onset of the
COVID-19 pandemic and to identify the
strategies most commonly used, participants
were asked to reflect on their practices across
different instructional levels. Analysis revealed
two major themes: (1) Predominance of SA in
Undergraduate Courses, and (2) Greater
Flexibility — and

Orientation i Postgraduate Contexts. These

Pedagogical Research

themes were validated through member
checking with six participants, all of whom
confirmed that the categorizations accurately

reflected their experiences. A low-inference

Evaluating Assessment Strategies for EFL

mterpretive approach ensured that
participants’ intentions and phrasing were

faithfully represented.

1.1. Theme 1: Predominance of SA in
Undergraduate Courses

Preference for Final Exams Due to Class
Size and Time Constraints: Many instructors
reported that large class sizes necessitated the
use of traditional final exams as the primary
method of assessment. These exams were
viewed as practical, time-efficient, and fair.
One participant noted, “It was hard and time-
consurung for me to ask all students to have
presentations or conferences during the class.”
(Q2). Another added, “The reason why I
chose to assess my students i SA form is that,
when 1t 1s impossible to ask all students to have
a presentation or term project and to observe
all students, 1t 1s somehow unfair for those
students who cannot participate i such
activities.” (P5). This preference reflects a
pragmatic compromise between pedagogical
1deals and classroom realities.

Student Motivation Shaped Assessment
Practices: Participants frequently noted that
students were predominantly grade-focused
and showed lmited interest in formative or
project-based assignments. This influenced
teachers to prioritize summative formats. A
teacher elaborated, “For most of my students,
therr final scores were important, and therr
priority was to pass the course. When I gave
them projects to do, they did not do them
carefully. So, I decided to just have a final
exam to assess them.” (P7). This sentiment
was shared by several instructors who
observed minimal student engagement when
assessments lacked direct influence on final
grades.

Concerns About Objectivity and Feasibility

i Evaluating Class Participation: Instructors

Hassan Alizadehmahmoudalilo



Language, Identity and the Digital Realm

2(1), 2026

Page 37 of 48

expressed hesitation to use class activities or
presentations as core assessment components
due to challenges in maintaining evaluation
consistency and objectivity in large classes.
One

presentations, term projects, and performance

noted, “Evaluating students'
during the class was not only time-consuming
but also difficult for me because I was not sure
about the objectivity of my evaluation.” (Q9).
This concern contributed to the dominance of
summative testing, which was viewed as more
standardized and equitable under mstitutional
guidelines.

Limited but Emerging Use of Formative and
Peer Assessment: While not widespread,
some Instructors experimented with peer
feedback and in-class formative strategies,
particularly in efforts to boost engagement. A
teacher explained, “I usually ask my students
to give presentations and conferences, and
evaluate other students’ presentations. At first,
they didn't ind this method useful, but after
two or three sessions, they adapted... They
told me that they learned more from searching
the topic on the internet and also from their
classmates.” (P4). This quote highlights the
potential of formative strategies to support
active learning, even in environments where
mstitutionally

such practices were not

emphasized.

1.2. Theme 2: Greater Pedagogical Flexibility
and Research Ornentation in Postgraduate
Contexts

Smaller Class Sizes Enabled Individualized

Assessment: Unlike BA courses, postgraduate

(MA and PhD) and private institute classes

were typically smaller, affording mstructors

more flexibility to assign research projects,
presentations, and other formative activities.

One elaborated, “Despite the BA courses, the

number of students in MA and Ph.D. courses

Evaluating Assessment Strategies for EFL

was lower, and assigning projects for each
student was easier for me. Also... observing,
evaluating, and giving feedback to students
separately was casier and more effective.”
(Q6). This allowed

assessments that aligned more closely with

teachers to design

students’ academic development.
Skills

consistently

Emphasis on Research

Development: Teachers
mtegrated research projects into postgraduate
coursework to prepare students for thesis and
half  of the

participants described, “I always asked my

dissertation  writing. Nearly

postgraduate students to do research and give
them projects to work on to prepare them for
doing therr thesis and dissertation.” (Q3). P14
explained, “A term project 1s an activity that
helps students to increase themr ability to
conduct larger research. So, I always gave my
students... different projects during their
courses to help them do research easily.”
(Q1). This reflects a broader pedagogical goal
of cultivating scholarly autonomy and critical
mquiry at advanced academic levels.

