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Abstract 

The aim of this project was to investigate the contexts of assessment in EFL classrooms in 

high schools in Vietnam. While in many countries around the world school administrators and 

teachers have to administer high-stakes tests for accountability and managerial purposes, they are 

often also expected to implement classroom assessment for teaching and learning improvement. 

EFL teachers in high schools in Vietnam also face the challenges of negotiating between these 

different purposes of assessment. 

Using a case study approach, this study investigated the contexts of assessment in six Grade 

10 to 12 EFL classrooms in two high schools in a city in central Vietnam. The research questions 

were: (1) What are the perceptions of the contexts of assessment held by the principals, the Grade 

10 to 12 EFL teachers, and students in two high schools in Vietnam? (2) How do the Grade 10 to 12 

EFL teachers implement assessment in their classrooms? (3) How do the principals, the Grade 10 to 

12 EFL teachers, and students negotiate the multiple purposes of assessment in their schools and 

classrooms? 

Policy documents, semi-structured interviews with the principals and the EFL teachers, 12 

focus group interviews with 72 students, and 42 classroom observations were analysed inductively 

using content analysis. Delandshere’s (2001) conceptual framework was used to examine the 

interviews and the classroom observations from four dimensions: technological, philosophical, 

sociological, and ethical. 

The key findings of the study were first that assessment in these contexts was neither typical 

of a culture of testing nor typical of a culture of assessment, although elements of both existed. The 

principals and teachers perceived that assessment meant using tests to measure students’ knowledge 

and assign marks, which were used for reporting and making teachers and students accountable. 

The students perceived that assessment was about obtaining marks which were used to rank, 

monitor, and control them. Because marks were high-stakes, the principals and teachers were 

concerned about accuracy, objectivity, and fairness. The principals expected their teachers to 

comply with the regulations and procedures for assessment, thus limiting the teachers’ autonomy. 

Elements of a culture of assessment were illustrated by the participants’ beliefs that assessment 

informed teachers about their teaching and their students’ learning. The teachers embedded 

assessment in their instruction and the students expected that they would receive quality feedback to 

improve their learning and achievement. 

Secondly, the teachers relied on the exercises in the textbooks for assessment. These 

exercises mainly assessed lower-order thinking skills, especially recall of factual information, 
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vocabulary, and grammar rules. The teachers’ feedback focused on direct corrective feedback and 

praise. Some teachers used marks as rewards and punishment. 

The third key finding was that the participants paid more attention to the elements of a 

culture of testing. The principals were concerned about accuracy, objectivity, and fairness. 

Therefore, they expected the teachers to comply with the regulations and procedures, even though 

they perceived that the teachers’ compliance restricted their autonomy in using assessment for 

teaching and learning improvement. In addition, the teachers constructed tests that helped their 

students obtain high marks. Although the students indicated that they wanted feedback that would 

make a difference to their achievement, they were very concerned about marks, and some cheated 

when they were tested. 

This study contributes to knowledge about high school principals’, teachers’, and students’ 

perceptions of assessment in Vietnam – a country where a culture of testing is still dominant, even 

though policy-makers have introduced a culture of assessment with the aim of improving teaching 

and learning. Additionally, the study contributes to an understanding of the assessment practices 

that Grade 10 to 12 EFL teachers implement in their classrooms. The study’s findings also suggest 

that where assessment is high-stakes, principals, teachers, and students pay attention to the elements 

of a culture of testing at the expense of using assessment for teaching and learning improvement. 

The limitations of this study were acknowledged. First, interviews following up the 

classroom observations were not conducted. Such interviews would have provided information 

about the reasons for the teachers’ assessment practices and why they implemented them in the way 

they did. Second, the findings cannot be generalized to other schools in Vietnam. Third, inter-

reliability checks were not undertaken. Fourth, the number of the observed lessons was small. 

Based on the findings from this study, implications for future research, policy-makers, and 

practitioners were presented. 

This study suggested that in contexts where assessment results were used for and perceived 

to have high-stakes consequences for students, teachers, and parents, it was difficult to develop a 

culture of assessment. The study indicated that assessment reform in Vietnam’s high school 

education in general, and English instruction in particular, has not been very effective to date 

because major obstacles related to both perceptions and practices have not been tackled and 

removed. Reform of assessment in Vietnam has led to some changes in the methods of assessment 

rather than changes in the purposes of assessment. If the purposes of assessment are not changed 

and EFL teachers are not persuaded to change and provided with knowledge and skills in 

assessment for learning, it continues to be secondary to assessment of learning, no matter how much 

this is called for by policy-makers.  
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NUEE: National University Entrance Examination 

Ob: Observation 

PA: Principal in School A 

PB: Principal in School B 

R: Reading 

S: Speaking 

S: Student (S1, S2, …, S12: 12 students from each class) 

T: Testing 

TA: Teacher in School A (TA1, TA2, TA3: 3 teachers in School A) 

TB: Teacher in School B (TB1, TB2, TB3: 3 teachers in School B) 

TR: Test return 

W: Writing 
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Chapter 1.  Introduction 

This chapter introduces the study, the context in which the study was conducted, the 

statement of the problem, the aim of the study, and the research questions. The chapter ends with a 

discussion of the significance of the study. 

1.1.  Introduction 

Assessment is an important part of teaching and learning (Chappuis, Stiggins, Chappuis, & 

Arter, 2012; Harris & Brown, 2008) because it may positively or negatively influence these areas 

(Chan, 2007). When integrated into instruction for formative purposes (i.e., “to promote, not merely 

to judge or grade, student success”) (Stiggins, 2005, p. 326), assessment helps improve the quality 

of teaching and learning (Barjesteh & Niknezhad, 2013; Black & Wiliam, 1998a, 1998b; Rohrer & 

Pashler, 2010; Tierney, 2014). In contrast, when too much emphasis is put on the use of assessment 

results as a measure to make students, teachers, and schools accountable for their learning and 

teaching, assessment may “prevent and drive out thoughtful classroom practices” (Shepard, 2000, p. 

9). In response to high-stakes testing (i.e., testing that has appreciable consequences on individuals, 

schools or educational systems (G. T. L. Brown & Harris, 2009; Solomon, 2002), students may be 

challenged by emotional pressures (Weeden, Winter, & Broadfoot, 2002), become demotivated, 

anxious, or pursue surface learning (Harlen, 2008), and spend too much time preparing for tests and 

examinations (M. G. Brooks & J. G. Brooks, 1999; R. Cohen, 1990; Stobart, 2008). Teachers may 

narrow the curriculum (Gipps, 1994; Harlen, 2007) and teach to the test rather than try to improve 

student learning (G. T. L. Brown, Lake, & Matters, 2009; Choi, 2008). Teachers’ beliefs related to 

whether assessment helps improve learning and teaching; whether they think that assessment makes 

themselves, their students and schools accountable; and whether they spend too much time teaching 

to the tests are strongly influenced by the purposes and practices of assessment that are prioritised in 

their contexts (Harris & Brown, 2009; Pryor & Lubisi, 2002). 

Contexts of assessment have been characterised as a culture of assessment or a culture of 

testing (Estaji, 2011; Inbar-Lourie, 2008a; Kleinsasser, 1995; Lynch, 2001). A culture of 

assessment and a culture of testing are differentiated according to their purposes, the people 

involved in the assessment process, types of assessment, time and frequency of assessment, and 

support and aids permitted in the assessment processes (Kleinsasser, 1995; Wolf, Bixby, Glenn, & 

Gardner, 1991). In a culture of testing, tests and examinations are used to generate scores for 

administrative and accountability purposes (Kleinsasser, 1995; Stiggins, 2002; Wolf et al., 1991). In 
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a culture of assessment, alternative assessments such as observations, oral presentations, 

exhibitions, self-assessment, peer-assessment, and portfolios (Klenowski, 2009; McMillan, 2001; 

Watt, 2005; Wolf et al., 1991) may be used to obtain evidence about student learning in order to 

modify teaching and improve learning (Black & Wiliam, 1998a; Klenowski, 2009; Lynch, 2001). 

(Detailed discussions of the characteristics of a culture of testing and a culture of assessment are 

provided in Chapter 2). 

Although a culture of testing and a culture of assessment have distinct characteristics, they 

should not be seen as two rival cultures. Inbar-Lourie (2008a)  argues that a culture of testing is not 

replaced by the introduction of a culture of assessment. Rather, they coexist and complement each 

other (Nagy, 2000). 

In reality, teachers may face a tension between two opposing demands in assessing their 

students (Blackmore, 1988; Pryor & Lubisi, 2002). On the one hand, they have to administer high-

stakes tests and examinations to generate scores to report to parents; to make students accountable 

for their learning; to show their accountability; and to rank, classify, certify, or select students 

(Harlen, 2008). On the other hand, they want to, and are encouraged to, implement classroom 

assessment for the purposes of modifying teaching and improving learning (Berry, 2011a; 

Hargreaves, 2005; Remesal, 2007; Tierney, 2014). 

This tension has been found in research undertaken in some contexts. For example, in a 

study of  the assessment practices of two South African teachers in Grades 4 to 6, the teachers used 

a lot of formative assessments, but they worried that they had no concrete evidence to show parents 

and administrators that they had assessed their students (Pryor & Lubisi, 2002). These teachers’ 

concern may derive from the emphasis on accountability and on reporting learners’ achievement of 

specific outcomes in the South African education system (Vandeyar & Killen, 2007). 

In the context of Hong Kong, where high-stakes tests and examinations have existed for a 

long time (Berry, 2011a; Lee & Coniam, 2013), Brown, Kennedy, Fok, Chan, and Yu (2009) 

investigated the perceptions of assessment held by 288 teachers from 12 primary and three 

secondary schools. The study showed that the teachers strongly believed that assessment helped 

improve student learning but they also strongly supported the notion that assessment made students 

accountable for their learning. The findings of these two studies suggest that teachers’ thinking 

about the purposes of assessment and their assessment practices cannot be predicted just from the 

assessment purposes and practices mandated or prescribed in the assessment policies of an 

educational system. The findings also suggest that teachers’ thinking about their particular context 

of assessment and their assessment practices should be explored. This can be done by listening to 
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the voices of the teachers working in that context and observing what assessment practices they 

implement in their classrooms. 

In Vietnam tests and examinations are very common in education. However, the Ministry of 

Education and Training’s (MOET) initiatives for reform in assessment at the school level have 

recently laid the foundation for a culture of assessment. The entrenched purposes and practices of 

testing and the purposes and practices of assessment recently promoted by the MOET may have 

created a new context of assessment in Vietnam. 

1.2.  Context of the Study 

This section discusses Vietnam’s foreign language policies and the development of English 

language education. The section focuses on the factors that have affected assessment in school 

education, researchers’ calls for reform in assessment, the initiatives for reform in assessment, and 

the status of assessment in English language education in Vietnam. 

1.2.1. Vietnam’s foreign language policies. 

Foreign language education policies in Vietnam have been affected by the country’s 

political history (Denham, 1992). Chinese, French, and Russian were the dominant foreign 

languages in Vietnam in different historical periods. The birth of the “Innovation Policy” (Chính 

sách Đổi mới) initiated by the government of Vietnam in 1986 has brought about many changes in 

diplomatic and economic policies, and these changes have directly influenced the changes in 

foreign language education policies (Huong, 2010; Minh, 2007; Thinh, 2006). Since the early 

1990s, foreign investors have come to Vietnam to do business, thus English proficiency has become 

essential for individuals to gain employment (Nunan, 2003; Thinh, 2006). As a result of this, the 

demand for speakers of English has exceeded supply, and the English language learning movement 

has rapidly developed throughout the country (Thinh, 2006). The status of English as the dominant 

foreign language has been recognised and supported by the government of Vietnam, and it has been 

actively promoted through various policies and initiatives. 

1.2.2. The growth of English language education in Vietnam. 

The rapid development of the English language learning movement throughout the country 

and the dominant status of English as a foreign language in Vietnam have attracted much attention 

from educational policy-makers (Nga, 2006). Attention, effort, and investment have been directed 

to raising the status of English as a foreign language and to improving the quality of English 

language education through reforms in the curriculum, textbooks, teaching methodology, and 
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assessment of students’ achievement (Canh & Barnard, 2009; Nga, 2006; Nunan, 2003; Thinh, 

2006). 

However, the goals and expectations of educational policy-makers and textbook writers 

have not been realised. The inadequacies and/or inappropriateness in training English language 

teachers, in the provision of professional development programmes (Can, 2007; Canh & Barnard, 

2009; Nunan, 2003), in teaching methodology (Canh & Barnard, 2009), and in English language 

teachers’ teaching competence (Canh & Barnard, 2009; Nunan, 2003), especially in assessment (V. 

T. P. Anh, 2006; Huyen, 2006), have unfavourably affected the quality of English language 

education in the country. Assessment has been highlighted as an area of particular concern. 

1.2.3. Assessment in English language education in Vietnam. 

Assessment in school education in Vietnam has been influenced by a number of factors. The 

first and foremost factor that has directed the practices of assessment in school education in 

Vietnam is the “achievement disease” (bệnh thành tích) (P. S. Anh, 2006; V. T. P. Anh, 2006; Nga, 

2006). “Achievement disease” refers to a situation in which test results do not accurately reflect 

students’ learning outcomes because students cheat to obtain high marks, teachers manipulate tests 

and marks to raise their students’ marks, and school administrators either ignore these facts or 

encourage teachers to raise students’ marks. Consequently, false test results are reported to parents 

and district and provincial educational administrators because teachers and school administrators 

want to be rewarded and not criticised. To be rewarded and to avoid criticism for poor test results, 

schools, teachers, and students are said to try their best to do everything they can, including 

narrowing the curriculum, preparing students for tests and examinations, cheating, and manipulating 

tests and marks to generate the best marks because marks mean everything, not only to students and 

their parents but also to teachers and schools (P. S. Anh, 2006; Cuong, 2006; Tuyet, 2006). 

The second influence on assessment in schools in Vietnam is the types of tests used for 

high-stakes tests and examinations. The main form of assessment in English instruction is 

paper-and-pencil tests which focus on students’ memory and recall (V. T. P. Anh, 2006; Huy, 2006; 

MOET, 2009b). Multiple-choice tests have been welcomed by educational administrators as they 

believe that multiple-choice tests are more convenient, objective, accurate, able to cover a wider 

scope of knowledge, are cheaper, and fairer (P. S. Anh, 2006; Cuong, 2006; Tuan, 2006; Tuyet, 

2006). Since 2006, tests of English language in the General Education Diploma Examination 

(GEDE) and the National University Entrance Examination (NUEE) have consisted of 100% of 

multiple-choice items (MOET, 2005b). 
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Third, there is a lack of professional development to prepare teachers for change in 

assessment in Vietnam. Specifically, assessment is not part of teacher training programmes (P. S. 

Anh, 2006; V. T. P. Anh, 2006; Tuyet, 2006), and in-service teachers lack opportunities for 

professional development in assessment (Canh & Barnard, 2009). Consequently, teachers lack 

knowledge and skills in assessment (Cuong, 2006; Nga, 2006; Pham, 2013; Thuan, 2005; Tuan, 

2006). This is especially true for English language teachers as the demand for English language 

teachers has exceeded supply due to the rapid growth of English education in Vietnam in the last 25 

years (Canh & Barnard, 2009; Huong, 2010; Nunan, 2003). The presence of these influences 

suggests that assessment in school education in Vietnam needs reform. 

Many authors have appealed for drastic reform in assessment (P. S. Anh, 2006; V. T. P. 

Anh, 2006; Huyen, 2006; Tuyet, 2006). This is because assessment in school education in Vietnam 

neither accurately measures students’ learning outcomes nor helps improve teaching and learning 

(P. S. Anh, 2006; V. T. P. Anh, 2006; Huyen, 2006; Nga, 2006). Rather, it has prevented the reform 

in teaching methodology and has made students passive (V. T. P. Anh, 2006; Huyen, 2006; Nga, 

2006). Some authors have suggested specific measures that need to be taken to improve assessment 

practices in Vietnam. As assessment in Vietnam has been implemented mainly through paper-and-

pencil tests for accountability and managerial purposes (P. S. Anh, 2006; V. T. P. Anh, 2006; Nga, 

2006; Tuyet, 2006), there is a need to reform the purposes and methods of assessment (Huyen, 

2006; Tuyet, 2006). Some authors have suggested that assessment must be for the purposes of 

improving teaching and learning (Huy, 2006; Huyen, 2006; Mien, 2006; Tuyet, 2006). Several 

authors have argued that various types of assessment should be used (Huyen, 2006; Tuyet, 2006). 

Educational policy-makers have positively responded to the calls for reform in assessment in school 

education in Vietnam. 

Over the last 10 years, there have been a number of initiatives to promote reform in 

assessment in school education in Vietnam. For example, reform in assessment was one of the 

requirements in the Prime Minister’s direction for reform in school education (Prime Minister, 

2001). Indeed, since 2002, reform in assessment has been one of the key responsibilities for the 

provincial Departments of Education and Training (DOETs), school administrators, and teachers 

across the country (MOET, 2002, 2003a, 2004, 2005a, 2006d, 2007, 2008a, 2009d, 2010a, 2011d, 

2012b, 2013, 2014). In the 2007-2008 school year, the MOET first directed the provincial DOETs 

to direct primary, secondary, and high school teachers to construct tests and item banks and to train 

teachers in assessment (MOET, 2007). In 2009, the MOET issued a document directing the 

provincial DOETs to organise conferences on assessment to promote reform in teaching and 

assessment methods in Literature, History, and Civics in secondary and high schools (MOET, 



-6- 

 

2009a). Also in 2009, the MOET held a national conference on this topic (MOET, 2009b). Similar 

conferences on assessment were held in the curriculum areas of Mathematics, Physics, Biology, and 

foreign languages in the 2010-2011 school year (MOET, 2010a). In addition to these conferences, 

in 2010, the MOET published a guide for constructing tests and item banks for school 

administrators and teachers of English language in high schools (MOET, 2010e). Although reform 

in assessment has been highlighted since the 2002-2003 school year as an important responsibility 

in schools, not much change has occurred with respect to both the purposes and types of assessment 

(MOET, 2009b). 

Assessment in English language education in Vietnam mainly serves the purpose of 

summarising student learning outcomes. Although four language skills (i.e., listening, reading, 

speaking, and writing) and linguistic knowledge of English are expected to be assessed (Minh, 

2007; MOET, 2003b, 2010c; Van, Hoa, Loc, Minh, & Tuan, 2006), listening and speaking skills are 

hardly ever assessed in the classroom (Can, 2007; Canh & Barnard, 2009; Nga, 2006). These two 

skills are rarely assessed because they are not included in the GEDE, the NUEE, and other high-

stakes tests. In effect, grammar, vocabulary, reading, and writing are the foci of testing (Bock, 

2000; Canh & Barnard, 2009; Nga, 2006). Moreover, assessment is implemented mainly to get 

marks for reporting to parents; for ranking, classifying, and certifying students; and for educational 

administrators to judge the quality of teachers and schools (Nga, 2006). Owing to these purposes of 

assessment, English language teachers focus on preparing their students to obtain good marks on 

tests and examinations (Canh & Barnard, 2009; Nga, 2006). However, they are also expected by 

educational policy-makers to change assessment purposes and to use various assessment methods in 

their classrooms. This situation may result in teachers' confusion about their contexts of assessment. 

It may also lead them to negotiate the multiple purposes of assessment in their contexts. 

1.3.  Statement of the Problem 

This section clarifies what a context of assessment is, why it is important to investigate it, 

and how to explore it. This section also states the problem of the study. 

1.3.1. Definition of a context of assessment. 

The focus of this current study was to investigate the contexts of assessment in two high 

schools in Vietnam. Therefore, it is necessary to define what a context of assessment is, to explain 

why it is worth exploring, and how to explore it. 

In defining contexts in education, Blanton and Medina (2009) stated: 

A context is constituted of the interweaving of elements mediating human activity, including 

material, ideal, and social objects; instrumental tools, such as computers, rulers, and pencils; 



-7- 

 

psychological tools, such as everyday and institutional discourses and cognitive strategies; 

and rules and regulations, division of labor, participant roles, participation structures, and 

discourses. (p. 180) 

This definition indicates that a context is made up of people, tools, and activities. People use 

tools to do something. They interact with each other, and they have their own perceptions and 

intentions, but they have to comply with rules and regulations. In line with this definition, in this 

thesis, a context of assessment refers to an environment where policy-makers, local educational 

administrators, school administrators, teachers, students, and parents interact with each other. These 

people have their own roles, activities, and tools (e.g., policy documents, curricula, textbooks, and 

tests). They have their own expectations, values, beliefs, and perceptions, but their practices may be 

restricted by regulations and expectations from other stakeholders. Therefore, to investigate a 

context of assessment means to examine who are involved in assessment in that context, the roles 

they take, the tools they use, the actions and activities they carry out, what they intend to achieve 

when carrying out these actions and activities, and what they value, believe, and perceive related to 

their assessment practices. When defined in this way, “context” has a very similar meaning to 

“culture” used in “a culture of testing” or “a testing culture” and “a culture of assessment” or “an 

assessment culture”. These two cultures are identified according to their main purposes, 

participants, types of assessment, time and frequency of assessment, and the provision (or 

prohibition) of support and aids in assessment (Inbar-Lourie, 2008a; Kleinsasser, 1995; Lynch, 

2001; Wolf et al., 1991) (These two cultures are discussed in the literature review). A context of 

assessment can be explored by examining policy documents and the stakeholders’ perceptions and 

practices. 

1.3.2. The problem of the study. 

Principals, school teachers in general, and high school EFL teachers in particular, and 

students in Vietnam may face challenges in negotiating the traditional purposes and methods of 

assessment which contrast with those recently initiated and promoted by educational policy-makers 

in Vietnam.  

Principals still play traditional leadership roles, while they are expected to adopt new roles. 

Particularly, they are partly responsible for overseeing the administration of tests to generate marks 

for reporting to parents, ranking students, and making decisions about student promotion and 

retention. At the same time, they are expected to use assessment data for strategic planning and 

provide teachers with knowledge and skills in using assessment for improving teaching and 

learning. Research has found that principals perceive that they play various roles in assessment 

(Renihan & Noonan, 2012) and that reform in assessment creates an additional administrative 
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workload for them (Ngan, Lee, & Brown, 2010). Principals in contexts where high-stakes testing 

exists while alternative assessments are promoted for the purpose of improving teaching and 

learning face challenges in interpreting and using assessment data for these purposes and in 

supporting their teachers (Ngan et al., 2010). Research has also indicated that the purposes of 

assessment intended by policy-makers and those perceived by principals are not the same. 

Principals pay attention to the perceived purposes rather than the intended purposes (Ngan et al., 

2010). Principals in high schools in Vietnam are operating in a period of transition and considerable 

volatility related to assessment reform. They may hold particular perceptions of the contexts of 

assessment in their schools, and they may have their own ways of negotiating the multiple purposes 

of assessment in their contexts. 

EFL teachers in high schools in Vietnam are required to administer 12 tests per year to 

generate marks for ranking, retention, and promoting students (MOET, 2006c). They also need to 

prepare their students for high-stakes tests and examinations (Canh & Barnard, 2009; Nga, 2006). 

