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Introduction 

This exploratory study investigated the assessment conceptions of university English as a 

foreign language (EFL) teachers and their reading and writing assessment practices. 

Brown (2008) defined conceptions as “psychologically true representations of the world 

individuals or groups hold about some domain” that “may be erroneous or incomplete, 

yet they represent what the person understands, knows, believes, thinks, and feels about 

[the] domain at any one time” (p. 2). These conceptions, Brown elaborates, act as the basis 

for human reasoning, attitudes, and actions in relation to a given phenomenon (cf. Fives 

& Buehl, 2012). With reference to teachers, Brown (2004) has argued that “conceptions 

act as a framework through which a teacher views, interprets, responds to, and interacts 

with the teaching environment” (p. 303; cf. Fives & Buehl, 2012; Pratt, 1992; Yung, 2002).  

Researching teachers’ conceptions is important for several reasons. First, research shows 

that teacher conceptions can significantly shape teachers’ instruction and assessment 

practices (e.g., Barnes et al., 2015; Bonner, 2016; Brown, 2004, 2008; Davison, 2004; 

Fives & Buehl, 2012; Fletcher et al., 2012; McMillan, 2003; Shepard, 2000; Yung, 2002). 

Teacher assessment practices, in turn, can significantly influence students’ engagement 

and learning processes and outcomes, such as what and how students study and learn, 

because students learn not only from instruction but also from and during assessment 

(Fletcher et al., 2012; Struyven et al., 2005). Second, teacher conceptions mediate the 

interpretation, implementation, and success of educational and assessment policies (e.g., 

Brown, 2004, 2008; Fives & Buehl, 2012; Kahn, 2000; Tierney, 2006). For example, 

Kahn (2000) found that teachers appeared to assimilate new constructivist assessment 

practices into long-standing transmission, teacher-oriented, accountability type 

assessment and learning frameworks. Third, teacher conceptions can moderate the 

effectiveness and impact of teacher education activities and programs (e.g., Brown, 2004, 

2008). As Brown (2004) noted, the impact of such programs may be enhanced if greater 

attention is given to identifying and understanding teachers' conceptions. 

Researching teacher assessment conceptions, thus, has many benefits. In particular, such 

research can help us understand teacher assessment practices; inform educational 
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assessment theories; improve assessment procedures and practices in the classroom; and 

facilitate the design, implementation, and improvement of assessment and educational 

innovations, policies and professional development programs (Barnes et al., 2015; 

Bonner, 2016; Brown, 2004, 2008; Cheng et al., 2008; Jia et al., 2006; Leung, 2005; 

McMillan, 2003; Rea-Dickins, 2004; Shepard, 2000; Tierney, 2006; Yung, 2002).  

The ways in which teachers conceptualize and conduct assessment can vary widely across 

teachers and the specific educational contexts in which they work (Barnes et al., 2015; 

Bonner, 2016; Brown, 2004, 2008; Brown et al., 2019; Fives & Buehl, 2012; Fulmer et al., 

2015). This diversity underscores the need for research that explores assessment practices 

across different educational settings. By investigating how teachers conceptualize and 

conduct assessments in diverse contexts, we can gain a more comprehensive and nuanced 

understanding of how assessments are conceived and applied. This exploratory study 

specifically aims to examine the assessment conceptions and practices of second language 

(L2) teachers in a largely under-researched context, focusing on how their experiences, 

educational backgrounds, and teaching contexts influence their assessment conceptions 

and practices.  

The following section reviews relevant literature on teacher assessment conceptions and 

practices, exploring their relationships and the influence of contextual and individual 

factors. Notably, this study focuses on university-level L2 teachers, whereas much of the 

existing research primarily focuses on K-12 teachers. However, some K-12 studies are 

included in this review, as they provide valuable context and insights into teachers’ 

assessment conceptions and practices. 

Review of previous research 

Compared to the long history and large body of research on L2 teachers’ conceptions of 

teaching and learning (e.g., Borg, 2006), there is little research on L2 teachers’ 

assessment conceptions (i.e., how they understand the purposes, roles, and impact of 

assessment in the classroom) or the relationships between their assessment conceptions 

and practices (i.e., how they conduct assessment). However, over the last two decades, 
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some literature has accumulated about L2 teachers’ assessment practices and, to a lesser 

extent, conceptions (e.g., Cheng et al., 2008; Crusan et al., 2016; Gebril, 2017; Ma & Bui, 

2021; Wicking, 2017; Rea-Dickins & Gardner, 2000; Troudi et al., 2009; Wang et al., 

2020; Wicking, 2017; Xu & Liu, 2009). Troudi et al. (2009), for example, examined the 

assessment philosophies of a group of EFL teachers in the UAE and Kuwait. They found 

that teachers’ views on the nature of assessment were informed by their knowledge of the 

field of language learning and teaching and by the contextual milieu and socio-political 

factors that govern their employment conditions.  

More recently, Crusan et al. (2016) surveyed 702 university L2 writing teachers about 

their L2 writing assessment knowledge, beliefs, and practices. They discovered that the 

participants were familiar with common concepts in writing assessment; valued 

portfolios and self-assessment; and had varied practices and views concerning different 

aspects of writing assessment (e.g., scoring accuracy, role of grammar in assessing 

writing, use of technology, and integrated assessment). Gebril (2017) surveyed 170 

Egyptian pre-service and in-service EFL teachers about their assessment conceptions and 

preferred assessment methods. He observed that, although both groups agreed on the use 

of assessment for school accountability, in-service teachers endorsed the improvement 

function of assessment more than did the pre-service teachers. Additionally, pre-service 

teachers generally preferred traditional summative assessment (SA) methods, while in-

service teachers preferred a combination of formative (FA) and summative assessment 

practices. Gebril explained that in-service teachers are more convinced of the importance 

of FA because they use assessment data for both diagnostic and developmental purposes 

on a regular basis, despite the examination-driven education system in Egypt. In contrast, 

because of being subjected to SA for many years as students, pre-service teachers tend to 

endorse SA.  

In a survey study of the assessment beliefs and practices of Japanese university EFL 

teachers, Wicking (2017) discovered that, although the most frequent reason teachers 

gave for assessing students was to determine final grades, the next four assessment 

purposes were all formative (e.g., diagnose student strengths and weaknesses, provide 

feedback). Additionally, teachers reported using teacher-constructed assessments more 



STUDIES IN LANGUAGE ASSESSMENT, 2025, Volume 14, Issue 1  5 
 

 

often than student-conducted and standardized assessments, suggesting that teachers 

play a central role in constructing and interpreting classroom assessments. Ma and Bui 

(2021) surveyed 66 Chinese secondary school EFL teachers about their L2 assessment 

conceptions. They identified five major conceptions of assessment among the 

participants: assessment helps learning; accurate assessment supports student 

development; accurate assessment can prepare students for examinations, indicate 

school quality and control what teachers do; assessment ensures student and teacher 

accountability; and assessment is irrelevant. The participants agreed most with the view 

that assessment is to help learning, but they also tended to think that if assessment is 

accurate, then it can be used to prepare students for examinations and to control 

teachers/schools to facilitate student development. Follow-up case studies of two teachers 

revealed that one teacher tended to prioritize the summative functions of assessment 

(e.g., to measure students’ performance and prepare them for examinations) while the 

other adopted a more formative view (e.g., to provide positive feedback on students’ 

performance to motivate them). 

Another set of studies focused specifically on L2 teachers’ beliefs and practices concerning 

FA and factors affecting teachers’ use of FA strategies (e.g., Guo & Xu, 2021; Lipnevich & 

Smith, 2009; Saito & Inoi, 2017; Wu et al., 2021). Wu et al. (2021) surveyed 402 Chinese 

university EFL teachers about their views and frequency of use of FA strategies. They 

observed that the teachers ascribed little value to, and rarely used, peer- and self-

assessment compared to other FA strategies. They also hypothesized that these findings 

might be due to Chinese teachers’ beliefs about students’ roles and responsibilities in 

learning and assessment, which may not be compatible with FA principles that emphasize 

student agency and engagement. Finally, in a study on how Chinese university EFL 

teachers use FA strategies in their writing classes, Guo and Xu (2021) noted that most 

teachers used a limited range of FA strategies and tended to use writing assessments to 

hold students accountable for their own learning, rather than to improve student writing. 

Teachers rarely used strategies such as eliciting information and student self-assessment, 

although they placed a great emphasis on providing feedback. Cluster analysis identified 

three groups of teachers: occasional, moderate and frequent users of FA strategies, with 
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most teachers in the occasional and moderate clusters, perhaps because of the 

examination-oriented school culture in China. 

