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Abstract
Epistemological beliefs—beliefs about the nature of knowledge, where it resides, and how knowledge is constructed
and evaluated—have been the target of increased research interest lately. Heretofore, emphasis has been directed to
language teaching/learning aspects and strategies. Language assessment practices have not yet received due attention in
epistemic research literature. The current study examined the relationship between pre-service EFL teachers’
epistemological beliefs and their assessment orientations. Dimensions of epistemological beliefs were assessed via a
questionnaire designed and validated by the researcher based on Schommer’s work. Two assessment orientations were
examined including: (a) transmissive surface- processing orientation and (b) constructive deep-processing orientation.
The study involved 114 preservice EFL teachers enrolled in the Professional Diploma in Teaching Program in the Abu
Dhabi University, the United Arab Emirates. Results of the study showed that EFL teachers’ epistemological beliefs
have a direct bearing on their assessment orientations and practices. EFL teachers with naive epistemological beliefs
tended more to adopt surface-level assessment orientations whereas those with sophisticated epistemological beliefs
showed more tendency to adopt deeper level approaches to assessment in language settings. Results are discussed in
terms of backwash effects on foreign language instruction, curriculum development, and teacher education. Suggestions
for further research are also discussed.
Keywords: Epistemological beliefs, assessment orientations, surface processing, deep processing
1. Introduction
Foreign language learning settings at different schooling levels have increasingly been witnessing a paradigm shift
towards constructivist, self-regulated leaning, and connectivist approaches. Learner autonomy, self-construction of
knowledge and understandings, problem solving on own initiative, and self-regulation of learning behaviors and
contexts have all been the target of education in different settings. Students are encouraged to actively engage in the
language learning striving, test their own hypotheses, draw their own conclusions, and construct their own knowledge
and understandings.
Contemporary language education theory and practice thereof, as Hillocks (2002) states, see that “effective learning
must be constructive in nature and that students learn best and perhaps only when they construct knowledge for
themselves within the frameworks of their existing knowledge”(P. 22). As communicative competence is the ultimate
target in foreign language learning settings, as Liu and Zhang (2014), and Schell and Janicki (2013) argue, language
learning should by no means be a process in which teachers transmit knowledge to students but one in which students
construct their communicative competence on their own initiative. This, as Wang and Zhang (2012) state, requires that
teachers' roles be changed from the traditional knowledge transmitters into guides and counselors helping students
construct and assimilate new information.
This paradigm shift in foreign language education resulted in a shift in assessment practices from tests designed to
assess learners’ mastery of discrete areas of the linguistic system to tests designed to tap communicative proficiency and
deeper manipulation of language input in authentic language learning contexts (Brindley, 2001; Richards, 2001;
Yoshida, 2006). Assessment procedures nowadays, as Gibbs and McDonald (2003) state, are seen not only as
significant tools for crediting students, but also as invaluable instruments for monitoring and supporting students’
progress. Most importantly, as Segers (2003) states, assessment of students’ performance has been changed towards
more accent on cognitive competencies such as problem solving and assessment in authentic contexts. On a larger scale,
exams are nowadays viewed as a positive driving force that could infuse positive changes in the entire educational
system (Andrews, 2004; Braun & Kanjee, 2006).
Yet, evidence from language assessment research literature indicates that a disparity still exists between advocated
constructivist approaches to language instruction and actual assessment practices. Structural approaches accenting
discrete point testing and rote learning techniques are still haunting assessment practices in different settings (Masters,
2013). This, in view of consequential validity research literature, is likely to have its detrimental consequences on all
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aspects of the language curriculum and instructional practices thereof (Greenwald, Nosek, & Sriram, 2006, Zhao, 2013).
Assessment practices, as Knight (2002) describes them, are in a disarray and risky to treat them as reliable.
This is of particular significance in exam-driven learning environments, the current one is an example, where what is
tested determines to a great extent what is taught. Conclusions of the researcher of the current study come in line with
the ones mentioned above. Exams, worksheets, tests, and other formative as well as summative assessment tools
developed by EFL teachers in the current context accented shallow processing of language input. More often than not,
exam items were repetitive in nature and primarily accented testing different aspects of the language system in an
isolated fashion. Emphasis on the formal features of the language system was paramount at the expense of functional
aspects such as communication in authentic contexts, self-expression of ideas, and meaning-making endeavors. This
impacted not only their instructional procedures but as well the learning practices of their students. Students focused on
types of exam items stressed by the teacher and targeted language tasks evaluated in teacher-developed assessment
tools. The kind of knowledge and language input deemed necessary for them was that covered by the teacher since this
will be the kind of knowledge valued and credited by those teachers.
Identifying reasons behind this recoil in assessment practices towards structural approaches and discrete point
techniques might help improve language assessment and avoid the detrimental effects this might have on various
aspects of the language curriculum and instructional practices thereof. The current study focuses on personal
epistemologies of language teachers - their beliefs regarding the nature of linguistic knowledge, where it resides, and
how it should be taught and tested - as a potential factor behind teachers' resistance to the new assessment paradigm and
their tendencies to adopt surface-level orientations in language assessment at the expense of deeper-level processing
orientations, an area that has not heretofore been explored in assessment research literature.
1.1 Statement of the Problem
It is obvious from the brief introduction mentioned above that foreign language assessment practices prevailing in the
Emirati context of pre-tertiary foreign language education targets surface-level processing mechanisms at the expense
of deeper manipulation of language input. Discrete point testing and structural practices are still dominating the
assessment culture despite repeated calls for adopting communicative, constructivist, and connectivist models of
language teaching and testing. More often than not foreign language teachers target lover levels of information
processing and cognitive manipulation of language content at the expense of higher level processes. It seems that the
problem is rooted in issues deeper than the given interpretations thus far. Little is known about the reasons behind this
steady tendency of foreign language teachers to stick to such dysfunctional assessment practices.
The current study fills in a gap in existing epistemic research and language assessment literature via investigating the
potential link between the assessment orientations that language teachers are likely to adopt and the personal
epistemologies they tend to hold in foreign language learning settings. Three research questions have been tackled,
including:
a)

What epistemological beliefs do pre-service EFL teachers hold?

b) What assessment orientations do they tend to adopt?
c)

Is there a relationship between the epistemological beliefs they hold and their assessment orientations?