In addition to taking 12 English tests per year as Grade 10 and 11 students, Grade 12 students also 

take an English examination in the GEDE. Many of the Grade 12 students who have passed the 

GEDE have to take an English examination in the NUEE. At the same time, EFL teachers are 

expected to use various methods of assessment, including projects, oral presentations, 

self-assessment, and peer-assessment, to modify their teaching and to improve students’ learning 

(MOET, 2009d, 2011d, 2014). They are expected to implement these 12 tests, which represent 

continuous, periodic, end-of-term, and end-of-year tests (MOET, 2011d, 2014). 

The students take tests to obtain marks for reporting, ranking, promotion, and retention. At 

the same time, they are expected to actively participate in assessment in the classroom in order to 

improve their learning (MOET, 2014). They are expected to demonstrate their learning outcomes, 

how they learn, and how they apply the knowledge they have learned (MOET, 2014). In addition, 

they are required to assess themselves and their peers (MOET, 2014). 

When principals and EFL teachers are required to implement different types of assessment 

for multiple purposes, they place emphasis on some purposes of assessment at the expense of 

others, and they may prioritise some assessment practices and ignore others, depending on their 

perceptions. Understandings about these participants’ perceptions and practices of assessment will 

help understand how they negotiate the multiple purposes of assessment in their schools. Students 

will also be required to respond to the various types of assessment and tests they are assigned and 

their responses to these assessments and tests will be influenced by their perceptions and their views 

about the expectations of their teachers and parents. Together with the findings about the 

participants’ perceptions and practices of assessment, insights into the ways they negotiate the 
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multiple purposes of assessment will be identified and these, in turn, will aid in developing an 

understanding of the contexts of assessment. 

Even though parents are involved in their children’s learning and assessment and they may 

influence their children with respect to studying for tests, especially outside of school, they were not 

directly implicated by policies related to assessment and assessment practices in the schools. 

Therefore, parents were not included as participants in the present study. 

The period of reform in assessment in school education in Vietnam may create a context of 

assessment which is neither typical of a culture of testing nor typical of a culture of assessment. The 

problem is that these stakeholders’ perceptions of their contexts of assessment, how EFL teachers 

implement assessment in their classrooms, and how these stakeholders negotiate the multiple 

purposes of assessment in their contexts are not known. Insights into their perceptions of the 

contexts of assessment in their schools, classroom assessment practices, and the way they negotiate 

the multiple purposes of assessment will contribute to knowledge about contexts of assessment in 

the schools under investigation and in schools which share similar characteristics. These insights 

could be obtained by examining relevant policy documents, the participants’ perceptions of 

assessment in their schools, and their assessment practices These insights are necessary for 

policy-makers to design professional development programmes for principals and teachers. They 

are also helpful for principals, EFL teachers, and students to reflect on their perceptions and 

assessment practices.  

1.4.  Aim and Research Questions 

The aim of this study was to investigate the contexts of assessment in Grade 10 to 12 EFL 

classrooms in Vietnam. In order to investigate these contexts, the study addressed the following 

research questions: 

1. What are the perceptions of the contexts of assessment held by the principals, the Grade 

10 to 12 EFL teachers, and students in two high schools in Vietnam? 

2. How do the Grade 10 to 12 EFL teachers implement assessment in their classrooms? 

3. How do the principals, the Grade 10 to 12 EFL teachers, and students negotiate the 

multiple purposes of assessment in their schools and classrooms? 

1.5.  Significance 

The study is significant for a number of reasons. First, there is limited research that 

examines principals’, high school EFL teachers’, and students’ perceptions of the contexts of 

assessment in their schools and how they negotiate the multiple purposes of assessment. A 
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systematic search for studies of principals’ thinking about assessment shows that principals’ 

perceptions of the contexts of assessment in their schools have not received much attention from 

researchers. A few relevant studies have investigated principals’ perceptions of changes in 

assessment policies (Ngan et al., 2010), how principals use data for decision making (Shen et al., 

2010), and principals’ perceptions of how data are used and misused in schools (Militello, Bass, 

Jackson, & Wang, 2013). Several relevant studies have focused on principals’ perceptions of their 

role in large-scale assessment (Newton, Tunison, & Viczko, 2010; Prytula, Noonan, & Hellsten, 

2013). 

Of the studies about English-as-a-foreign-language (EFL) teachers’ perceptions and 

practices of assessment conducted since 2000, a number of researchers have chosen elementary or 

primary school teachers as their participants (Butler, 2009; Butler & Lee, 2010; Chan, 2007; 

Gattullo, 2000). Differences exist in the perceptions and practices of these two groups of teachers. 

The studies which had EFL teachers in high schools as participants have investigated testing 

practices in high schools (Pekkanli, 2010) and the factors underlying EFL teachers’ perceptions and 

use of alternative assessments (Inbar-Lourie & Donitsa-Schmidt, 2009). 

A number of studies of students’ thinking about assessment have been conducted. However, 

these studies have focused on students’ perceptions of high-stakes testing (Triplett & Barksdale, 

2005), of assessment in social-studies courses in high schools (Yildirim, 2004), and of assessment 

in general (Brookhart & Bronowicz, 2003; G. T. L. Brown & Hirschfeld, 2007, 2008; G. T. L. 

Brown, Irving, Peterson, & Hirschfeld, 2009). Only one study has focused on students’ perceptions 

of assessment in English classrooms, but this study was carried out in a context where English was 

used as the first language (Moni, van Kraayenoord, & Baker, 2002). There have been very few 

studies about high school students’ perceptions of assessment in English instruction in EFL 

contexts. 

Second, there is evidence that teachers’ perceptions and practices of assessment are 

influenced by the subjects and the grade levels they teach (McMillan, 2001). The current study of 

Grade 10 to 12 EFL teachers’ perceptions of the contexts of assessment in their schools, how they 

implement assessment in their classrooms, and how they negotiate the multiple purposes of 

assessment will broaden the body of knowledge about contexts of assessment in a country, 

Vietnam, undergoing considerable change in assessment in education. 

The third reason for carrying out this study is as a response to an appeal from Vietnamese 

researchers who have called for studies into Vietnamese teachers’ perceptions of the purposes of 

assessment and their assessment practices (Huyen, 2006; Tuyet, 2006). They have argued that 

insights into teachers’ perceptions of assessment purposes and practices are necessary for policy-
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makers, teacher educators, and teachers and are beneficial to changing the purposes and practices of 

assessment in Vietnam (Huyen, 2006; Tuyet, 2006). These insights are essential to support changes 

of assessment in English language teaching in Vietnam and in similar contexts because “any efforts 

to change educators’ pedagogical practices, whether by mandate or through professional 

development activities, may be doomed to failure, unless [their perceptions of teaching, the process 

and purposes of assessment, and the nature of learning] are acknowledged, challenged and 

eventually changed” (Vandeyar & Killen, 2007, p. 101). Specifically, understandings about 

principals’, EFL teachers’, and students’ perceptions of the contexts of assessment in their schools; 

the types of assessment that EFL teachers implement and the way they implement assessment; and 

the way principals, teachers, and students negotiate the multiple purposes of assessment in their 

contexts will help policy-makers modify policies and design professional development programmes 

related to reform in assessment. Additionally, teacher educators take into account EFL teachers’ 

existing perceptions and practices of assessment when they design teacher education programmes 

for EFL teachers. Furthermore, the findings from the study will be useful for principals and EFL 

teachers in similar contexts of assessment, in Vietnam and throughout the world, to reflect on their 

implementation of classroom assessment. 

This chapter presented the background information about the context and the research 

problem of the study. The aim of the study, the research questions, and the significance of the study 

were also presented. The next chapter presents the ideas of cultures of assessment and teaching and 

assessment for learning and of learning. It also reviews the literature on principals’, teachers', and 

students’ perceptions of assessment and teachers’ assessment practices. 
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Chapter 2.  Literature Review 

This chapter comprises the review of the literature. In the first section, the ideas related to a 

culture of testing and a culture of assessment are discussed. The second section focuses on 

assessment for learning and assessment of learning. To provide a context for the discussion of 

assessment for learning, the sociocultural constructivist theory of learning and the characteristics of 

assessment in a sociocultural constructivist learning environment are discussed. 

2.1.  A Culture of Testing Versus a Culture of Assessment  

Researchers have distinguished two general contexts of assessment, and they call these two 

general contexts of assessment a culture of testing (or a testing culture) and a culture of assessment 

(or an assessment culture). These two cultures are differentiated through the major purposes of 

assessment, the participants directly involved in assessment practices, the methods used to collect 

assessment data, the timing and frequency of assessment, and the provision (or prohibition) of 

support and aids that students are allowed to use in assessment (Inbar-Lourie, 2008a; Kleinsasser, 

1995; Lynch, 2001; Wolf et al., 1991). These two cultures are reviewed in the following sub-

sections.  

2.1.1. A culture of testing. 

In this culture, tests and examinations are the main tools of assessment. Students’ memory 

and recall are the foci of assessment that is implemented after a period of learning (Beck, 2000; 

Kleinsasser, 1995; Sadler, 1989). Tests and examinations are conducted mainly to obtain marks to 

report to parents and other authorities. Marks are also used to rank, classify, certify, or select 

students and to make students, teachers, and schools accountable (Kleinsasser, 1995; Stiggins, 

2002; Wolf et al., 1991). Test results for these purposes need to be accurate and objective (Estaji, 

2011; Lee, 2007). Due to these purposes and criteria, external experts or teachers are powerful 

participants in the culture of testing (Kleinsasser, 1995). 

Kleinsasser (1995) has argued that external experts or teachers are in control of and 

responsible for testing. They construct tests or use commercially prepared tests and keep them 

uncontaminated (i.e., secret to students). They monitor the test setting to prevent cheating, and they 

evaluate, score, and report test results. In a culture of testing, students are “powerless victims” (p. 

207) who have little or no control over the testing situation and over when and what is assessed. 
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Students do not even know how the assessment criteria are set and what they mean because the 

external experts and their teachers do not share the assessment criteria with them. 

The purposes of testing in a culture of testing also influence the types of assessment used. 

Standardised paper-and-pencil tests, typically true or false, multiple choice and completion tests, are 

preferred because they are appropriate for summarising student learning. Testing requires 

measuring learning outcomes in an inexpensive, speedy, efficient, accurate, and objective manner 

(Kleinsasser, 1995; Lee, 2007; Wolf et al., 1991). 

Because tests are used to sum up student learning, they are not embedded in everyday 

instructional activities. Testing is separate from instruction and mostly comes at the end of a unit of 

study (Beck, 2000; Kleinsasser, 1995). In a culture of testing, a test “signals a closure and a time for 

conclusions rather than a natural opportunity to pose more questions related to connection making 

and reflective analysis,” and synthesis and revision for a test are “an end-of-unit exercise, not an 

ongoing learning activity” (Kleinsasser, 1995, p. 207). In some cases, the teacher and students only 

see the test results and do not have an opportunity to look at the students’ errors and successes. 

Consequently, the teacher has no opportunity “to contest, discuss, or to learn from [his or her] 

students’ performances” (Wolf et al., 1991, p. 47). 

The criteria of objectivity and the high-stakes or consequences attached to tests require that 

students complete tests without any support from peers and teachers. Collaboration between 

students and the use of aids such as books are therefore considered to be cheating (Kleinsasser, 

1995; Wenger, 2009; Wolf et al., 1991). 

The characteristics of a culture of testing are quite different from those of assessment in a 

culture of assessment. The next section discusses the characteristics of a culture of assessment. 

2.1.2. A culture of assessment. 

Assessment in a culture of assessment also has a number of noticeable features. Assessment 

in this culture is used to obtain concrete information of what students can and cannot do (Tierney, 

2014; Valencia, 2011; Wolf et al., 1991). Such information is used to modify teaching and learning 

activities to enhance student learning  (Black & Wiliam, 1998a; Klenowski, 2009). The main 

purpose of assessment is to enhance learning rather than to obtain accurate, objective assessment 

data. Additionally, assessment is a learning event “in which students and teachers might learn, 

through reflection and debate, about the standards of good work and the rules of evidence” (Wolf et 

al., 1991, p. 52). Also, through self-assessment and peer-assessment, “students learn to have 

opinions and make informed, thoughtful judgements” about their own work and that of their peers 

(Kleinsasser, 1995, p. 208). 



-14- 

 

Although creating assessment questions and projects and evaluating and judging assessment 

products are still the teacher’s responsibility in this culture, students take a more active role as 

participants in the assessment process (Dixon & Haigh, 2009; Kleinsasser, 1995). In the culture of 

assessment, the teacher and his or her students share assessment decisions and assessment criteria 

(Estaji, 2011; Inbar-Lourie, 2008b; Kleinsasser, 1995; Tierney, 2014). Students may even have 

some choice about what assessments to complete (Kleinsasser, 1995). In addition to their teacher, 

students have their peers as an authentic audience for their oral presentations, exhibitions, or 

performances (Kleinsasser, 1995). 

In a culture of assessment, both students’ learning processes and their learning outcomes are 

assessed (Butler & Lee, 2010; Estaji, 2011; Inbar-Lourie, 2008a). These processes rather than their 

learning products are the focus of assessment (H. D. Brown, 2004; Wolf et al., 1991). Therefore, 

students are often asked to write, read, and solve problems (Wolf et al., 1991) to “demonstrate what 

they know and can do in a real-life or meaningful situation” (Kleinsasser, 1995, p. 208). This 

emphasis means the use of a multitude of assessment types, including not only paper-and-pencil 

tests and examinations but also oral questions and answers, oral presentations, quizzes, planned and 

unplanned observations, self-assessment, peer-assessment, practice tasks, assignments, essay tests, 

term papers, projects, student journals, exhibitions, and portfolios (Klenowski, 2009; McMillan, 

2001; Watt, 2005; Wolf et al., 1991). 

In terms of time and frequency, assessment is integrated into instruction (Estaji, 2011; Zane, 

2009) and implemented through “dialogue, demonstration, and observation” in an ongoing manner 

(Klenowski, 2009, p. 264). Assessments become episodes or events of learning (Hargreaves, 2005; 

Kleinsasser, 1995; Wolf et al., 1991) because they provide information that helps modify and 

enhance teaching and learning (Black & Wiliam, 1998a; Klenowski, 2009).  

With regard to the support and aids provided to students in assessment settings, in a culture 

of assessment, students are encouraged to collaborate with one another and to use other aids such as 

books and other materials (Baharloo, 2013; James, 2008; Kleinsasser, 1995; Wolf et al., 1991). 

The characteristics of a culture of assessment are similar to the characteristics of assessment 

in the sociocultural constructivist learning environment and of assessment for learning, which is 

discussed in the next section. 

2.2.  Assessment for Learning and Assessment of Learning 

Assessment for learning and assessment of learning are differentiated according to the 

purposes, types, and time of assessment; participants involved in assessment; and the provision or 

the prohibition of support to students. This section summarises the main features of assessment for 
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learning and assessment of learning. The section also argues that assessment for learning is typical 

of the culture of assessment whilst assessment of learning is typical of the culture of testing. Prior to 

discussing assessment for learning, a description is provided of the sociocultural constructivist 

theory of learning. This theory is presented because the learning environment and practices that 

emerge from the application of the principles underlying this theory also shape assessment for 

learning (Serafini, 2001; Stobart, 2008). In particular, the characteristics of assessment in the 

sociocultural constructivist learning environment are consistent with the central tenets of 

assessment for learning. 

2.2.1. The sociocultural constructivist theory of learning. 

The sociocultural constructivist theory of learning is grounded in Vygotsky’s ideas 

(Vygotsky, 1978). These ideas have been supported and valued by academics and researchers 

(James, 2008) because they emphasise the social and cultural factors of learning. This section 

provides a review of the major ideas of this theory. 

While the behaviourist view of learning considers learning as the passive receipt of 

knowledge from teachers and the cognitive constructivist view sees learning as a function of the 

individual mind, the sociocultural constructivist perspective views learning as the construction of 

knowledge and skills through social interactions and cultural mediation (Vygotsky, 1978). 

Vygotsky (1978), the originator of this theory, held three main ideas about learning. First, 

Vygotsky emphasised the importance of social and cultural factors in knowledge construction, 

saying that learners actively construct their knowledge through interactions with other people in 

particular contexts rather than through transmission from other people or through the discovery of 

individuals (Vygotsky, 1978). This notion of learning suggests that assessments may be regarded as 

learning activities occurring when students work with the teacher and with their peers during 

assessment. 

The second idea in Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory is that there is a zone of proximal 

development (ZPD) (Vygotsky, 1978). The ZDP is defined as “[t]he distance between the actual 

developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential 

development as determined through problem solving under guidance or in collaboration with more 

capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). The notion of the ZDP suggests that collaboration and 

cooperation are necessary conditions for learning to occur. Vygotsky (1962) asserted this idea when 

he said, “What the child can do in co-operation today he can do alone tomorrow” (p. 104). The ZDP 

also suggests that new learning builds on prior knowledge (Baviskar, Hartle, & Whitney, 2009; 

Pollard, 1990). In the view of sociocultural constructivists, through interactions with others, learners 
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have “the opportunity to vocalise their knowledge” (Cooperstein & Kocevar-Weidinger, 2004, p. 

142), associate old knowledge with new knowledge, and consolidate or get rid of incorrect earlier 

information and beliefs in order to move forward (Cooperstein & Kocevar-Weidinger, 2004). The 

idea of the ZDP suggests that support and aids are important for knowledge construction, and that 

students should be encouraged to use these resources when they are assessed if assessment activities 

are considered as learning events. 

Third, Vygotsky maintained that learning is contextually situated (Vygotsky, 1978), so 

understanding how learning is happening in an environment is more important than knowing the 

product of that process (Lutz & Huitt, 2004). This idea suggests that authentic tasks should be 

valued because meaningful learning develops through authentic tasks (J. G. Brooks & M. G. 

Brooks, 1999; Lutz & Huitt, 2004). These tasks are defined as activities chosen to simulate those 

that students may encounter in their real life or assignments (Cooperstein & Kocevar-Weidinger, 

2004). 

Advocates of the sociocultural constructivist theory of learning have suggested a number of 

features that would be typical of a classroom where the sociocultural theory of learning is adopted. 

In such a classroom, the students’ role and responsibility are different from those in a traditional 

classroom. Specifically, they take a central role in their learning (Baviskar et al., 2009; Milbrandt, 

Felts, Richards, & Abghari, 2004). In addition, they are given complex and challenging phenomena 

or situations that require them to examine their existing knowledge and structures and to reorganise 

and construct new models (J. G. Brooks & M. G. Brooks, 1999; Chen, 2003). Furthermore, students 

do not simply need a good memory of isolated facts to be repeated on tests and assignments; rather, 

they have to take an active role and responsibility for communicating and justifying their ideas in 

the classroom (Chen, 2003). They are encouraged to “construct their own views, explore their own 

interests, engage their own passions, and create newly empowered visions of self and learning in a 

supportive community” (Milbrandt et al., 2004, p. 33). Owing to these significant changes in 

students’ role and responsibility in the classroom, lessons in sociocultural constructivist classrooms 

are typically more student-centred than those in traditional classrooms (Milbrandt et al., 2004). 

Students also have more responsibility and actively participate in assessment (Gipps, 1999; Lynch, 

2001; Milbrandt et al., 2004). 

In short, most sociocultural theorists have agreed that learning requires students’ active 

participation in social interaction with other people, especially with more capable others (James, 

2008; Palmer, 2005),  in particular social and cultural contexts in order to construct and reconstruct 

knowledge (Palmer, 2005). These perspectives on learners and learning have implications for 

assessment. 
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2.2.2. Characteristics of assessment in a sociocultural constructivist learning 

environment. 

The sociocultural constructivist theory is not a theory of assessment but it can be applied to 

assessment because learning theories can have implications for assessment (Fautley & Savage, 

2008; James, 2008; Serafini, 2001). This section specifies the typical characteristics of assessment 

in a sociocultural constructivist environment. 

Assessment in a sociocultural constructivist learning environment has a number of 

identifiable characteristics. First, assessment is an integral part of learning and teaching (James, 

2008; Serafini, 2001; Zane, 2009). Assessment is “embedded in the social and cultural life of the 

classroom” (Gipps, 1999, p. 378), and is carried out by students and teachers to facilitate learning 

rather than by external assessors and authorities for accountability purposes (James, 2008; Serafini, 

2001). Lutz and Huitt (2004) argue that a “principle of the constructivist approach” (p. 87) is that 

assessment should be carried out as a natural part of the learning process rather than an activity 

performed at the end of the process. Similarly, Zane (2009) argues that assessments can be deeply 

embedded into the curriculum so that students do not recognise that they are being assessed. This 

characteristic is congruent with the sociocultural theory of learning because, in order for assessment 

to support and improve learning, it must be an event in which students actively interact with their 

teachers and peers (Nieto, 2010). They use the support of their teachers and peers (James, 2008) and 

their prior knowledge to change their old ideas or beliefs and to construct new knowledge 

(Cooperstein & Kocevar-Weidinger, 2004). 

The second characteristic of assessment in the sociocultural learning environment is that 

learners are supported when they are assessed (Elwood & Klenowski, 2002; Gipps, 1999; James, 

2008; Lutz & Huitt, 2004). Gipps (1994) suggested that if Vygotsky’s idea about the ZDP is valued, 

students should be allowed to use support and aids when they are assessed because these reduce the 

students’ reliance on memory and increase their thinking and problem-solving ability. Another 

reason for allowing for support and aids in assessment is that students’ performance level on a task 

varies according to how much support they are given (Suizzo, 2000). According to Gipps (1999), 

one way to give support to students when they are assessed is to assess them in collaborative groups 

so that they can give and receive support as well as feedback from one another. 

The third characteristic of assessment in the sociocultural constructivist learning 

environment is that learners take more responsibility and actively participate in the assessment 

process while teachers play the role of facilitators rather than that of providers and judges of 

assessment (Gipps, 1999; Lynch, 2001; Milbrandt et al., 2004). This characteristic is consistent with 

the sociocultural theory and the view that students take a central role in their learning (Baviskar et 
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al., 2009; Milbrandt et al., 2004). This is because they have to actively participate in interactions to 

construct knowledge (Kaufman, 2004; Kozulin, 2002; Nieto, 2010). In this assessment 

environment, students take a key role (Dixon & Haigh, 2009) because they are expected to 

participate in the process of developing assessment procedures, including sharing the criteria and 

standards for judging performances (Lynch, 2001). Students make judgments about their learning 

(Lutz & Huitt, 2004) and are expected to develop skills in self-monitoring and self-regulation to 

improve their learning (Dixon & Haigh, 2009). 

The fourth characteristic of assessment in the sociocultural constructivist environment is that 

various forms of assessments are used in multiple settings to collect evidence about different 

aspects of students’ attainment (James, 2008; Serafini, 2001; Zane, 2009). Serafini (2001) 

maintained that both quantitative and qualitative methods should be used to collect information 

about students’ attainment, whilst James (2008) suggested that judgements about students’ 

attainment should be holistic and qualitative rather than atomised and quantified as they are in the 

measurement approach. 