Balanced Assessment Practices to Reduce
Anxiety: Some nstructors used a combination
of summative and formative methods to
alleviate exam stress and enhance learning
outcomes. Approximately 60% of participants
emphasized, “In the courses where I assessed
students by a combination of SA and FA,
students were less anxious mn the final exam.
This is a positive point regarding using FA for
assessing  students.” (Q8). These blended
foster a more

approaches appeared to

supportive and engaging academic
environment, particularly among motivated
postgraduate learners.

Engagement through Integrated Course
Activities: Teachers reported incorporating
student-led presentations and collaborative
enhance classroom

learning tasks to
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participation and comprehension. “I usually
had the mamn source for my exams, and
another source that asked students to present
it to the class. By doing so, my students
participated 1n class activities, and m my
opinon, their learning increased.” (P6). Such
methods were regarded not only as assessment
tools but also as instructional strategies that
promoted peer learning and independent
study.

Opverall, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic,
assessment strategies diverged significantly
between undergraduate and postgraduate
TEFL programs. At the BA level, institutional
norms, class size, and logistical constraints led
to a reliance on traditional SAs. In contrast,
postgraduate instructors leveraged smaller
class sizes and academic expectations to
employ more research-oriented, formative,
and mdividualized assessment strategies.
These
member checking, and participants agreed
that the
captured the

themes were confirmed through

thematic distinctions accurately
practical and pedagogical

rationale behind their assessment decisions.

2. Results for the Second Research Question

To examine how assessment strategles
changed during the COVID-19 pandemic and
how they diverged from pre-pandemic
practices, participants were asked to compare
their pre- and mid-pandemic experiences.
Thematic analysis revealed three core
patterns: (1) Imtial Reliance on Traditional
SA, (2) Adoption of Blended Assessment
Models, and (3)
Adjustments Due to Contextual Constraints.
These

member checking with six participants who

Assessment  Design

themes were confirmed through
reviewed the thematic summaries and agreed
that

experiences. The findings are presented using

they  accurately  captured their
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a low-inference interpretive lens, preserving

the mtegrity of participants’ original meanings.

2.1. Theme 1: Imitial Reliance on Traditional
SA

Default Use of Final Amid
Technological Unfamilarity: At the onset of

the pandemic, many instructors defaulted to

Exams

SAs, primarily final exams, due to hmited
familiarity with online tools and the perceived
mfeasibility of FA methods in asynchronous
or offline contexts. More than two-thirds of
respondents indicated, “In the first months of
the COVID-19 pandemic and lockdowns, we
were unfamiliar with new technologies, and
some of our classes were held oftline. In
offline classes, it 1s hard to assess students by
FA methods, so the best method, i my
opinion, was taking a final exam at the end of
the course” (Q2). These early approaches
reflected a continuation of pre-pandemic
assessment norms, adapted only shightly to
accommodate the remote format.

Continued Use of Summative Exams in
Large Classes: Instructors teaching large BA
courses found it more feasible to rely on SA
due to scale and efficiency. However, this
to MA

courses taught by the same instructors. Nearly

preference sometimes extended
40% of teachers expressed, “The reason why I
chose SA was that the population of BA
courses was more than postgraduate courses,
and assessing them was more difticult.” (P4).
Such comments reveal the logistical nertia
that influenced assessment design in the early
transition period, even at the postgraduate

level.