Relationships between assessment conceptions and practices 

One key theme in the mainstream education literature concerns the relationship between 

teacher assessment conceptions and their assessment practices (Barnes et al., 2015; Fives 

& Buehl, 2012). Empirical findings concerning this relationship are mixed. Some studies 

identified a clear alignment between teachers’ conceptions and their practices (e.g., 

Postareff et al., 2012), while other studies have identified several discrepancies between 

the two (e.g., James & Pedder, 2006; Phipps & Borg, 2009). Postareff et al. (2012), for 

example, observed that teachers’ conceptions of the purposes of assessment seem to 

strongly impact how they actually assessed their students’ learning. In contrast, James 

and Pedder (2006) identified clear gaps between teachers’ assessment practices and 

values, whereby teachers may use assessment procedures that are not consistent with 

their values and beliefs, mainly because of contextual constraints.  

In the case of L2 teachers few studies have examined the relationship between their 

assessment conceptions and practices (e.g., Butler, 2009; Gao & Bintz, 2019; Wang et al., 

2020). Butler (2009) examined how teachers observe and assess elementary school 

students’ L2 performance in class and how such assessments vary among teachers. Butler 

observed that the teachers varied substantially in their overall evaluations (e.g., 

assessment criteria used) both within and across school levels. In a study on teachers’ 

conceptions and practices of L2 writing assessment in Hong Kong, Gao and Bintz (2019) 

noted that teachers thought of assessment in a positive way, but they often lacked a 

comprehensive understanding of the distinctions between assessment of, for and as 

learning. Based on surveys of 136 Chinese university EFL writing teachers and interviews 

with ten teachers about their writing assessment beliefs and practices, Wang et al. (2020) 

reported that some teachers’ beliefs and practices were aligned (e.g., making learning 

explicit), but others were not (e.g., promoting learner autonomy). Specifically, while the 

participants valued FAs that empower students more than the assessment-of-learning 

practices, they tended to take a dominant role in assessing writing and monitoring 
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students’ learning. These belief-practice discrepancies were due to several factors, 

including teacher lack of assessment training, teaching experience, student attributes 

(e.g., language proficiency, motivation), school factors (e.g., packed syllabus, class size), 

and assessment culture (e.g., assessment of learning policies). 

The role of context 

Context plays a significant role in shaping teachers’ assessment conceptions and 

practices, as well as the relationships between them (Borg, 2006; Brown et al., 2019; Fives 

& Buehl, 2012; Fulmer et al., 2015). As Borg (2006) has argued, “the social, institutional, 

instructional and physical settings in which teachers work” play a crucial role in shaping 

teachers’ conceptions and how these conceptions are realized (p. 275). Contextual factors 

and constraints (e.g., class size and composition, school policies) may also prevent 

teachers from implementing what they believe are appropriate practices (Borg, 2006; 

James & Pedder, 2006). 

Few studies, however, have examined how L2 teachers’ assessment conceptions and/or 

practices vary across educational contexts (e.g., Cheng et al., 2004; Cumming, 2001; 

Davison, 2004). Cumming (2001) interviewed 48 highly experienced instructors in 

different contexts (EFL vs. English as a second language [ESL]) and programs (academic 

vs. immigrant settlement programs) about their writing assessments. He reported that 

the instructors’ conceptualizations and practices of student assessment varied depending 

on whether the courses were for general or specific purposes for learning English. Davison 

(2004) compared the assessment beliefs, attitudes, and practices of ESL teachers in two 

educational and cultural contexts in order to explore the underlying constructs and 

criteria teachers use to make assessment decisions in these two contexts. Davison 

reported that teachers’ beliefs about the social, institutional, and cultural context of their 

assessment practice, including the purpose of assessment, its relation to learning and 

teaching, the role of the teacher in relation to assessment, and the teachers’ pre-existing 

beliefs about the students they are assessing, all influenced teachers’ assessment practices 

and beliefs. Finally, Cheng et al. (2004) reported that teachers’ assessment practices in 

EFL and ESL contexts varied in relation to assessment purposes, methods, and 
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procedures. These differences, within and across settings, were due to varying cultural, 

institutional, and contextual factors; the nature of the courses; teachers' knowledge of 

assessment; teaching experience; students' needs; and the effects of external testing on 

teaching and learning.  

The three studies reviewed above explore teaching context primarily in terms of whether 

English is taught as a foreign (EFL) or a second (ESL) language. Cumming (2001) further 

refines this notion of context by categorizing it based on program type, distinguishing 

between academic and immigrant settlement programs. While the distinction between 

EFL and ESL contexts is significant, it is crucial to recognize the considerable variability 

within each category. For instance, in EFL contexts, teachers may instruct students who 

are preparing to become future EFL teachers themselves, such as those in English 

departments, or they may teach students who require English proficiency to pursue 

studies in other fields, such as business or engineering. This diversity in student needs 

means that EFL instructors often teach within various universities, faculties, or 

departments, each with distinct goals and student demographics. 

In this regard, Fulmer et al. (2015) adopted Kozma's (2003) framework to delineate three 

levels of context that affect teaching: micro (e.g., classroom dynamics, individual 

teachers), meso (e.g., institutional settings like schools and universities), and macro (e.g., 

national policies). Each of these levels can shape the teaching environment and influence 

teachers’ assessment practices to varying extents. The EFL-ESL distinction is primarily 

situated at the macro level, while the micro level pertains to the unique characteristics of 

individual teachers. The meso level encompasses differences across departments and 

universities. In their literature review, Fulmer et al. noted a lack of research focusing on 

the meso level's impact on teachers’ assessment conceptions and practices. This study 

aims to fill that gap by comparing the assessment conceptions and practices of EFL 

teachers from both English and non-English departments within the same EFL context, 

thus shedding light on how departmental affiliations influence L2 assessment practices. 
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The role of teacher variables 

In addition to context, teacher variables such as teaching experience (e.g., Crusan et al., 

2016; Fives & Buehl, 2012; Gebril, 2017; Guo & Xu, 2021; Wang et al., 2020), first 

language (e.g., Crusan et al., 2016; Wicking, 2017), language assessment training (e.g., 

Guo & Xu, 2021), and job status (e.g., Wicking, 2017) seem to affect teachers’ assessment 

conceptions and practices significantly too. Crusan et al. (2016), for example, observed 

that more experienced teachers reported less assessment knowledge than did less 

experienced teachers, while Wang et al. (2020) reported that more experienced teachers 

tended to use FA practices less often and to report a wider mismatch between their 

assessment beliefs and practices than did less experienced teachers. In contrast, Guo and 

Xu (2021) observed that teachers with more experience teaching writing reported using 

FA strategies more often than did less experienced teachers. Crusan et al. (2016) 

speculated that these differences might be due to changes over time in pre-service teacher 

education, the presence or absence of in-service training, and/or experienced teachers 

being more resistant to professional development than novice teachers. Wang et al. 

(2020) attributed experienced teachers’ reluctance to use FA practices to burnout, 

emotional exhaustion and depersonalization over time, which can lead them to use only 

FA practices that are viable to their classrooms. Furthermore, over time, teachers’ beliefs 

that FA benefited students’ writing and development may become peripheral; espoused 

by teachers but not implemented (p. 388). 

Crusan et al. (2016) found that non-native English speakers reported a higher level of 

assessment literacy, a better grasp of writing assessment, and a wider variety of writing 

assessment practices than did native speakers, while Wicking (2017) observed that native 

speaker teachers reported using performance-based assessment tasks, giving written 

comments, holding student conferences, and assigning letter grades more often than did 

non-native speaker teachers, who reported using test scores as a method of feedback more 

often. Finally, Guo and Xu (2021) noted that teachers with language assessment training 

experience reported more frequent use of FA strategies than did other teachers. 
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Study context and purpose 

The studies above highlight the close link between teachers’ conceptions and their 

assessment practices as well as the role of context and teacher variables in mediating the 

relationship between teachers’ assessment conceptions and practices. The current 

exploratory study contributes to this line of research by examining the relationship 

between  conceptions and practices in the case of an under-researched population and 

context: Tunisian EFL teachers in English and non-English departments in Tunisian 

universities. 