1.2 Significance of the Study
Significance of the study stems from a number of considerations, as follows.
a)

First, the study focuses on an area that has not received due attention in language assessment literature. This
relates to teachers' epistemological beliefs as a potential factor behind their resistance to adopting the new
assessment paradigm and their tendencies to embrace rote learning and surface processing techniques. Research on
personal epistemologies, as will be discussed in the literature review below, indicates that these have influential
impact on various aspects of foreign language instruction. No published research heretofore -- as far as the
researcher knows -- has explored the likelihood that their impact extends to the assessment practices of foreign
language teachers in this context.
b) Second, the study deals with foreign language teachers in a context that is heavily driven by exams, where what is
tested determines to a great extent what is taught. Language skills coverage, curricular focus, and methodological
decisions are all impacted by the kind of assessment practices prevailing herein. Identifying teachers' personal
theories behind these assessment practices is a key to any successful assessment reform.
c) Third, the study focuses on both formative and summative assessment practices of foreign language teachers and
thus taps the assessment process in its entirety rather than focusing on discrete skills and isolated tasks.
d) Finally, the study covers assessment practices of language teachers at different levels of schooling, including
primary, intermediate and high school levels, and thus gives a more comprehensive picture about assessment
across different educational levels.
2. Review of Literature
A paradigm shift has been witnessed in language assessment over the past two decades leading to rigorous changes in
the assessment culture and techniques. This paradigm shift in assessment followed a corresponding shift in instructional
practices, where rote learning approaches to language instruction have been increasingly abandoned for more
constructivist ones. The pendulum, as Edwards (2004) and Hillocks (2002) argue, has shifted away from educating
learners by transmitting a body of knowledge by teachers based on pre-selected textbooks to establishing classroom
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environments rich in opportunities for self-construction and self-discovery of knowledge. The discrete point tradition of
teaching and testing, as McNamara (2001) states, was seen as “focusing too exclusively on knowledge of the formal
linguistic system for its own sake rather than the way this knowledge is used to achieve communication” (P.14).
Consequently, assessment of students' performance shifted towards more accent on their ability to construct knowledge
and monitor their own learning endeavors rather than their ability to reproduce the information they were previously fed
by teachers and more knowledgeable others. As Segers (2003) and Segers et al. (2003) state, assessment has been
changed towards more accent on cognitive competencies such as problem solving and assessment in authentic contexts.
It has shifted away from tests designed to assess learners’ mastery of discrete areas of the linguistic system to tests
designed to tap communicative proficiency and deeper manipulation of language input in different language use
situations (Brindley, 2001; Richards, 2001; Yoshida, 2006).
Evidence from empirical research indicates that this shift in assessment practices has resulted in better gains in language
learners’ performance and achievement. For example, Gibbs and McDonald (2003) stated that changes in assessment
design affected student learning by producing more productive learning activity. Similarly, in a series of studies by Dori
(2003), it was concluded that instruction and curriculum decisions at the school and classroom levels as well as
students’ learning outcomes were improved by changing the assessment culture. Gielen et al. (2003) concluded that
constructive forms of assessment were key tools in generating appropriate student learning activity, capturing student
time and attention, providing timely help and feedback, helping students internalize discipline’s standards, and fostering
cooperative learning.
Yet, although communicative approaches and constructivist models of language instruction have been in existence for
quite a while and have impacted various aspects of language teaching and learning, they have not heretofore had their
full potential effect on language assessment practices. A number of researchers and educators have expressed concerns
that more efforts are still needed to fully put this new assessment paradigm into practice. As stated by Lokon (2005) and
Edwards (2006), there is a growing perception among educators and researchers that a separation is occurring between
the goals of actual learning and testing in contemporary education. A similar stance was echoed in Cunningham’s
(2002) words that “school practices are still dominated by structural methodologies accenting discrete point testing and
rote learning techniques that take language structures rather than functions as their primary focus” (P. 22).
These concerns about current assessment practices have been fueled by studies on test washback, referring to the impact
of exams on language teaching and learning (Hayes & Read, 2003; Saville & Hawkey, 2003; Hawkey, 2004; Wall &
Horak, 2006; Edwards, 2006; Apichatrojanakul, 2011; Estaji & Tageddin, 2012; Aftab et al, 2013; Akpinar &
Cakildereb, 2013; Green, 2013). Conclusions of washback research show that current assessment practices have
negative effects on curriculum innovation, content, and methodology (Cheng & Watanable, 2004; Wall, 2005; Wall &
Horak, 2006). These negative washback effects occur when teachers assess communicative performance objectives with
multiple choice structure tests, which as Flinders (2005) states, are likely to “limit the learning opportunities and narrow
the educational experience of students” (P.8). In thus doing, as Seherer (2005) argues, educators might fail in making
deep learning the primary function of language instruction.
Negative test washback effects extend to various aspects of language instruction including scope, sequence, depth of
teaching as well as attitudes towards the content, methods of teaching, and learning. For example, Aftab et al. (2014)
and Abedi and Linquanti (2012) reported a strong negative washback from the examinations on teaching methodology,
context, and learning. Similarly, O’Sullivan (2006) concluded that “the skills coverage is inadequate because language
knowledge rather than language use is being tested” (P.19). Popham and Snyder (2000) see that "exams have been
perceived to be harmful and teachers’ tendencies to teach to the test are often cited as an impediment to introducing new
instructional practices" (P. 460). Hayes and Wyward (2002) see that test content validity has been compromised. Such
assessment practices, as Popham (2001) and (1999) argue, often lead to a narrowing of curricular focus and promote
unsound skill-and-drill instructional activities, which would in turn undermine educational quality.
Results of washback studies are consistent regarding both high-stakes language exams and teacher-designed classroombased ones. For example, in an empirical study investigating the washback effects of a high-stakes English test in China
(the National Matriculation English Test), Luxia (2007) concluded that “the communicative features of the NMET
writing test were not taught the way intended by the test constructors. Both teachers and learners neglected the
communicative context of writing while emphasizing the test situation and the assumed preferences of the markers”
(P.5). This concurs with Marshall’s view (2005) that standardized graduation exams are likely to cause students to
become rote learners of facts that lack problem solving skills. Similarly, Amrein and Berliner (2002) stated that
standardized testing has a narrowing effect on the curriculum as too much focus on testing skills may reduce
opportunities for deeper learning. Similar results were reported by Qi (2004), Wall (2005), Wall and Horak (2006) and
Yıldırım, (2010).
Conclusions regarding the negative washback effects of teacher-developed exams are not different from those of highstakes exams. For example, Lokon (2005) conducted a survey on 129 senior high school English teachers in Japan, in