The fifth characteristic is that assessment should be carried out in authentic and meaningful 

contexts (James, 2008; Serafini, 2001; Zane, 2009). These contexts are often practical, real-world 

contexts. James (2008) argued that students’ abilities and skills should be assessed in situations 

where complex and situated problems are solved. This is because learning and real-world 

competence are context-specific and depend on previously experienced contexts. That is, 

assessment is seen as a social, contextually-specific, interpretive activity (James, 2008; Serafini, 

2001; Zane, 2009). 

The sixth characteristic is that, for assessment to improve learning, the process of student 

learning in its social setting rather than the product of this process should be the focus of assessment 

(Elwood & Klenowski, 2002; James, 2008; Serafini, 2001). Assessment must elicit information 

about students’ learning processes (Serafini, 2001). Particularly, assessment must focus on 

discovering how well students use available intellectual, human, and material resources to formulate 

problems, work effectively, and evaluate their efforts (James, 2008). Therefore, assessment in this 

environment emphasises students’ metacognitive skills (Elwood & Klenowski, 2002). 

These six characteristics of assessment in the sociocultural constructivist learning 

environment are also the characteristics of assessment for learning, and this is discussed in the next 

section. 
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2.2.3. Assessment for learning. 

A number of authors have provided definitions of assessment for learning (e.g., Assessment 

Reform Group, 2002; Black & Jones, 2006; Black & Wiliam, 1998a; Boud, Cohen, & Sampson, 

1999). However, the words in these definitions have often confused educational policy-makers and 

practitioners (Klenowski, 2009). As a result, there has been a “misunderstanding of the principles, 

and distortion of the practices, that the original ideals [of these definitions of assessment for 

learning] sought to promote” (Klenowski, 2009, p. 263). In order to avoid misunderstanding of 

assessment for learning, the participants at the Third Conference on Assessment for Learning held 

in 2009 in Dunedin, New Zealand, offered the “second-generation definition of Assessment for 

Learning” as follows: “Assessment for Learning is part of everyday practice by students, teachers 

and peers that seeks, reflects upon and responds to information from dialogue, demonstration and 

observation in ways that enhance ongoing learning” (Klenowski, 2009, p. 264; italics in original). 

This definition is more specific than those that had been offered before its introduction. 

Assessment for learning serves the purposes of “enhancing ongoing learning,” and thus it is 

“part of everyday practice” (Klenowski, 2009, p. 264). Assessment for learning can be conducted 

through “dialogue, demonstration and observation” which involve not only the teacher but also the 

students (p. 264). The features included in this definition are also included in other authors’ 

discussions about assessment for learning, and some are summarised below. 

Assessment for learning is used to gather evidence about student learning in order to modify 

teaching and to meet student learning needs during instruction (Valencia, 2011). Therefore, 

assessment for learning is integrated in teaching and learning (Bennett & Gitomer, 2009; Stobart, 

2008; Weeden et al., 2002) and “implemented on a day-by-day and even minute-by-minute basis” 

(Valencia, 2011, p. 387). When assessment is an integral part of teaching and learning, multiple 

methods of assessment can be used. 

Assessment for learning involves “all those activities undertaken by teachers, and/or by their 

students” (Black & Wiliam, 1998a, pp. 7-8). Even a formal test administered for summative 

purposes can also be used for learning if the test is conducted when learning and teaching are 

occurring (Davison & Leung, 2009). The use of multiple methods of assessment helps assess all 

aspects of students’ achievement (Bennett & Gitomer, 2009; Carr, 2008; Stobart, 2008). 

In a context where assessment for learning is valued, greater emphasis is placed on students’ 

learning processes rather than their learning outcomes (H. D. Brown, 2004; Stobart, 2008). In such 

a context, students are actively involved in the assessment process. They share  assessment 

decisions and assessment criteria with the teacher (Kleinsasser, 1995; W. Morgan & Wyatt-Smith, 

2000). As a result, they become more responsible for their learning (Beck, 2000; Black, 1998; 
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Stobart, 2008) and learn about standards of good work (Stiggins, 2005; Wolf et al., 1991). 

Moreover, students are allowed to collaborate with their peers and teacher because it is believed that 

when students and teachers work together, they know what has been learned, what needs to be 

improved, and how to improve it (Beck, 2000). 

These characteristics of assessment for learning are also found in discussions about 

formative assessment because assessment for learning and formative assessment are often used as 

synonyms (Crooks, 2011; Lee, 2007). However, some authors have argued that they should be 

differentiated (Black, Harrison, Lee, Marshall, & Wiliam, 2003; Davison & Leung, 2009; Stiggins, 

2005). There are two reasons for the differentiation of formative assessment and assessment for 

learning. First, some authors have argued that they have different meanings. While formative 

assessment informs the teacher about student achievement, assessment for learning informs both the 

teacher and the students about their learning (Stiggins, 2005). In addition, formative assessment 

means providing more frequent assessment while “assessment FOR learning focuses on day-to-day 

progress in learning . . .” (Stiggins, 2005, p. 328; emphasis in original). 

Second, there have been misinterpretations of the term “formative assessment”. For 

example, formative assessment is mistakenly equated with continuous or alternative assessment, 

even though such alternative assessments as oral presentations and portfolios can also be used for 

summative purposes (Davison & Leung, 2009). Additionally, formative assessment is mistakenly 

equated with informal assessment, although formal tests can be used to improve learning and 

informal assessments can be used for summative purposes (Black et al., 2003). In order to avoid 

these misinterpretations, assessment for learning should be used instead to refer to any assessment, 

including both traditional formal tests and informal alternative assessments, which is used to collect 

evidence of student learning in order to modify teaching and enhance student learning (Black et al., 

2003; Davison & Leung, 2009). 

The characteristics of assessment for learning are quite different from those of assessment of 

learning, which is discussed in the next section. 

2.2.4. Assessment of learning. 

Assessment of learning, also referred to as summative assessment (Crooks, 2011; Davison & 

Leung, 2009; Lee, 2007), is typical of assessment in a culture of testing. It is used to sum up 

students’ achievement over a period of time (Beck, 2000; Sadler, 1989) by objectively and 

accurately measuring their knowledge and skills according to standards in standardised conditions 

(Lee, 2007). Assessment of learning is used for a variety of purposes and mainly for administrative 

and reporting purposes (Delandshere, 2002; Genesee & Upshur, 1996). For example, it is used to 
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compare students with one another, to review their progress, to provide information about their 

abilities when they transfer to other classes or schools, to certify them for further or higher 

education or employment, and to judge the effectiveness of teachers and schools for accountability 

(Black, 1998; Stiggins, 2002; Valencia, 2011). To be aligned with these purposes, tests need to be 

objective, accurate, efficient, and economical to administer and to score (Lee, 2007; Valencia, 

2011). They often cover a wide range of content (Valencia, 2011). As a result of these criteria, high-

stakes, standardised multiple-choice tests are often conducted at the end of a learning unit (Beck, 

2000). In situations of assessment of learning, students are passive test-takers or not allowed to 

collaborate with peers and to use support and aids in testing settings (Kleinsasser, 1995). Although 

summative tests results are not accurate evidence of student learning (R. L. Linn, 1986; Valencia, 

2011), they play an important role in policy, curricular, and classroom decisions and result in a 

multitude of undesirable effects (R. Linn, 2000; Valencia, 2011). 

The negative consequences of summative tests, especially those associated with high-stakes 

testing, have been indicated by many authors (e.g., Hoffman, Assaf, & Paris, 2001; Shepard, 2000). 

Among the negative effects of summative assessment are the following: spending too much time 

preparing students for tests and examinations, especially for those who are close to passing, while 

excluding low-achieving students from testing; narrowing the curriculum; and focusing on teaching 

and learning basic skills (Allington & McGill-Franzen, 1992; Koretz, 2008; R. Linn, 2000; Nolen, 

Haladyna, & Haas, 1992; Shepard, 2008). In addition, summative assessment creates anxiety and 

worry and discourages students, rather than supports, directs and encourages them (Black & 

Wiliam, 1998a; Shepard, 2000; Stiggins, 1999). 

Although assessment of learning does more harm than good, it has been pervasively applied 

(Stiggins, 1999). The reasons for its pervasiveness are many and varied. One reason is that students’ 

scores in large-scale standardised tests are used as a measure to make teachers and students 

accountable (Stiggins, 1999). Other reasons may include teachers’ lack of knowledge and skill in 

assessment (Pryor & Lubisi, 2002) and teachers’ lack of time and resources for formative 

assessment (Kanjee, 2009; Watt, 2005). Assessment of learning is also said to be necessary in 

contexts where tests and examinations are used to “ration access to scarce opportunities” (Pryor & 

Lubisi, 2002, p. 679). 

Up to this point in the chapter, the researcher has discussed the characteristics of a culture of 

testing and a culture of assessment. Moreover, assessment for learning and assessment of learning 

have been reviewed. The review argued that the characteristics of assessment for learning are 

typical of a culture of assessment. In contrast, the characteristics of assessment of learning are 

typical of a culture of testing. 
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It can be said that a culture of testing, which focuses on assessment of learning, and a 

culture of assessment, which focuses on assessment for learning, reflect in general different 

contexts of assessment. These general contexts of assessment are distinguished according to their 

components (i.e., participants, values, practices, and tools). In a culture of testing, the participants 

are more likely to be external experts, administrators, and teachers; the values are more likely to 

emphasise objectivity and accuracy, and focus on outcomes related to individual ability and the 

products of learning. The tools used in a culture of testing are likely to be paper-and-pencil tests and 

examinations. In contrast, in a culture of assessment, the participants are likely to be the teachers 

and their students; and the values are more likely to emphasise the provision of feedback to enhance 

learning. Student self-regulation of learning, awareness, and monitoring of learning are also 

important in a culture of assessment. Practices that develop these latter skills and abilities are 

fostered in a culture of assessment.   

2.3.  Language Instruction and Assessment  

Language teaching and learning are different from teaching and learning in other subjects 

such as Geography and Mathematics. While language is a means or medium for the teaching and 

learning of these subjects; in language instruction, language is both the medium and an end of 

teaching and learning. Therefore, the goals of language instruction and the methods used to observe 

whether and to what extent these goals have been achieved are different from those of instruction in 

other subjects. Hence, a review of the literature on language instruction and assessment in language 

instruction is part in this thesis. 

It should be noted that theories about second language (L2) instruction and foreign language 

(FL) instruction can both be used to discuss EFL instruction and assessment. The justification for 

this argument is that while there are “important differences” between English-as-a-foreign language 

(EFL) learners and English-as-a-second language (ESL) learners, there are “obvious parallels” 

between them because “all newcomers to a language system have to learn its systems of 

pronunciation, grammar, vocabulary, and socially acceptable ways of using the language” (Kopriva, 

2008, p. 187). In addition, methods and approaches to L2 instruction are also often used in FL 

instruction. As a result, the review in this section uses the literature on both L2 and FL instruction 

and assessment.   

2.3.1. L2/FL instruction. 

Dozens of methods of and approaches to instruction have been introduced and applied to 

L2/FL instruction (H. D. Brown, 2007; Fotos, 2005; Richards & Rogers, 2001; Xia, 2014). 
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However, the Grammar-Translation Method (GTM) and the Communicative Language Teaching 

Approach (CLT) have been used as two main L2 and FL teaching methods around the world 

(Hinkel, 2005). The shift from GTM to CLT was influenced by the inability of GTM to prepare 

language learners to communicate successfully in real-world contexts (Savignon, 2002). Indeed, the 

shift from GTM to CLT is the shift from L2/FL instruction that focuses on linguistic forms to 

L2/FL instruction that focuses on linguistic functions (Alemi, Eslami, & Rezanejad, 2014; 

Kavanagh, 2012; Kopriva, 2008). In GTM, language learners are expected to master linguistic 

forms, including morphemes, words, sentences, and the rules for combining them (H. D. Brown, 

2007). In CLT, learners are expected to develop the ability to use language for meaningful 

interactive purposes within various social contexts (H. D. Brown, 2007).  

Because linguistic competence, defined as “knowledge ‘about’ language forms” (H. D. 

Brown, 2007, p. 219), is insufficient for effective communication in real-world contexts (Bagarié, 

2007; H. D. Brown, 2007), language learners are required to develop communicative competence or 

the ability to use language in social contexts and to conform to sociolinguistic norms appropriately 

(Savignon, 2002).  

Several models of communicative competence have been introduced by Canale and Swain 

(1980, 1981), Canale (1983), and Bachman and Palmer (1996) (See Bagarié (2007) for a review of 

these models). The model proposed by Canale and Swain (1980, 1981), which was then modified 

by Canale (1983), is said to be the most influential model of communicative competence in L2/FL 

instruction and assessment (Bagarié, 2007). This model consists of four areas of competence: 

grammatical/linguistic, sociolinguistic, discourse, and strategic competence.  

Grammatical competence refers to “knowledge of lexical items and of rules of morphology, 

syntax, semantics, and phonology” (Canale & Swain, 1981, p. 32). Sociolinguistic competence is 

defined as knowledge about rules that “specify the ways in which utterances are produced and 

understood appropriately” in communicative events (Canale & Swain, 1981, p. 33, emphasis in 

original). This competence requires that L2/FL learners know the social rules when they use 

language in different social contexts (Savignon, 2002). Sociolinguistic competence is also called 

pragmatic competence, which is concerned with “who can say what to whom, when, and in what 

manner” (Kopriva, 2008, p. 184). Discourse competence is related to “cohesion (i.e., grammatical 

links) and coherence (i.e., appropriate combination of communicative functions) of groups of 

utterances” (Canale & Swain, 1981, p. 33). This is the ability to combine sentences or utterances to 

form a text as a meaningful whole (Savignon, 2002). Strategic competence comprises both verbal 

and nonverbal communicative strategies that language learners can use to compensate breakdowns 

in communication due to their insufficient competence (Canale & Swain, 1981). Strategic 
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competence helps language learners to enhance the effectiveness of communication (Canale, 1983) 

by using such strategies as repetition, reluctance, and guessing (Bagarié, 2007) to make corrections 

or changes or to clarify what has been said (Kopriva, 2008).     

In order to develop communicative competence, language learners need to be owners of 

learning activities, to be active participants in these activities, and to interact with teachers and 

peers using the target language in more authentic contexts (Agbatogun, 2014). Therefore, CLT, 

which adopts communicative competence as its “central theoretical concept” (Savignon, 2002, p. 1), 

emphasises language learners’ engagement in activities that require them to use the target language 

in meaningful and authentic contexts (Kavanagh, 2012). In CLT, learners are often asked to work in 

pairs or small groups using the target language to play games, role-play, complete tasks, or solve 

problems (Agbatogun, 2014). 

In short, the emphasis on language learners’ mastery of linguistic competence in GTM is not 

advocated in L2 and FL instruction because learners with a good grammatical or linguistic 

competence may be unable to use the target language to achieve intended functions. Because the 

ability to communicate in real-world situations is the ultimate goal of language instruction (H. D. 

Brown, 2007), in CLT, learners are expected to develop communicative competence, which 

includes not only grammatical competence but also sociolinguistic competence, discourse 

competence, and strategic competence. 

2.3.2. Assessment in L2/FL instruction. 

The change in how language proficiency is viewed and how language has been taught have 

also resulted in a shift in the focus of assessment and how language assessment is administered (H. 

D. Brown, 2004; T. McNamara & Roever, 2007). 

In GTM, language proficiency in a second or foreign language is seen as the mastery of the 

formal systems of the language, thus assessment focuses on students’ grammatical or linguistic 

competence (H. D. Brown, 2004; Chalhoub-Deville & Deville, 2005; T. McNamara & Roever, 

2007). In CLT, communicative competence (H. D. Brown, 2004) and face-to-face communication 

in real-life situations are valued (Chalhoub-Deville & Deville, 2005; T. McNamara & Roever, 

2007). Therefore, students’ communicative competence is the focus of assessment in CLT (H. D. 

Brown, 2004; Chalhoub-Deville & Deville, 2005; T. McNamara & Roever, 2007). 

In GTM, language skills (listening, speaking, reading, and writing) and various units of 

language or discrete points of phonology, graphology, morphology, lexicon, syntax and discourse 

are assessed separately (H. D. Brown, 2004). Therefore, knowledge-oriented tests (i.e., tests that 

measure students’ knowledge about language) are preferred (T. McNamara & Roever, 2007; 
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Savignon, 2002). However, decontextualised paper-and-pencil tests do not elicit students’ 

communicative competence because they do not involve them in requesting, responding, and 

interacting by combining listening and speaking or reading and writing (H. D. Brown, 2001). 

In CLT, not only is grammatical competence assessed but features of discourse, 

sociolinguistic rules of appropriateness, and communicative strategies need to be assessed in order 

to judge students’ communicative competence and help them develop it (Savignon, 2002). To tap 

into students’ communicative competence, teachers should assess their students in authentic 

contexts where forms and functions are integrated as naturally as possible (Kopriva, 2008). 

Therefore, face-to-face interaction, especially role-play, is preferred in the assessment of students’ 

language use because students’ communicative competence can only be assessed in contexts similar 

to real-life contexts (T. McNamara & Roever, 2007). Therefore, other performance-based 

assessments, such as oral presentations, essay writing, open-ended responses, group performance, 

and other interactive tasks are preferred (H. D. Brown, 2004). 

Performance-based and integrative assessments need to be administered to assess students’ 

communicative competence, the desirable goal of language learning, rather than tests of their 

knowledge of discrete linguistic forms (Kopriva, 2008). However, research has indicated that in 

contexts where CLT is promoted, discrete-point testing is pervasive for various reasons. For 

example, in China, high school EFL teachers mainly use multiple-choice tests to assess students’ 

vocabulary and grammar because high-stakes tests include mainly grammar and vocabulary, even 

though policy-makers expect EFL teachers to develop students’ ability in language use (i.e., 

communicative competence) (Watanabe, 2004). In Japan, high school EFL teachers do not assess 

students’ speaking because it is not included in the university entrance examination. Rather, their 

assessment focuses on vocabulary and grammar because these are included in the national 

examination (Kavanagh, 2012; T. McNamara & Roever, 2007), even though students’ 

communicative competence in English is prioritised by policy-makers (Kavanagh, 2012).  

In Vietnam, policy-makers expect EFL students to develop communicative competence, and 

CLT has been adopted. Moreover, English tests are high-stakes for high school students in Vietnam 

because marks generated from formal tests and examinations are used for decisions related to 

students’ promotion, retention, and university admission. In such a context, EFL teachers in 

Vietnam may prioritise assessing communicative competence or preparing their students for high-

stakes tests and examinations. In addition, their perceptions of assessment may be different from 

their assessment practices, and they have to negotiate different purposes of assessment in their 

schools. These issues deserve investigation because understandings about these issues help 

understand their contexts of assessment. 
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This section addresses language instruction and assessment. The next sections review 

research studies about principals’, teachers', and students’ perceptions of assessment and teachers’ 

assessment practices. 

2.4.  Perceptions and Practices of Assessment  

The review of research studies that have investigated perceptions and practices of 

assessment indicated that the majority of such studies have focused on a single group of 

participants. That is, the studies have been conducted to examine the perceptions and/or practices of 

assessment of either principals (or school administrators), teachers, or students. Studies that focused 

on more than one group of participants such as school administrators and teachers (Militello et al., 

2013) and teachers and students (Segers & Tillema, 2011; Yildirim, 2004) are rare. Therefore, the 

review of the literature of research studies of perceptions and/or practices of assessment is 

organized according to the three groups of participants that were of interest in this study (i.e., 

principals or school administrators, teachers, and students). Studies that have examined parents’ 

perceptions of assessment are not reviewed because parents were not included as participants in the 

present study.  

2.4.1. Principals’ perceptions of assessment. 

A few studies have investigated principals’ perceptions of assessment. Among these studies, 

some have investigated principals’ perceptions of large-scale assessment reform (Prytula et al., 

2013) and principals’ perceptions of the use of large-scale assessments and their roles related to 

these assessments (Newton et al., 2010). Research has also investigated principals’ perceptions of 

their roles as leaders in assessment (Renihan & Noonan, 2012). Some studies have examined 

principals’ perceptions of how assessment data were used in their schools (Militello et al., 2013; 

Shen et al., 2010). In addition, a study has been carried out to investigate principals’ perceptions of 

changes in policies on assessment and school evaluation (Ngan et al., 2010). These studies are 

reviewed in this section. 

2.4.1.1. Principals’ perceptions of large-scale assessment. 

In order to examine the perceptions that the principals held of large-scale assessment reform 

and how assessment reform affected their roles as principals, Prytula, Noonan, and Hellsten (2013) 

used survey questionnaires comprising both closed and open-ended questions. Ninety principals in 

two rural school jurisdictions and three urban school jurisdictions in Saskatchewan, Canada 

responded to the questionnaires. Saskatchewan schools participated in the Pan-Canadian 

Assessment Program (PCAP), the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), and the 
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Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRIL). In addition to these national and 

international tests, schools participated in provincial tests which were aligned with the provincial 

curriculum and which were intended for gathering information about student learning for improving 

student achievement in maths, reading, and writing. 

The principals in the study perceived that large-scale assessments created pressure to 

improve teaching and learning and focused on setting student learning goals at the school level. 

Some principals believed that the large-scale assessments helped school administrators and staff to 

identify and focus on students’ weaknesses. However, a number of principals thought that these 

assessments were inconvenient and irrelevant and could not be used to improve student learning. 

Rather, the principals believed these assessments created additional administrative tasks and 

additional pressures from higher authorities. The principals who perceived that the large-scale 

assessments had no effect on their roles were not interested in the assessments themselves nor the 

data gathered from them. These principals reported that they did not use the data for changes in 

their schools. 

The principals in Prytula, Noonan, and Hellsten’s (2013) study place more weight on the 

provincial assessments. Many of them perceived that the provincial assessments positively 

influenced teaching and learning in their schools. They reported that these assessments influenced 

decision making, priority setting, and planning. They believed that the provincial assessments 

helped staff set goals to drive learning improvement. However, a few principals perceived that the 

provincial assessments were inconvenient and inappropriate for students and staff. Although some 

principals reported that they used the data to set goals, they believed the assessments themselves 

had no influence on teaching and learning in their schools. Several principals perceived that the 

assessments simply confirmed something that staff already knew. Other principals believed that the 

assessments caused teachers to teach to the test. 

The findings of this study indicated that the principals held both positive and negative 

perceptions of different types of large-scale assessment. However, they valued assessments that 

were aligned with the curriculum that was used in their schools. 

Newton, et al. (2010) investigated elementary principals’ perceptions and the use of large-

scale assessments in their schools as well as the principals’ roles related to these assessments. 

Specifically, the study focused on principals’ perceptions and use of the Canadian Achievement 

Test (Version 3) (CAT3), the Canadian Test of Cognitive Skill (CTCS), and the provincial 

achievement tests (PAT). These tests were used in all the schools in a large urban school division in 

Western Canada. Semi-structured interviews were conducted individually with 25 elementary 

school principals to generate data for the study. 
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The principals perceived that large-scale assessment data helped them identify their 

priorities for school-based planning and priority setting. They reported identifying long-term trends 

within the student population by analysing the assessment results across a number of years. In 

addition, they perceived that the large-scale assessment data helped them support their teachers by 

targeting professional development. 