The nature, length, and frequency of English instruction at Tunisian universities vary 

across English and non-English departments. In English departments, almost all 

instruction focuses on and is in English, while students in non-English departments 

receive English language instruction for 2 to 3 hours per week. In most non-English 

departments, the focus is on general English, but some departments focus on the English 

language skills relevant to the discipline being studied, or English for specific purposes 

(ESP, e.g., business English, medical English). In some non-English departments, in the 

first two years of the program EFL reading and writing are taught in two separate courses 

or as part of a module that includes reading, writing, grammar, and vocabulary. In the 

third and final year, the focus is typically on advanced English reading and writing skills. 

In English departments, students usually must read and write in English considerably 

more often than students in other departments, including writing a capstone project 

paper in English at the end of their three-year program in order to graduate. Most of these 

students become EFL teachers. In non-English departments, the focus is usually on 

teaching and assessing general reading and writing skills in English to help students read 

subject-related material (e.g., journal articles on biology) in English, with EFL teachers 

in some departments teaching and assessing ESP reading and writing skills. These 

teachers often struggle to find or develop authentic material for teaching and assessment.  

There are no empirical accounts of EFL teachers’ assessment practices in Tunisia, but 

informal observations and discussions by the authors with several EFL teachers suggest 

that traditional assessment views and practices still prevail, despite attempts by the 
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Tunisian ministries of education, higher education, and vocational training to reform 

both EFL teaching and assessment over the years. The assessment of EFL reading, for 

example, is often done using reading passages accompanied by short answer questions 

that assess comprehension of the main idea, specific details, and key vocabulary in the 

passage, while writing is typically assessed using essay questions. Discrete-point items 

are the preferred method for assessing vocabulary and grammar. Another common 

practice in this context is the use of impressionistic rating when evaluating students’ 

written responses at all levels. In impressionistic rating, instead of using specific written 

criteria or rubrics, teachers rely on their knowledge of the content of the course they are 

teaching, their experience with EFL essay rating, and/or comparing essays to each other 

to rate the quality of an essay (Barkaoui, 2007). Furthermore, many teachers report that 

they spend a considerable amount of time highlighting and marking language errors in 

students’ responses to reading and writing assessments, although they may not be fully 

convinced that such practice can help students improve their EFL reading and writing 

skills. The assessment practices and views described above might reflect Tunisian EFL 

teachers’ views of L2 learning and teaching as well as their conceptualizations of why, 

what, and how to assess reading and writing.  

This situation has led to many calls for change in assessment policies and practices and 

for more training for EFL teachers in classroom assessment, particularly assessment for 

and as learning. Adopting new assessment policies and providing additional teacher 

training programs, however, require first understanding the current assessment 

conceptions and practices of Tunisian EFL teachers. Consequently, this study aimed to 

investigate and document the assessment conceptions of Tunisian university EFL 

teachers and their EFL reading and writing assessment practices. It addressed the 

following research questions:  

RQ1: To what extent do Tunisian university EFL teachers’ reading and writing assessment 

practices vary depending on teacher background and context?  

RQ2: What patterns of assessment conceptions exist among Tunisian university EFL 

teachers?  
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RQ3: How do the reading and writing assessment practices of teachers with different 

assessment conceptions compare? 

Method 

Teacher assessment conceptions and practices questionnaire 

Data for the study were collected using an online questionnaire about teachers’ 

assessment conceptions and practices. Questionnaires are a common method for 

obtaining an overview of the teaching and assessment conceptions and practices of a large 

population (e.g., Borg, 2006; Brown, 2004, 2008; Delandshere & Jones, 1999; James & 

Pedder, 2006). While self-report methods have their limitations, such as the possibility 

of discrepancy between what teachers say they do and what they actually do, previous 

research (e.g., James & Pedder, 2006) has shown that teachers are prepared to be open 

and honest in their responses. In addition, self-report is the only direct method to obtain 

information about participants’ conceptions. One way to address the limitations of self-

report methods is to ground the questions in a specific context, such as a particular course 

(Delandshere & Jones, 1999). Consequently, in this study, we focus specifically on 

teachers’ assessment practices concerning EFL reading and writing, which are often 

taught together.  

The questionnaire included four main sections. Section 1 focused on teachers’ assessment 

conceptions. It included 50 statements from the Teacher Conceptions of Assessment 

(TCoA) questionnaire developed and validated by Brown (2003, 2006, 2008). The 

questionnaire has been used in several studies to examine teachers’ assessment 

conceptions in various contexts (e.g., Brown, 2004; Brown & Michaelides, 2011; Brown 

et al., 2019; Fletcher et al., 2012; Gebril & Brown, 2014; Hidri, 2016).  

Section 1 included four scales of assessment conceptions:  

a. Assessment makes schools accountable: This scale included six items under three 

subscales: assessment provides information on schools, assessment is accurate, and 

assessment evaluates schools (e.g., Assessment is an indicator of a program’s quality) 

(Cronbach’s alpha = .77). 
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b. Assessment makes students accountable: This scale included seven items under three 

subscales: assessment assigns scores to students’ work, assessment categorises 

students, and assessment determines students’ qualifications. (e.g., Assessment is 

comparing student work against set criteria) (Cronbach’s alpha =.66). 

c. Assessment improves education: This scale included six items under each of four 

subscales: Assessment describes abilities (e.g., Assessment establishes what students 

have learned), Assessment improves learning (e.g., Assessment helps students 

improve their learning), Assessment improves teaching (e.g., Assessment changes the 

way teachers teach), and Assessment is valid (e.g., Assessment results are 

trustworthy) (Cronbach’s alpha =.87). 

d. Assessment is irrelevant: This scale included 13 items under three subscales: 

Assessment is bad (e.g., Assessment is unfair to students), Assessment is ignored (e.g., 

Assessment results are filed and ignored), and Assessment is inaccurate (e.g., 

Assessment is an imprecise process) (Cronbach’s alpha =.79).  

Respondents indicated their degree of agreement with each statement on a five-point 

Likert scale (from strongly disagree = 0 to strongly agree = 4). The internal consistency 

reliability of the four assessment conceptions scales was examined using Cronbach’s 

alpha and was found to be moderate to high (range: .66 to .87, see above). 

Sections 2 and 3 asked teachers about their EFL reading and writing assessment practices, 

respectively. We based the questions in these sections on items from previous studies on 

teacher reading and writing assessment practices (e.g., Cheng et al., 2004, 2008; Crusan 

et al., 2016; Ferris, 2014; Ferris et al., 2011; Hunter et al., 2006; Troudi et al., 2009) and 

they were organized around three main topics: why, how, and when teachers assess 

reading and writing (cf. Afflerbach, 2017; see Tables 2 and 3 for items in each section). All 

items were measured on a five-point scale of frequency of use (Never =0 to Always = 4). 

Cronbach’s alpha values for the four scales on assessment practices were as follows: for 

assessment purposes, .76 for reading and .74 for writing; for assessment methods, .87 for 

reading and .83 for writing.  
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Section 4 included questions about teachers’ backgrounds and contexts. These included 

questions about teacher gender, age, highest degree obtained, number of years teaching 

English at school and at university, number of years teaching EFL reading and writing, if 

they had received any training on reading and writing assessment, names of the 

department where they were teaching, how much time they spent on assessment, and 

whether they taught reading and writing separately or together.2  

To ensure the questionnaire’s quality, various strategies were implemented. First, the 

questionnaire design (i.e., sections, items, scales, instructions) was informed by an 

extensive review of literature on teachers’ assessment conceptions and practices (see 

above). Second, all questionnaire items were adapted from previous studies that had 

established the validity of the scales. For example, the TCoA underwent rigorous 

validation by Brown (2006, 2008) through structural equation modeling (SEM), which 

produced evidence supporting the tripartite factor structure of the conception scales. The 

questionnaire was further validated by the various studies in different countries 

previously cited (e.g., Brown, 2004; Brown & Michaelides, 2011; Fletcher et al., 2012; 

Gebril & Brown, 2014). Third, the questionnaire underwent a pilot phase. Since the 

questionnaire items were adopted from previous studies that had provided evidence 

concerning scale validity and reliability, the focus of piloting was on ensuring 

questionnaire items and instructions were clear. Initially, the questionnaire was piloted 

with one teacher, who completed the whole questionnaire, providing feedback on any 

unclear instructions or items. While no issues were reported for the conception scales, 

there was uncertainty regarding whether the items on assessment practices were asking 

about current methods (i.e., how teachers are assessing) or ideal methods (i.e., how they 

should assess) for assessing reading and writing. Additionally, it was not clear what 

should be done when selecting the ‘Other’ option for assessment practices. All 

problematic items and instructions were revised to clarify that the items inquired about 

current assessment practices and the ‘Other’ option was changed into an open-ended 

question without a scale. The revised version was then piloted with four new teachers 

from different departments, who identified no issues with the items, instructions, or the 

 
2 Readers interested in obtaining more details about the questionnaire items are welcome to request a 
copy from the first author. 
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platform on which the questionnaire was administered. Fourth, as noted above, 

Cronbach’s alpha was computed for each scale to assess its internal-consistency 

reliability, providing an estimate of item coherence within each scale (i.e., to what extent 

they measured the same construct). Unfortunately, due to the limited sample size, more 

advanced analyses, such as factor analysis or SEM, to explore the questionnaire’s factor 

structure, were not feasible. 