which 59% of the teachers believed that their oral communication classes were ineffective, and 16% of the teachers
stated that they had changed their oral communication classes to teach test-taking strategies. Similarly, in a survey of
language assessment practices, Hillocks (2002) concluded that current practices are a sort of “educational
McDonaldization” as most writing tests“ amount to little more than superficial prewriting exercises and what is
purportedly in-depth analysis often amounts to little more than a blithe regurgitation of previously stated facts” (P. 14).
As Hillocks argues, the narrow focus of such assessment practices fosters writing instruction on surface mechanics
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rather than deep content. Similarly, Schuster (2004) described most writing tests as tests of drafting rather than tests of
writing, resulting in superficializing writing instruction.
These negative backwash effects of assessment on language education led researchers and language educator to call for
a reform in the assessment culture, albeit their disagreement on the core problem. For example, Popham (2001) sees that
the problem lies in the “educators’ understanding of educational measurement that does not extend much beyond the
care and feeding of teacher-made classroom tests” (P. 27). Hillocks (2002) blames the “No Child Left Behind” policies
for promoting the superficial performance of explicit test features at the expense of in-depth learning. Datnow, Hubbart,
and Mehan (2002) argue that for lasting educational reform to work, fundamental shifts in the attitudes towards testing
are needed by all stakeholders in the system. Most teachers, as Sacks (1999) states, are often adverse to adopting deep
approaches since their teaching philosophies are so deeply rooted in practice-drill modes of instruction, leading to a
“profound disconnection between knowledge and practice” when it comes to testing (P.XI).
Although these interpretations of the problem sound logical regarding assessment practices in general, the problem in
classroom-based teacher-designed tests seems a bit different. In this context, classroom teachers have more freedom to
construct their own tests based on a plethora of options available to them. A number of questions arise here. First, what
makes language teachers in the same language context opt for surface discrete point testing approaches rather than
deeper level ones (or vice versa)? Second, what makes language teachers adverse to adopting deeper approaches to
teaching and assessment in language settings? Third, what causes the profound disconnection between knowledge and
practice in assessment settings?
One of the under-researched areas that might provide answers to these questions is personal epistemologies of language
teachers -- their beliefs about the nature of the linguistic knowledge, how it is constructed, and how it should be
evaluated. This line of research has topped the research agenda in different domains of knowledge. Yet, it has not
heretofore received due attention in foreign language assessment settings.
2.1 Personal Epistemologies
Personal epistemology, according to Hofer (2004), is “a field that examines what individuals believe about how
knowing occurs, what counts as knowledge and where it resides, and how knowledge is constructed and evaluated” (P.
1). Work on personal epistemologies was initiated by Perry in 1970s. Perry (cited in Schommer-Aikins, 2004:19)
described personal epistemological beliefs as developing along a continuum of four stages, including: dualism,
multiplicity, relativism, and commitment. Individual epistemological beliefs change from one stage to another.
Dualism refers to beliefs in knowledge as comprised of absolute truths (right/wrong) that can be transmitted from
authorities. In the second stage, Multiplicity, individuals start viewing knowledge as multiple rather than dualistic,
comprising both absolute truths and personal opinions (their inner voice) though they still believe in knowledge as
certain. The third stage, according to Perry, marks a shift in epistemic development when individuals start believing in
knowledge as constructed and reasoned. Truth is considered tentative and relative to individuals’ personal
interpretations and experiences as validated and supported with evidence. The final stage, Commitment, marks the
highest level of epistemic development when individuals become relativist thinkers showing more commitment to
particular knowledge beliefs in a flexible manner.
In (1992), Baxter-Magolda proposed an epistemic reflection (ER) model similar to that of Perry. According to this
model, epistemological beliefs develop along four stages in which individuals’ knowledge beliefs change from beliefs
in absolute knowledge in initial stages of epistemic development to beliefs in relativist knowledge, constructed
knowledge, and contextual knowledge, respectively. Absolute knowers view knowledge as certain and believe that
authorities have all the answers. Transitional knowers discover that authorities are not all-knowing and begin to accept
the uncertainty of knowledge. Those who are independent knowers question authority as the only source of knowledge
and begin to hold their own opinions as equally valid. Contextual knowers are capable of constructing an individual
perspective by judging evidence in context. Each of these stages, according to Baxter-Magolda (2004), leads to
"particular expectations of the learner, peers, and instructors in learning settings, as well as to an understanding of how
learning should be evaluated and how educational decisions are made" (P. 29).
Schommer-Aikins’work (1994) marked a shift in understanding epistemological beliefs. While Perry and BaxterMagolda viewed epistemic development as a sequential process of epistemic sophistication, Schommer-Aikins
conceptualized epistemological beliefs as a system of five more or less independent dimensions in a frequency
distribution ranging from epistemic naiveté to epistemic sophistication. The proposed dimensions include stability of
knowledge, structure of knowledge, source of knowledge, control of knowledge, and speed of knowledge acquisition.
The “stability of knowledge” dimension ranges from beliefs in knowledge as fixed and unchanging to beliefs that
knowledge is tentative and ever-changing. The “structure of knowledge” ranges from beliefs in knowledge as bits and
pieces to beliefs in knowledge as integrated. The “source of knowledge” dimension includes beliefs in knowledge as
handed down by omniscient authorities to knowledge as derived by reason and supported with evidence. The “speed of
knowledge acquisition” ranges from beliefs in knowledge acquisition as quick or not at all to beliefs in acquisition as
gradual and time consuming. The “control of knowledge” dimension refers to beliefs in individuals’ ability to learn as
fixed at birth to ability to learn being improvable through sustained effort. According to Schommer-Aikins (1994,
2004), belief dimensions are more or less independent, i.e. individuals might have sophisticated beliefs on a given
dimension but naïve beliefs on other dimensions.
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Empirical research on personal epistemologies revealed that students’ epistemic positions overshadow various aspects
of their learning. For example, in a study by Ali and Ammar (2005), it was concluded that EFL tertiary students’
epistemological beliefs have significant impact on their language learning strategies and foreign language classroom
anxiety. In a subsequent study on a similar sample of tertiary EFL students, Ammar and Abdel-Majeed (2006) found a
positive correlation between students’ epistemological beliefs and their goal orientations, cognitive engagement,
perceived linguistic competence, and achievement. Similar studies correlated learners’ epistemological beliefs with
their cognitive processing (Kardash & Howell, 2000; Qian & Alvermann, 2000; Hofer, 2001), self-regulated learning
strategies (Donald, 2002; Schreiber, Shinn & Weems, 2003), interpretation of instructional practices (Hammer &Elby,
2002; Hammer, 2002; Many et al., 2002), and metacognitive awareness (Hofer, 2004). Research also indicated that
students’ epistemological beliefs strongly impact their motivation to learn and utilize strategies (Chan, 2002).