The principals believed that each large-scale assessment was intended for a different 

purpose. They believed that the data obtained from the CAT3 were useful for school strategic 

planning. Some principals stated that the CAT3 helped them identify students’ strengths and 

weaknesses. However, some principals thought that the data obtained from the CAT3 were not 

useful because they provided the results in only a few subject areas. 

The principals believed that the data obtained from the CTCS also confirmed what they 

already knew about individual students’ performance. Some believed that the CTCS data helped 

teachers see discrepancies between students’ achievement in classroom assessments and their 

performance on the CTCS. Some principals believed that the CTCS data were used only for 

placement into special programmes or high school placement. 

Most principals perceived that the PAT was the most significant large-scale assessment for 

school-level planning because it was based on the province’s curriculum and designed by the 

teachers in the province. Several principals believed that the PAT data provided the most useful 

evidence of student learning, and they spent more time looking at the data obtained from the PAT 

for school-level planning. 

The principals perceived that data from large-scale assessments were primarily used for 

accountability purposes. They believed that the data were used to evaluate the effectiveness of the 

administrative and instructional staff. They did believe, however, that accountability was necessary. 

But, several principals argued that the division should focus more on formative assessment rather 

than large-scale summative assessments. They argued that publishing large-scale assessment results 

would be detrimental to low-achieving schools. 

The principals perceived that large-scale assessments fundamentally changed their role. 

They stated that their primary responsibility was to manage the data, interpret results, incorporate 

results into strategic planning, and monitor progress. Some principals suggested that they were 

responsible for ensuring that their teachers complied with and engaged in plans developed from 

assessment data. In addition, many principals perceived that one of their fundamental roles was to 

assist teachers in interpreting and contextualising large-scale assessment results. The principals 

expected their teachers to use assessment data to improve their teaching and student learning in the 
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classroom. To that end, they had to collaborate with and support teachers in interpreting the data 

and planning their instruction using the data. 

About one-third of the principals admitted that they had limited knowledge of how to 

interpret results from the large-scale assessments. Several principals perceived that their teachers 

were not well prepared in interpreting and using assessment data. They also thought that they 

themselves and their teachers needed support in using assessment data for strategic planning at the 

school level. 

Several principals expected the assessment results to be accurate measures of student 

achievement. They believed that accuracy would be improved when students’ test-taking skills 

improved. Therefore, these principals believed that teachers needed additional support to prepare 

students to compete these large-scale assessments. 

The findings of this study indicated that the principals held different, even contradictory, 

perceptions of large-scale assessments in their contexts. The principals felt that their role was one of 

managing and interpreting data. At the same time, they believed that they had to support their 

teachers with interpreting the data for the teachers’ instruction. Furthermore, the principals admitted 

that they themselves and their teachers had difficulty in interpreting and using large-scale 

assessment data for strategic planning. The principals valued assessment data generated from tests 

that were aligned with the curriculum and from formative assessment because they perceived that 

data gathered in this way were more relevant to students. 

The findings reviewed in this sub-section showed that the principals in these studies 

believed that different large-scale assessments served different purposes. They valued large-scale 

assessments that were aligned with the curriculum used in their schools. In addition, different 

principals held different perceptions of the purposes of large-scale assessments. In general, 

however, they perceived that large-scale assessment data helped them set priorities and plans for 

their schools. They also believed that the results of large-scale assessments were used for 

accountability purposes. Principals thought that large-scale assessment changed their roles. Their 

role involved interpreting assessment data for strategic planning. However, many perceived that 

they lacked knowledge and skills for assisting their teachers in using the data to plan for the 

teachers’ instruction. The studies about principals’ perceptions of their roles in assessment are 

reviewed in the following sub-section. 

2.4.1.2. Principals’ perceptions of their leadership roles in assessment. 

In order to investigate principals’ perceptions of their assessment leadership role in rural 

schools, Renihan and Noonan (2012) conducted three focus group discussions with 12 principals in 
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12 small village schools in three school divisions in Saskatchewan in Canada. In Saskatchewan, 

there has been an increasing emphasis on large-scale assessment, and data-driven school 

decision-making although assessment for learning has also been emphasised strongly. 

The majority of the principals reported that they played multiple roles of teachers, managers, 

and supervisors. Some saw themselves as teachers first. Some believed that they should manage 

assessment professionally and collegially rather than bureaucratically. The principals perceived that 

they should maintain a balance between ensuring accountability and quality control and nurturing 

professional empowerment among teachers. Most principals perceived that their roles in assessment 

included providing teachers with a clear vision and direction for instruction and assessment and 

promoting discussion of the summative and formative purposes of assessment among staff. The 

principals reported providing professional development based on the instructional and assessment 

needs identified by their teachers. 

The principals acknowledged that rural schools had some unique features such as parent 

involvement, an influence from parent values, and community expectations. They also suggested 

that rural school principals spent more time and energy on administrative issues (e.g., school 

organisation) and less time on leadership functions such as assessment leadership. The principals in 

some schools questioned the value of their involvement in large-scale assessment. These principals 

believed that classroom teachers had the ability and responsibility to implement and use current 

assessment and grading practices. 

The principals perceived that support from central administrators influenced their 

assessment leadership and knowledge and skills in assessment. They indicated that they needed 

clear guidance and expectations, professional development, and resources. 

Policy-makers in many contexts have reformed assessment and evaluation policies, and 

principals as assessment leaders in these contexts may have faced challenges created by these policy 

changes. In order to examine how principals dealt with assessment and evaluation policy changes, 

Ngan, Lee, and Brown (2010) conducted 23 semi-structured interviews with 14 primary and nine 

secondary principals from 18 school districts in Hong Kong. 

According to Ngan , Lee, and Brown (2010), in Hong Kong, at the time of their study, 

responsibility for school quality had shifted from central authorities to schools. This shift occurred 

by promoting internal quality assurance through school-based management, parents’ and teachers’ 

participation, and school self-evaluation. They introduced the School Self Evaluation (SSE) and the 

External School Review (ESR), which were created to assess school quality. This shift made school 

leaders responsible for school-based improvements. In addition, to mitigate the negative effects of 

the over-reliance on public examinations, the Hong Kong Education Bureau (EDB) introduced 
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assessment for learning. The purposes of assessment for learning comprised assessing higher-order 

thinking skills, providing students with constructive feedback, and sharing learning objectives for 

the purpose of improving classroom teaching and learning. The new assessment reform made 

school leaders responsible for much more complex school-based assessment practices compared 

with their management of the public end-of-year examinations to determine student learning 

outcomes. 

Most principals in this study had negative views about the policy for school quality 

assurance. They perceived that the EDB used the SSE and the ESR for school accountability. They 

thought that the SSE and the ESR were not fair or accurate assessments of school quality because 

the set of criteria used to evaluate schools was narrow, limited, and was not sensitive to the unique 

features and characteristics of each school in relation to its teachers, students, and school 

background. They perceived that the quality assurance mechanism was results-oriented and ignored 

the student intake, and school background. Most principals perceived that the reform was full of 

contradictions. They thought that the EDB promoted school-based management but it strictly 

controlled school administration. Many principals perceived that the new assessment policy created 

an excessive workload and placed unnecessary stress on teachers and students. The principals 

perceived that the SSA and the ESR were used to close schools that did not achieve well, rather 

than helping them improve. 

The principals perceived that preparing students for the tests was necessary, and they 

reported familiarising students with the format of the tests and the tested skill (i.e., writing). A 

number of the principals reported that their schools used drill exercises to help students obtain 

higher scores. Such activities were more closely related to the principals’ personal job security and 

the survival of their schools than furthering the students’ learning. 

The review of the studies in this sub-section showed that principals perceived that they 

played multiple roles in assessment in their schools. In addition, their roles as assessment leaders 

were influenced by contextual factors. The findings of the studies reviewed in this sub-section also 

indicated that the purposes of assessment that were intended by policy-makers and those that were 

perceived by principals were different. When this happened, principals responded to the purposes 

that they perceived rather than the purposes intended by policy-makers. This finding suggested that 

research should investigate how principals negotiate the multiple purposes of assessment in their 

contexts. This will be explored in the present study. 
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2.4.1.3. Principals’ perceptions of assessment data use. 

Some researchers have examined principals’ perceptions of how assessment data were used 

and misused. For example, Militello et al. (2013) examined the perceptions of 28 elementary 

principals in the USA. They were asked to rank order 23 statements to indicate how they used 

assessment data. After they had sorted the statements, they were also asked to complete a 

questionnaire. The questions in the questionnaire elicited the participants’ reasons for ranking the 

statements in the order that they chose. 

The principals reported collecting, analysing, and using assessment data to make plans for 

teaching and learning improvement and to evaluate school programmes. They also reported 

showing their teachers how to use assessment data to inform their instruction. The principals used 

data to judge students’ past performance and predict their future performance. They also used data 

to identify at-risk students. They reported that they needed knowledge and skills in using data so 

that they could support their teachers to use data to inform instruction. 

A similar study was conducted by Shen and colleagues (2010). They investigated the data 

that principals used to make decisions and how data informed decision-making in their schools. 

Shen, at al. (2010) argued that there were three streams of data that could be used for decision 

making at the school level. These included data about students and community (i.e., demographic 

descriptive background information about students, teachers, and schools), data about school 

processes (i.e., what school administrators, teachers, and students do to get results), and student 

achievement data (i.e., assessment results). In this study, the researchers individually interviewed 16 

principals in four urban school districts in Michigan, the USA. In each school district, two 

elementary principals, one middle school principal, and one high school principal were interviewed. 

Of the three streams of data, student achievement data were used most frequently for 

decision-making, whereas student and community background data and school process data were 

rarely used. Among student achievement data, results from standardised tests were most frequently 

used. 

The principals used student achievement data for various purposes. First, almost all the 

principals reported using student achievement data for making teachers accountable, and this was 

regarded to be the predominant purpose. Second, student achievement data were used to collaborate 

with parents in helping students learn better. Third, some principals reported using this stream of 

data to identify students’ knowledge gaps. Fourth, student achievement data were used to compare 

student achievement with specific norms and to identify students’ achievement growth. Fifth, 

student achievement data were used to make decisions directly related to curriculum and instruction 
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(i.e., grouping and placement, identifying students’ weaknesses according to state and other 

standards, assessing students’ proficiency against curriculum objectives, and modifying instruction). 

The findings from the studies reviewed in this sub-section showed that principals perceived 

that assessment could be used to inform instruction and make plans for improving teaching and 

learning. In addition, they believed that assessment data were used to make teachers accountable for 

their teaching. The findings in these studies also revealed that student achievement data gathered 

through standardised tests were the main data source that principals used to make decisions in their 

schools. 

The review in this section indicated that principals in different contexts held various 

perceptions of the purposes of assessment. The purposes of assessment perceived by principals may 

be inconsistent with the purposes intended by policy-makers, and principals dealt with assessment 

in their contexts according to their perceptions rather than according to policy-makers’ 

expectations. In addition, principals perceived that they played different roles in assessment in their 

schools. Principals in some contexts perceived that they lacked knowledge and skills in interpreting 

and using assessment data for improving teaching and learning in their schools. 

In high schools in Vietnam, where testing is high-stakes but assessment for learning has 

been promoted, principals may play various roles and they may face challenges in negotiating 

multiple purposes of assessment. Therefore, a study of principals’ perceptions of the contexts of 

assessment in their schools and how they negotiate the multiple purposes of assessment will extend 

knowledge about principals’ perceptions of assessment. Such a study may be useful for policy-

makers in providing principals with knowledge and skills for improving assessment in their schools. 

2.4.2. Teachers’ perceptions and practices of assessment. 

The review of research studies about teachers’ perceptions of assessment and their 

assessment practices is organised in two sub-sections. The first sub-section reviews studies about 

teachers’ perceptions of assessment. The second sub-section reviews studies about teachers’ 

assessment practices. 

2.4.2.1. Teachers’ perceptions of assessment. 

Since 2000, studies about teachers’ perceptions of assessment have focused on three major 

topics. The majority of studies have investigated teachers' perceptions of the purposes of 

assessment. Some studies have investigated teachers’ perceptions of assessment of learning, and 

others investigated teachers’ perceptions of classroom assessment. 
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2.4.2.1.1. Teachers’ perceptions of the purposes of assessment. 

Many studies about teachers’ perceptions of assessment have examined teachers’ 

perceptions of the general purposes of assessment. Many have used T. G. L. Brown’s (2004; 2006) 

model of the general purposes of assessment. G. T. L. Brown (2004) designed a 50-item 

questionnaire, called the COA-III (Conceptions of Assessment), to examine the perceptions of 

assessment. The questionnaire was completed by 525 teachers and administrators from over 290 

primary schools in New Zealand. The teachers were asked to indicate the extent of their 

dis/agreement with the statements related to four major purposes of assessment. These purposes 

were Student Accountability (i.e., assessment made students accountable for their learning), School 

Accountability (i.e., assessment made teachers and schools accountable), Improvement (i.e., 

assessment helped teachers and students improve teaching and learning), and Irrelevance (i.e., 

assessment was used but ignored; assessment was bad for students and teachers). The teachers in 

the study believed that assessment improved learning and teaching. They also believed that 

assessment made teachers and schools accountable, but they did not believe that assessment made 

students accountable or was irrelevant to teachers’ work and students’ life. 

G. T. L. Brown’s (2004) questionnaire was modified, resulting in a 27-item questionnaire, 

called the CoA-IIIA (G. T. L. Brown, 2006). The CoA-IIIA was used to examine the perceptions of 

the purposes of assessment held by teachers in such contexts as New Zealand (G. T. L. Brown & 

Harris, 2009), New Zealand and Queensland (G. T. L. Brown & Lake, 2006), Hong Kong (G. T. L. 

Brown, Kennedy, et al., 2009), and the Netherlands (Segers & Tillema, 2011). These studies found 

that teachers in these contexts held multiple perceptions of the purposes of assessment. However, 

the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with each of the four purposes was different. For each 

example, teachers in New Zealand, Queensland, and Hong Kong agreed most with the Improvement 

purpose and rejected the Irrelevance purpose. There was greater agreement with the Student 

Accountability purpose over the School Accountability purpose in all three groups. However, the 

Hong Kong teachers agreed more with the Student Accountability purpose and the association 

between the Student Accountability purpose and the Improvement purpose was also stronger. In 

other words, the Hong Kong teachers believed that assessment improved learning because it made 

students accountable for their learning. Even teachers in the same country but teaching at different 

school levels responded differently with regard to the extent of agreement with these purposes of 

assessment. For example, primary teachers and secondary teachers in Queensland expressed 

different views on the extent of their agreement with the Improvement purpose and the Student 

Accountability purpose (G. T. L. Brown, Lake, & Matters, 2011). Specifically, the Queensland 

primary teachers in the study moderately agreed with the Improvement purpose whilst the 
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secondary teachers agreed more with the Student Accountability purpose (G. T. L. Brown et al., 

2011). The different degrees of agreement with these purposes of assessment among different 

groups of teachers were attributed to the different contexts of assessment. In Hong Kong, where 

assessment often had high-stakes and students learned in a very competitive context, assessment 

was believed to make students accountable, whilst assessment in New Zealand did not have high-

stakes, and the New Zealand teachers did not put much weight on the Student Accountability  

purpose (G. T. L. Brown, Kennedy, et al., 2009; G. T. L. Brown & Lake, 2006). These studies 

found that teachers fulfilled multiple purposes and their perceptions of these purposes were context-

dependent. However, these studies did not investigate how the teachers in these contexts 

implemented assessment in their classrooms and how they negotiated the multiple purposes of 

assessment in their contexts. Apart from the studies that used G. T. L. Brown’s (2004, 2006) model 

of assessment purposes, some other studies have also examined teachers' perceptions of the 

purposes of assessment. 

In a context where assessment of learning is dominant, teachers tend to value the summative 

purposes of assessment. This was the finding in a study in Hong Kong by Cheng (2006). Cheng 

interviewed eight teachers in four secondary schools in order to explore their perceptions of 

assessment. They reported that they administered assessment to fulfil parents’ expectations and to 

call for their support. In addition, they believed that assessment informed administrators about 

teachers’ teaching and students’ learning. They thought that assessment helped them judge their 

students’ improvement and assessment improved teaching and learning. They reported using 

alternative assessments such as quizzes, assignments, concept mapping, projects, self-assessment, 

and peer-assessment. However, they associated assessment with tests and examinations, thus 

believing that alternative assessments should not be the major assessments in their curriculum. The 

low priority given to these assessments resulted from the difficulty they met in reaching consensus 

among themselves about adjustments in teaching. Additionally, alternative assessments made up 

only a small percentage of students’ final grades. They said that they lacked knowledge and 

confidence in alternative assessment. Indeed, the findings from the study suggested that the 

summative purposes of assessment in their context influenced their perceptions and practice of 

assessment. 

Unlike the studies reviewed above, Davis and Neitzel’s (2011) study examined teachers’ 

perceptions of assessment in terms of the audiences of assessment information. The authors 

conducted structured observations and semistructured interviews with 15 teachers teaching reading, 

writing, mathematics and/or science in Grades 4 to 7 in an upper-elementary school and a middle 

school in the south-eastern United States. Each teacher participated for at least one semester in the 
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period of three years of the study. The study identified 10 purposes of assessment, which were 

categorised in terms of audiences: teachers, students, parents, and managers. For teachers, first, 

assessment informed themselves about their instruction. Second, assessment helped identify 

students who needed additional support from the teacher or their peers. Third, through assessment, 

the teachers could judge their students’ attainment or understanding. Finally, teachers carried out 

assessment to gauge their students’ investment in classroom activities. For students, assessment 

served three purposes. The first purpose was making students accountable for their learning through 

grading to punish or reward them for their academic efforts. Second, assessment was part of 

instruction because it provided opportunities for students to demonstrate and expand their 

understanding. Finally, through assessment, students obtained feedback from teachers and peers. 

Assessment also served external audiences. Assessment outcomes were reported to parents to 

inform them about their children’s learning outcomes. Assessment results were also used by 

managers to make teachers accountable for their teaching and prepare their students for state-

mandated tests. Davis and Neitzel’s study showed that the teachers understood that assessment had 

different purposes for different audiences. 

The findings from these studies indicated that teachers in different contexts held multiple 

perceptions of the purposes of assessment and these perceptions were context-dependent. In 

general, teachers saw assessment as serving both formative and summative purposes. However, 

teachers in contexts where assessment was high-stakes (e.g., Hong Kong) placed more emphasis on 

summative purposes, whilst teachers in contexts where assessment was not high-stakes (e.g., New 

Zealand) put more weight on formative purposes. In addition to the studies which investigated 

teachers’ perceptions of the purposes of assessment in general, some studies examined teachers’ 

perceptions of assessment of learning. 

2.4.2.1.2. Teachers' perceptions of assessment of learning. 

Some researchers have been interested in teachers’ perceptions of summative tests. In a 

study in Germany, Maier (2009) examined the attitudes towards state-mandated tests expressed by 

teachers of different school types and school subjects. Maier also examined their thinking about the 

pedagogical relevance of performance data for their classroom and factors influencing their views 

about the applicability of tests. Maier (2009) analysed responses to questionnaires completed by 

307 Grade 6 teachers in 256 secondary schools in Baden-Württemberg, a state in Germany. State-

mandated tests in this context were intended for school self-evaluation and were not high-stakes to 

students. There were three school types in the study. Grammar schools for Grades 5 to 12 prepared 

students for university education. They focused on foreign languages, mathematics and science. 
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Intermediate secondary schools for Grades 5 to 10 prepared students for non-college jobs in 

administration and services industries. General secondary schools were schools where students 

studied for five years, preparing for apprenticeships and vocational education. 

The results of the study indicated that the teachers from different school types viewed state-

mandated tests differently. Specifically, the teachers in the general secondary schools perceived 

state-mandated tests more positively than those in the grammar and intermediate schools. Also, the 

subjects that were tested influenced the degree of teachers’ acceptance of state-mandated tests. As 

for the relevance of the mandated test data for instructional improvement, some teachers in the 

general secondary schools and a few from the other types of schools thought that the data from 

state-mandated tests served the purpose of improving teaching. The results of the study also 

indicated that class size and school location affected the teachers’ views about the instructional 

value of state-mandated tests. What is still lacking in this study was how the teachers in the 

different schools types used the data from state-mandated tests to improve their teaching and 

students’ learning. While the teachers in this study appreciated the formative purpose of large-scale 

tests, teachers in other contexts may not do so. This was examined in the next study. 

Leighton, Gokiert, Cor, and Heffernan (2010) investigated whether or not teachers believed 

that classroom and large-scale tests were designed to (1) provide information about students’ 

learning processes, (2) influence meaningful student learning, and (3) elicit learning or testing 

strategies for successful test performance. They asked 272 Grade 7 to 12 teachers from a mid-sized 

metropolitan area in Canada to respond to a 46-item questionnaire. The teachers believed that 

classroom tests provided more information about students’ learning processes than large-scale tests. 

They also believed that classroom tests were more likely to influence meaningful learning and 

required more learning strategies than test-taking strategies. However, the researchers concluded 

that the teachers in the study held incorrect perceptions about the real value of classroom 

assessment. The authors cited Stiggins (1991) and Black and Wiliam (1998), who said that 

classroom assessments did not have more cognitive diagnostic value than large-scale tests and that 

there was little evidence to believe that classroom assessments were designed to inform student 

learning processes, to lead to meaningful learning, or to require learning strategies rather than test-

taking strategies. The findings in this study suggested that teachers may attribute good values to 

classroom assessment, even though it does not have such values. 

These studies about teachers’ perceptions of assessment of learning suggest that teachers do 

not always have negative beliefs about state-mandated tests. Moreover, they may lack knowledge 

about assessment and thus attribute to classroom assessments the values that they may not have. 
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Apart from the interest in teachers’ perceptions of summative assessment, researchers have also 

been interested in teachers’ perceptions of assessment for learning. 

2.4.2.1.3. Teachers' perceptions of assessment for learning. 

Many researchers have carried out studies about teachers’ perceptions of assessment for 

learning. A study of this type was carried out by Hargreaves (2005). Hargreaves asked 83 teachers 

and principals in primary and secondary schools in the UK to independently write down what 

assessment for learning meant to them. The teachers believed that assessment for learning (1) 

helped monitor students’ performance against targets or objectives, (2) helped inform next steps in 

teaching and learning (i.e., to work out what action needed to be taken next), (3) helped teachers 

give feedback for learning improvement, (4) helped teachers learn about their students’ learning, (5) 

helped students take some control of their own learning and assessment, and (6) helped turn 

assessment into “a learning event” (Hargreaves, 2005, p. 217). The findings of this study showed 

that the teachers had very good knowledge and positive perceptions of assessment for learning. 

However, the study did not investigate how the teachers implemented assessment and how they 

used assessment data for these purposes. Teachers’ perceptions and practices of formative 

assessment may depend on their particular contexts. This was investigated in the next study. 