The questionnaire was hosted on the MachForm platform, and a hyperlink to access it 

was distributed via email to the heads of departments in all universities in Tunisia, with 

a description of the purpose of the study and a request to share the link with their EFL 

teachers. To boost response rates, two rounds of emails were dispatched. Initially, 55 

teachers responded to the questionnaire, and after nine months, 98 teachers had 

completed it. 

Participants 

Tunisia currently boasts approximately 200 universities and higher education 

institutions, each employing an average of 2-3 EFL instructors. This totals between 400 

and 600 EFL teachers overall. Our survey sample of 98 teachers thus represents 

approximately 16% to 25% of all EFL teachers in Tunisian universities. Table 1 displays 

background information about the participants. Two-thirds of them were teaching in 

English departments, while the other third were teaching in other departments (e.g., 

business, law, computer sciences, medicine). Most of the respondents (71%) were female. 

Half were between 36- and 50-year-old; a quarter were above 50. Two-thirds had a Master 

of Arts or a higher degree; a third had a Bachelor of Arts degree only. Almost all the 

respondents (95%) obtained their BA from Tunisian universities. Two-thirds were 

teaching in the capital, Tunis, while the remaining third were teaching in other regions of 

the country. The participants had taught English for an average of about 14 years (range: 

1 to 38 years); the majority (64%) had more than 10 years of English teaching experience; 

a fifth had just 1 to 5 years of teaching experience. On average, they had taught EFL 

reading and writing at university for about six years (range: 1 to 18 years). It should be 

noted here that there was a strong association between highest degree obtained and 
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number of years teaching English. Specifically, teachers with a BA had, on average, longer 

teaching experience (M= 16.21 years, SD= 8.46) than did teachers with a MA or a higher 

degree (M= 12.59, SD= 8.20). 

Table 1. Distribution of participants by background variables 

 Frequency Percentage 

Department    

English  67 68.4 

Other  31 31.6 

Gender   

Male 28 28.6 

Female  70 71.4 

Age    

25-35 years 22 22.4 

36-50 years 49 50.0 

50+ years 24 24.5 

Missing 3 3.1 

Highest degree   

BA or B.Ed. 34 34.7 

MA/M.Ed. or higher 64 65.3 

Teaching experience   

1-5 years 20 20.4 

6-10 years 15 15.3 

11-15 years 23 23.5 

16+ years  40 40.8 

Less than half (38%) reported that they had received training on language assessment, 

typically in the form of professional development workshops provided by the Ministry of 

Education inspectors, private language training centres, or a non-governmental 

association or organisation; observing and being observed by experienced teachers; 

and/or attending workshops organized by schools and university departments or 

international teacher certificate programs. Most participants (71%) reported that they 

typically spend 30% or more of class time on assessment. Of the 98 respondents, 69 

responded to the section on reading assessment practices and 64 responded to the section 

on writing assessment practices. Most of them (n= 57) responded to both sections, with 

the majority (n= 51) reporting that they taught reading and writing together. 
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Data analysis 

In this study, we used department (English vs. other departments) as an indicator of 

teaching context and highest degree obtained (BA vs. MA or higher) and EFL teaching 

experience (in years) as indicators of teacher background. In addition, four scale scores, 

one for each assessment conception scale, were computed for each teacher by adding all 

items under each scale and then dividing the total by the number of items in the scale.  

To address RQ1, descriptive statistics were computed for items on teacher reading and 

writing assessment practices. Next, independent t-tests were used with department 

(English vs. other) or highest degree (BA vs. other) as predictor variables and teachers’ 

assessment conceptions and practices as dependent variables. To examine the 

relationships between EFL teaching experience (in years) and assessment conceptions 

and practices, we used Pearson r correlations.  

To identify patterns of assessment conceptions among the 98 participants (RQ2), we 

performed a cluster analysis on the teachers’ scale scores on the four assessment 

conceptions (cf., Guo & Xu, 2021; Saito & Inoi, 2017). Cluster analysis is an exploratory 

multivariate technique for grouping objects (or individuals) that are similar in terms of a 

predetermined selection criterion (e.g., assessment conceptions) into homogeneous 

groups, or clusters (Sarstedt & Mooi, 2014). To achieve this goal, cluster analysis 

measures similarity (or distance) between objects and then groups them based upon the 

resultant distances in a way that both minimizes within-group differences and maximizes 

between-group differences.  

The responses of the 98 teachers to Section 1 of the questionnaire were subjected to the 

SPSS Cluster Analysis of Cases procedure. As recommended by Sarstedt and Mooi (2014), 

hierarchical clustering was used to explore the data and place the teachers in 

homogeneous groups in terms of their scores on the four assessment conceptions scales. 

The squared Euclidean distance was used to measure distance or similarity between cases, 

while Ward’s method was used for cluster formation. Ward's is a popular clustering 

method, which produces compact groups of well-distributed size. To identify the number 

of clusters, we examined the change pattern in the squared Euclidian distance and the 
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dendrograms for two-, three-, and four-cluster solutions. We also examined the sizes of 

the clusters and the means and standard deviations (SDs) of each conception scale for 

each cluster in each solution. We found that (a) the variance for some conceptions scales 

in the additional clusters were larger than those for the whole sample as well as those for 

Clusters 1 and 2 and (b) increasing the number of clusters resulted in very small clusters 

that were challenging to interpret. For example, Cluster 3 exhibited an SD of 0.71 (higher 

than the SD for the entire sample) for one conception scale, and both the third and fourth 

clusters included only a few teachers. Furthermore, no meaningful distinctions could be 

discerned among the additional clusters. The two-cluster solution emerged as the most 

interpretable, featuring a reasonable sample size and variances that were either smaller 

or comparable to those of the entire sample. As a result of these analyses, the hierarchical 

two-cluster solution was selected. A profile was then developed for each cluster based on 

the background variables and the assessment conceptions scale scores of teachers in each 

cluster. The findings are reported below. Finally, to address RQ4, we compared teachers’ 

reading and writing assessment practices across the groups identified through cluster 

analysis. 

Findings 

RQ1: Variation in teacher reading and writing assessment practices 

Tables 2 and 3 report descriptive statistics for the frequency of use (on a scale from 0 to 

4) for reading and writing assessment purposes, methods, and timing by department as 

well as the Pearson r correlations between the frequency of use of assessment purposes, 

methods, and timing, on one hand, and years of teaching experience, on the other. 

Assessment purposes, methods, and timing are listed from the most to the least frequently 

used (i.e., Total Mean in column 3 of Tables 2 and 3). The following paragraphs highlight 

key patterns in Tables 2 and 3 for reading and writing assessment respectively.  
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics for reading assessment practices by department and cluster and correlations with teaching experience 

  
Teaching 

Experience 
Total 

English 
Department  

Other 
Department 

Cluster 1  Cluster 2 

  r M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

Assessment Purpose                       

To motivate my students to learn -0.14 3.13 1.03 3.23 1.00 2.96 1.08 3.37 0.86 2.79 1.17 

To make my students work harder -.29* 3.07 0.88 3.14 0.83 2.96 0.96 3.32 0.76 2.71 0.94 

To diagnose strengths and weaknesses in my students -0.13 2.94 0.91 3.09 0.81 2.69 1.01 3.15 0.79 2.64 0.99 

To obtain information on my students’ progress -0.11 2.93 0.81 3.14 0.68 2.58 0.9 3.15 0.69 2.61 0.88 

To provide feedback to my students as they progress  -.24* 2.91 0.98 3.05 0.9 2.69 1.09 3.07 0.98 2.68 0.94 

To diagnose strengths and weaknesses in my teaching -0.19 2.8 0.99 2.93 1.01 2.58 0.95 2.88 1.03 2.68 0.94 

To determine the final grades for my students -.26* 2.65 1.05 2.6 0.95 2.73 1.22 2.83 1 2.39 1.1 