Similarly, empirical evidence indicates that epistemological beliefs of language teachers overshadow various aspects of
their teaching. For example, teachers’ epistemic stances impact their teaching orientations (Hofer, 2000; Beuhl &
Alexander, 2001) as well as their conceptions about teaching/learning (Chan, 2003). Likewise, research indicated that
teachers’ epistemological beliefs impact how they react to different classroom problems (Donmoyer, 2001) as well as
how they take decisions in language settings (Tsai, 2000; Brownlee et al. 2001).
Yet, despite the remarkably growing evidence regarding the impact of personal epistemologies on various aspects of
language instruction in different settings, language assessment practices have not heretofore received due attention in
the epistemic research literature. This becomes really critical in exam-driven educational settings, where classroom
practices are often tailored to exam purposes and where, as Flinders (2005) argues, “what is tested determines what is
taught” (P. 8). The current study attempts at shedding light on this area through investigating the nature of
epistemological beliefs that EFL teachers are likely to hold, the kind of assessment orientations they tend to embrace,
and any potential relationship between their epistemological beliefs and assessment orientations.
3. Method
3.1 Participants
The study involved 114 EFL pre-service teachers doing their full-time practicum at Al-ain Educational District in Abu
Dhabi (ADU), the United Arab Emirates, in the academic years 2012, 2013, 2014. Their practicum experience was part
of the Professional-diploma-in-teaching Program (a post-graduate program). This program admits university graduates
with first degrees in language studies (TEFL, TESL, communication, literature, applied linguistics, ... etc.) who opt for
teaching as their future career after finishing their BA degrees. As a job requirement, they had to have a professional
degree in language teaching before joining schools. The study sample involved female students only as the English
majors admitted those years were all female students (save two). Those two did not submit the required materials and
were thus excluded from the final study sample.
3.2 Instrumentation & Data Collection Procedures
A set of procedures were following to collect data regarding preservice EFL teachers’ epistemological beliefs and their
assessment orientations in language settings. Their epistemological beliefs were tapped using a questionnaire while their
assessment orientations were tapped through a bi-methodic approach as detailed below.
3.2.1 Epistemological Beliefs
The epistemological beliefs of the study sample were tapped using an Epistemological Beliefs Questionnaire. The
questionnaire is a further-developed version of the one used in an earlier study (Ali & Ammar, 2005) based on
Schommer’s Epistemological Beliefs Questionnaire (EBQ). The earlier version of the questionnaire contained 65 items
dealing with EFL students’ beliefs about the nature of the linguistic knowledge, how it is constructed and evaluated and
how knowledge acquisition occurs.
The earlier version was submitted to a jury of TEFL specialists to decide on its validity for assessing the
epistemological beliefs of the study sample. Necessary changes by deletion, addition, or modification were made based
on the jurors' recommendations. Then, the questionnaire was administered to 234 tertiary students in the Emirati EFL
context. A confirmatory factor analysis using principal component factoring with Varimax rotation and Eigen values of
1.0 or greater was then conducted to decide on its factorial structure and item loadings. Items that loaded on more than
one factor or those with loadings less than (0.5) were eliminated from the final analysis. An examination of the resulting
Scree plot suggested five epistemic dimensions rather the six dimensions in the earlier version of the questionnaire.
Items of the two dimensions of the “structure of knowledge” and the “integration of knowledge” in the earlier version
loaded together on one factor.
The final form of the questionnaire included (40) items distributed along five dimensions of epistemological beliefs
including, source of knowledge, control of knowledge, certainty of knowledge, structure of knowledge, and speed of
knowledge acquisition. The first dimension, source of knowledge, ranges from students' believing in “knowledge as
handed down by experts and authority” to “knowledge as obtained by reason and evidence”. The second dimension,
Control of Knowledge, ranges from “students' beliefs in linguistic ability as inborn and fixed at birth” to “beliefs in
linguistic ability as resulting from expenditure of effort over time. The third dimension, Certainty of Knowledge,
ranges from beliefs in “knowledge as certain and absolute” to "knowledge as tentative and ever-changing”. The fourth
dimension, the structure of knowledge, ranges from “beliefs in linguistic knowledge as simple and fragmentary” to
“beliefs in linguistic knowledge as complex, integrated, and in constant interplay with the context of language use
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situations”. The fifth dimension, the speed of knowledge acquisition, ranges from “beliefs in language acquisition as
quick or not at all” to “beliefs in acquisition as gradual and time-consuming”.
The questionnaire used Likert type ratings. Items were assigned scores on a 5-point rating ranging from Totally Agree
‘5’ to “Totally Disagree”1”. Items with negative statement were reverse-coded so that high scores on the questionnaire
indicated sophisticated epistemological beliefs; the opposite holds true.
3.2.2 Assessment Orientations
The researcher tried to tap both the process and the product components of assessment by focusing on EFL teachers'
ongoing (formative) as well as summative assessment practices. While the latter is more product- oriented, the former
provides useful information about the process of learning (Carbery, 1999). In so doing, a bi-methodic approach was
utilized including self-report protocols and teacher-designed exam papers/assessment sheets. In the former, teachers
were asked to write a weekly report on their assessment practices summarizing their answers on three basic themes
including: (1) the new language content areas studied each week, the learning outcomes they tried to achieve, and the
assessment techniques/tasks/practices they utilized. The overall objective was to tap preservice teachers’ assessment in
context. In the latter, they were asked to submit copies of the assessment exercises, tasks, observations, or any other
tools targeting assessment they have designed and utilized throughout their practicum experience.
Three raters (inter-rater reliability = .91) were involved in analyzing data about the assessment orientations of teachers
based on the weekly self-report protocols and the assessment tools they designed. A preservice EFL teacher’s final
score on assessment practices was obtained through a 3-step process. First, weekly reports were analyzed and scored on
a 5-point rating scale ranging from “1” referring to “absolutely surface” assessment orientation to “5” referring to
“absolutely constructive” orientation. A mean score for each teacher was obtained by averaging the scores given by the
three raters on all reports. Second, exam papers/tasks/sheets were similarly analyzed and a mean rating given to each
teacher based on whether assessment practices targeted surface-level processing or deeper level features. (3) Finally,
individual teachers’ scores from the previous two steps were summed up and averaged to obtain mean scores on their
assessment orientations.
4. Findings
Pre-service EFL teachers’ scores on the Epistemological Beliefs Questionnaire as well as on their assessment practices
were calculated and tabulated to provide answers to the research questions as detailed below.
4.1 EFL Teachers’ Epistemological Beliefs
To answer the first question regarding the epistemological beliefs that preservice EFL teachers tend to adopt, their
responses to the Epistemological Beliefs Questionnaire were scored and tabulated. Descriptive procedures (Mean scores
and standard deviations) were used as basis for analysis as outlined in Table (1).
Table 1. Mean Scores and Standard deviations Obtained by pre-service EFL Teachers’ on their Epistemological Beliefs
Mean
Scores Obtained