Remesal (2007) examined why formative practices were more often used in the study’s 

sample of schools in Spain. Remesal interviewed 30 primary teachers and 20 mathematics teachers 

from secondary schools in Barcelona. Remesal also used the teachers’ classroom assessment 

materials and products and students’ classroom assessment results as data in the study. The teachers 

in the study assessed their students periodically and systematically, using written exams and daily 

observation as the main assessment techniques. They regarded students’ errors as an important part 

of the learning process. The teachers thought that it was their responsibility to understand students’ 

errors so that they could lead students through a reflection process about their individual errors. The 

teachers believed that students could only advance in their learning when they recognised their 

mistakes. In addition, the teachers thought that assessment helped them monitor their teaching and 

students’ learning, evaluate students’ progress with respect to the learning goals, and reflect on both 

their own and their students’ actions. However, the teachers also assumed assessment to be “an 

instrument of social control, a means to certify the students’ final results and, thus, it is seen as a 

way of exposing to the public the teacher’s professional activity” (p. 31). In general, both the 

primary and secondary teachers put more weight on summative purposes of assessment than 

formative purposes. However, the primary school teachers put more weight on formative purposes, 

whereas the secondary teachers put more weight on summative purposes. The researcher argued 
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that the perceptions held by the primary and secondary teachers were distributed differently because 

secondary education in Spain emphasised the accountability purpose of assessment while the same 

emphasis did not apply in primary education. 

The findings in this study support those in other studies (e.g., G. T. L. Brown, Kennedy, et 

al., 2009; G. T. L. Brown & Lake, 2006; Cheng, 2006): teachers’ perceptions of the purposes of 

assessment are multiple and influenced by the prioritised purposes of assessment in their contexts. 

What is not clear in the study is what types of assessment the teachers used for the summative 

purposes, what types of assessment they used for the formative purposes, and how they used these 

types of assessment to fulfil these purposes. 

In another study, Chan (2007) examined elementary EFL school teachers’ beliefs and 

practices of multiple assessment. In this study, multiple assessment referred to the multiple 

purposes (e.g., formative and summative), multiple content (e.g., vocabulary, sentence patterns, 

songs and rhymes as well as the skills of listening, speaking, reading, and writing), multiple tools 

(e.g., traditional paper-and-pencil tests or use of multiple media such as computer, tape recorder, or 

video recorder), and multiple testers (e.g., teachers, peers, and self). 

Five hundred and twenty elementary EFL teachers in Northern Taiwan were surveyed. Chan 

(2007) found that these teachers had a very good understanding of multiple assessments. They 

reported guiding their students to collect material for portfolio assessment. They also set criteria to 

assess students’ language performance. They did not agree that traditional tests were more effective 

than alternative assessments in assessing reading, writing, speaking, and listening. They believed 

that multiple assessment led to more focused instruction and increased reflection on teaching 

practices. They believed that multiple assessment informed them about students’ learning 

difficulties and helped them plan more engaging classroom activities (Chan, 2007). While the 

teachers in this study appreciated alternative assessments, the Hong Kong teachers in Cheng’s 

(2006) study valued tests and examinations. This may have been because the teachers in Cheng’s 

study lacked knowledge about alternative assessments. 

While the above studies investigated teachers’ perceptions of assessment, Inbar-Lourie and 

Donitsa-Schmidt’s (2009) study examined the factors underlying Israeli EFL teachers’ perceptions 

and usage of alternative assessments. The researchers analysed the data collected from a 

questionnaire responded by 113 EFL teachers in elementary, junior-high, and high schools in Israel. 

It is worth noting that in Israel, both national standardised tests and alternative assessments were 

used, and teachers were trained in alternative assessment (72% of the teachers in this study had 

taken at least one course in language testing). 
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The EFL teachers in Inbar-Lourie and Donitsa-Schmidt’s (2009) study believed that 

alternative assessment was an ongoing, collaborative, and integral part of learning. It helped 

improve learning and catered to the needs of all students. The teachers reported that there were 

many obstacles to using alternative assessment in the classroom. These included the lack of time, 

resources, and teachers’ knowledge and skills in designing and implementing alternative 

assessment; the gap between parents’ expectations and the information gained from alternative 

assessment; and the mismatch between the traditional report card and the detailed qualitative 

feedback that students received through alternative assessment. Additionally, the teachers were 

uncertain about the relationship between alternative and external standardised assessment. They 

believed that all assessments, including alternative assessments, were used for the purpose of 

monitoring and surveillance. They also believed that external standardised tests hindered the 

utilization of alternative assessment. The teachers also believed that alternative assessments had low 

validity and reliability because these assessments focused on the form rather than on the content of 

students’ work. The teachers were unable to ascertain whether students’ assessment outcomes really 

reflected their genuine work. These findings suggested that the teachers could see both the 

formative and summative purposes of alternative assessment. However, they tended to see the 

summative purposes more clearly than the formative purposes when they thought that all 

assessments were used for the purposes of monitoring and surveillance. Like the previously 

reviewed studies, this study did not investigate how the teachers negotiated the multiple purposes of 

assessment in their context. 

A conclusion that can be drawn from the studies reviewed in this sub-section is that teachers 

hold multiple perceptions of the purposes of assessment and that their perceptions depend on their 

specific context. However, it is insufficient just to understand the perceptions of assessment held by 

the teachers in these contexts in order to understand contexts of assessment. Teachers’ 

implementation of assessment in their classrooms is also an important part of their context of 

assessment. This is the reason for the review of studies about teachers’ assessment practices in the 

next sub-section. 

2.4.2.2. Teachers’ practices of assessment. 

Studies about teachers’ assessment practices have focused on identifying the types of 

assessment that teachers use in their classrooms. A few studies have investigated more specific 

areas of assessment such as how EFL teachers assessed students’ foreign language performance 

(Butler, 2009) and the types of materials that teachers of English developed to assess their students 

(Kahn, 2000). 
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McMillan (2001) investigated secondary teachers’ assessment and grading by using a 

questionnaire which was completed by1,483 Grade 6 to12 teachers of different subjects in 53 

schools in Virginia in the USA. The study found that most of the teachers designed assessments 

themselves, and relatively few relied on published assessments. The teachers in the lower grades 

used published tests more often, while teachers in the higher grades used teacher-developed 

assessments more often. The teachers used these types of assessment: constructed-response 

assessments (e.g., essays), performance-based assessments, projects, teacher-made assessments, 

quizzes, objective assessments, and major examinations. Essay-type questions were more often used 

than objective tests, and student projects and performance assessments were used by many of the 

teachers. In general, the teachers of different subjects preferred different types of assessment. 

Moreover, grade level and students’ ability level also affected the types of assessment used. The 

teachers prepared their students for high-stakes tests by using the types of assessment that were 

included in the tests. In terms of tested skills, the teachers used assessments that measured students’ 

understanding most often, and they also used assessments that measured students’ reasoning and 

application. Assessments that measured students’ recall of knowledge were used the least. The 

teachers’ focus on these thinking skills was affected by students’ ability level. The teachers used 

many different types of assessment and the types they chose to assess their students depended on 

the subject they taught, the grade levels, student ability levels, and on whether they were included in 

high-stakes tests. One gap in knowledge that this study leaves is how teachers implement 

assessment in their classrooms and how they negotiate multiple purposes of assessment. The study 

also suggests that investigations into assessment need to take account of the subject that the teachers 

teach as part of the context of assessment. Similar to McMillan’s study, another study examined the 

types of assessment the teachers used in an EFL context. 

Gattullo (2000) examined how formative assessment was interpreted and implemented by 

EFL teachers working with students in the final years of primary school in Italy. The data were 

gathered through observations of four teachers in three schools. The study focused on nine actions: 

questioning or eliciting, correcting or making counter-suggestions, judging, rewarding, observing 

processes, examining products, clarifying, setting task criteria, and metacognitive questioning. The 

study found that the three most used actions were questioning to elicit student understanding, 

correcting or making counter-suggestions about students’ errors, and judging students’ work. 

Metacognitive questioning, observing processes, and examining products were rarely used. The 

teachers in the study asked questions for two purposes: to revise the content of the lesson and to 

establish rules for interaction between the teacher and the student(s). However, the teachers did not 

use metacognitive questions. The study also found that the teachers were often unable to make 
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productive use of information they collected for formative purposes. For instance, they did not take 

advantage of students’ responses to their questions to understand their students’ learning process. 

This study examined the types of assessment that the EFL teachers used in their classrooms, while 

the next study examined assessment implemented by teachers of social studies. 

Yildirim (2004) examined assessment implemented by teachers in social studies courses in 

Turkey. Data were collected using a questionnaire and structured interviews. The questionnaire was 

completed by 531 teachers in 81 high schools in 33 provinces in Turkey. Sixteen interviews were 

conducted. The results of the study found that the school administrators did not encourage the 

teachers to use multiple-choice tests because they lacked the expertise in designing and using them. 

Their administrators also did not encourage them to use essay tests. Oral tests were used just 

occasionally.  The teachers mainly used short-answer tests, even though their students needed to be 

familiar with multiple-choice tests for the national university entrance examinations. The findings 

of the study suggested that teachers’ assessment practices were influenced by their administrators. 

The study also suggested that further studies need to investigate the perceptions of both school 

administrators and teachers to examine how both groups interact and influence each other in the 

same context. 

The above studies focused on identifying the types of assessment that teachers used in their 

classrooms. The next studies focused on how teachers assessed their students. 

Butler (2009) examined how South Korean EFL teachers observed and assessed elementary 

school students’ foreign language performance in classrooms and how such assessments varied 

among teachers. Butler (2009) asked 26 elementary school teachers (11 teachers taught English 

only, and 15 teachers taught English and other subjects) and 23 English language teachers in 

secondary schools in South Korea to watch the videotapes of two group activities undertaken by 

Grade 6 students in their English language lessons and individually assess the students’ 

performance. After the teachers had finished their evaluation of the students’ performance, they 

discussed in small groups the ways in which they had evaluated each student and the criteria they 

had used for their evaluation. The discussions were recorded and transcribed for use as a source of 

data for the study. 

Both the elementary and secondary teachers paid attention to some common traits when they 

evaluated the students’ performance: fluency in speaking, confidence when talking, listening 

comprehension, motivation, and speaking accuracy. However, the teachers in the study, both within 

and across groups, were very different in their holistic evaluations of student performance. This was 

because the teachers interpreted the students’ traits and made judgements about them in different 

ways. While the elementary teachers avoided setting any criteria, the secondary teachers relied on 
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criteria when judging the students’ performance. While some teachers emphasised accuracy in 

speaking, others gave priority to fluency. The secondary teachers emphasised students’ affective 

aspects such as confidence more than the elementary teachers, who placed more attention on the 

linguistic aspects of the students’ performance. It is clear that expectations of the elementary and 

secondary teachers for the elementary students’ performance were different. 

According to Butler (2009), the differences between the elementary teachers’ and secondary 

teachers’ practices of assessing elementary school students’ English performance were attributable 

to their respective teaching and assessment contexts. In South Korea, the change from the grammar-

translation language teaching approach to the communicative language teaching approach called for 

an emphasis on affective aspects such as confidence in talking and motivation. The call also brought 

about the avoidance of measurement-oriented assessment and competition in the English curriculum 

among elementary students. The next study also found that the teachers’ assessment practices were 

influenced by their contexts. 

To understand the perceptions of teachers of English, Kahn (2000) examined the assessment 

materials designed by a group of teachers teaching Grade 10 students of English in a large suburban 

high school in the Midwest of the USA. The materials included all the major tests, the final 

examination, and other materials used for assessment purposes in the first semester of a school year. 

In addition to the materials, notes from informal conversations and discussions with the teachers 

were a source of data for the study. 

Kahn’s (2000) study showed that the assessment materials included a mixture of 

approaches. Some materials required students to construct meanings and interpret texts for 

themselves. Students’ ability to apply concepts to new problems or situations was assessed in 

materials that required extended written or spoken responses. In this approach, both the content and 

form were valued. Written or spoken responses were the preferred formats of the materials used to 

assess writing and speaking. However, memory and recall were the main foci in these assessment 

materials. Specifically, about 65% of the total points for the semester involved multiple-choice 

tests. The preferred formats for assessing literature, listening, and especially grammar and 

vocabulary, were multiple-choice tests which assessed memory and recall. The reason for 

prioritising multiple-choice tests was that this format was used in final major tests and 

examinations, so tests with this format were thought to help maintain students’ attention, 

cooperation, and classroom control. The results of the study suggested that teachers’ practices of 

assessment was influenced by high-stakes tests in this contexts. 

The studies reviewed in this section show that since 2000, researchers have been interested 

in teachers’ perceptions of the purposes of assessment and the types of assessment used in 
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classrooms. There are still some gaps in the body of knowledge about the contexts of assessment, 

teachers’ perceptions of their contexts of assessment, and teachers’ implementation of assessment in 

their classrooms. Specifically, further research is needed to know more about assessment in 

particular contexts such as classrooms and in different educational jurisdictions. In order to know 

about a context of assessment, it is insufficient just to examine what teachers think about the 

purposes of assessment and what assessment types they use. It is essential to know what teachers 

think about their context of assessment, how they implement assessment in their classrooms, and 

how they negotiate the multiple purposes of assessment. These are the concerns of the present 

study. 

2.4.3. Students’ perceptions of assessment. 

Research studies about students’ perceptions of assessment have focused on students’ 

perceptions of the purposes of assessment (G. T. L. Brown & Hirschfeld, 2007, 2008; G. T. L. 

Brown, Irving, et al., 2009), classroom assessment (Brookhart & Bronowicz, 2003; Moni et al., 

2002; Yildirim, 2004), and high-stakes assessment (Triplett & Barksdale, 2005). 

2.4.3.1. Students’ perceptions of the purposes of assessment. 

Brown and Hirschfeld (2007) investigated secondary students’ perceptions of assessment 

and the relationship between these perceptions and their achievement in standardised national 

assessments of mathematics. They analysed 1191 questionnaires from Grade 9 to 12 students in 

secondary schools in New Zealand. The questionnaires comprised 49 items related to four main 

purposes of assessment: assessment made students accountable, assessment improved teaching and 

learning, assessment was negative or bad, and assessment provided a useful description of 

performance. The students were asked to show their agreement with the item on the questionnaires. 

The students perceived that assessment made students and schools accountable. They also 

thought that assessment was useful because it helped improve teaching and learning. Therefore, 

they disagreed that assessment was negative or bad. 

These two researchers conducted a similar study to investigate students’ perceptions of 

assessment and how these perceptions linked to their achievement on standardised national 

assessments of literacy (G. T. L. Brown & Hirschfeld, 2008). In this study, the researchers elicited 

students’ perceptions of the purposes of assessment by using questionnaires with 29 items which 

were responded to by 3469 students in 58 secondary schools in New Zealand. The students were 

asked to indicate to what extent they agreed or disagreed with four purposes of assessment: 

assessment made students accountable, assessment made schools accountable, assessment was fun, 
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and assessment was ignored. The students perceived that assessment made themselves and schools 

accountable and assessment was fun. They did not agree that assessment was ignored. 

In 2009, Brown, Irving, et al. (2009) examined how students’ perceptions of assessment 

were related to each other, how students defined assessment, and how students’ perceptions were 

related to their definitions of assessment. These researchers analysed questionnaires responded to 

by 705 Grade 9 and 10 students in 31 secondary schools across New Zealand. These questionnaires 

consisted of 45 items which asked the students to indicate the degree of their agreement with each 

item. In addition, the students were asked to indicate which of the 12 given assessment practices 

they associated with the word assessment. These assessment practices were regarded to be common 

in New Zealand schools. 

The students’ perceptions of the purposes of assessment were hierarchical. Specifically, they 

mostly agreed that assessment was used by teachers and students to improve student learning and 

moderately agreed that assessment made students and schools accountable. They slightly agreed 

that assessment was personally enjoyable and affectively beneficial for the classroom environment 

(i.e., assessment created an environment where students worked together and helped each other). 

They believed that assessment that did not help students and teachers improve student learning was 

irrelevant. 

The students associated the term assessment mainly with test-like or teacher-controlled 

assessment practices (e.g., examinations, essays), thus they did not pay much attention to 

interactive-informal assessment practices such as self-assessment, peer-assessment, oral classroom 

questions, teachers’ observations of student learning in the classroom, portfolios, and teacher-

student conferences. 

The researchers found that when students believed that teachers used assessment to improve 

student learning, they believed that teacher-controlled assessment practices should be used and they 

did not think that assessment was personally enjoyable. Students believed that when interactive-

informal assessment practices were used, assessment affectively benefited the classroom 

environment but it was ignored. 

The studies carried out by Brown and colleagues reviewed above generated several findings 

about students’ perceptions of assessment. However, the findings of these studies mainly related to 

students’ perceptions of the purposes of assessment. Additionally, these studies were carried out in 

the same context (i.e., New Zealand) where assessment in secondary schools was low stakes and 

test results did not have substantial consequences for either the students or the schools (G. T. L. 

Brown & Hirschfeld, 2008). Studies of students’ perceptions of assessment in other countries 

should also be considered. 
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2.4.3.2. Students’ perceptions of classroom assessment. 

High school students’ perceptions of literacy assessment in English were examined by 

Moni, et al. (2002). Specifically, these researchers examined what the students thought, felt, and 

valued about literacy assessment and whether or not their thoughts, feelings, and values changed 

throughout their first year in high school. They observed the students of two Grade 8 English 

teachers in two high schools in Queensland, Australia and individually interviewed 18 Grade 8 

students in these two classrooms. 

A number of students believed that the main use of assessment in high school was to obtain 

marks for report cards, while other students thought that assessment informed teachers about 

students’ learning. Several students believed that assessment helped them improve their learning 

and helped teachers monitor students’ performance. Some students believed that assessment data 

were important for job references. Many students were not satisfied with the teachers’ red crosses as 

feedback, and some students believed that marks were not accurate measures of their learning 

outcomes because marks depended on teachers’ personal feelings about individual students. A 

number of students believed that their teachers paid attention to surface matters (e.g., spelling, 

punctuation, and neatness), attitudes, and personality. 

At the beginning of the first school year in high school, many students were not familiar 

with task sheets as assessment tools because task sheets were not used when they were in primary 

school. Gradually, many students valued detailed explanations and instructions in task sheets. A 

number of students found writing responses to poems difficult because of the unfamiliar aspects of 

the task. Most students perceived autobiographical writing was easy because this task was familiar 

to them and they wrote about themselves. A number of students did not like oral assessment 

because they felt embarrassed when responding to oral questions. 

The students perceived that in high school, they undertook assessment more frequently than 

in primary school and the tasks had a higher volume of work. 

Yildirim (2004) investigated how students perceived assessments in social-studies courses 

in high schools in Turkey and how these assessments influenced teaching and learning. The 

findings reviewed in this section were related to the students’ perceptions, and the findings related 

to the teachers’ perceptions were previously reviewed in the review of teachers’ assessment 

practices. 

The researcher used questionnaires and focus group discussions to collect data for the study.  

Eight hundred and eighteen students from 81 high schools in 33 provinces in seven regions in 

Turkey responded to the questionnaires. The questionnaires comprised both closed-ended and open-

ended questions about the types of assessment techniques used, their effects on teaching and 
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learning, and recommendations for improving student assessment. Eighty-five students participated 

in focus group discussions; each group included five to six students. Interview questions were 

aligned with the questionnaires. 

The majority of students did not think that the way they were assessed was adequate for 

measuring their performance. They perceived that sometimes too many topics were tested, and 

when this occurred, they did not know how to prepare for a test. They stated that testing too many 

topics in a test made them stressed and confused. 

The students thought that multiple-choice tests helped them prepare for the national 

university entrance examination. Moreover, they liked multiple-choice tests because they did not 

have to formulate responses and they felt less nervous and stressed. Although they found short-

answer tests – the main format used in their schools – boring, they preferred them to other formats 

because they were familiar to them and they knew how to prepare for these tests. They believed that 

these tests assess only factual knowledge (e.g., dates, definitions, and descriptions). They suggested 

that teachers should assess students’ interpretation and application of what they knew because these 

skills were more important in the long run. The students suggested that instead of including too 

much content in a test, teachers should give them quizzes and tests after each major unit because 

this would reduce what they had to learn for each test. 

Although essay tests were given only occasionally, the students disliked these tests. They 

found it difficult to know exactly what essay questions asked and how to respond to them. Some 

students argued that essay tests were not objective and fair because different criteria may be used to 

judge students’ essays. 

A number of students did not like oral tests because they felt nervous when responding in 

front of peers. They preferred written tests to oral tests because they had some time to think when 

responding to written tests. Some students suggested that their total classroom performance should 

be considered when teachers made judgements about their learning rather than only using oral tests. 

They believed that this way of judging their achievement encouraged them to participate more 

actively in classroom activities and do assigned readings regularly. 

Similarly, Brookhart and Bronowicz (2003) investigated students’ perceptions of how 

students viewed a particular classroom assessment and its importance. The authors also investigated 

the students’ abilities to do the assessment, their reasons for doing it, and the effort they expended. 

The authors interviewed 161 students (63 elementary and middle school students and 98 high 

school students in the USA). In addition, they observed 36 assessment events in the classrooms, 

which ranged from traditional paper-and-pencil tests to group presentations. 



-48- 

 

Students were asked about the task characteristics (interest and importance), difficulty, self-

efficacy, and goal orientations (whether the task itself was important or whether external approval 

was important to the student). Interview questions were specific to each classroom assessment. 

Elementary and middle school students perceived that their teachers expected them to pay 

attention to both the content and mechanics of assessment (i.e., formats of tests and procedures for 

doing assignments). They believed that their teachers expected them to do well or to give correct 

answers to all questions. High schools students perceived that their teachers expected them to study 

and revise lessons for tests. However, the students rarely mentioned the specific content and skills 

that they were expected to learn. 

High school students believed that their teachers expected them to find sources of reference 

when they did research projects. They were concerned about finding information for their projects 

and perceived this to be difficult. For group work, they perceived that their teachers expected them 

to learn how to work with each other and how to divide up tasks among the group members. Some 

students felt confident because they worked with peers. However, a number of students found it 

difficult to work in a group because the group members may not agree with each other. 

Elementary and middle school students mentioned two reasons for them to assume that an 

assignment was important. First, the assignment was either related to immediate goals (e.g., they 

needed to know how to do a similar task in the next grade) or future goals (e.g., the assignment was 

related to their future job). High school students perceived that an assignment was important 

because learning the content and skills was important for college learning or for a specific career. A 

number of high school students perceived assignments to be important because they were related to 

real life (e.g., knowing how the human body functions, knowing about the past). Other high school 

students perceived an assessment task to be important because the knowledge and skills learned 

were important in and of themselves (e.g., the knowledge and skills learned were important for 

leading an informed life). 

Elementary and middle school students were interested in an assignment when they 

perceived that it was interesting to them, it was useful for them, or it was within their ability. High 

school students found an assignment interesting when they perceived that it was important in some 

way (e.g., it could be used in a later assignment). A few high school students perceived an 

assignment to be important even though they did not find it interesting. These students perceived 

that the assignment was important because they may have to do similar assignments later. 

Citing Ames’s (1992) theory of learning, Brookhart and Bronowicz (2003) argued that 

students with a mastery goal orientation wanted to learn because they wanted to master the material 

or skills that they found worthwhile, while students with a performance goal orientation wanted to 
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learn because they wanted other people to think that they were clever, competent, or talented. The 

study found that high school students usually did not care about others’ performance on an 

assessment, and they usually did not care how others thought about their own performance on an 

assessment. A few students thought that others should not care about their performance on an 

assessment. Several students reported that they cared how others thought about their performance 

when they wanted others to learn from their project or report, when they wanted to learn from 

others’ projects or reports, or when they wanted approval from peers. Some students cared about 

others’ performance because of sympathy or altruism. 