To plan my instruction 0.01 2.64 0.87 2.63 0.85 2.65 0.94 2.73 0.87 2.5 0.88 

To prepare my students for standardized tests  -0.2 2.43 1.21 2.6 1.18 2.15 1.22 2.73 1.12 2 1.22 

To formally document growth in learning -0.23 2.26 1.08 2.47 1.01 1.92 1.13 2.39 1.14 2.07 0.98 

To provide information to the central administration  -0.18 2.26 1.22 2.21 1.19 2.35 1.29 2.17 1.28 2.39 1.13 

To group my students for instruction purposes in my class -0.05 1.91 1.09 2.00 1.15 1.77 0.99 1.95 1.14 1.86 1.04 

To provide information to an outside funding agency 0.14 0.81 1.06 0.67 0.97 1.04 1.18 0.66 0.88 1.04 1.26 

Assessment Method                       

Vocabulary questions -0.13 3.17 0.77 3.21 0.71 3.12 0.86 3.29 0.68 3.00 0.86 

Teacher-made tests 0.04 2.96 0.81 2.86 0.8 3.12 0.82 2.93 0.79 3.00 0.86 

True-false questions -0.04 2.94 0.87 2.84 0.9 3.12 0.82 2.98 0.91 2.89 0.83 

Interpretative questions -0.03 2.88 0.98 3.05 0.97 2.62 0.94 2.98 0.96 2.75 1 

Sentence completion questions 0.04 2.72 0.78 2.53 0.8 3.04 0.66 2.73 0.74 2.71 0.85 

Multiple-choice questions -0.21 2.68 0.96 2.44 0.93 3.08 0.89 2.56 1.03 2.86 0.85 

Information transfer tasks -0.17 2.55 1.01 2.53 1.01 2.58 1.03 2.56 1.03 2.54 1 

Grammar questions -0.02 2.52 1.20 2.26 1.26 2.96 0.96 2.49 1.19 2.57 1.23 

Matching questions 0.04 2.41 1.10 2.12 1.16 2.88 0.82 2.22 1.19 2.68 0.9 
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Table 2. Cont’d  

  
Teaching 

Experience 
Total 

English 
Department  

Other 
Department 

Cluster 1  Cluster 2 

  r M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

Short answer questions -.25* 2.41 1.02 2.28 1.03 2.62 0.98 2.44 0.98 2.36 1.10 

Standardized reading tests 0.22 2.39 1.1 2.56 1.05 2.12 1.14 2.46 1.12 2.29 1.08 

Summaries of reading passage -.24* 2.39 0.96 2.4 1.03 2.38 0.85 2.49 0.98 2.25 0.93 

Cloze tasks -0.04 2.38 1.00 2.23 1.00 2.62 0.98 2.24 0.97 2.57 1.03 

Form completion  0.04 2.3 1.03 2.21 0.97 2.46 1.14 2.34 0.91 2.25 1.21 

Editing a piece of writing -0.2 2.19 1.12 2.12 1.18 2.31 1.01 2.27 1.1 2.07 1.15 

Peer assessment -0.05 2.13 0.95 2.28 0.93 1.88 0.95 2.24 1.07 1.96 0.74 

Self-assessment -0.21 2.07 1.06 2.14 1.04 1.96 1.11 2.17 1.12 1.93 0.98 

Oral interviews -0.04 2.06 1.12 2.23 1.19 1.77 0.95 2.12 1.21 1.96 1.00 

Reading logs/journals 0.06 1.75 1.01 1.84 0.92 1.62 1.13 1.83 1.09 1.64 0.87 

Student portfolio 0.05 1.67 1.11 1.67 1.11 1.65 1.13 1.63 1.16 1.71 1.05 

Read aloud -.38** 1.65 1.30 1.7 1.37 1.58 1.21 1.73 1.27 1.54 1.37 

Book reports 0.01 1.41 1.08 1.35 1.11 1.5 1.03 1.51 1.1 1.25 1.04 

Assessment Timing                       

At the end of the course 0.19 3.07 1.05 3.12 1.03 3.00 1.1 2.95 1.09 3.25 0.97 

During the course -0.18 2.46 1.04 2.51 0.96 2.38 1.17 2.56 0.95 2.32 1.16 

At the beginning of the course -0.09 1.26 1.22 1.30 1.28 1.19 1.13 1.27 1.20 1.25 1.27 

Note: Frequency of use scale: Never = 0 to 4= Always.  * p<.05, ** p<.0
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Reading Assessment Purposes 

Participants primarily used reading assessments for formative purposes, with the most 

frequently reported reasons (M > 2.50 out of 4) being to motivate students to learn and 

work harder, diagnose their strengths and weaknesses, track student progress, provide 

feedback, evaluate their own teaching, determine final grades, and plan instruction. Less 

common purposes (M < 2.50 out of 4) included preparing students for standardized tests, 

formally documenting growth, grouping students, and providing information to 

administration or funding agencies. 

Independent t-tests revealed that teachers in English departments used assessments to 

track student progress (t(67)= 2.95, p= .004) and formally document growth (t(67)= 2.07, 

p= .04) significantly more than those in other departments. Additionally, teachers with a 

BA used assessments for documenting growth less frequently than those with an MA or 

higher (t(67)= 2.58, p= .01). 

Correlation analyses showed that longer teaching experience was negatively associated 

with assessing reading to make students work harder, determine final grades, and provide 

feedback. Experienced teachers were also less likely to use assessment to assess growth 

or to diagnose students’ strengths and weaknesses or prepare them for standardized tests, 

though these correlations were not significant. 

Reading Assessment Methods 

Participants employed various assessment methods, with the most common (M > 2.50 

out of 4) being teacher-made tests, sentence completion, select-choice questions, 

vocabulary and grammar questions, and information transfer tasks. Methods used less 

frequently (M < 2.50 out of 4) included matching and short answer questions, 

standardized reading tests, summaries of reading passages, cloze tasks, form completion, 

editing a piece of writing, peer assessment, self-assessment, oral interviews, reading 

logs/journals, portfolios, reading aloud, and book reports. Few teachers reported using 

sentence completion and paraphrasing to assess reading skills, while others reported they 
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usually used integrated assessments such as asking students to read a text and then to 

discuss, give an oral presentation, and/or write a report about it. 

Significant differences based on department were found for the use of sentence 

completion (t(67)= 2.70, p= .009), matching (t(67)= 2.96, p= .004), and multiple-choice 

questions (t(67)= 2.79, p= .007), with teachers in English departments using these 

methods less often. Differences were also noted for the highest degree held by teachers 

regarding teacher-made tests (t(67)= 2.16, p= .04) and standardized tests (t(67)= 2.37, 

p= .02), with BA holders using them less frequently than those with higher degrees. 

Teaching experience correlated negatively with the use of reading aloud, short answer 

questions, and summaries. Experienced teachers were less likely to use these methods to 

assess reading. These teachers were also less likely to use multiple-choice questions, self-

assessment, and editing a piece of writing, but more likely to use standardized reading 

tests, although these correlations were not statistically significant. 

Reading Assessment Timing 

Participants primarily assessed reading at the end of the course, with little to no 

assessment occurring at the beginning. Independent t-tests showed no significant 

differences in timing based on department or teacher degree. While no significant 

correlations were found between teaching experience and timing, a positive correlation 

was noted for end-of-course assessments, indicating that more experienced teachers 

tended to assess reading more frequently at the end of the course and less during it. 
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Table 3. Descriptive statistics for writing assessment practices by department and cluster and correlations with teaching experience 

  
Teaching 

Experience 
Total  

English 

Department  

Other 
Department  

Cluster 1 Cluster 2 

  r M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

Assessment Purpose                       

To provide feedback to my students as they progress  -0.23 3.14 0.77 3.16 0.78 3.10 0.77 3.36 0.74 2.8 0.71 

To diagnose strengths and weaknesses in my students -.33** 3.09 0.77 3.16 0.69 2.95 0.92 3.26 0.72 2.84 0.8 

To make my students work harder -0.15 3.00 0.84 3.05 0.79 2.9 0.94 3.15 0.74 2.76 0.93 

To motivate my students to learn -0.07 2.95 0.95 3.00 0.95 2.86 0.96 3.21 0.8 2.56 1.04 

To diagnose strengths and weaknesses in my teaching  -0.23 2.89 0.86 3.00 0.85 2.67 0.86 3.21 0.83 2.4 0.65 

To obtain information on my students’ progress -.37** 2.89 0.74 2.88 0.73 2.90 0.77 3.13 0.66 2.52 0.71 