Standard
Deviations

Epistemic Dimension

Maximum Score

Source of knowledge

5

2.65

0.78

Certainty of knowledge

5

2.82

0.57

Structure of knowledge

5

2.48

0.83

Control of knowledge

5

2.74

0.69

5

3.21

0.84

Speed of knowledge acquisition

As shown in the table above, EFL teachers seem to hold mixed beliefs about the nature of linguistic knowledge and how
this knowledge is constructed and should be evaluated, though their epistemological beliefs tend to be generally naive.
Their mean score on the “Source of Knowledge” dimension is (2.65) on a 5-point scale, indicating that they tend to
strongly believe in knowledge transmitted from teachers to be true and valid. and should be taken for granted without
questioning its credibility. Similarly, they have a strong belief that the textbooks assigned to students should be
considered as the only source of knowledge. How much an EFL student gets out of school, according to their responses,
depends heavily on the quality of the instructors.
Similarly, they showed naïve epistemological beliefs on the “Certainty of knowledge” dimension of the questionnaire.
Their mean score is (2.82 on a 5-point scale), indicating that they tend to believe in linguistic knowledge as fixed and
non-changing. Even when handling dynamic features of the linguistic system such as communication, they tend to view
communicative situations as repetitive and thus ask their learners to memorized expressions in the “studied situations”
so that they be able to rehearse them when encountering similar situations outside. They seem unable to distinguish
between established fixed features of the linguistic system such as grammar and structures and the dynamic features
characteristic of language communication. Likewise, as indicated by their responses to items of the questionnaire, they
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believe that there is usually one best way for handling language tasks and that students should be told exactly what they
are supposed to learn and what they have to do. Negotiation of ideas or attempts of self-expressions, according to their
responses, should be controlled or guided by teachers.
Likewise, they tend to hold naïve epistemological beliefs regarding the “structure of knowledge” dimension. Their
mean score is (2.48), referring to their strong conviction that linguistic knowledge is fragmentary and discrete. As
language skills and areas are studied separately in the language classrooms, this view is carried over to language
learners that linguistic knowledge is fragmentary rather than one whole phenomenon. Separation of language skills and
areas for the sake of study is misinterpreted in a way that depicts these skills and other features of the linguistic system
as fragmentary rather than integrated. As their responses to items of the questionnaire indicate, they tend to focus on the
here and now of language study rather than look at the whole picture of the language phenomenon as a process of
communication that requires integration of language skills, aspects, and areas.
Their mean scores on the “Control of knowledge” is (2.74), indicating that they have naïve beliefs that ability to learn a
foreign language is innate and fixed at birth. They tend to believe that in case one is not born with innate linguistic
ability, s/he will not succeed in language learning regardless of how much they expend in time and effort. As their
responses to items of the questionnaire indicate, they believe that low-ability language learners have few chances for
achievement and that modest EFL performance is basically due to poor innate ability. They see individual differences
among EFL students as basically due to different levels of linguistic aptitude. As well, they see high language achievers
as having distinguished innate abilities to handle language tasks and perform well in language learning settings.
The only dimension they showed relatively sophisticated beliefs is the “Speed of Knowledge Acquisition”. Their mean
score is (3.21), indicating that those teachers have fairly strong convictions that language acquisition/learning is a
continuous process that takes time. They responded negatively to items such as “usually the first time you try a new
language course, you can tell how well you are going to do at it”, “it is useless to spend lengthened periods of time
studying difficult language content” and “It’s a waste of time to work on language tasks that have no precise answers”.
They provided positive answers to items such as “Working on language tasks for extended periods of time pays off for
really smart students”, “Learning English is a process of building up knowledge and competence gradually” and
“Becoming a competent EFL learner takes a lot of time and needs concentrated effort”.
4.2 EFL Teachers’ Assessment Orientations
To answer the second question regarding EFL teachers’ assessment orientations, mean scores obtained by individual
teachers on their (i) weekly reports and (ii) their assessment tools were averaged and tabulated. Descriptive statistics
(mean scores and standard deviations) were used as basis for analysis as shown in Table (2).
Table 2. Mean Scores and Standard Deviations Obtained by EFL teachers on their assessment practices
Number of participants