Based on these findings, the authors concluded that the students first and foremost 

mentioned their own needs and interests, no matter what the assessment was. There was a 

difference between elementary and middle school students and high school students in perceptions 

of teachers’ expectations. Grade 3 and Grade 5 students perceived that their teachers were 

concerned about the quality of student performance (i.e., to do well in tests, to complete all the 

questions), while high school students believed that their teachers expected them to pay more 

attention to the learning process. 

The review of the studies in this sub-section indicated that students perceived that 

assessment had various purposes. In addition, students did not believe that assessment results 

accurately reflected their performance. They found a type of assessment difficult if it was new to 

them. Therefore, they preferred a type of assessment that was familiar to them, even though they 

perceived that this type of assessment was not the best type of assessment in terms of assessing their 

performance, helping them develop skills that they perceived to be worthwhile, or preparing them 

for major examinations. The findings in the studies reviewed in this sub-section also indicated that 

students at different school levels held different perceptions of what teachers expected from them, 

what assignments were difficult, and why an assignment was interesting or important. These 

findings suggested that research needs to examine what perceptions students in a particular context 

of assessment hold about the purposes of assessment. In addition, research needs to investigate what 

students perceive their teachers expect from them in assessment, what types of assessment they 

prefer, and why they prefer these types. 

2.4.3.3. Students’ perceptions of high-stakes assessment. 

Elementary students’ perceptions of high-stakes testing were examined by Triplett and 

Barksdale (2005). One day after 225 Grade 3 to 6 students completed their high-stakes tests, the 

researchers asked each to draw a picture about his or her recent testing experience and write to 

explain the picture. These students were from five schools reflecting racial and socioeconomic 
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diversity. Half of them were from a rural area in a mid-Atlantic state and the other half were from 

an urban area in a southern state of the USA. These two states were chosen because one state had an 

established history of high-stakes accountability, including using test scores for promotion and 

retention and ranking schools and teachers in local newspapers. The other state only began to use 

accountability measures in response to the No Child Left Behind Act. 

The students’ drawings and written descriptions showed that high-stakes testing created 

negative emotions (e.g., nervous, frustrated, confused, and angry). Of the negative emotions 

demonstrated or written about, nervous was most frequently mentioned, and this feeling was related 

to not being able to work out the answers, not having enough time to finish, and not passing the test. 

Another common emotion among the students was anger over the length and difficulty of the test, 

not being allowed to talk to peers, and possible consequences of failure. A few students expressed 

positive emotions such as “glad”, “happy”, or “liked”. However, these emotions were related to 

things beyond the test (e.g., being given chewing gum or ice-cream after the test). Very few 

students used “easy” to refer to the test experience. 

A number of students’ drawings and written descriptions referred to content areas, and most 

of them indicated that maths tests were most difficult for them. Only a few students’ drawings and 

written descriptions referred to teachers, and these students described their teachers as monitors 

(monitoring and controlling students in testing settings), coaches (providing motivational 

comments), comforters (giving chewing gum), and uninterested observers (sitting in the classroom 

without any interaction with students). 

A number of students used metaphors (e.g., black clouds) to express their emotions and 

feelings when taking tests. In addition, they used fire, flames, and burning to express their anger and 

powerlessness. Many students perceived that the state wanted to assess how clever they were and 

that tests were used to make decisions about promotion and retention. Some students suggested that 

people should protest against high-stakes testing. Several students described the consequences of 

passing and failure on their immediate and near future (e.g., going to high school, going to college, 

or becoming a Burger King driver). Over half of the students referred to accoutrements of testing in 

their drawings and written descriptions (e.g., calculators, the date on answer sheets, test booklets, 

and clocks). A great number of students drew a child sitting alone at a desk without anyone else in 

their pictures. This indicated that the students felt isolated in testing settings. The researchers 

concluded that the perceived consequences of high-stakes testing made students feel nervous, angry, 

and powerless. 

The findings of the studies reviewed in this section indicated that students perceived that 

assessment had multiple purposes. Students had various positive expectations of assessment. 
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However, they held many negative perceptions of assessment, especially in contexts where 

assessment was high-stakes (Triplett & Barksdale, 2005). 

Most of the studies reviewed in this section were carried out in Western countries, including 

New Zealand (G. T. L. Brown & Hirschfeld, 2007, 2008; G. T. L. Brown, Irving, et al., 2009), the 

USA (Brookhart & Bronowicz, 2003; Triplett & Barksdale, 2005), and Australia (Moni et al., 

2002). Assessment in high schools in Vietnam is administered to generate marks for ranking 

students and to make decisions about promotion and retention. Therefore, high schools students in 

Vietnam may hold perceptions which are different from those found in studies conducted in 

Western contexts. In addition, previous studies have not examined how high school students 

negotiate the multiple purposes of assessment. The present study will fill in these gaps. 

2.5.  Summary 

This chapter has argued that assessment for learning, which is associated with a culture of 

assessment, is grounded in the sociocultural constructivist theory of learning and that assessment 

for learning is typical of a culture of assessment. Assessment of learning is typical of a culture of 

testing. The chapter also provided a review of the literature on principals’, teachers’, and students’ 

perceptions of assessment and teachers’ assessment practices. The chapter argued that research into 

principals’, teachers’, and students’ perceptions of assessment needs to look carefully at the 

contexts from which these perceptions emerge. Specifically, the Vietnamese EFL high school 

context will be the setting for the present study, and the perceptions of assessment of the various 

groups in this context will be examined. In addition, the study will explore assessment practices 

used in this setting and how these stakeholders negotiate the multiple purposes of assessment. The 

next chapter addresses how data were collected and analysed to answer the research questions. 
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Chapter 3.  Method 

This chapter first presents the research approach chosen for this study, information about the 

trustworthiness of the study, the design of the study, the research sites, and participants. The chapter 

also addresses the instruments used to collect data, procedures for data collection, and how the 

collected data were stored and analysed. The procedures for ethical clearance and participant 

recruitment are presented in the last section of the chapter. 

3.1.  Qualitative Approach 

The social researcher’s decisions about the research approach reflect his or her ontological 

and epistemological assumptions (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003; Neuman, 2014). Ontology is related to 

“the fundamental nature of reality” or “the nature of being” and answers the question “what exists” 

(Neuman, 2014, p. 94). Therefore, the researcher’s ontological assumptions are related to what he 

or she considers to be reality. Epistemology is defined as “[a]n area of philosophy concerned with 

the creation of knowledge; focuses on how we know what we know or what are the most valid ways 

to reach truth” (Neuman, 2014, p. 95). This definition suggests that the researcher’s epistemological 

assumptions are related to the nature of knowledge and how knowledge is acquired. 

Different ontological and epistemological assumptions shape different research paradigms. 

A paradigm is defined as “[a] general organizing framework for theory and research that includes 

basic assumptions, key issues, models of quality research, and methods for seeking answers” 

(Neuman, 2014, p. 96). The quantitative approach and the qualitative approach rest on two different 

paradigms.  

The quantitative approach rests on the positivist or realist paradigm (Creswell, 2009; Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2003; Hittleman & Simon, 2002; Neuman, 2014). Positivists assume that “the ‘real 

world’ exists independently of humans and their interpretations of it” and the world “is organized 

into preexisting categories just waiting for us to discover” (Neuman, 2014, p. 94). Neuman (2014) 

states that researchers who adopt the quantitative approach try to measure objective facts, and hence 

they focus on distinct variables. They believe that research should be value-free. Theories, mainly 

related to causal relationships, are formulated in the form of hypotheses. Data are collected and 

analysed in order to confirm or disprove hypotheses. Because data in quantitative studies are 

statistically analysed, large samples are essential for reliable claims and generalisations. In 

quantitative studies, data are presented in numbers and/or percentages in tables or charts. 

Quantitative researchers are expected to be objective in collecting and analysing data and in 



-53- 

 

presenting the results of their data analysis. Therefore, they are expected to be detached from their 

participants. 

The qualitative approach is based on the constructivist, interpretivist, post-positivist, 

naturalist, or nominalist paradigm (Creswell, 2012; Lincoln & Guba, 2003; Neuman, 2014). The 

constructivist believes that there are multiple realities (Stake, 2006) because people always see 

things “through a lens or scheme of interpretations and inner subjectivity” (Neuman, 2014, p. 94). 

That is, constructivists assume that knowledge depends on individuals’ interpretations, values, and 

contexts (Creswell, 2009; Greene, Kreider, & Mayer, 2005). Therefore, the qualitative researcher’s 

task is to “understand, interpret, seek meaning, describe, illuminate and theorise” (Herbert & Higgs, 

2004, p. 64) or “understand and interpret the world in terms of its actors” (L. Cohen, Manion, & 

Morrison, 2000, p. 181). 

Neuman (2014) says that qualitative researchers try to derive insights into social realities 

and cultural meanings in context. Therefore, their studies focus on interactive processes and events. 

Data are in the form of words from documents, observations, and transcripts. Data can also include 

images and artifacts. Theories may or may not be available before data are collected and analysed. 

Preferably, theories are grounded in data. That is, theories are formulated through data analysis in 

terms of categories, themes, and models. In qualitative research, subjectivity, defined as a subject’s 

“particular perspective, feelings, beliefs, and desires” (Sol, 2005, p. 900), is explicitly 

acknowledged because researchers are involved in the interactive processes and events that they 

study. Unlike quantitative studies, qualitative studies do not make generalisations from large 

samples. Instead, qualitative researchers choose a few subjects or cases that have the knowledge and 

experience they require and the ability to reflect (Andrade, 2009). They also choose participants 

who are articulate, have the time to be interviewed, and are willing to participate in their studies 

(Andrade, 2009) because researchers try “to understand a few cases in depth rather than represent 

an entire population” (O'Reilly, 2005, p. 225). 

Therefore, the qualitative approach was suited to the present study. In the present study, the 

researcher tried to understand and interpret the principals’, EFL teachers’, and students’ perceptions 

and practices of assessment in their schools (i.e., specific contexts) and how they interpreted policy-

makers’ and other stakeholders’ expectations about assessment in English instruction at the two 

high schools and how they interpreted their own activities in these contexts. 

3.2.  Trustworthiness of the Study 

Qualitative research studies are evaluated according to their trustworthiness (Angrosino, 

2007; Gay & Airasian, 2000; Graneheim & Lundman, 2004; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). 
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Trustworthiness is established when findings in a study reflect the meanings made by the 

participants (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Therefore, qualitative researchers try to increase the 

confidence that their findings represent the meanings presented by their research participants (Lietz, 

Langer, & Furman, 2006). They give “priority to the meanings of the participants over the 

perspective of the researcher” (Lietz et al., 2006, p. 443) and try to “describe qualitative data in a 

way that is credible” (Lietz et al., 2006, p. 444). 

Threats to trustworthiness include participants’ reactivity (i.e., participants’ adjustment of 

their activities when they are aware of being observed (Padgett, 1998) and the researcher’s bias 

(Lietz et al., 2006; Padgett, 1998). Multiple strategies have been suggested for minimising these 

threats, including reflexivity, peer debriefing, using an audit trail, triangulation, member checking, 

and prolonged engagement (Creswell, 2003; Golafshani, 2003; Graneheim & Lundman, 2004; 

Horsburgh, 2003; Johnson & Waterfield, 2004; Li, 2004; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Mauther & 

Doucet, 2003; Padgett, 1998). 

Reflexivity is defined as the researcher’s acknowledgement that his or her actions and 

decisions inevitably have an influence on the meaning and context of the phenomenon under 

investigation (Horsburgh, 2003). The researcher identifies his or her subjectivity and shows how his 

or her beliefs, experiences, and identity meet those of the participants (MacBeth, 2001). The 

researcher of this current study acknowledged that his knowledge of assessment in school education 

in Vietnam may influence his interpretations of the policy documents, the participants’ accounts in 

the interviews, and the classroom observations. 

The present researcher was responsible for his study. However, he acknowledged that his 

supervisors took an important role during the analysis of the data. The regular meetings with the 

supervisors were sessions for “peer debriefing” because at these meetings the researcher explained 

how he analysed the data and how he obtained the categories, themes, and theme clusters. The 

researcher also explained to his supervisors what the categories, themes, and theme clusters meant 

and how they were related.  

The term audit trail refers to the researcher’s detailed description of the research procedures 

that they implement (Johnson & Waterfield, 2004; Padgett, 1998). In this thesis, the researcher kept 

a record of the procedures that he employed during data collection and recorded in notes how he 

analysed the data as he progressed.  

“Triangulation by observer” (Lietz et al., 2006, p. 451) was also used in the present study. 

Triangulation by observer is implemented when different researchers look at the data (Lietz et al., 

2006). The present researcher and his supervisors independently analysed the principals’ interviews. 

This helped increase the trustworthiness of the findings because commonalities and differences 
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between the researcher’s and his supervisors’ analyses were further investigated and opposing 

perspectives helped increase understanding of the data (Creswell, 2003; Johnson & Waterfield, 

2004; Li, 2004). In addition, the researcher’s general familiarity with the assessment practices in 

schools in Vietnam (although not of the assessment practices of the two schools in the study); his 

immersion in the schools; his interaction with the principals, the EFL teachers, and students in the 

schools for nearly one semester; the supervisors’ unfamiliarity with the assessment practices in 

Vietnam; and their expertise in qualitative data analysis appeared to complement each other in 

interpreting the data. Other types of triangulation include data triangulation and method 

triangulation. These types of triangulation are used to crosscheck results for consistency and to 

offset any bias in order to reduce the chances of reaching false conclusions (Hammersley, 2008), to 

reduce uncertainty in data interpretation (Webb, Campbell, Schwartz, & Sechrest, 2000), and to 

increase confidence and accuracy in the overall conclusions drawn from the study (Spicer, 2004). In 

data triangulation, the researcher uses various data sources in a study (Spicer, 2004; Teddlie & 

Tashakkori, 2009) to gain insights into the context and the phenomenon under investigation (Taylor 

& Bogdan, 1998). Specifically, the data of the present study included policy documents related to 

assessment in school education; interviews with the principals, EFL teachers, and students; and 

classroom observations. Method triangulation involves the use of multiple methods to collect the 

data for a study (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). The methods used to collect data for the present 

study included semi-structured interviews and classroom observations. The various methods of data 

collection and different sources of data helped the researcher of the current study triangulate the 

data. 

Member checking, also called respondent validation, allows the participants to review the 

research findings in order to confirm or challenge the accuracy of the researcher’s interpretations of 

the data that the participants have provided (Creswell, 2003; Horsburgh, 2003; Johnson & 

Waterfield, 2004; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This is an important strategy for establishing 

trustworthiness because it helps reduce the threat of the researcher’s bias (Padgett, 1998). However, 

due to their excessive workload, the participants in the current study refused to read the findings of 

the study before they were reported in this thesis. 

Prolonged engagement refers to the extensive time that the researcher spends with the 

participants (Lietz et al., 2006). Prolonged engagement is important to the trustworthiness of a study 

because it helps increase rapport between the researcher and the participants, which makes the 

participants more open in their interactions with the researcher (Lietz et al., 2006). The researcher 

of the current study spent more than three months with the participants and built a good rapport 

with them. In addition, the participants felt secure in sharing their perceptions and experiences when 
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they were informed that the interviews and classroom observations would serve research purposes 

only and that the schools’ names and the participants’ names would not be used.  

3.3.  Multiple-Case Study Design 

Yin (2003) argues that the choice of a research strategy (e.g., experiment, survey, archival 

analysis, history, or case study) is informed by three conditions. These conditions include “(a) the 

type of research question posed, (b) the extent of control an investigator has over actual behavioral 

events, and (c) the degree of focus on contemporary as opposed to historical events” (p. 5). 

Yin (2003) suggests that “who,” “where,” “how much,” and “how many” questions are best 

answered by survey and archival analysis strategies, whilst “how” and “why” questions are better 

answered by history, experiment, and case study strategies. Yin also suggests that “what” questions 

can be answered by any research strategy (i.e., experiment, survey, archival analysis, history, or 

case study) when they require exploratory studies. The proposed study investigated the principals’, 

the EFL teachers’, and their students’ perceptions of the contexts of assessment in their schools, 

how classroom assessment was implemented in the EFL classrooms, and how the principals, the 

EFL teachers, and students negotiated the multiple purposes of assessment in their schools. 

Therefore, a qualitative multiple-case study was appropriate for answering the research questions. 

In terms of the control over and access to actual behavioural events, the aim of this study 

was not to control the assessment events under investigation. Rather, the researcher relied on the 

interviews with the principals, EFL teachers, and students as well as direct observations of 

assessment practices in the classrooms in order to know the principals’, the EFL teachers’, and the 

students’ perceptions to identify the EFL teachers’ assessment practices and the way these 

stakeholders negotiated the multiple purposes of assessment in their schools. 

Case studies include single-case studies and multiple-case studies. Single-case studies are 

appropriate when researchers want to study critical, extreme or unique, representative or typical, 

revelatory cases, or when they can study the same single case at two or more different points in time 

(i.e., a longitudinal case) (Yin, 2003). Researchers choosing to study single cases may face the risk 

of working with the wrong cases because a critical case may turn out not to be critical when the 

researcher is working in the field (Yin, 2003). To avoid this risk, multiple-case studies are 

preferable. 

Yin (2003) argues that even with only two cases, the conclusions drawn independently from 

multiple cases are more powerful than those drawn from a single case. In addition, if common 

conclusions can be drawn from cases with varied contextual features, the external generalisability of 
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the findings of the overall case study is increased compared to those from a single-case study. 

Given these strengths of multiple-case studies, a multiple-case study design was used in this study. 

Therefore, this study used a multiple-case embedded design, which encompasses more than 

one case, with more than one unit of analysis in each case. The multiple-case embedded design was 

adopted in this study with the assumption that multiple cases (i.e., high schools) and multiple units 

of analysis (i.e., the principals, EFL teachers, and their students) helped create a more 

comprehensive picture of the participants’ perceptions of the contexts of assessment in their 

schools; how the EFL teachers implemented assessment in their classrooms; and how these 

stakeholders negotiated the multiple purposes of assessment in their schools. 

The results of the analysis of the interviews with the two principals indicated similar 

findings. Thus, the hypothesis made by the researcher at the start of the study that school type (i.e., 

the public school versus the private school) might influence the outcomes of the study was not 

substantiated. The perceptions of the principals and the school type also did not have an influence 

on the teachers’ perceptions and practices of assessment.  

3.4.  Research Sites 

Two high schools in a city in Central Vietnam were chosen as the research sites. One was a 

public high school, and the other was a private high school. The public school was established 

nearly one hundred years ago. The budget for the school’s facilities and salaries were provided by 

the Provincial Committee. The principal was appointed by the DOET, and the teachers were 

recruited by the DOET. The school administrators and teachers worked according to the regulations 

and directions of the MOET and the DOET. Because the more able 9th graders in the city had to 

take a competitive examination in order to enrol at this school, the school administrators and the 

teachers were under pressure to maintain the school’s reputation as one of the best high schools in 

the province. 

The private school had operated for less than 10 years at the time of the data collection. The 

budget for the facilities, salaries, and expenses of the school came from the shareholders. The 

school’s Management Board appointed the principal, who was also the chairman of the 

Management Board, and recruited the teachers. Most of the students who had enrolled at this school 

were less able 9th graders in the city. These students could not enter the public schools in the city 

because their examination scores were not high enough for entry into these schools. The school 

administrators and teachers at this school were trying to build their reputation in order to attract and 

enrol more able students. They used the same textbooks and curriculum that all high schools in the 

country used, and were controlled by the same regulations related to instruction and assessment. 
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These high schools were chosen because it was thought that they may have worked under 

different types of pressure. G. T. L. Brown (2004) and Hill (2009) have also suggested that self-

management at the school level influences teachers’ perceptions and practices of assessment (G. T. 

L. Brown, 2004; Hill, 2009). Even though both these schools operated according to the same 

regulations issued by the MOET and the DOET, it was thought by the researcher that they may have 

implemented these regulations differently. Therefore, the principals, the EFL teachers, and students 

in these two schools may perceive and implement assessment differently. Nevertheless, the schools 

could be considered as representative of public and private high schools in mainstream education at 

this school level in Vietnam. 

3.5.  Participants 

Qualitative researchers try to look for participants who have the knowledge and experience 

that researchers require, the ability to reflect, the time to be interviewed, and who are articulate, and 

willing to be participants in the study (Morse, 1994). The participants in this study were two 

principals, six EFL teachers, and 72 students in two high schools in Vietnam. In each school, the 

principal, one EFL teacher from Grade 10, one from Grade 11, one from Grade 12, and 36 students 

in three classes participated. 

There was a reason for choosing EFL teachers in high schools as the participants in this 

study. Although English is taught in all school levels (i.e., primary/elementary schools for Grades 1 

to 5, secondary schools for Grades 6 to 9, and high schools for Grades 10 to 12) in Vietnam, 

teachers and students in high schools have to prepare for the General Education Diploma 

Examination (GEDE) and the National University Entrance Examination (NUEE). English is a 

compulsory subject in the GEDE for all students and in the NUEE for many majors. It was assumed 

that these examinations had a powerful influence on principals’, EFL teachers’, and students’ 

perceptions and the practices of assessment. 

Personal factors such as training, qualifications, gender, and years of administration or 

teaching experience of the principals and EFL teachers in the study were not included in the report 

due to ethical considerations in research. Specifically, the school types and locations were possibly 

identifiable and details regarding the two principals and six EFL teachers who could potentially 

have made them identifiable.  

3.6.  Instruments and Data Collection 

Data for the study comprised policy documents related to assessment in school education in 

Vietnam, two semi-structured interviews with the two principals, six semi-structured interviews 
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with the six EFL teachers, 12 focus group interviews with 72 students, and 42 classroom 

observations. 

These data sets served various purposes. The results of the analysis of the policy documents 

provided knowledge about the broader context of assessment in school education in Vietnam. 

Specifically, policy documents indicated what policy-makers expected from reform in assessment, 

what purposes of assessment they expected, what methods of assessment they prioritised, and what 

they valued in assessment. The analysis of the individual interviews with the principals and EFL 

teachers and the focus group interviews with the students answered the first research question (i.e., 

the participants’ perceptions of the contexts of assessment in their schools) and the third research 

question (i.e., how they negotiated the multiple purposes of assessment in their contexts). The 

classroom observations provided the data to answer the second research question (i.e., how the EFL 

teachers implemented assessment in their classrooms) and the third research question. 

3.6.1. Individual semi-structured interview. 

Interviewing, defined as “a process in which a researcher and participant engage in a 

conversation focused on questions related to a research study” (deMarrais, 2004, p. 55), is an 

appropriate method of data collection when the researcher is interested in “the lived experience of 

other people and the meaning they make of that experience” (Seidman, 2006, p. 9). Specifically, 

through interviewing, the researcher tries to find out from participants what she or he cannot 

directly observe by asking them about their feelings, thoughts, intentions, perspectives, or 

descriptions of specific experiences (deMarrais, 2004; Patton, 2002). In this study, individual semi-

structured interviews were conducted with the principals and the EFL teachers. Individual semi-

structured interviews were conducted because they are flexible enough to include both 

predetermined open-ended questions and those that emerge from the dialogue between the 

interviewer and the interviewee (Dicicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). The interview protocols were 

written in the native language of both the researcher and the participants (i.e., Vietnamese), and the 

individual interviews were conducted in Vietnamese. The individual interviews were conducted 

throughout one semester, from February to May, 2012. 