To determine the final grades for my students 0.00 2.83 0.94 2.74 0.95 3.00 0.89 2.97 0.99 2.6 0.82 

To plan my instruction -.32* 2.69 0.92 2.72 0.85 2.62 1.07 2.87 0.98 2.4 0.76 

To formally document growth in learning -0.03 2.36 1.06 2.47 0.96 2.14 1.24 2.41 1.14 2.28 0.94 

To prepare my students for standardized tests  -0.01 2.31 1.27 2.49 1.30 1.95 1.16 2.51 1.19 2.00 1.35 

To provide information to the central administration  0.1 2.14 1.39 2.07 1.39 2.29 1.42 1.92 1.51 2.48 1.12 

To group my students for instruction purposes  -0.08 1.87 1.18 1.72 1.14 2.19 1.21 1.85 1.29 1.92 1.00 

To provide information to an outside funding agency 0.11 0.69 1.10 0.63 1.05 0.81 1.21 0.46 1 1.04 1.17 

Assessment Method                       

Short essay (300 words or less) -.26* 3.00 0.99 2.95 1.07 3.10 0.83 3.05 0.97 2.92 1.04 

Teacher made tests -0.01 2.88 0.75 2.72 0.70 3.19 0.75 2.87 0.73 2.88 0.78 

Editing a piece of writing -.26* 2.81 0.87 2.72 0.85 3.00 0.89 2.92 0.81 2.64 0.95 

Long essay (more than 300 words) 0.03 2.37 1.19 2.40 1.12 2.33 1.35 2.21 1.24 2.64 1.08 

Standardized writing tests 0.22 2.34 1.17 2.37 1.16 2.29 1.23 2.49 1.23 2.12 1.05 

Sentence completion questions -0.17 2.09 1.06 1.79 0.97 2.71 1.01 1.95 1.00 2.32 1.14 

Peer assessment 0.02 2.06 1.23 2.14 1.15 1.90 1.41 2.33 1.26 1.64 1.08 

Cloze tasks -0.05 1.94 1.08 1.60 0.98 2.62 0.97 1.77 1.04 2.20 1.12 

Self-assessment -0.10 1.91 1.19 2.00 1.15 1.71 1.27 2.23 1.16 1.40 1.08 

Short answer questions -0.12 1.88 1.13 1.72 1.05 2.19 1.25 1.87 1.17 1.88 1.09 

Student portfolio -0.08 1.69 1.36 1.67 1.38 1.71 1.35 1.77 1.39 1.56 1.33 
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Table 3. Cont’d  

  
Teaching 

Experience 
Total  

English 

Department  

Other 
Department  

Cluster 1 Cluster 2 

  r M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

True-false questions 0.11 1.58 1.35 1.40 1.22 1.95 1.56 1.38 1.25 1.88 1.48 

Matching questions 0.15 1.52 1.20 1.30 1.06 1.95 1.36 1.26 1.09 1.92 1.26 

Multiple-choice questions 0.16 1.52 1.26 1.33 1.11 1.90 1.48 1.21 1.10 2.00 1.35 

Student journals -0.01 1.38 1.34 1.37 1.29 1.38 1.47 1.28 1.30 1.52 1.42 

Assessment Timing                        

At the end of the course -0.04 3.47 0.73 3.37 0.79 3.67 0.58 3.46 0.76 3.48 0.71 

During the course 0.04 2.52 1.14 2.63 1.09 2.29 1.23 2.77 1.04 2.12 1.20 

At the beginning of the course 0.05 1.31 1.32 1.60 1.33 0.71 1.10 1.54 1.37 0.96 1.17 

Note: Frequency of use scale: Never = 0 to 4= Always.    * p<.05, ** p<.01
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Writing Assessment Purposes  

Participants reported a variety of purposes for writing assessments, with the most 

common (M > 2.50 out of 4) being to provide student feedback, diagnose strengths and 

weaknesses, motivate students to learn and work harder, monitor student progress, 

evaluate teaching effectiveness, determine final grades, and plan instruction. Less 

common purposes (M < 2.50) included formally documenting learning growth, preparing 

for standardized tests, reporting to administration, grouping students, and informing 

external funding agencies. No significant differences were found based on department or 

teacher qualifications. Correlation analyses showed that more experienced teachers were 

less likely to assess writing for monitoring student progress, diagnosing student strengths 

and weaknesses, or planning instruction. These teachers were also less likely to use 

writing assessment to diagnose strengths and weaknesses in their instruction or to 

provide feedback to students, although these correlations were not significant. 

Writing Assessment Methods 

The most frequently used assessment methods included short essays, teacher-made tests, 

editing a piece of writing, long essays, standardized writing tests, sentence completion 

questions, and peer assessments, while methods like cloze tasks, self-assessments, short 

answer questions, portfolios, selected-response questions (i.e., true-false, matching, 

multiple-choice), and student journals were less common. Significant differences were 

found based on teachers’ highest degrees and departments. Teachers in non-English 

departments reported using teacher-made tests (t(62)= 2.46, p= .02), cloze tasks (t(62)= 

3.90, p< .001), sentence completion (t(62)= 3.54, p= .001), and matching questions 

(t(62)= 2.10, p= .04) more frequently. Additionally, teachers with a BA tended to use 

student journals less than those with advanced degrees (t(62)= 2.18, p= .03). 

Furthermore, teachers with longer teaching experience were less likely to use editing a 

piece of writing and short essays, but more likely to use standardized tests compared to 

their less experienced counterparts. 
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Writing Assessment Timing 

Participants tended to assess writing more often at the end of the course than during it, 

with few assessing writing at the beginning. Teachers in English departments tended to 

assess writing at the start of the course more frequently than teachers in other 

departments (t(62)= 2.65, p = .01). Additionally, teachers with advanced degrees were 

more likely to assess writing at both the beginning (t(62)= 2.33, p= .02) and during 

(t(62)= 2.19, p= .03) the course compared to those with a BA. Correlations between 

teaching experience and assessment timing were weak. 

RQ2: Teacher assessment conceptions 

Table 4 reports descriptive statistics for teacher assessment conceptions for all 

participants. Repeated measures ANOVA detected significant medium effects among the 

means of the four conception scales: F(2.01, 195.39)= 33.19, p= .001, ἠ2= .26. Follow-up 

pairwise comparisons (with a Bonferroni adjustment) indicated that the scale Assessment 

is irrelevant had a significantly lower mean than each of the other three scales. 

Correlation analyses (see Table 5) indicated that scores on the Assessment is irrelevant 

scale tended to correlate negatively with scores on the other three scales, particularly 

Assessment makes programs accountable. This negative correlation is to be expected and 

suggests that none of these three conceptions was perceived as being irrelevant. In 

contrast, the correlations among the other three scales were significant and positive. 

These patterns suggest that, overall, the participants tended to hold positive conceptions 

of assessment as a tool to make programs and students accountable and to improve 

education. In addition, the teachers seemed to reject the idea that assessment is 

irrelevant.  
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Table 4. Descriptive statistics for assessment conceptions scores by department  

Department  English Non-English Total 

Conception Scale  M SD M SD M SD 
Assessment makes programs 
accountable 

3.84 0.65 3.64 0.72 3.78 0.67 

Assessment makes students 
accountable 

3.60 0.61 3.69 0.64 3.63 0.61 

Assessment improves education 3.62 0.51 3.69 0.59 3.64 0.53 

Assessment is irrelevant 3.02 0.63 3.10 0.70 3.04 0.65 

Note: Independent t-tests detected no significant differences in assessment conception across 
departments at p <.05 

Independent t-tests detected no significant effects for highest degree or department on 

assessment conception scores. Correlation analyses (Table 5) indicated that only scores 

on Assessment improves education were significantly correlated with teaching 

experience. The correlation was negative, suggesting that teachers with longer teaching 

experience (in years) tended to disagree with the idea that assessment can improve 

education. As one reviewer noted, it is possible that, with experience, teachers may 

develop the belief that nothing ever changes, or that assessment fails to bring about 

intended improvements. 

 
Table 5. Pearson r correlations among assessment conceptions scores and with teaching experience (in 
years) 

Conception Scale  Teaching Experience Scale 1 Scale 2 Scale 3 

1. Assessment makes programs accountable -.13    

2. Assessment makes students accountable .15 .37** 
  

3. Assessment improves education -.20* .68** .50** 
 

4. Assessment is irrelevant .14 -.29** .04 -.11 

Note: * p<.05; ** p<.01 

As noted above, we conducted hierarchical cluster analysis to group teachers in terms of 

patterns of their assessment conceptions. Two clusters emerged; Cluster 1 included 63 

teachers, while Cluster 2 included 35 teachers. Table 6 reports descriptive statistics for 

assessment conception scale scores by cluster. MANOVA detected significant main effects 

on the combination of the four scale scores for cluster: F(10, 87)= 21.32, p< .001, ἠ2= .71. 