2.2. Theme 2: Adoption of Blended
Assessment Models
Shift Toward Combining FA and SA for

Fairness and FEngagement: As instructors
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became more comfortable with digital tools,
adopted  hybnd that
mcorporated both FA and SA. This shift was
motivated by pedagogical as well as ethical

many models

concerns, chiefly the need to reduce stress and
farness  amid unreliable exam
platforms. Half (n = 12) noted, “In the first
semester of virtual education, I designed only

ensure

a final exam for my students, but when the
exarn started in the LMS, some students faced
problems and could not submit their answers.
After that, I changed my method and used a
combination of FA and SA to make my
assessments fair and reduce the students’
stress” (P9). Blended approaches also helped
offset the nsk of grade mflation caused by
uncontrolled online exam environments.
Most (60%, n = 15) cted, “During the
pandemic period, the assessment method
changed from face-to-face to e-assessment. In
final exams, as SA methods, students could
cheat during the exam, which affected the
validity and reliability of the scores, so I
decided to use both FA and SA to decrease
the eftect of the final exam on the final score
of students” (Q)).

Use of FA to Increase Participation and
Accountability: In the absence of physical
monitoring, Instructors used participation-
based FAs to incentivize student engagement
m virtual classrooms. A quarter pointed,
“Controlling students in the virtual systems
was difficult. I couldnt be sure that students
were present during the online session. So, I
chose FA for assessing my students and told

them that their class activities, participation in

discussions, and doing projects were parts of

their final score to force them to attend the
class.” (Q8). This strategy marked a pragmatic
attempt to replicate classroom accountability
i digital settings and was particularly effective

n postgraduate contexts.

Evaluating Assessment Strategies for EFL

FA as Preparation for Research: Several
mstructors noted that FA, including term
projects and literature reviews, helped
students build foundational research skills
their

expressed, “The most important reason for

necessary for thesis work. One
this decision was to help my students prepare
for and get familiar with the process of doing
research.” (P3). Such long-term pedagogical

goals gamed prominence in postgraduate

programs,  where  assessments  were
mcreasingly aligned with academic
development rather than just course
completion.

2.3. Theme 3: Assessment Design
Adjustments Due to Contextual Constraints
Project-Based Alternatives to
Presentations: Due to technical 1ssues, such as
students' mability to share files or activate
microphones, many nstructors replaced oral
presentations with individual term projects.
More than two-thirds of respondents (n = 17)
indicated, “I usually asked my students to give
presentations i the class and evaluate each
other's presentations. But in the online classes,
some students were unfamiliar with the
technology... So, I decided to give students
term projects, and i students themselves
wanted to have a presentation, I allowed them
to present some parts in class.” (Q6). Another
said, “Some of my classes were held oftline, in
which students could not have presentations,
so I gave them term projects instead” (P10).

These substitutions, while reactive, enabled

continuity 1 assessment while avoiding
classroom disruption.
T'echnological Barriers Shaping

Assessment Weighting: Frequent 1ssues with

online assessment plattorms led many

mstructors to reduce the weighting of final
emphasize coursework and

exams and
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continuous activities. Most teachers (85%, n =
22) valued, “Because some students faced
problems regarding the system of online
assessment, or therr were  not
submitted in the system, I decided to allocate

more scores to the FA methods and students’

answers

activities during the course.” (Ql). Another
added, “I allocated fewer scores to the final
exam during the pandemic because there was
no control and observation during the online
exam, and in my opinion, the students’ grades
mught lack validity” (P6). This shift was driven
more by contextual limitations  than
mstructional philosophy, yet it encouraged
wider adoption of continuous assessment
strategies.

Simplified Test Formats for Practicality: To
manage grading loads and accommodate
system constraints, many instructors adapted
test formats, often replacing open-ended items
with  machine-gradable = multiple-choice
questions. Nearly all emphasized, “I designed
questions 1 the form of multiple-choice
questions because correcting open-ended
questions was difficult for me. Also, it saved
my time with the help of machine correction”
(Q7). However, this was selectively appled,
with some postgraduate instructors avoiding
multiple-choice formats due to heightened
concerns over academic dishonesty. One
“After the outbreak of the
pandemic, 1 sull used FA methods but

decided not to use multiple-choice questions

explained,

because the possibility of cheating for such
questions was higher” (P11).