Each principal participated in one semi-structured interview of around 60 minutes. The 

principals answered the pre-defined questions written in the Protocol for the Interviews with the 

Principals (Appendix A). These questions elicited the principals’ perceptions of the meaning of 

assessment, their perceptions of assessment in their schools, their expectations of assessment in 

English language teaching, their perceptions of influences on assessment practices in their schools, 

their perceptions of the EFL teachers’ knowledge and skills in assessment, their support for the EFL 



-60- 

 

teachers in assessment, and their perceptions of the EFL teachers’ autonomy in assessment. In 

addition to the pre-defined questions, probing questions were asked during the interviews. Probes, 

defined as “questions or comments that follow up something already asked” (Merriam, 2009, p. 

100), were used to ask the principals for more details, clarifications, illustrations, or descriptions of 

what they said during the interviews. 

Each of the six EFL teachers participated in one semi-structured interview before the 

classroom observations were conducted. Each interview lasted about one hour. The pre-defined 

questions written in the Protocol for the Interviews with the EFL Teachers (Appendix B) elicited 

the EFL teachers’ perceptions of the meaning of assessment. These questions also prompted the 

teachers to articulate the practices and purposes of assessment in their classrooms and schools. In 

addition, the teachers were asked to tell how assessment should be implemented and what 

influenced assessment in their classrooms and schools. The pre-defined questions also asked the 

teachers about their perceptions of the MOET’s, their principals’, their students’, parents’, and their 

own expectations of assessment. One of the pre-defined questions asked the teachers to tell how 

they negotiated various stakeholders’ expectations of assessment. Probing questions were also used 

during the interviews when more explanations, illustrations, and descriptions of what they said were 

deemed necessary. 

3.6.2. Focus group interview. 

“Focus group discussion” and “focus group interview” can be used interchangeably and are 

defined as “an interview on a topic with a group of people who have knowledge of the topic” 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 93). For consistency in terminology, focus group interview(s) was used in the 

present thesis. 

Focus group interviews allow the researcher to access both the individual and collective 

ideas and stories of the participants (Baartman, Bastiaens, Kirschner, & Vleuten, 2007). 

Additionally, focus group interviews allow the individual participants to build on other members’ 

opinions and thoughts (Baartman et al., 2007). Therefore, focus groups interviews were appropriate 

for collecting data about the students’ perceptions of the contexts of assessment in their classrooms 

and schools and how they negotiated the multiple purposes of assessment. 

The first 12 students with even numbers on each class list were selected and put in two 

groups for the focus group interviews. Twelve focus group interviews were conducted with 12 

groups of students selected from six classes taught by the six EFL teachers. Each group consisted of 

six students. Each focus group interview lasted around 60 minutes. The focus group interviews were 

prompted by the pre-defined questions written in the Protocol for the Interviews with the Students 
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(Appendix D). The students were asked to articulate their understandings of the meaning, practices, 

and purposes of assessment in their classrooms and schools. They were also asked to express their 

preferred methods of assessment and the reasons for their preference. Probing questions were asked 

when the researcher wanted the students to explain, illustrate, or describe something during the 

focus groups discussions. Like the individual interviews, the focus group interviews were also 

conducted in Vietnamese during the school semester from February to May, 2012. 

3.6.3. Classroom observation. 

Apart from the individual interviews and the focus group interviews, data for the study were 

also collected from classroom observations. This section provides the rationale for undertaking 

observations in the EFL classrooms and the type of observation chosen in this study. The section 

also presents how the observations were undertaken and what was observed and recorded. In 

addition, the researcher’s role in the observations and how rapport between the researcher and the 

participants and other people in the research sites were established are presented. 

3.6.3.1. Reasons for classroom observation. 

There were two reasons for conducting classroom observations in this study. First, 

observations provide knowledge about the context of specific incidents and behaviours (Angrosino, 

2007; Merriam, 2009). In this study, observations provided data about the EFL teachers’ and their 

students' assessment activities in the classrooms. Second, data from observations can be used to 

provide evidence to support or disconfirm the findings from interviews (Merriam, 2009) because 

interviews “review only what people perceive what happens, not necessarily what actually happens” 

(Bell, 2005, p. 184; emphasis in original). In this study, observations provided evidence of what the 

teachers and students did around assessment in their classrooms. The data collected from the 

observations indicated the types of assessment that the EFL teachers implemented in their 

classrooms, the way they implemented assessment, and the way they negotiated various purposes of 

assessment in their classrooms. 

3.6.3.2. Types of classroom observation. 

In order to use observations as a useful data collection method, researchers need to choose a 

suitable type of observation. Researchers may choose either unstructured or structured observations 

depending on their purposes of observation. They undertake unstructured observations when they 

have a clear purpose of the observation but they are not so clear about the detail (Bell, 2005). In 

other words, researchers undertake unstructured observations to see the “aspects [that] are 

particularly interesting to their research” (Gibson & Brown, 2009, p. 101). In contrast, structured 
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observations are chosen when researchers have pre-specified behaviours or practices that they want 

to know about (Gibson & Brown, 2009). In this study, structured observations of the teachers’ 

classroom assessments were undertaken to discover what assessment practices they used, how they 

used them, when they assessed their students, and for what purposes they assessed their students. 

3.6.3.3. Observing and recording observation. 

Observations must be planned, systematic and carefully carried out, recorded, stored, 

analysed, and interpreted in order to address specific research questions (Angrosino, 2007; Foster, 

2006; Merriam, 2009). To meet these criteria, Spradley (1980) suggests that observers should focus 

their observation on three primary elements: places, actors, and activities. Places refer to space and 

objects, while actors refer to the people involved in a particular activity. Activities include not only 

activities, acts, and events but also feelings, perceptions, beliefs, time, and goals. The observation 

protocols for recording the classroom observations in the study (to be described later in this section) 

were designed based on these elements. 

Although observers need to pay attention to places, people, and activities when they 

undertake observations, they need to establish the foci for their observations. Several authors have 

suggested that when undertaking observations, researchers need to focus their attention to and 

record particular aspects of the observed practices that are useful for answering their research 

questions (Gibson & Brown, 2009; Sanger, 1996; Spradley, 1980). Following these suggestions, the 

researcher of this study concentrated his attention on the “place, actors, and activities” (Spradley, 

1980, p. 39; emphasis in original) related to classroom assessment, not on all classroom activities. 

Specifically, he concentrated his observation on the physical features of the classroom, the types of 

assessment (e.g., tests, examinations, assignments, quizzes), processes of assessment (i.e. how 

assessments were implemented and how the teacher and his or her students interacted), and timing 

of assessment (i.e. whether assessment was integrated or separate from instruction). 

For each participating EFL teacher, seven classrooms were observed. These classroom 

observations were undertaken over a period of 15 weeks, from February to May, 2012. A total of 42 

observations were undertaken on a pragmatic basis. Three observations per week were feasible for 

the researcher to manage the collected data. For each teacher, the researcher observed one lesson 

with a formal test (i.e., a test administered to generate marks for the teacher’s grade book) and one 

lesson in which the teacher returned the students’ test papers. The observations of these two lessons 

provided data about how the teachers implemented formal tests in their classrooms and how they 

provided their students with feedback. The other five observations were undertaken in five different 

lessons, each focusing on one language skill (i.e., speaking, listening, reading, writing, and 
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grammar and vocabulary). These classroom observations provided data about whether or not 

alternative assessments were implemented and how they were implemented in the classrooms. 

Thus, for each teacher, only seven out of 45 classes were observed. This was a small 

percentage (15.5%) of the classes that each teacher taught in the 15-week semester when the data 

were collected. It is unknown if the observed classes were representative of the teachers’ classroom 

assessment practices throughout a school year. However the types of assessment practices and the 

types of lessons (e.g., of each skill type) did reflect the types of assessment practices and types of 

language lessons that were prevalent in these teachers’ classes. 

Each classroom observation was recorded on a Protocol for the Classroom Observations 

(Appendix C). The protocol was designed following Spradley’s (1980) three-element model. The 

first page of the protocol was for drawing a map of the classroom. The map showed where objects, 

the teacher, and students were located in the classroom. The second part of the protocol consisted of 

multiple pages, each of which had a four-column table. The researcher wrote down the time when 

an assessment activity started and ended in the first column. In the second and third columns, the 

researcher wrote detailed and accurate descriptions of the teacher’s and the students' words, 

activities, interactions, and feelings observed in an assessment event. The fourth column comprised 

descriptions of the resources that the teacher and students used during the assessment. In addition to 

descriptive notes, Creswell (2012) suggests that observers need to take notes of their thoughts that 

are related to their hunches, insights, or themes emerging during their observation. The researcher 

wrote his reflections on the last page of the protocol. 

Apart from the observation protocols, an audio recorder was used to record what the teacher 

and students said and their interactions during assessment-related activities in the classrooms. 

Audio recording is helpful for analysing observational data because the researcher needs a verbatim 

record of the participants’ words (Spradley, 1980). In this study, the audio recordings of the 

classroom observations assisted the researcher in getting verbatim records of the teacher’s and 

students’ words. However, the quality of the recordings was quite poor because the audio recorder, 

though placed in the middle of the classroom, recorded too much noise from the ceiling fans, from 

students inside and outside the classroom, and at times, from machine saws operating just metres 

away from the classrooms. The poor quality of the recordings made transcribing quite time-

consuming.  

Video recorders were not used to record the actions in the observed classrooms for three 

reasons. First, video recorders and video operators may influence the teachers’ and students’ 

behaviours and activities when they know that their activities are being recorded. Second, video 

recorders and video operators may influence observers. Researchers have warned that the presence 
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of video operators or the researcher’s operation of the video recorders may distract him or her from 

observing what is going on in a setting (Caldwell & Atwal, 2005). Third, researchers have 

expressed concern about technical limitations of video recorders during data collection, such as the 

angle of the lens and the places where video recorders are set (Mondada, 2012). 

For convenience of analysing and quoting, each observational protocol was assigned a code. 

TA1Ob.L is used as an example. In this code, T stood for Teacher, A for school A, 1 for the number 

assigned to one of the three teachers in each school, Ob for Observation, and L for Listening. The 

letters L, LF, R, S, T, TR, and W stood for Listening, Language Focus, Reading, Speaking, Testing, 

and Test Return, respectively. The classroom observations were inductively analysed using 

qualitative content analysis. 

3.6.3.4. Observer role and rapport building. 

Before conducting the research, the researcher had a limited personal relationship with the 

principal of the private school (i.e., Principal B). However, the teachers in the schools were 

unknown to the researcher before the study began. Therefore, there was no conflict of interest with 

respect to School A, and the researcher had no pre-existing knowledge about the assessment 

practices in these schools.  

An observer may take on different roles depending on the purpose, length, and setting of a 

study (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). In addition, observers’ roles are also influenced by “the degree 

of their involvement, both with people and in the activities they observe” (Spradley, 1980, p. 58; 

emphasis in original). Most authors refer to four roles that range along the participant-observer 

continuum: complete participant, participant as observer, observer as participant, and complete 

observer (Angrosino & Mays de Pérez, 2000; Merriam, 2009; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). In this 

study, the researcher took the role of an “observer as participant” (Angrosino & Mays de Pérez, 

2000, p. 113; Merriam, 2009, p. 124) or “participant observer” (Spradley, 1980, p. 53). The 

observer as participant is involved in “the daily life of an individual, group or community and 

listening, observing, questioning and understanding (or trying to understand) the life of the 

individuals concerned” (Bell, 2005, p. 186). 

The researcher in this study chose to be a “passive participant” (Spradley, 1980, p. 59). In 

passive participation, the observer “is present at the scene of action but does not participate or 

interact with other people to any great extent” (Spradley, 1980, p. 59). More specifically, the 

observer finds “an ‘observation post’ from which to observe and record what goes on. If the passive 

participant occupies any role in the social situation, it will only be that of . . . ‘spectator’. . . ” 

(Spradley, 1980, p. 59). During the classroom observations, the researcher was sitting at the back of 
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the classroom, where he could observe the teacher’s and students’ activities and hear their words. 

The researcher did not participate in any activities in the observed classrooms. 

In order to get along with the participants and people involved in the research site, 

researchers need to establish trust and show them respect. Researchers should be helpful 

(Angrosino, 2007) and also build rapport with the participants and other people in the research site. 

With trust and rapport, the participants were more open and ready to provide the researcher more 

information (Bailey, 1996). In order to build rapport with the principals, teachers, and their 

students, the researcher needs to explain the purpose of his or her presence in their schools and 

classrooms (Angrosino, 2007). Following these authors’ advice, the researcher clearly explained to 

the gatekeepers and participants the reasons for his presence and activities in their schools and 

classrooms. Moreover, he behaved in a friendly and respectful way to the school administrators, 

teachers, and students in the schools. 

3.6.4. Documents. 

In addition to individual interviews, focus group interviews, and observations, documents 

were a source of data for this study. Documents refer to “a wide range of written, visual, digital, and 

physical material” (Merriam, 2009, p. 139). In this study, documents included policy documents 

which were related to assessment in schools and which were issued by the MOET and the DOET. 

The English curriculum for Grade 10 to 12 students and the documents related to professional 

development in assessment for teachers were also used. 

Researchers may use relevance or purposive sampling to collect relevant documents for 

analysis (Krippendorff, 2004). Specifically, they choose texts which are “relevant for their purpose” 

(White & Marsh, 2006, p. 36). This sampling approach was used to collect the documents to be 

used as data in this study. 

The policy documents concerning assessment are available on the MOET's website 

(www.moet.gov.vn). The relevant documents were systematically searched using the following 

procedures. 

First, the words kiểm tra (assessment, test, or testing), đánh giá (evaluation), thi (exam, 

examination, contest, competition) were used as key words to search relevant documents on the 

MOET’s website. The search was limited to those documents which were issued by the MOET 

since January 1, 2000. The reason for collecting the documents issued since 2000 was that in 2000 

the National Assembly issued a resolution to reform school education in Vietnam (National 

Assembly, 2000). 
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One hundred and thirty-five documents were found to include these words. Of these 135 

documents, some were related to areas which were irrelevant to the present study (e.g., adult 

education, tertiary education, distance education), so a further selection from these documents took 

place using two criteria: 

1. It was about assessment, testing, tests, evaluation, and/or examinations in classrooms 

and/or schools. 

2. It was relevant to mainstream high school students (Grades 10 to 12). 

When the first criterion was applied, those documents which were related to the GEDE and 

the NUEE were excluded because these national examinations did not belong to school/classroom 

assessment and the regulations about the examinations were not relevant to school/classroom 

assessment. The first criterion also excluded those documents which were issued for tertiary, 

distance, continuing, and adult education. The second criterion excluded the documents related to 

national examinations for “excellent” students (i.e., national examinations for talented students 

across the country). Some other documents were also excluded because they were about 

extracurricular activities (e.g., singing contests), curriculum evaluation, textbook evaluation, school 

evaluation, online competitions (e.g., in Mathematics and English), and other topics unrelated to 

assessment. In total, only nine out of the 135 documents satisfied the criteria for collection. 

Second, the researcher skimmed the nine documents which satisfied the collection criteria 

and found that four of the documents had been replaced by four more recently-issued documents. 

Therefore, the four recently-issued documents were included in the data set for analysis, while the  

four previously-issued documents were not included in the data set for analysis. This was because 

the four recently-issued documents made the documents that they replaced officially invalid. This 

meant that the search for policy documents related to assessment on the MOET's website resulted in 

five documents directly related to assessment in high schools for analysis. These five documents 

and a document about assessment which was issued by Binh Dinh DOET and which was provided 

by one of the principals were put together in a folder called Lot 1. Therefore, there were six policy 

documents in Lot 1, and these were directly related to assessment. 

Following up the principals’ suggestions and the references in the documents in Lot 1, the 

researcher carried out another systematic search of the MOET's website. This time the researcher 

searched for policy documents about the responsibilities of school staff in each school year since 

2000. The word nhiệm vụ (responsibility) and năm học (school year) were used. The search resulted 

in 33 documents, and either or both of the following criteria were applied in the selection of 

relevant documents: 
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1. The document targeted high schools or high schools belonged to its target. (Some 

documents targeted not only high school teachers but primary and secondary school teachers as 

well). 

2. The document was about the academic responsibilities of provincial, district, and school 

administrators and teachers and not about other topics such as national defence education or school 

inspection. 

When the first criterion was applied, nine of the 33 documents were excluded. The second 

criterion excluded another six documents. As a result, 18 of the policy documents related to the 

responsibilities of school staff were chosen for analysis and these documents were put together in a 

folder called Lot 2. Therefore, Lot 2 comprised 18 policy documents directly related to the 

responsibilities of school staff in each school year and indirectly related to assessment. 

When the researcher was gathering other data in the schools in Vietnam, one of the 

principals provided him with a hard copy of The professional development document on 

constructing tests and test banks for administrators and teachers: English language in high schools 

(MOET, 2010e).  This document was intended to help high school administrators and teachers of 

English construct multiple-choice items (MOET, 2010e). This document was placed in a folder 

called Lot 3. 

Many of the documents in Lot 1 and 2 also referred to policy documents about professional 

development (bồi dưỡng) for teachers. Most of these policy documents suggested that professional 

development was an important part of the reform of assessment in schools. Another systematic 

search of the MOET's website was carried out for policy documents about professional 

development related to assessment for high school teachers in general and for EFL teachers in high 

schools in particular. The search resulted in 17 documents, but only 2 documents were chosen after 

the following criteria were applied: 

1. The document was related to high schools. 

2. The document was about assessment.  

The two policy documents identified in this search were added to Lot 3. However, these 

were two policy documents rather than professional documents. Specifically, one document, 

Circular on issuing the Continuing professional development programme for high school teachers 

(MOET, 2011a), was a circular. The other document, The continuing professional development 

programme for high schools teachers (MOET, 2011e), list the modules that high school teachers 

could choose for their professional learning. These were put in Lot 2. Therefore, Lot 3 consisted of 

three documents, but only one was a professional development document; the other two documents 

were policy or official documents related to professional development. 
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During data collection, the principals provided the researcher with The English curriculum 

for high school students (Binh Dinh DOET, 2009). This document was put in a folder called Lot 4. 

The principals informed the researcher that this document was a detailed version of the English 

curriculum for school education issued by the MOET in 2006. The DOET’s curriculum and the 

references in the policy documents in Lots 1, 2, and 3 motivated a search for policy documents 

about the curriculum for school education. The phrase chương trình giáo dục phổ thông (curriculum 

for school education) was used for the search. The search resulted in three documents related to the 

curriculum for school education. One document, Decision on issuing the School education 

curriculum (MOET, 2006a), was an official document declaring the issuance of the curriculum for 

school education. Another document, The school education curriculum - General issues (MOET, 

2006e), introduced general issues about the new curriculum for school education. The last 

document was The school education curriculum for English language (MOET, 2006f). These three 

documents were put in Lot 4. Therefore, Lot 4 consisted of four documents related to the 

curriculum. 

In addition to the documents in Lots 1 to 4, two other documents were included in the data 

set for analysis. These documents were included because they were frequently referred to in the 

other documents that had been selected. The first document was Resolution of the National 

Assembly of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam on reforming the school education curriculum 

(National Assembly, 2000). The other document was Direction for reforming the school education 

curriculum to execute the Resolution 40/2000/QH10 of the National Assembly (Prime Minister, 

2001). These two documents set out the call for reform in school education and especially in 

assessment. These two documents were put in a folder called Lot 5. 

In total, 33 documents related to regulations about assessment, reform in assessment, 

professional development in assessment, and curriculum were analysed for this study. 

This section has presented the instruments and why and how these instruments were used to 

collect data to answer the research questions in the study. The next section will present how the 

collected data were stored and managed for easy retrieval and analysis. The issues of confidentiality 

of the participants and the schools involved in the study are also addressed in the next section. 

3.7.  Data Management and Analysis 

In order to be secure and useful, the collected data needed to be safely stored and 

systematically analysed. This section provides a discussion about how the collected data were 

stored and analysed. 
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3.7.1. Data management. 

The collected data were carefully stored for security and convenience purposes. The 

interview audio files, interview transcripts, observation audio files, observation protocols, and 

documents are securely stored and kept confidential. The audio file and transcript of the interview 

with each principal were stored in one computer folder. Similarly, the audio file of the interview 

with each teacher, the transcript of the interview, and seven audio files of seven classroom 

observations of each teacher were stored in one computer folder. The two audio files of the two 

focus group interviews and the transcripts were stored in one computer folder. The computer folder 

of the materials collected from a teacher and the folder of the materials collected from his or her 

students were stored on one master computer folder. In total, there were eight master folders for two 

principals and six teachers and their students. 

The seven classroom observation protocols of each teacher were stored in one paper folder. 

Therefore, there were six paper folders for six teachers. The policy documents were stored in 

another paper folder. 

All the computer files, folders, and master folders were labelled with pseudonyms and could 

only be accessed with a password. The paper folders were also labelled with pseudonyms for 

confidentiality. The computer files and classroom observation protocols that were used for data 

analysis were the copies of the original files and protocols. The original computer files and 

classroom observation protocols were stored separately. 

3.7.2. Vietnamese-English translation. 

The interviews with the principals, EFL teachers, and students were conducted in 

Vietnamese. In addition, most of the policy documents were written in Vietnamese. Therefore, the 

transcripts and relevant sections of the policy documents were translated into English for analysis 

and report. In order to ensure that the English text of  Principal A’s interview was an accurate 

translation of the Vietnamese, the researcher sent the transcript of the interview to a colleague and 

asked her to translate it into English. This colleague had been teaching English to university 

students, both English majors and none-English majors for 15 years. She had also worked as a 

freelance translator translating literary works written in English into Vietnamese for several 

publishers in Vietnam. When compared, the researcher’s translation of the transcript of the 

interview with Principal A and the freelance translator’s translation was similar, except that the 

freelance translator used the word “testing” to mean both testing and assessment. The researcher 

translated the other interviews and the documents himself.  

 



-70- 

 

3.7.3. Data analysis. 

Data analysis is “the process of making sense of the data” (Merriam, 2009, p. 175). In this 

process, the researcher consolidates, reduces, and interprets what participants have said and what 

the researcher has observed and/or read (Merriam, 2009). Content analysis can be used to analyse 

interviews, observations, and documents (L. Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007; Merriam, 2009). 

Therefore, in the present study, content analysis was used to analyse the policy documents, 

individual interviews, focus group interviews, and classroom observations. 

Content analysis is defined as “a systematic method of categorising and analysing the 

content of texts” (Steenkamp & Northcott, 2007, p. 12). Content analysis is used “to describe the 

phenomena of interest for a particular purpose” (Downe-Wamboldt, 1992, p. 316), and it helps the 

researcher gain insights into a particular phenomenon (Steenkamp & Northcott, 2007). 

