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Abstract

The swift and mostly unplanned transition to online learning brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic has dramatically changed the landscape
of how we teach and assess English language proficiency. Traditional assessment tools like IELTS and TOEFL were built for controlled, in-
person settings, based on the idea that conditions would be standardized, proctoring would be direct, and technology access would be
consistent-assumptions that often fall apart in digital learning environments. This review paper brings together the existing research on
English language assessment in online contexts, exploring its historical development, scrutinizing the structural limitations of traditional
testing models, and assessing the new technologies-like computer-adaptive testing, automated grading, and formative assessment-that have
emerged in response. Additionally, the review addresses equity and accessibility issues that are relevant to every technological advancement
discussed, concluding with a spotlight on a significant research gap that still limits the field: the absence of a cohesive, evidence-based
understanding of how effectiveness, technological innovation, and equity come together in real-world online English language assessment
practices.
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1. Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic brought about a rapid shift from
in-person classes to online learning in educational systems
all over the globe, completely changing the way we teach
and evaluate language skills. For years, traditional English
language assessments relied on standardized, proctored
formats that assumed a controlled testing environment,
where timing, supervision, and physical conditions could be
tightly managed to ensure fairness and validity (Weir, 2005)
(81 This approach worked well for decades, but it wasn’t
built to handle remote, tech-driven testing.

As online learning has grown, researchers have started to
question whether these traditional assessment methods can
truly adapt to the digital landscape. Alderson (2009) 2
points out that standardized language tests often lack the
flexibility needed to cater to the varied proficiency levels
and learning needs of individual test-takers. This
inflexibility becomes even more evident in online settings,
where learners face disparities in access to devices, internet
connectivity, and digital skills (Martin, 2020) (231, On the flip
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side, digital platforms have brought in tools that paper-based
testing simply can’t offer, like computer-adaptive testing
(CAT), which adjusts the difficulty of questions in real time
based on how the test-taker is performing (Linacre, 2018)
221 ‘and Al-driven grading systems that can evaluate written
and spoken responses on a large scale (Shermis & Burstein,
2013) 1451,

While these technological advancements have certainly
changed the conversation in the field, they haven't quite
resolved the underlying tensions. For instance, tools like
automated speech recognition offer the promise of quicker
and more consistent scoring, but they also bring up ongoing
worries about their ability to grasp idiomatic expressions,
cultural nuances, and non-standard speech (Zhang & Lu,
2019) 29 At the same time, there's a growing enthusiasm
for formative, feedback-driven assessment methods-think
quizzes, peer reviews, and discussion-based activities-which
signals a broader move towards learner-centered teaching
approaches (Black & Wiliam, 2009; Reinders & Balcikanli,
2011) B 41 This review takes a closer look at how the
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literature has reacted to these changes, structuring the
discussion around the historical roots of language
assessment, the shift to online platforms, the specific
drawbacks of traditional models, the key technological
innovations addressing those drawbacks, the overarching
issue of equity, and the research gaps that still exist.

2. Historical Foundations
Assessment

2.1 The Standardization Era: The way we assess English
today really took off in the twentieth century, driven by a
growing need for tests that are objective, replicable, and
comparable. According to Weir (2005) [8 the key
principles of this time were validity and reliability, which
played a crucial role in shaping major standardized tests like
IELTS and TOEFL. These assessments focus on the four
essential skills: listening, speaking, reading, and writing. To
ensure fairness, test formats were created with timed
sessions and proctored environments, keeping conditions
consistent for all test-takers and reducing any outside factors
that could affect their scores.

of English Language

2.2 Strengths and Persistent Rigidities

While standardization has led to the creation of tests that
can consistently rank test-takers, it has also brought along
some well-known limitations. Alderson (2009) ! argues that
when a test is designed to be the same for everyone, it
inevitably sacrifices accuracy for those at the extremes of
the proficiency scale-it's often too challenging for lower-
proficiency learners and too simple for advanced ones. This
rigidity shows up in a few specific ways: the test content
frequently relies on culturally specific knowledge that leans
heavily on Western, especially Anglo-American, norms
(Alderson, 2009) 1I; the scoring criteria overlook how a test-
taker's first language can influence their performance; and
the same time limits for everyone blur the line between
language proficiency and processing speed (Weir, 2005) [,
Weir (2005) (8 points out that this uniformity wasn’t just a
mistake; it was a conscious choice based on historical
reasoning-without adaptive algorithms, standardization was
the most dependable method to maintain comparability,
even if it meant sacrificing some level of individualization.