Maximum score

Mean score obtained

Standard
Deviation

114

5

2.59

0.67

Data shown in Table (2) indicate that preservice EFL teachers tended more to adopt surface discrete-point assessment
orientations rather than deeper-level constructive ones. Their mean score was (2.59) on a 5-point rating. When testing
their students, whether formatively or summatively, they focused on testing their students’ ability to recall information
previously presented to them in class. Quizzes, exams, and other assessment tools tended to be emulative of those in the
workbook. Decontextualized language use was paramount in most assessment tools.
Analysis of their self-reported assessment practices revealed that they were not able to distinguish between the fairly
static features of linguistic knowledge and the changing dynamic ones. They tested dynamic features of language as if
they were static and non-changing. For example, they handled communicative situations and contexts as if they were
repetitive and consequently focused on testing their students’ abilities to memorize expressions and structures the way
they were studied in the classroom. Creative expressions in different communicative contexts were not encouraged and
students' abilities to initiate interaction and to take risks in language classes were rarely assessed. Likewise, when
handling reading comprehension passages, they used to focus on explicit questions with little attention to implicit of
inferential questions, i.e. those targeting deeper content and deeper cognitive engagement. Listening tasks were handled
the same way.
4.3 Epistemological Beliefs and Assessment Orientations
To answer the third research question regarding the relationship between preservice EFL teachers’ epistemological
beliefs and their assessment orientations, the assessment practices of teachers with sophisticated epistemological beliefs
(the highest 27% on the EBQ, N=32) were compared to the assessment practices of those with naïve epistemological
beliefs (the lowest 27% on the EBQ, N=32) using ANOVA procedures as shown in Table (3).
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Table 3. Univariate analysis of the impact of EFL teachers’ epistemological beliefs on their assessment
orientations
Sum of
Squares