Follow up ANOVA indicated that there were significant differences for each of the four 

conceptions. As Table 6 shows, Cluster 1 had significantly higher scores for Assessment 

makes programs accountable, Assessment makes students accountable, and Assessment 

improves education, but significantly lower scores for Assessment is irrelevant than did 
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Cluster 2. Cluster 1, thus, could be labelled ‘positive formative assessment,’ while Cluster 

2 might be characterized as viewing ‘assessment as irrelevant.’ 

Chi square (X2) tests comparing the two clusters in terms of background variables 

(department, gender, age, highest degree, training in assessment) detected no significant 

differences on any of these variables. However, an independent t-test detected a 

significant large effect for cluster on years of teaching experience: t(96)= 2.45, p= .02, d= 

.52. Specifically, teachers in Cluster 2 had significantly longer teaching experience on 

average (M= 16.57 years, SD= 8.23) than did teachers in Cluster 1 (M= 12.33, SD= 8.21). 

Table 6. Descriptive statistics and ANOVA results for assessment conceptions scale scores by cluster 

 Cluster 1 (n= 63) Cluster 2 (n= 35) ANOVA  

Conception Scale M SD M SD F(1, 97) ἠ2 

Assessment makes programs 
accountable 

4.13 0.38 3.15 0.63 93.45** .49 

Assessment makes students 
accountable 

3.76 0.57 3.39 0.63 8.62** .08 

Assessment improves education 3.83 0.43 3.31 0.54 26.92** .22 

Assessment is irrelevant 2.76 0.54 3.56 0.50 52.80** .36 

Note: ** p<.01 

RQ3: Differences in assessment practices across clusters 

Reading Assessment Practices 

Comparisons of the two clusters using independent t-tests (see Table 2) detected 

significant differences between clusters for five, primarily formative, purposes for 

assessing reading. Specifically, teachers in Cluster 1 reported using reading assessments 

to obtain information on students’ progress, motivate students to learn, make students 

work harder, prepare students for future standardized tests, and diagnose student 

strengths and weaknesses significantly more frequently than did teachers in Cluster 2. 

There were no significant differences between the two clusters in terms of the frequency 

of use of reading assessment methods or the timing of reading assessments.  

Writing Assessment Practices 

Comparisons of the two clusters using independent t-tests (see Table 3) detected 

significant differences for seven, primarily formative, purposes for assessing writing. 
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Specifically, teachers in Cluster 1 reported using writing assessments to obtain 

information on students’ progress, plan instruction, diagnose strengths and weaknesses 

in instruction, provide feedback to students as they progress through the course, motivate 

students to learn, and diagnose student strengths and weaknesses in writing significantly 

more frequently than did teachers in Cluster 2. In contrast, teachers in Cluster 2 reported 

using writing assessment to provide information to an outside funding agency, a 

summative purpose, significantly more frequently than did Cluster 1 teachers.  

In terms of writing assessment methods, there were significant differences in the 

frequency of use of four writing assessment methods. Teachers in Cluster 2 tended to use 

two traditional methods, matching questions and multiple-choice questions, significantly 

more frequently than did teachers in Cluster 1. The latter, in contrast, reported using two 

alternative methods, peer assessment and self-assessment, significantly more frequently 

than did teachers in Cluster 2. Finally, there were no significant differences between the 

two clusters concerning the timing of writing assessment. 

Discussion 

This exploratory study examined the assessment conceptions of Tunisian EFL teachers 

teaching in Tunisian universities and their reading and writing assessment practices. The 

following paragraphs summarize and discuss the main findings of the study.  

The roles of context and teacher background in EFL reading and writing 

assessment practices 

Regarding RQ1, the participants reported engaging in reading and writing assessments 

for a variety of purposes and using various assessment methods. For reading, the 

participants reported using assessment mainly for formative purposes (e.g., to motivate 

students to learn and to provide feedback). Using reading assessments for summative 

purposes (i.e., to document and report achievement) was less frequently reported. 

However, reading is often assessed at the end of the course; rarely did the participants 

report assessing reading at the beginning of the course. Additionally, the participants 

reported using mainly traditional reading assessment methods (e.g., true-false, sentence 
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completion, information transfer, vocabulary, grammar); alternative methods (e.g., 

portfolios, logs/journals) were reported less often.  

For writing, the participants reported using writing assessments for a wide range of 

purposes, mostly formative (e.g., to provide feedback, motivate students, and plan 

instruction). Using writing assessments for summative or accountability purposes was 

less frequently reported. Participants reported using mainly direct methods to assess 

writing, such as short and long essays, editing and sentence completion items, as well as 

teacher-made and standardized tests of writing. Alternative approaches to assessing 

writing (e.g., self and peer assessment, portfolios), as well as indirect measures of writing 

(e.g., multiple-choice questions) were reported less frequently. However, the participants 

reported assessing writing at the end of the course more frequently than during or at the 

beginning of the course.  

There were some significant differences across teachers with different educational 

backgrounds (i.e., highest degree) and teaching experience in terms of reading and 

writing assessment practices. For reading, teachers with a MA or a higher degree tended 

to use assessment to formally document student reading growth and to use teacher-made 

tests and standardized tests more often than did teachers with a BA. For writing, there 

were no differences across the two groups in terms of assessment purposes, but teachers 

with a MA or a higher degree tended to use student journals and to assess writing at the 

beginning and during the course more frequently than did teachers with a BA.  

Generally, teachers with longer teaching experience were less likely to assess reading and 

writing for formative purposes. They were more likely to assess reading at the end of the 

course using standardized reading tests and less likely to assess reading during the course 

or to use read aloud, short-answer and multiple-choice questions, summaries of reading 

passages, information transfer tasks, editing a piece of writing, and self-assessment to 

assess reading. Teachers with longer teaching experience were less likely to use editing 

and short essays and more likely to use standardized writing tests to assess writing.  

Teachers’ reading and writing assessment practices varied across contexts (i.e., type of 

department) as well. For reading, teachers in English departments tended to use reading 
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assessments to obtain information on their students’ progress and to formally document 

growth more frequently than did teachers in other departments. As a result, these 

teachers reported using selected-response forms of assessments (i.e., sentence 

completion, matching, and multiple-choice questions) less often than did teachers in non-

English departments. There were no significant differences in terms of purposes of 

writing assessment across departments, but teachers in English departments reported 

using teacher-made tests, cloze tasks, sentence completion questions, and matching 

questions significantly less frequently than did teachers in non-English departments. 

These teachers reported assessing writing at the beginning of the course more frequently 

than did teachers in other departments.  

EFL teachers’ assessment conceptions and practices 

Concerning RQ2, cluster analysis revealed two sub-groups among the 98 participants that 

differed in terms of their assessment conceptions. The first and largest group (n= 63) 

included teachers who tend to view assessment as a tool to make programs and students 

accountable and to improve education and who did not see assessment as irrelevant. The 

second and smaller group (n= 35) tended to endorse the view that assessment is 

irrelevant. Like several previous studies (e.g., Azis, 2015; Brown, 2004; Brown et al., 

2009), two-thirds of the participants in this study had a positive view of assessment and 

did not view it as irrelevant to the teaching and learning processes. However, a third of 

the participants (i.e., Cluster 2) did not seem to share this perspective. 

Assessment conceptions did not vary significantly in relation to department type (English 

or non-English) or teacher education background (i.e., highest degree). But more 

experienced teachers tended to report lower levels of agreement with the idea that 

assessment can improve education. Additionally, teachers in the second cluster tended to 

have significantly longer teaching experience than did teachers in the first cluster. Some 

previous studies also found that length of teaching experience can affect teachers’ 

assessment conceptions (e.g., Crusan et al., 2016; Guo & Xu, 2021; Rivkin et al., 2005; 

Wang et al., 2020).  
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Finally, and in relation to RQ3, there were significant differences between the two clusters 

in terms of their reading and writing assessment practices. Teachers who view assessment 

as a tool to make programs and students accountable and to improve education (i.e., 

Cluster 1) tended to use reading and writing assessments for formative purposes 

significantly more frequently than did teachers who endorse the view that assessment is 

irrelevant (Cluster 2). The latter group reported using writing assessment for summative 

purposes significantly more frequently. The two clusters did not differ in terms of the 

methods and timing of their reading assessments, but teachers in Cluster 2 tended to use 

two traditional selected-response methods (i.e., matching and multiple-choice questions) 

significantly more frequently to assess writing than did teachers in Cluster 1. Cluster 1 

teachers reported using two alternative methods, peer- and self-assessment, to assess 

writing more frequently. They also tended to assess writing during the course more often 

than did teachers in Cluster 2.  