Taken together, the pandemic catalyzed a
shift in assessment strategies from traditional,
exam-centered models toward more adaptive
and balanced approaches, especially at the
postgraduate level. Initial dependence on SAs
gave way to blended practices that integrated

formative elements to mitigate technological
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and ethical challenges. Teachers tailored
assessments not only to support student
engagement but also to align with the digital
constraints and pedagogical demands of
These

validated through member-checking, with

remote education. themes were
participants affirming the themes’ consistency
with their classroom realities during the

COVID-19 transition.

3. Results for the Third Research Question
To understand teachers’ perceptions of
remote or e-assessment methods introduced
after the pandemic, the study investigated their
reflections on both the advantages and
limitations of these approaches. Thematic
analysis 1dentified three overarching themes:
(1) Perceived Benefits of E-Assessment Tools,
(2) Concerns Regarding Assessment Validity
and Academic Integrity, and (8) Technological
and Infrastructural Barriers. Each theme
mcludes subthemes derived through thematic
coding and valdated through member
checking with six participants, who confirmed
the clarity and accuracy of the thematic
distinctions. A

approach  was

low-inference interpretive

adopted to  preserve
participants’ original meanings and minimize

researcher bias.

3.1. Theme I: Perceived Benetfits of k-
Assessment Tools

and  Reduced

Workload: Many participants highlighted how

Increased  Efficiency

the integration of e-assessment tools,

especially  automated  grading  systems,
streamlined the assessment process and saved
time. These tools were particularly valued in
large undergraduate classes. “Using e-
assessment systems' different options, such as
autocorrect and question randomization,

helped me to save my time and focus more on
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assessing my students’ class activities and giving
them feedback” (P12).

choice exams in the online assessment systems

“Desigiing multiple-

made the teachers' job easier i marking
students' answers” (Q6). “E-assessment after

the pandemic period reduced many teachers'

workload 1  marking short-answer —and
multiple-choice  questions” (P8). These

efficiencies allowed some mstructors to shift
their attention from mechanical grading to
more qualitative tasks like student feedback
and formative evaluation.

Advancement in Digital Competency and
Future Preparedness: Several instructors
acknowledged that the pandemic catalyzed
upskilling i digital assessment, which they
believed would benefit both educators and
students n the long term. “Using technology
m this period is useful because it prepares
teachers and students for the future when
technology will have a greater role In
education” (Q2). “Knowing new technologies
for education and online assessment is very
usetul” (P)).

despite imitial resistance, many teachers viewed

This perception suggests that

e-assessment as a valuable opportunity for

professional  development and  future-
readiness.

Positive Impact on Learner Engagement
through FA: Participants reported that the
mcorporation of FA, particularly 1n

postgraduate contexts, enhances student
engagement and contributes to a more learner-
centered environment. “7he use of FA for
postgraduate students makes them more
activated and motivated i the class, which
changes the class from teacher-centered to
learner-centered” (P9). This stands 1n contrast
to earlier rehiance on teacher-led methods,
indicating a shift in classroom dynamics after

the remote learning period.

Evaluating Assessment Strategies for EFL

3.2.  Theme 2: Concerns Regarding
Assessment Validity and Academic Integrity
Inability to Monitor Student Behavior
During Exams: A dominant concern among
mstructors 1s the perceived lack of control in
online environments, which undermines the
rehability
particularly summative exams. “I am not sure
about the validity and reliability of the students’

scores because I have no control over my

and fairness of assessments,

students during the exam” (Q3). “In my
opmion, the main challenge is the lack of
control over students during the classes and
use SA

methods, such as final exams, the possibility of

exams. For those courses that
cheating and having high grades is so high”
(P6). “Cheating is possible for students due to
the lack of teachers' control over them.”
(QI11). These sentiments reflect widespread
anxiety about academic dishonesty 1n
unproctored online environments, particularly
when high-stakes SAs were used.