2.3 The Gradual Introduction of Technology and the
Human Dimension

In the early days, technology's role in language testing was
pretty much about handling the logistics - simply switching
from paper to computer for existing test formats. However,
as Chapelle and Douglas (2006) 8 point out, this gradually
transformed into more meaningful uses, like adjusting
difficulty levels on the fly and automating response analysis,
all while keeping the core principles of validity and
reliability intact. Alongside these advancements, the
psychological side of testing has been acknowledged for
quite some time. Horwitz (2016) 2% highlights how test
anxiety can significantly affect performance, regardless of a
person's actual skills. This realization shows that language
assessment isn't just a technical task; it's a deeply human
experience influenced by emotions and psychological
factors. This understanding becomes crucial in later
conversations about online testing anxiety and formative
assessment.
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3. The Transition to Online Learning Environments

3.1 Early Adoption and Pandemic-Driven Acceleration
Before COVID-19 hit, the move towards digital tools in
language assessment was a slow and steady process, mainly
fueled by schools and organizations looking for more
efficient and scalable solutions (Chapelle & Douglas, 2006;
Linacre, 2018) [6 12, However, the pandemic completely
changed the game. Martin (2020) 31 describes this sudden
shift as an urgent scramble to switch to digital assessments,
motivated by necessity rather than thoughtful, research-
based planning. This left institutions with little time to
properly assess the validity, reliability, or fairness of the
new tools they were forced to adopt.

3.2 Structural and Technical Challenges

Before COVID-19 came along, the transition to digital tools
in language assessment was a gradual journey, primarily
driven by schools and organizations seeking more efficient
and scalable options (Chapelle & Douglas, 2006; Linacre,
2018) & 12, But then the pandemic turned everything upside
down. Martin (2020) 31 paints a picture of this abrupt
change as a frantic rush to embrace digital assessments,
spurred by necessity rather than careful, research-informed
planning. As a result, institutions found themselves with
barely any time to thoroughly evaluate the validity,
reliability, or fairness of the new tools they had to
implement.

3.3 Psychological Dimensions

Horwitz (2016) 19 builds on previous research about test
anxiety by exploring it in the online setting. He highlights a
unique layer of anxiety tied to technology, which arises
from worries about how reliable the platform is, the
possibility of losing connectivity, and the risk of system
failures-issues that are completely beyond a test-taker's
control. This tech-related anxiety adds to the cognitive load:
trying to navigate an unfamiliar digital interface while
tackling language tasks can muddle the very skills the
assessment aims to evaluate (Horwitz, 2016) [0,
Importantly, this added stress isn't felt equally by everyone-
test-takers who have had little experience with digital
learning environments tend to experience much higher
levels of technology-related anxiety, which only deepens
existing equity issues.

3.4 Opportunity for Pedagogical Reimagining

Even with these hurdles, the literature highlights the
transition as a chance for fresh pedagogical innovation.
Reinders and Balcikanli (2011) [l point out that digital
platforms are naturally better suited for interactive, ongoing
assessments compared to traditional paper-based tests,
paving the way for the formative approaches we discussed
in Section 5. The swift acceptance of platforms like the
Duolingo English Test-despite it straying significantly from
established tests like IELTS and TOEFL-shows a newfound
willingness to rethink what valid certification really means
(Detey et al., 2020) . However, Reinders and Balcikanli
(2011) B4 remind us not to exaggerate this change: just
because interactive tools are available doesn’t mean they’ll
be used thoughtfully in teaching. Many institutions have
merely shifted their summative assessments to a digital
format without making any meaningful changes.
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4. Limitations of Traditional Assessment in Digital
Contexts

The literature highlights six interconnected limitations of
traditional assessment models that become particularly
significant in online environments: the rigid, fixed-form test
design; a lack of flexibility to accommodate diverse learner
needs; reliance on controlled testing conditions; the pressure
of structural test anxiety; limited opportunities for real-time
feedback; and challenges related to scalability and resource
demands (Weir, 2005; Alderson, 2009; Chapelle & Douglas,
2006; Martin, 2020; Horwitz, 2016; Black & Wiliam, 2009;
Shermis & Burstein, 2013) [18 2 & 10, 13 3 15 Thege
limitations aren’t just standalone issues; they stem from a
common design philosophy rooted in the era of
standardization, which prioritizes comparability and
administrative ease over personalization. Recognizing this
shared foundation helps explain why the technological
solutions discussed later-like computer-adaptive testing,
automated grading, and formative assessment-focus on
addressing the fundamental conflict between standardization
and individualized measurement, rather than merely fixing
isolated technical problems.

5. Technological Responses

5.1 Computer-Adaptive Testing

Computer-adaptive testing (CAT) tackles the age-old issue
of one-size-fits-all assessments that come with fixed-form
testing. Instead of giving every test-taker the same set of
questions, CAT systems cleverly use algorithms to pick the
next questions based on how well the individual has
performed so far. This way, they can quickly hone in on a
precise measure of a person's skills (Linacre, 2018) 4, This
method maintains the comparability that standardization
aims for while also addressing the need for personalization
highlighted by Alderson (2009) 2. It’s a smart technological
solution to a long-standing methodological dilemma, rather
than a complete dismissal of previous principles.