df

Mean Square

Between Groups

39.942

1

39.942

Within groups

34.844

62

0.562

Total

74.786

63

F- value

η2

71.07**

.534

As indicated by data in the above table, there is a statistically significant difference between mean scores of EFL
teachers with sophisticated personal epistemologies and those with naïve epistemologies favoring the former group {F
(1, 63) = 71.07, P .05}. EFL teachers in the sophisticated epistemologies group (N=32, M= 3.47, SD = 0.86) showed
more tendency to adopt deeper level assessment orientations than their peers in the naïve epistemologies group (N=32,
M = 1.89, SD= 0.62). Those in the naive group tended more to use surface level assessment practices when evaluating
their students’ language performance.
An examination of the effect size indicates that the epistemological beliefs of EFL teachers were able to explain about
53% of the variance in their assessment orientations (η2 = .534). It is normal that EFL teachers who believe in the
certainty of knowledge to focus on fixed features of language (grammar and structures) rather than the dynamic features
characteristic of authentic communication. Similarly, those who believe in the integration of knowledge – language is
one whole rather than a sum of bit and pieces -- tend more to assess language in its entirety rather than discrete points
and skills.
Again, pre-service teachers with naïve epistemological beliefs could not match their assessment with the level of
cognitive processing required by different language tasks/situations. Their assessment often targeted surface level
features. The mismatch between deeper level processing needed for functioning effectively in communicative situations
and the surface level practice-and-drill assessment would have its negative wash-back effects on teaching and learning
alike.
5. Discussion
Results of the current study provide evidence that the paradigm shift in language instruction from structural role
learning to communicative and constructivist approaches has not yet had its full impact on language assessment in EFL
contexts. The assessment practices of many EFL teachers are still oriented towards surface level processing of language
input and the discrete point testing of students’ language performance. Assessment of students' deeper processing of
language input and assessment of language performance in authentic language use situations have not yet received due
attention.
These assessment practices as depicted in the weekly reports of the preservice teachers as well as the assessment tools
they developed to evaluate their students’ performance rarely go beyond the feed and repeat philosophy of language
teaching and testing. The only information that’s tested is that embedded in assigned textbooks or class reading
materials. Assessment situations and question types are all repetitive of evaluations previously practiced in class
settings. Students are expected just to recall information previously fed to them the same way and format. This
empirical evidence concurs with what Sacks (1999) and Popham (2001) stated regarding language assessment practices
that are still focusing on discrete point testing at the expense of deeper processing.
These results and the empirical evidence hereof provide some logical answers to the many issues raised in the language
assessment literature. On the onset of this study, a basic question was raised regarding possible reasons behind the
disconnection between knowledge and practice in language assessment (Sacks, 1999), and the separation between the
goals of actual learning and testing in contemporary education (Lokon, 2005; Edwards, 2006). As well, questions were
raised regarding reasons behind teachers’ resistance to give up their practice-and-drill approaches of teaching and
testing for deeper, more constructive ones (Sacks, 1999). More importantly, a question was also raised regarding
reasons behind differences in assessment washback effects among language learners (Estaji&Tageddin, 2012).
It seems that answers to these questions reside, to some extent, in the teachers’ personal epistemologies about the nature
of linguistic knowledge and how it should be taught and tested. This conclusion is in line with words of James Back
regarding the relationship between assessment and epistemology. In an extended dialog via Dorantes’ weblog on
professional testing (May, 22nd, 2006), James Bach defended the idea that testing is applied epistemology. As Bach
stated “epistemology reframes testing expertise. With an epistemic focus, being a tester means something more than
writing test cases. It makes one better able to slice and dice specifications, manage evolving test designs, and sound
credible in one’s analysis”.
These personal epistemological beliefs of teachers seem to determine to a great extent their readiness to adopt deep
approaches to assessment in language settings. It’s quite clear that EFL teachers under consideration have naïve
epistemic stances regarding the nature of knowledge and how linguistic knowledge should be taught and tested. This
epistemic naiveté is strongly correlated with and have a significant impact on their assessment orientations that seem to
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focus on surface level discrete point testing approaches. It is natural for teachers who view linguistic knowledge as
fixed, fragmentary, and handed down by omniscient figures such as teachers and more knowledgeable others to test this
knowledge using discrete point surface level techniques. Judging the dynamic features of communication as static and
fragmentary leads to more accent on memorizing expressions and rehearsing utterances in simulated situations rather
than constructing self-expressions in authentic contexts; the opposite holds true. EFL teachers' testing orientations will
echo this very perspective.
The critical point here is that the long-advocated teachings of communicative, constructive, and self-regulated language
learning approaches when assimilated in such naïve epistemological frameworks are more likely to lead to poor
outcomes in both language teaching and testing. Speaking about the issue of disconnection between knowledge and
practice in language testing raised by Sacks (1999), it seems that even with new teachings of communicative,
constructive, and self-regulatory approaches, naïve epistemological beliefs undercut the effects of these approaches and
lead teachers to recoil to their “comfort zone” of long-practiced surface-level assessment approaches. Any lasting
reform in language assessment culture should render due attention to changing the epistemological beliefs of all stakeholders in the system. Otherwise, the effects of training in new approaches would be assimilated in maladaptive
epistemic frameworks leading to less desired outcomes in language teaching and assessment alike.
Results of the study did not support the “ceiling effect hypothesis” in epistemic research. According to this hypothesis
(Barnard, 2007:91) the epistemic development of individuals is more likely to reach its peak by the end of their formal
education experience. Being at the top of the formal educational ladder, prospective EFL teachers are supposed to have
developed sophisticated epistemological beliefs regarding the nature of the linguistic knowledge and how it is
constructed and evaluated. Yet, it seems, based on the results of the current study, that mere progression up the
educational ladder is not indicative of epistemic sophistication. Developing sophisticated epistemological beliefs relies
heavily on the quality of educational experiences made available to students. When students are educated in contexts
that accent rote learning and discrete point teaching and testing, they come to the conclusion that knowledge is fixed,
non-dynamic, and disconnected. This view is likely to carry over to their future students in a cycle of beliefs and
practices that seems to remain and reinforce itself.
6. Conclusion
On the onset of the current study a basic question was raised regarding the reasons behind EFL teachers' tendencies to
adopt surface-level processing orientations in language assessment at the expense of deeper-level constructivist ones.
Personal epistemologies of language teachers - their beliefs about the nature of linguistic knowledge, where it resides,
and how it should be taught and tested-- were investigated as potential factors behind those teachers' assessment
orientations, an area that has not heretofore received due attention in language assessment literature. Findings of the
study carry evidence that these epistemological stances are core determinants of assessment practices in the foreign
language settings. They determine to a great extent the type of assessment tools and the requisite information processing
levels thereof. Naive epistemological beliefs are more likely to induce surface-level processing orientations; whereas
sophisticated epistemological beliefs are more tuned to deeper-level assessment orientations. Any successful assessment
reform needs to start with reframing these epistemological beliefs of language teachers. Otherwise, contemporary
education principles and practice thereof will be assimilated in maladaptive epistemic frameworks leading to a cycle of
dysfunction that reinforces itself and carries over to future generations of foreign language teachers and learner.
6.1 Implications
Results of the current study carry a set of implications that may inform various aspects of language instruction. The first
of these implications concerns the need to balance surface and deep approaches to language teaching and testing.
Results indicate that EFL teachers in the current study are more oriented towards surface-level processing of language
learning input. Their assessment practices focus on students’ ability to recall content previously presented to students or
practiced in assigned textbooks. Higher level thinking or deeper processing of language input where students are asked