Reduced Trust in the Validity of Final
Scores: Several mstructors stated that, due to
the challenges mn verifying the authenticity of
student performance, they reduced the weight
of final exams in the overall grading schema.
“I allocated fewer scores to the final exam after
the pandemic because there 1s no control and
observation during the online exain, and in my
opiion, the students’ grades mught lack
validity” (P4). “Because of problems with the
online exam systems or mternet connection,
some of my students cannot submit their
answers 1 the system for final exams” (Q7).
This

weighting in favor of continuous assessment

strategic reduction of summative

reflects a pragmatic approach to balancing

fairness and feasibility.

3.3.  Theme 3: Technological and
Infrastructural Barriers
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Technical Failures and Internet Instability:
A recurrent theme 1is the fragility of the
technological infrastructure, which frequently
disrupts  exam administration and class
activities. Teachers expressed frustration at
being unable to support students during these
breakdowns. “Many students and teachers
face problems with the system or mternet
connection durmg the exam, which causes
stress to the students and teachers” (P10).
“Because of problems with the online exam
systems or internet connection, some of my
students cannot submit therr answers i the

“

system for final exams” (Ql). ack of
appropriate  technological devices and a
qualified mternet connection pose many
problems to teachers and students after the
These

challenges not only increase stress but also

classes and online exams” (Q)).

contribute to perceptions of Inequity,
especially for students from rural or lower-
imcome backgrounds.

Constraints on Interaction and Flexibility:
The limitations of online systems also restrict
teachers’ ability to implement dynamic and
Interactive assessments. In cases where
internet connectivity is unreliable, instructors
have to abandon synchronous presentations
and revert to more static project-based
formats. “Some of my students cannot activate
therr  microphones or present their
PowerPomnt files, which are time-consuming
for the class. So, I decided to give students
term projects” (P7). This shift 1s driven by
necessity rather than pedagogy and further
complicates the efforts to ensure engagement
and fairness.

Teachers’ perceptions of e-assessment after
the pandemic reflected a nuanced and
multifaceted experience. While the use of
credited  with

efhiciency, reducing workload, and fostering

digital tools 1s Increasing

Evaluating Assessment Strategies for EFL

digital literacy, significant concerns persist
regarding assessment validity, equity, and
technological accessibility. The shift toward
blended models that combined formative and
summative strategies appears to have emerged
as a compromise solution, balancing
technological potential with the realities of
limited oversight and infrastructure. These
themes were confirmed through member-
checking, where participants agreed that the
results captured both the benefits and burdens
of e-assessment during an unprecedented shift

i educational delivery.

Discussion

This study examined the evolution of
assessment strategies m postgraduate TEFL
programs 1n Iran before, during, and after the
COVID-19 pandemic, as perceived by EFL
mstructors. The findings mdicate a distinct
bifurcation in pre-pandemic practices: SA,
such as final exams, predominated at the
while  postgraduate

undergraduate level,

mstruction  featured greater pedagogical
flexibility and a research-oriented use of FA
tools. However, the abrupt shift to online
education during the pandemic 1ntially
mtensified rehance on SA due to lhmited
digital literacy and infrastructural constraints.
Over time, instructors transitioned toward
blended assessment models, itegrating FA to
enhance engagement, fairness, and alignment
with evolving pedagogical goals.

Notably,

particularly

mstructors perceived FA as

conducive to  postgraduate
learners’ academic development, citing its role
i cultivating research skills, critical thinking,
and learner autonomy. At the same time,
concerns about academic integrity, technical
limitations, and mnequities 1 access tempered
enthusiasm for fully online SA, leading many

educators to reduce the weight of final exams
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and prioritize continuous assessment. The
findings of this study provide a nuanced
understanding of how Iranian university
teachers assessed postgraduate TEFL learners
before and during the COVID-19 pandemic,
both

transformation in assessment practices. The

highlighting continuity and
results align with and extend existing literature
on language assessment, particularly m the
areas of SA versus FA, AL, and the impact of
digital tools in TEFL contexts.