5.2 Automated Grading and Al-Driven Assessment
Automated essay scoring and speech recognition systems
present a scalable solution to the challenges of human
scoring, as highlighted by Shermis and Burstein (2013) [*3]
in response to the scalability issues mentioned in Section 4.
However, the existing literature raises important fairness
concerns. For instance, Zhang and Lu (2019) % point out
that automated speech recognition systems often struggle
with regional accents, non-standard grammar, and culturally
specific language patterns that are prevalent among non-
native and multilingual speakers. This creates a potential
risk of systemic bias against linguistically diverse test-
takers. Similarly, Yu (2021) ¥ and Wang and Brown
(2021) 1 warn that the excitement surrounding Al-based
assessments has outpaced the necessary empirical evidence
to support their use in high-stakes situations, especially
when it comes to issues of bias, transparency, and
understanding the decisions made by automated scoring
systems.

5.3 Formative and Gamified Assessment

Automated essay scoring and speech recognition systems
offer a promising way to tackle the challenges of human
scoring, as noted by Shermis and Burstein (2013) 51 when
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discussing the scalability issues outlined in Section 4.
However, the current body of research brings to light some
significant fairness concerns. For example, Zhang and Lu
(2019) P9 highlight that automated speech recognition
systems often have a tough time with regional accents, non-
standard grammar, and culturally specific language patterns
that are common among non-native and multilingual
speakers. This raises the risk of systemic bias against test-
takers from diverse linguistic backgrounds. Likewise, Yu
(2021) 1 and Wang and Brown (2021) 1 caution that the
enthusiasm for Al-driven assessments has outstripped the
empirical evidence needed to justify their use in high-stakes
scenarios, particularly regarding bias, transparency, and the
clarity of decisions made by automated scoring systems.

6. Equity and Accessibility as a Cross-Cutting Concern
Equity issues are woven into every technological
advancement we've talked about. Blake (2013) [ points out
that the effectiveness of any digital learning or assessment
tool hinges on the infrastructure backing it. This reliance
turns unequal access into unequal outcomes, regardless of a
person's language skills. Martin (2020) (3 backs this up by
showing that disparities in tech access can undermine the
validity of online assessment results, often reflecting
socioeconomic status instead of actual language proficiency.
Similarly, Al-Mahroogi and Denman (2018) [ highlight that
while mobile and digital technologies have the potential to
broaden access for underserved learners, that potential goes
unrealized in the absence of proper infrastructure and digital
literacy support. All of this research indicates that no single
tech innovation-be it adaptive testing, automated grading, or
formative assessment-can truly enhance assessment quality
for learners who don’t have the basic access needed to
participate.

7. Emerging Trends

Looking beyond the technologies we already have in place,
the literature suggests several exciting new directions that
could further shape the field. Godwin-Jones (2016) ©! talks
about augmented and immersive technologies, which can
help integrate language assessment into realistic, context-
rich tasks instead of relying on standalone test items.
Kukulska-Hulme and Shield (2008) ' explore mobile-
assisted assessment, which opens up access beyond just
desktop platforms. Buckingham Shum and Ferguson (2012)
Bl point out that learning analytics can provide a way to
continuously track learner performance, rather than just
during isolated testing events. Meanwhile, Greiffenhagen
and Watson (2020) ©! bring up important questions about
data privacy and algorithmic transparency that come with
this shift-issues that have direct implications for how we
should regulate these systems as they expand to
accommodate diverse learner populations.

8. Research Gap and Conclusion

The literature we've looked at here reveals a rich landscape
across three key areas: the technical performance of digital
assessment tools, the teaching implications of shifting
assessments online, and the equity issues stemming from
unequal access to technology. However, what’s still lacking
is a cohesive understanding of how these three areas interact
in real-world scenarios-specifically, how effectiveness,
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technological advancements, and equity come together to
shape the experiences of both educators and learners in
online English language assessments. Most existing studies
tend to tackle these aspects separately: technical
assessments of computer-adaptive testing or automated
grading often overlook equity data, while studies focused on
equity rarely dive into the specifics of the assessment
technologies themselves. This disconnection highlights a
significant gap in research that could benefit from the
firsthand experiences of educators and students using these
systems, blending both quantitative and qualitative insights
to create a well-rounded picture of how online English
language assessment is truly functioning-and for whom it
works best.

Filling this gap is crucial, not just for the field of language
testing. As online and hybrid learning models continue to
grow beyond their pandemic roots, the validity, fairness, and
inclusivity of English language assessments have far-
reaching implications for educational access, economic
opportunities, and global mobility for millions of learners.
Future research that centers on the real experiences of test-
takers and educators-rather than relying solely on vendor
claims or abstract theoretical models-is essential. This
approach  will help guide institutions, technology
developers, and policymakers toward creating assessment
systems that are not only technologically advanced but also
genuinely equitable.
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