The findings of this exploratory study clearly indicate that teacher variables, in this case 

teaching experience and educational background (i.e., highest degree), can shape their 

conceptions of assessment. These conceptions, together with the context in which 

teachers work (i.e., type of department), in turn, can shape why, how, and when teachers 

assess. These findings, obtained in a new and under-researched context and population, 

lend support to previous studies and existing models of the complex relationships 

between teachers’ variables, conceptions, practices, and contexts (e.g., Brown, 2008; 

Borg, 2006). In this study, teaching experience (i.e., number of years teaching) seems to 

play a major role in shaping teachers’ assessment conceptions and practices. This finding 

is consistent with previous studies. Wang et al. (2020), for example, discovered that more 

experienced teachers tended to use FA practices less often than did less experienced 

teachers, while Guo and Xu (2021) reported the opposite pattern. As Crusan et al. (2016) 

and Wang et al. (2020) hypothesized, differences in assessment practices between 

experienced and less experienced teachers might be due to a host of contextual and 

individual factors such as changes in pre-service teacher education, teacher exhaustion, 

teachers becoming more resistant to professional development, and/or their beliefs about 

FA becoming peripheral over time. Given that teachers with longer experience in the 

current study tended to be older and to have had received their teacher education earlier, 
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it is difficult to determine whether differences in assessment conceptions are due to age, 

length of teaching experience, and/or the nature and focus of the teacher education they 

received. Future studies can address this question by including teachers that vary on these 

variables to examine whether and how they differ in terms of their assessment 

conceptions and practices. 

Limitations and implications 

Before discussing the study’s implications, its limitations need to be acknowledged. First, 

the study focused on a specific context (Tunisia) and educational level (university). While 

this focus provided valuable insights into teachers’ assessment conceptions and practices 

in an underexplored context and confirmed previous findings in a new context, it does 

limit the generalizability of the findings to other countries and educational levels (e.g., 

high school). Second, the study relied on self-report data to investigate teachers’ 

assessment conceptions and practices. Although self-report is the most direct approach 

for accessing teachers’ conceptions, it may pose challenges when examining assessment 

practices. As mentioned earlier, previous research (e.g., James & Pedder, 2006) has 

indicated that teachers are generally willing to be open and honest regarding their 

assessment practices, yet there is a possibility that some teachers may not have accurately 

reported their assessment practices. Despite efforts to mitigate this concern by focusing 

specifically on reading and writing assessment practices, the issues associated with self-

report remain. The small, self-selected sample also restricts the generalizability of the 

study’s findings. Third, inherent to questionnaires, there exists the potential for response 

bias: participants who chose to take part in the study might differ from those who opted 

not to participate, thereby limiting the generalizability of the findings. Fourth, although 

various measures were taken to ensure the questionnaire’s quality, the limited sample size 

precluded the examination of its construct validity through rigorous methods such as 

SEM.  

Despite these limitations, this exploratory study offers several contributions. First, it 

included a relatively sizable sample from the target context, including teachers with 

diverse backgrounds in terms of teaching experience, education background, and 
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teaching contexts (departments). Second, the study examined teachers’ assessment 

conceptions and practices within a new context and among an under-researched 

population. The findings not only corroborated those from prior studies in a new context 

and population but also yielded important implications as discussed below. Third, the 

study showcased how scales from previous studies, such as the Teacher Conceptions of 

Assessment Questionnaire (TCoA), can be adopted to examine teachers' assessment 

conceptions in new contexts. By combining the TCoA with items and scales from other 

studies, the questionnaire used in the current study extended and enriched the TCoA, 

covering various dimensions of teachers’ assessment conceptions, practices, 

backgrounds, and contexts. This comprehensive questionnaire facilitated a more nuanced 

understanding of the research questions, particularly in elucidating how teachers with 

diverse conceptions and backgrounds approach the assessment of reading and writing. 

Moreover, it shed light on the impact of contextual and teacher-related factors, such as 

teaching experience and education, on teachers’ assessment conceptions and practices.  

The findings of this study indicate the need for nuanced approaches to professional 

development, implementing targeted policies to support teachers, and conducting 

additional research to deepen our understanding of the complex interplay between 

teacher variables, assessment conceptions, and practices in the EFL context. First, the 

findings can inform the development of future professional development programs and 

activities for EFL teachers, aiding them in reflecting upon and improving their assessment 

conceptions and practices to promote student learning. These programs and activities 

should be tailored to meet the unique needs, backgrounds, and contexts of teachers. For 

example, although the majority of teachers in this study perceived assessment as a means 

to enhance learning, they tend to use assessment methods that may not be conducive to 

learning, such as administering assessments primarily at the end of, rather than at the 

beginning or during, the learning process. These teachers hold positive attitudes towards 

assessment and would benefit from support focused on developing and selecting practical 

assessment strategies and tools, such as alternative assessments, to maximize the positive 

impact of assessment on student learning. 
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In contrast, other teachers may harbour unfavourable attitudes towards assessment, 

perceiving it as irrelevant, possibly due to their personal experiences with assessment as 

students and/or teachers. Understanding the underlying reasons behind these 

perceptions and providing targeted support or training to dispel misconceptions can 

prove beneficial for improving the overall quality of teachers’ assessment practices and 

their positive impact on student learning and engagement. It is essential to prompt these 

teachers to reflect on their views and experiences and to expose them to diverse 

experiences and perspectives that illustrate the benefits of assessment for both teachers 

and students. This exposure can precede or coincide with introducing these teachers to 

new assessment strategies and methods designed to promote learning. Recognizing the 

potential advantages of formative assessment for students, universities may consider 

providing resources and support to help teachers enhance their formative assessment 

practices. Finally, considering that teachers with longer experience tended to hold 

assessment conceptions and practices less conducive to learning, tailoring professional 

development programs and activities to address the evolving needs and beliefs of these 

teachers becomes crucial. This may involve implementing strategies to engage 

experienced teachers in continuous learning and adapting assessment practices to foster 

student learning and engagement.  

Implementing such an approach to professional development requires initially 

identifying teachers’ assessment conceptions and practices. This can be accomplished 

through tools like the questionnaire used in this study, or alternative methods such as 

interviews and focus groups. Subsequently, the collected information can be used to 

inform the focus and content of professional development program and activities. 

Furthermore, teacher education programs could consider incorporating modules or 

coursework that specifically address assessment practices and philosophies to ensure that 

teachers are well prepared for their roles. Both the Ministry of Education and universities 

could consider implementing policies that support ongoing professional development for 

teachers, with a specific focus on assessment practices. This might include offering 

incentives, allocating resources, or implementing mandated training programs to ensure 

teachers are informed about the latest best practices in assessment. 
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In conclusion, this exploratory study is the first to document the assessment conceptions 

held by Tunisian EFL teachers and their reading and writing assessment practices. The 

findings revealed two distinct groups of teachers based on their assessment conceptions, 

highlighting the influence of teacher experience on these conceptions and their 

interaction with instructional contexts, shaping EFL reading and writing assessment 

practices. To establish the generalizability of these findings, future studies should aim to 

include a larger and more diverse sample of teachers. Additionally, the use of varied data 

sources, such as in-depth interviews, classroom observations, and analyses of samples of 

reading and writing assessments from teachers, is essential to gain an in-depth 

understanding of their assessment conceptions and practices, as well as the individual 

and contextual factors shaping them. Such research can also shed light on the level of 

(in)consistency between teachers’ assessment conceptions and their actual assessment 

practices.  

Furthermore, longitudinal studies could explore the evolution of teachers’ assessment 

conceptions and practices over time, providing insights into how teaching experience and 

other factors contribute to changes in assessment conceptions and practices. Comparative 

research across educational systems and backgrounds (e.g., first language) can offer a 

global perspective on the varied assessment conceptions and practices among teachers. 

Another promising avenue of research involves investigating the impact of teachers’ 

assessment practices on their students’ EFL reading and writing development. Given that 

student learning and engagement are the ultimate goals of teaching and assessment, 

understanding how teachers’ assessment practices affect these outcomes is crucial for 

enhancing instruction, assessment, and learning in the EFL classroom. 
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