The predominance of SA in undergraduate
TEFL courses, driven by large class sizes and
time constraints, resonates with prior studies
i exam-driven EFL contexts. Vellanki et al.
(2023) and Crusan et al. (2016) similarly noted
that mstitutional and cultural pressures often
prioritize high-stakes exams over formative
approaches in Asian and Middle Eastern
settings. The reliance on fial exams, as
reported by participants, reflects a pragmatic
response to logistical challenges but also
underscores a gap m AL, as described by
Popham (2009) and Weng and Shen (2022).
The limited use of FA at the undergraduate
level, despite some experimentation with peer
feedback, aligns with Remmi and Hashim’s
(2021)

underutilize

observation that teachers often
FA’s

learning due to a

potential to enhance
lack of traming or
mstitutional support.

In contrast, the pedagogical
flexibility  in

characterized by smaller class sizes and a focus

greater
postgraduate contexts,

on research-oriented assessments, supports
Weigle’s (2007) argument that graduate TEFL
programs require assessments that foster
advanced skills like scholarly writing and
critical mquiry. The emphasis on research
projects and blended SA-FA approaches in
MA and PhD courses aligns with Esfandiari et
al.’s (2022) findings that postgraduate EFL

Evaluating Assessment Strategies for EFL

students benefit from formative feedback to
meet academic writing demands. However,
the variability in assessment practices, as noted
by participants, suggests Inconsistencies 1n
evaluation criteria, echoing Sohrabi et al.’s
(2022) cntique of Iraman EFL assessment
practices. This variability underscores the
need for enhanced LAL among instructors,
particularly in designing tasks that align with
active,

constructivist principles of

contextualized learning (Vogt & Tsagari,
2024).

The shift from mnitial rehance on SA to the
adoption of blended assessment models
during the pandemic reflects a global trend
toward more flexible and adaptive assessment
to COVID-19

disruptions. The early dependence on final

practices In  response
exams, driven by technological unfamiliarity,
mirrors Moment’s (2022) findings that Iranian
EFL teachers iitially struggled with digital
tools due to limited training and infrastructure.
The subsequent adoption of blended FA-SA
models, motivated by concerns about fairness
and engagement, aligns with Chung and Chor’s
(2021)

prompted 1nstructors to explore process-

observation that the pandemic
oriented assessments like portfolios and peer
reviews. This shift also supports Sutadji et al.’s
(2021) argument that combining multiple
assessment modes enhances authenticity in
language evaluation.

The use of FA to increase participation and
research tasks 1n
highlights  the

adaptability of formative approaches in digital

prepare students for

postgraduate programs

contexts, as noted by Al Kamli and Almalki
(2024) in their discussion of LOA. The

replacement of presentations with term

projects due to technological constraints
further illustrates the pragmatic adjustments

described by Senel and Senel (2021), who
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found that Turkish EFL mstructors adopted
project-based tasks to maintain assessment
continuity during remote learning. However,
the rehiance on simplified test formats, such as
multiple-choice questions, raises concerns
about assessment validity, echoing Al-Bargi’s
(2022)

convenience and academic integrity in online

findings on the tension between

writing assessments.

Teachers’ perceptions of e-assessment
tools reveal a complex interplay of benefits
and challenges. The increased efficiency and
reduced workload associated with automated
grading systems align with Olasina’s (2023)
findings on the growing relevance of digital
post-COVID.  The

m digital competency, as

assessment tools
advancement
reported by participants, supports Ashrafian
and Alimohammadi’s (2024) call for targeted
digital
suggesting that the

professional  development  in
assessment practices,
pandemic catalyzed upskilling. The positive
learner

mpact of FA on engagement,

particularly 1n  postgraduate  contexts,
corroborates Ismail et al.’s (2022) findings that
formative approaches reduce test anxiety and
foster self-regulation skills.