to construct their own knowledge and think divergently in learning settings is often neglected in language assessment.
Students are encouraged to emulate language teachers simply because the knowledge that will be valued is that
conveyed by the teacher or included in assigned textbooks.
These shallow practices are not likely to enhance students’ language learning and thus their communicative abilities.
Successful learning, as Ravidran et al (2005) and Zimmerman (2002) argue, necessitates that teachers inculcate in their
students a vast repertoire of strategies, both surface and deep level ones. As well, it necessitates that teachers train
students in how to activate and orchestrate these strategies according to the requirements of the language tasks at hand.
Another implication relates to the need to adopt whole language approaches in language study situations. The prevailing
practice herein is to study language skills and areas separately. Even if this separation is done for study purposes, it is
more likely to bring about misconceptions about the nature and structure of language on the part of teachers and
students alike – their epistemological beliefs. It is normal for language learners receiving decontextualized study of
grammar and lexis to be oblivious of the relationship between these and other language areas and skills. They can’t
view language in its entirety. The same applies to the study of the different components of the language system such as
syntax, vocabulary, semantics, morphology, phonology…etc.
Again, as the ultimate target of foreign language study is to develop students’ communicative competence, knowledge
of the language system--systemic knowledge-- alone is not enough to lead to successful communication in language use
situations. According to Swain and Canale (cited in Johnson, 2001) not only should integration occur among different
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subcomponents of the language system (syntax, vocabulary, phonetics and phonology, semantics, language
skills…etc.), but also between these and the other two components of communicative competence, including
sociolinguistic competence and strategic competence. Adopting whole language approaches in teaching and testing will
help develop students’ ability to communicate better, on the one hand, and promote more sophisticated epistemological
beliefs about the nature of linguistic knowledge, on the other hand.
Matching types of test items to the nature of the language areas being assessed is another area that can be informed by
the results of the current study. Assessing dynamic features of language such as communication and negotiation of ideas
as if they were static and non-changing is more likely to bring about rote learning practices in teaching and testing and
develop convergent rather than divergent thinking. In designing test items, test designers should take into account
matching the type of test items or assessment tasks to the kind of requisite information processing. Convergent test
items are more suitable for fixed formal features of the language system; whereas divergent assessment is more
congruent with the dynamic aspects. Testing communication with multiple choice questions superficializes
communication and testing alike. Likewise, testing fixed features of the language system such as grammar as if they
were fluid would negatively affect students’ language accuracy.
Finally, reframing the epistemological beliefs of teachers is a key to success in assessment reform. Reframing beliefs
here refers to changing naïve beliefs about the nature of language and language learning into more sophisticated ones.
Based on epistemic literature (Schommer-Aikins,2004; Hofer, 2004) sophisticated epistemology refers to believing in
knowledge as incremental rather than bits and pieces, constructed by individuals based on evidence rather than handed
down by omniscient others, and obtained from a plethora of sources rather than studied in assigned textbooks as the
only source of knowledge. When teachers start seeing knowledge as relative and contextual rather than absolute or
discrete, constructed by learners rather than transmitted by teachers, and negotiated rather than imposed on students,
their assessment practices will change accordingly. This is particularly important in exam-driven language learning
settings, where what is tested determines what is taught.
6.2 Suggestions for Further Research
As indicated by the results of the current study, personal epistemologies of foreign language teachers determine to a
great extent their assessment orientations in language teaching/learning settings. It seems that research in personal
epistemology would provide answers to the many pending questions in language assessment research literature. For
example, test washback effects have been as issue in assessment research for their potential impact on content, scope,
curricular decisions, instructional practices, and the overall educational policies. Little is known about what determines
the type and gravity washback effects on these variables. Personal epistemologies of teachers and learners might be a
determinant factor behind this, an area still open for further research. Other issues that research on personal
epistemology and assessment needs to handle include score generalizability issues, test-taking strategies, test anxiety,
and attributions of failure or success in language assessment contexts; to mention just a few.
In addition to the above suggested general areas of research on personal epistemology and assessment, there are some
assessment issues that are specific to the nature of epistemological beliefs and would thus require due accent in future
research. One of these issues is the domain specificity-generality issue. Research on epistemological beliefs indicate
that individuals’ beliefs are different across domains of knowledge or disciplines of study (Hofer, 2000; Alexander,
2001; Muis et al, 2006; Bromme et al., 2008). These domain differences in epistemological beliefs, as Hofer (2000),
and Alexander (2001) argue, seem to be related to differences between the so-called “hard” fields of study such as
mathematics and science and the “soft” fields of study such as the social sciences and humanities. Research findings
indicate that students hold more naïve epistemological beliefs in the former than the latter. More recently, researchers
found differences in epistemological beliefs even between closely related fields of study such as psychology and
biological development (Estes et al., 2003) or physiology and human sciences (Knight &Mattick (2006).
The issue that arises here relates to language assessment in ESP contexts, where language (as a soft domain of
knowledge) is used in teaching “hard disciplines” such as math, science, medicine …etc. Future research needs to shed
light on the nature of epistemological beliefs of language teachers and learners within these contexts compared to those
of English-for-academic purposes (EAP), English-for-Specific Purpose (ESP) or General-English (GE) contexts. In
particular, research is needed to explore the impact that ESP teachers’ epistemologies would have on their assessment
practices in ESP contexts, compared to contexts of general English or English for academic purposes.
Another area that might have significant impact on language assessment is the issue of cultural specificity of personal
epistemologies. As stated in the epistemic literature, differences in individuals’ beliefs exist between cultures.
Collectivist cultures (the current one is an example) activate epistemic stances different from those in the individualistic
Western cultures (Youn, 2000; Chan &Elliott, 2002; Chan, 2003; Karabenick & Moosa, 2005; Sulimma 2009). A
common conviction among researchers nowadays is that unique cultural characteristics might activate particular
epistemological beliefs atypical of such environments (Clarebout, 2001) and that language teachers’ beliefs and
conceptualizations are formulated from experiences that they have within a socio-cultural context (Flores, 2001;
Arkoudis, 2003; Ali & Ammar, 2005). Here, a number of issues might arise regarding language assessment including,
for example, the generalizability of assessment principles and perspectives across language settings in different cultural
contexts, as well as the congruence between the internationally advocated assessment knowledge and principles and the
locally oriented policies, philosophies, and practices. Further research is needed on these areas.
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Finally, some issues have not been addressed here due to the nature of delimitations in the current study and should be
taken into account when generalizing conclusions to other contexts. For example, the current study involved female
prospective teachers only. With reported differences in the literature between males and females regarding epistemic
positions and ways of knowing (Hofer, 2000; Baxter-Magolda, 2004), future research is needed to investigate the
assessment orientations of male language teachers and how different they might be compared to the ones reported here.
Moreover, the current study involved novice teachers whose assessment orientations might have not fully developed
due to lack of experience and knowledge of the “actual classroom culture”. Further research on in-service teachers is
needed to see if teacher experience has any potential impact on personal epistemologies, on the one hand, and on their
assessment orientations, on the other hand.
Likewise, the current study was concerned with personal epistemologies and assessment orientations in foreign
language contexts. With the documented differences between L1 and FL instructional settings (Wolter, 2001;
MacWhinney, 2008; Clark, 2009) further research is needed to investigate if these differences would interfere with
teachers’ epistemologies regarding linguistic knowledge and consequently with their assessment orientations in these
contexts.
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