Assessing Speech Proficiency in Persian: A Comparative Analysis of Artificial Intelligence Capabilities

and the Saadi Foundation Reference Standard

Abstract

The remarkable progress in Artificial Intelligence (Al), particularly in Large Language Models (LLMs), has significantly
transformed the landscape of automated language proficiency assessment. While this technology has achieved success in
evaluating formal and quantitative linguistic components, its adaptability to standardized frameworks that
emphasize communicative competence, content accuracy, and social interaction remains an unresolved theoretical
and technical challenge, particularly within the context of the Persian language. This study aims to delineate the
epistemological and technical gaps of Alin conforming to the stringent requirements of the Saadi Foundation Reference
Standard and to establish the boundaries of machine competence. This applied research employed a critical
documentary analysis methodology. Functional statements and speaking skill descriptors across the seven levels of the
Saadi Standard (ratified 2016) were extracted. Subsequently, these expectations were subjected to qualitative analysis
through a comparative matrix, juxtaposing them against the inherent technical architecture and limitations of Automatic
Speech Recognition (ASR) and Natural Language Processing (NLP) algorithms in low-resource languages. The
theoretical arguments were supported by analogical data on Word Error Rate (WER) in comparable L2 contexts and
observational data from LLM interactions. The analysis reveals a significant inverse correlation between "skill-level
complexity” and "machine-assessment validity.” At Novice and Elementary levels, the machine demonstrates valid and
substitutable performance due to the formal, quantitative, and static nature of the indicators (e.g., pronunciation accuracy,
basic vocabulary). However, a deep performance gap emerges at the Intermediate (which the Saadi Standard separates
into three sub-levels, unlike the CEFR) and Advanced levels. Findings indicate that the machine's inability to
interpret compensatory strategies, its blindness to cultural background knowledge, its failure to detect affective tone,
its bias against non-standard accents, and its deficiency in evaluating content accuracy (stemming from the
phenomenon of Al hallucination at higher levels) pose a serious threat to construct validity. Exclusive reliance on
machine assessment for high-stakes testing at advanced levels leads to a negative washback effect, reducing language
education to mechanical, quantifiable patterns. Consequently, the study proposes a Hierarchical Hybrid Assessment
Model (Machine for Form / Human for Meaning), featuring revised human-referral criteria based on sub-score

inconsistency, as an optimal and scientifically-grounded solution.

Keywords: Speech Assessment, Artificial Intelligence (AID), Saadi Foundation Standard, Communicative

Competence, Construct Validity, Washback Effect, Natural Language Processing (NLP), Al Hallucination.
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