However, concerns about assessment
validity and academic ntegrity, particularly
unproctored online exams, are consistent with
global literature. Momeni’s (2022) study on
Iranian  EFL teachers’
Vellanki et al’s (2023)

academic integrity in remote assessments both

perceptions and

highlight the difficulty of ensuring fairness in
digital environments. The strategic reduction
of final exam weighting in favor of continuous
assessment reflects a pragmatic response to
these challenges, aligning with Tian et al.’s
(2021) conceptuahization of COVID-19 as a
“critical incident” that exposed limitations n
frameworks.

tradittonal assessment

Evaluating Assessment Strategies for EFL

exploration of

Technological and infrastructural barriers,
such as mternet instability and platform
further complicate e-assessment,
(2022)

findings on digital access nequities i ESL

glitches,
resonating with Emelogu et al’s

contexts. These barriers disproportionately
affected students from rural or lower-income
backgrounds, underscoring the need for
equitable assessment solutions, as advocated
by Vogt and Tsagari (2024).

The findings contribute to the theoretical
understanding of AL and LOA in TEFL
contexts. The variability in pre- and mid-
pandemic practices highlights the role of
teacher cognition, as conceptualized by Borg
(2003), i shaping assessment choices. The
shaft blended and

approaches during the pandemic supports the

toward formative
constructivist paradigm (Liu et al., 2021),

which emphasizes assessment as a co-

constructed,  learning-oriented  process.
Practically, the study underscores the need for
support 1 the form of
stable

infrastructure, and clear assessment guidelines

mstitutional
professional  development, digital
to sustain mnovative practices post-pandemic.
The positive reception of FA in postgraduate
settings suggests that LOA frameworks could
be mtegrated into TEFL curricula to enhance
student engagement and academic
development.

Despite its contributions, this study has
limitations. The sample, while diverse, is
limited to 38 participants, which may not fully
represent the experiences of all Iranian EFL
mstructors. The reliance on self-reported data,
while rich in qualitative depth, may be subject
to recall bias, particularly for pre-pandemic
practices. Additionally, the study focuses on
postgraduate TEFL, leaving undergraduate
assessment practices underexplored i depth.

Future research could address these gaps by
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mcorporating larger samples, longitudinal
designs, and mixed-methods approaches to

triangulate teacher and student perspectives.

Conclusion

This study provides a comprehensive
exploration of how Iranian university teachers
assessed postgraduate TEFL learners before
COVID-19 pandemic,

transition

and during the

revealing a from summative-

dominated practices to more adaptive,
blended, and formative approaches. Pre-
pandemic, undergraduate courses relied
heavily on final exams due to logistical
constraints, while postgraduate programs
leveraged smaller class sizes to incorporate
research-oriented and FAs. During the

pandemic, mtial rellance on summative
exams gave way to blended FA-SA models,
driven by technological constrants and
concerns about fairness and engagement.
Teachers’ perceptions of e-assessment
highlight both its potential (efficiency, digital
upskilling, enhanced engagement) and its
challenges (validity concerns, technological
barriers), aligning with global trends n
language assessment literature.

These findings contribute to the ongoing
dialogue on assessment reform i TEFL,
emphasizing the need for enhanced LAL,
mstitutional support, and equitable digital
mfrastructure to sustain nnovative practices.
The shift toward LOA and blended models in
postgraduate contexts offers a promising
direction for fostering advanced language skills
and scholarly autonomy. Future research
should explore the long-term sustainability of
these student

role of

practices, mvestigate

perspectives, and examine the
emerging technologies, such as Al-assisted
assessment, 1 shaping the future of TEFL
addressing  these

assessment. By areas,

Evaluating Assessment Strategies for EFL

educators and policymakers can better align
with  the
demands of language education in the post-

assessment — practices evolving

pandemic era.
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