In content analysis, researchers may analyse texts qualitatively or quantitatively, and they 

may follow an inductive approach or deductive approach (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004; Hsieh & 

Shannon, 2005). Researchers who use qualitative content analysis and follow the inductive 

approach read through a text and develop categories and themes that emerge from the text (Elo & 

Kyngäs, 2008; D. L. Morgan, 1993; White & Marsh, 2006). Their analysis is not “form-oriented” 

(i.e., counting words, concepts, or themes), but it is “content-oriented” (i.e., focusing on inferences) 

(Steenkamp & Northcott, 2007, p. 12). When a “content-oriented” approach to content analysis is 

adopted, “[c]ontent analysis is more than a counting game; it is concerned with meanings, 

intentions, consequences, and context” (Downe-Wamboldt, 1992, p. 314) and qualitative content 

analysis is concerned with “latent level analysis” and “the underlying deeper meaning of the data” 

(Dörnyei, 2007, p. 246). 

In content analysis, various units such as words, phrases, sentences, paragraphs, and even 

whole texts can be units of analysis (Downe-Wamboldt, 1992; Steenkamp & Northcott, 2007). In 

this thesis, text segments from the documents, interviews, and classroom observations were 

regarded as the units of analysis. 

The researcher followed five steps in analysing the policy documents, interviews, and 

classroom observations. The steps and procedures used to analyse the policy documents can be seen 

as illustrations of how the policy documents, interviews, and classroom observations were analysed 

in this thesis. 

In the first step, the researcher familiarised himself with the data by reading the selected 

documents, one document after another. The first reading of each document served two purposes. 

The first purpose was to locate, copy, and paste the text segments related to assessment into the 

second column (Text Segment) of a 4-column table (Appendix N). The reference of the document 
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was typed in the first column (Reference) of the table. Locating, copying, and pasting relevant text 

segments of each document into the table was necessary because not all the text in a document was 

about assessment. The second purpose was to get a “feeling” or make a tentative conclusion related 

to assessment. For example, after the first reading of the “Regulation on assessing and ranking 

secondary and high school students” (MOET, 2011f), the researcher formed a tentative conclusion 

that policy-makers wanted teachers to assess their students in order to rank them using marks. 

In the second step, the researcher read the text segments in the table, one after another, and 

asked questions, such as “What does this segment of text suggest?” and “What can be inferred from 

this text segment?”. The answers to such questions helped form the categories in the analysis. When 

the researcher thought of a category name for a text segment, he typed the category name in the 3rd 

column (Category) of the table. 

The process of reading, asking questions, finding category names for the text segments 

and/or matching the text segments with existing category names was repeated for all the text 

segments, one after another. Sometimes the researcher stopped this process to check and compare 

the content of the text segments organised in the same category. When a text segment did not match 

a category, it was moved to another existing category, if that category existed. If no relevant 

category existed, a new category name was created. 

When all the documents had been analysed (that is, all the relevant text segments in the table 

had been given category names), the researcher started the third step. In this step, the researcher 

examined the categories to determine whether or not some categories were related to each other. 

Those categories which were related to each other were grouped together and identified under a 

common theme in the 4th column (Theme) of the table. Again, asking questions around the 

relationships between the related categories helped group them and assisted in identifying them as 

themes. General questions such as “How is this category related to other categories?”, “Which 

categories can go together, and why can they go together?”, and “what do they suggest?” were 

asked to group categories into themes. 

The researcher started the fourth step when all the categories had been grouped into themes. 

The researcher examined the relationships between the themes and grouped them into theme 

clusters. 

After the theme clusters had been formed, the researcher took the fifth step: drawing a 

diagram showing the relationships between the categories, the themes, and the theme clusters. The 

results of the analysis were now ready for reporting. 
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The researcher chose to analyse the data using Microsoft Word instead of software such as 

NVivo. Specifically, the commands in Microsoft Word such as Find, Convert Text to Table, Sort, 

and Line Numbers can be used effectively to analyse the qualitative data.  

This section has addressed how the data were stored after being collected and how the data 

were analysed for reporting. The next section presents the procedures for ethical clearance and 

recruitment of the participants for the study. 

3.8.  Ethical Clearance and Participant Recruitment 

Bearing in mind the effects that the researcher’s data collection and report may have on the 

schools and participants, the researcher applied for ethical clearance to carry out the research from 

the Ethical Review Committee of the School of Education, The University of Queensland. When 

this ethical clearance had been granted, the researcher met with the Head of the DOET of the 

province where the data were collected. At this meeting, the researcher presented the Head of the 

DOET with the Information Letter to the Head of the DOET (Appendix I) and asked for permission 

to collect data in two high schools. With the Permission to Conduct Research from the Head of the 

DOET (Appendix M), the researcher met with the principals. Indeed, through the personal 

relationship between the researcher and the principals, the principals had agreed to allow the 

researcher to conduct the study in their schools provided that the Head of the DOET granted 

permission. At the meetings with the principals and the heads of the English Section (i.e., the head 

of the group of all the EFL teachers in a school) in their schools, the researcher presented the 

Participant Information Sheet (Appendix H) and the Information Letter to the Principals (Appendix 

J) and officially obtained permission to conduct the study in their schools. The principals were also 

invited to participate in the study. Therefore, they were presented with the Information Letter to the 

Principals as Participants (Appendix K) and the Consent Form for Interviewees (Appendix E). The 

heads of the English Section forwarded copies of the Participant Information Sheet (Appendix H) 

and copies of the Information Letter to the EFL Teachers (Appendix L) to their EFL teachers. 

With the help of the principals and the heads of the English Section, the researcher had a 

meeting with the EFL teachers who volunteered to participate in the study. At the meeting, these 

EFL teachers signed the Consent Form for Interviewees (Appendix E) and Consent Form for 

Classroom Observations (Appendix F). 

With the teachers’ approval, the researcher met their students and told them about the 

researcher’s activities in their classrooms and what they would do if they were chosen to participate 

in the study. The students were asked to forward copies of the Participant Information Sheet 

(Appendix H) and Consent Form for Parents (Appendix G) to their parents for approval and then 
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give them back to the researcher. All the students in six classes in two schools returned the copies 

of the Consent Form for Parents with either their father’s or mother’s signature.  

This chapter has presented the instruments for collecting the data for the study and how the 

data were stored and analysed. The chapter has also presented the procedures for seeking ethical 

clearance and recruiting the participants for the study. The next chapter discusses the results of the 

analysis of the policy documents and the documents for professional development for EFL teachers 

in assessment. 
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Chapter 4.  Assessment as Constructed in Policy 

Documents 

4.1.  Introduction 

This chapter discusses the results of the analysis of 32 documents. These documents 

included 29 policy documents directly or indirectly related to assessment, two policy documents 

related to reform in assessment, and one professional development document that the MOET 

designed to provide techniques for constructing multiple-choice items and tests for high school 

administrators and EFL teachers. The procedures for collecting and analysing these documents were 

presented in Chapter 3. 

The results of the analysis of the documents are summarised in Figure 1. There were three 

theme clusters. The first cluster comprised two themes related to reform in assessment. The first 

theme indicated that there was a need for reform in assessment in school education in Vietnam. The 

second theme showed what policy-makers expected from reform in assessment. The second cluster 

was made up of three themes, indicating that the MOET wanted to preserve a culture of testing. The 

first theme revealed that policy-makers expected that students’ learning outcomes were assessed 

against the MOET’s standards in equitable conditions. The second theme showed the purposes that 

the MOET expected of assessment. The third theme in the second cluster was about professional 

development for EFL teachers in assessment. The third cluster included two themes indicating that 

the MOET promoted a culture of assessment. The first theme was related to the purposes of 

assessment that the MOET promoted, and the second theme was about the types of assessment 

practices that the MOET expected school teachers to implement. 

4.2.  Reform in Assessment 

The analysis of the policy documents related to assessment in schools and The professional 

development document on constructing tests and test banks for administrators and teachers: 

English language in high schools (MOET, 2010e) indicated that policy-makers realised the need for 

reforming assessment in school education in Vietnam. They also expected that the reform in 

assessment would bring about positive changes in the methods of teaching and learning, in 

improving the quality of teaching and learning, and in achieving objectivity, accuracy, and fairness 

in assessment. 
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Figure 1. Categories, themes, and theme clusters emerging from the analysis of the MOET’s and the DOET’s policy 

documents and professional development document related to assessment in schools 

Figure 1. Results of the Analysis of the Policy Documents 
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4.2.1. The need for reform in assessment. 

There were three manifestations of the need for reform in assessment. First, reform in 

assessment was seen as an integral part of the reform in school education. In the Resolution of the 

National Assembly of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam on reforming the school education 

curriculum, which approved the government’s policy on reforming the school education 

curriculum, the National Assembly mandated, “The reform in the curriculum, textbooks, and 

methods of teaching and learning has to be carried out in parallel with  . . . the reform in 

assessment” (National Assembly, 2000, p. 1). The need for reform in assessment was also 

emphasised in the Prime Minister’s Direction for reforming the school education curriculum to 

execute the Resolution 40/2000/QH10 of the National Assembly (Prime Minister, 2001). The Prime 

Minister’s direction emphasised, “Synchronise the reform of the curriculum, textbooks, and 

methods of teaching and learning with the fundamental reform in the methods of assessment . . .” 

(pp. 1-2). The reform in assessment was “a requirement that needs to be fulfilled when the reform in 

the methods of teaching and learning and the reform in education [in general] are undertaken” 

(MOET, 2010e, p. 4). These regulations indicated that reform in assessment was seen as an 

inseparable part of reform in school education. 

Second, because reform in assessment is seen as “an important long-term task” (MOET, 

2010e, p. 7) and “both an urgent and long-term task” (MOET, 2010e, p. 12), it has been regulated as 

one of the central responsibilities of school staff for over a decade now. The requirement for reform 

in assessment has been manifested in the MOET’s regulations on school staff responsibilities in 

each school year since 2002. In 2002, the MOET required school staff to “continue changing 

examinations and methods of assessing student learning outcomes” (MOET, 2002, p. 1). A similar 

requirement was repeated in 2003: “[R]eform assessment of student learning outcomes” (MOET, 

2003a, p. 2). In 2004, the MOET had the same requirement and added some specific tasks that 

school staff needed to do. 

Continue changing and step by step turn the practice of assessment, recruitment, and 

evaluation of the teaching and learning process into a stable discipline at all educational 

levels. . . . firmly remedy the status of assessing students only to have the mandatory number 

of marks [for each student]. . . (MOET, 2004, p. 4). 

The direction “reform the practice of examination, assessment, evaluation” was repeated in 

three successive years (MOET, 2005a, p. 5; 2006b, p. 2; 2007, p. 6). Although the wording was 

slightly different, the same direction, “reform assessment”, has been given to school administrators 

and teachers as one of their central responsibilities for many years (MOET, 2008a, p. 12; 2009c, p. 

10; 2010a, p. 1; 2011c, p. 2; 2011d, p. 1; 2012a; 2013, p. 5; 2014, p. 5). 
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Third, the need for reform in assessment was the result of the MOET’s perception that 

school teachers did not have appropriate competence in assessment. According to the MOET, 

although assessment was an important part of instruction, most school teachers were not prepared 

for it. 

. . . in reality, most teachers were not provided with techniques for assessment at teacher 

training colleges . . . . Many teachers have met difficulty in designing multiple-choice tests, 

leading to the fact that the quality of multiple-choice tests is not high, not appropriate to the 

tested content areas and the particularities of [their] subject, multiple-choice tests have been 

overused in many cases (MOET, 2010e, p. 8). 

These judgements about teachers’ training and competence in assessment indicated that the MOET 

distrusted teachers’ skills in constructing and using multiple-choice tests. They saw teachers’ lack 

of skills in assessment as endemic, arising out of poor training in assessment. There was no mention 

of continuing professional development for teachers to enhance their assessment literacy in the 

policy documents. However, the principals’ beliefs about the teachers’ lack of training and 

competence in assessment might suggest that teachers could benefit from professional development 

to improve their knowledge and skills in assessment. 

The discussion in this sub-section indicated that policy-makers believed that there was a 

strong need for reform in assessment in school education in Vietnam. Policy-makers expected that 

reform in assessment would bring about significant changes to school education in the country. 

4.2.2. Policy-makers’ expectations of positive changes from reform in assessment. 

The MOET had two expectations from reform in assessment. First, they expected that 

reform would promote changes in methods of teaching and learning. This expectation was repeated 

in various documents. The MOET directed school administrators to “[s]teer reform in assessment in 

order to promote reform in methods of teaching and learning” (MOET, 2009c, p. 10). In addition, 

the MOET directed school staff to hold “conferences on reforming assessment in order to promote 

reform in methods of teaching and learning” (MOET, 2010a, p. 8). In 2011, the MOET required 

school administrators to “[f]ocus on directing the promotion of the effectiveness of reforming 

assessment in order to promote reform in methods of teaching and learning” (MOET, 2011d, p. 1). 

These regulations indicated that the MOET perceived reform in assessment to be a driving force of 

reform in methods of teaching and learning.  

Second, the MOET expected that reform in assessment would improve the quality of 

teaching and learning. This expectation was manifest in the professional development document. “. 

. . reform in methods of teaching and learning and reform in assessment are the key solutions to 

increasing the quality of teaching and learning in particular and the quality of comprehensive 

education in general” (MOET, 2010e, pp. 11-12). The same expectation was found in the MOET's 
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directions for school staff. The MOET directed school staff to “make basic changes in assessment to 

. . . increase the quality of education” (MOET, 2010a, p. 1). These statements indicated that policy-

makers had high expectations of positive changes in the quality of teaching and learning resulting 

from reform in assessment. 

Third, the MOET expected that reform in assessment would help achieve objectivity, 

accuracy, and fairness in assessment. They regarded the achievement of these qualities as “an 

important requirement in reform in assessment” (MOET, 2008b, p. 5). The MOET stipulated, 

“Teachers must assess students’ performance accurately with an objective, fair, and transparent 

attitude . . .” (MOET, 2008b, p. 5). The same requirement was also found in the professional 

development document, “When reform in assessment is implemented, it is necessary to ensure the 

requirement of objectivity, accuracy, [and] fairness” (MOET, 2010e, p. 6). This statement suggested 

that ensuring these qualities was an important part of reform in assessment. Specifically, the MOET 

believed that achieving these qualities “helps teachers and managerial bodies determine the 

effectiveness of teaching and learning [and] create the basis for teachers to change methods of 

teaching and learning and for managers at different levels to put forward appropriate managerial 

solutions” (MOET, 2010e, p. 6). The MOET also believed that there was a link between the 

achievement of objectivity, accuracy, and fairness in assessment and the improvement in the quality 

of teaching and learning. “It is necessary to ensure objectivity, accuracy, and fairness in order to 

raise the quality of teaching and learning” (MOET, 2010e, p. 8). The expectations related to 

objectivity, accuracy, and fairness indicated that the MOET valued these qualities in assessment. 

The discussion in this sub-section indicated that policy-makers expected that positive 

changes would result from reform in assessment. They expected that reform in assessment would 

promote change in methods of teaching and learning and improve the quality of teaching and 

learning. They regarded achieving accuracy in test results and objectivity and fairness in testing as a 

target of reform in assessment. However, the emphasis on accuracy, objectivity, and fairness 

suggested that policy-makers were concerned very much about preserving a culture of testing. 

4.3.  Preserving a Culture of Testing 

Elements of a culture of testing were manifest in the regulations about how tests were 

administered and how test results were used. In addition, a culture of testing was supported in the 

recommended professional development for EFL teachers, which focused on providing EFL 

teachers with techniques for designing multiple-choice items and tests. 
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4.3.1. Measuring learning outcomes in equitable testing conditions. 

Assessment mandated by the MOET focused on measuring student learning outcomes. First, 

the documents frequently referred to assessment as standards-based testing. The MOET required 

that tests were designed according to the MOET’s standards of knowledge and skills of the subjects. 

The MOET required school staff to “assess [students] according to the standards of knowledge and 

skills [defined] in the school education curriculum” (MOET, 2011c, p. 2). 

Second, assessment was expected to be product-oriented. The MOET directed that schools 

“intensify external assessment” (MOET, 2011c, p. 2). That is, “schools can invite another school 

[or] a professional organisation to assess their students’ learning outcomes” (MOET, 2010e, p. 5). 

In reality, high schools in Vietnam designed tests for their own students. External examinations 

included only the GEDE and the NUEE because these were designed by the MOET and 

administered by the DOETs and a number of universities appointed by the MOET. Therefore, the 

suggestion about external assessment carried out by “another school” or “a professional 

organisation” suggested that the MOET emphasised assessment of students’ learning outcomes 

rather than their learning processes. Thus, assessment of learning rather than assessment for 

learning was valued. 

The regulation on the timing of 45-minute tests and end-of-term tests (Binh Dinh DOET, 

2010) clearly indicated that assessment was product-oriented. According to this regulation, teachers 

had to administer tests in the time frame set by the DOET. A prescribed time frame for testing 

revealed that assessment was separated from instruction. This meant that assessment was not 

intended to assess students’ learning processes. 

Third, the DOET’s mandate that students in the same grade took the same end-of-term test 

at the same time indicated that they expected equitable conditions in testing. 

- When administering end-of-semester tests, schools have to list students in a, b, c order in 

each grade block [all the students in the same grade in a school] when they take common 

tests in high schools (Grades 10, 11, 12) and no more than 45 students are to be seated in 

each room. 

- When test papers are marked, they have to be anonymous and teachers gather to mark the 

test papers . . . . (Binh Dinh DOET, 2010, p. 2) 

The provision of equitable conditions to test-takers showed that assessment was high-stakes 

(Estaji, 2011). In addition, the regulation about anonymous marking suggested that policy-makers 

distrusted teachers' professional integrity. The DOET’s regulations about equitable conditions in 

testing and anonymous marking indicated that accuracy of marks as measures of learning outcomes 

and teachers' objectivity and fairness were valued. 
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The requirement of equitable conditions in testing were so highly valued that the MOET 

mandated that a student took a substitute test with the same format, similar difficulty, and the same 

time allocation if she or he missed a test. 

Those students who have not taken enough tests as mandated . . . have to take substitute 

tests. The substitute tests must have the same form, the same level of knowledge and skills, 

and the same time allocation as the one they have missed. Those students who do not take 

substitute tests are to be given a mark of zero . . . . (MOET, 2011f, p. 7) 

The above regulation indicated that measuring student learning outcomes in equal testing conditions 

was of great concern for policy-makers. Not only did the regulations on assessment administration 

indicate that assessment focused on measuring learning outcomes, the regulations on the use of 

assessment data showed that this was the main purpose that the MOET expected teachers to fulfil. 

4.3.2. Generating marks for ranking, promoting, and retaining students. 

Tests were mandated to be delivered at the end of learning units in order to generate marks 

for summarising student learning outcomes. This was described in the Guidelines on designing tests 

(MOET, 2010b). “Tests are tools used to assess student learning outcomes after they have covered a 

topic, a chapter, a semester, a year, or an educational level [e.g., primary, secondary, and high 

school education]” (MOET, 2010b, p. 3). Although the use of various methods of assessment was 

encouraged, in English instruction, for example, reference was made only to tests. “Methods of 

assessment need to be diverse, including oral tests, 15-minute tests, one-period tests, end-of-term 

tests, and end-of-year tests” (MOET, 2006f, p. 18). The purpose of summarising students’ learning 

outcomes could also be seen in the references to the timing of tests (i.e., when tests were 

administered). The DOET of the province where the data for this study were collected mandated 

that 45-minute tests, end-of-term tests, and end-of-year tests be implemented when two or three 

units of work had been covered. Specifically, for English language, the tests were set for the 19th, 

37th, 52nd, 70th, 88th, and 104th period for Grades 10, 11, and 12 (Binh Dinh DOET, 2009). This 

regulation had the potential to affect EFL teachers’ autonomy in deciding when to implement tests, 

thus restricting their use of assessment for supporting teaching and providing feedback for students 

to improve their learning. The purpose of summarising student learning outcomes was also reflected 

in teachers’ responsibilities in assessment. The Regulations on assessing and ranking secondary 

and high school students (MOET, 2011f) specified teachers’ responsibilities as follows. 

1. Implement the mandatory number of tests, mark test papers, assign marks . . ., write 

comments on the test papers, input marks . . . into the class register; as for oral tests, the 

teacher has to give comments on the students’ answers in front of the class, if the teacher 

decides to give a mark . . . in the class register, s/he has to write down the mark 

immediately. 
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2. Calculate the average mark for the subject . . . for each semester, for the whole school 

year and write down [the average marks] in the class register and in the students’ records. (p. 

10) 

Although providing feedback (i.e., comments) was mentioned in teachers’ responsibilities related to 

assessment, these extracts suggested that most of teachers’ tasks in assessment were related to tests 

and marks. Moreover, administering tests and generating marks for summarising student learning 

outcomes were an important role of assessment that the MOET expected teachers to fulfil. 

Generating marks was important because they were also used to rank students. The 

Regulations on assessing and ranking secondary and high school students (MOET, 2011f) 

stipulated, 

1. The basis for evaluating and ranking learning competence: 

a. How much of the curriculum for the subjects and educational activities in the Educational 

plan for secondary and high schools that the student has completed. 

b. The test results. 

2. Learning competences are classified into 5 rankings: Outstanding, good, pass, poor, and 

very poor. (p. 3) 

In effect, how much of the curriculum a student completed was just one factor in judging his or her 

learning outcomes; the ranking s/he was given was considered to be the decisive factor. 

Marks were also used for making decisions about letting students move up to the next grade 

or repeat their grade. A student’s ranking became the basis for a decision about whether the student 

was allowed to move up to the next grade or to repeat the grade (MOET, 2011f). The MOET 

required that assessment needed to be undertaken according to regulations because assessment 

results were used to ensure that only those students who achieved the outstanding, good, and pass 

rankings were allowed to move up. “Assess and rank student learning outcomes according to 

regulations. . . [and] ensure that students [ranked as outstanding, good, and pass] are allowed to 

move up to the next grade . . .” (MOET, 2007, p. 3). The regulations on how test results were used 

indicated that marks had high-stakes consequences for students. 

The MOET and the DOET mandated that assessment be administered to generate marks to 

rank students and decide whether students were qualified to move up to the next grade or they had 

to repeat the grade. Therefore, teachers’ tasks in assessment were mainly related to tests and marks. 

Test results were high-stakes to students. The focus on measuring student learning outcomes 

appeared to be supported by the emphases found in the document for EFL teachers’ professional 

development in assessment. 

4.3.3. Providing teachers with techniques for constructing tests. 

The results of the analysis of The professional development document on constructing tests 

and test banks for administrators and teachers: English language in high schools (MOET, 2010e) 
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and other policy documents related to professional development indicated that the MOET focused 

on providing teachers with techniques for designing multiple-choice items and tests. 

In The continuing professional development programme for high schools teachers (MOET, 

2011e), the two modules designed to “[i]ncrease the competence in assessing student learning 

outcomes” (p. 8) focused on techniques for constructing multiple-choice items and tests. These two 

modules were part of a 41-module professional development programme that the MOET required 

high school teachers to study. (The other 39 modules were not related to assessment.) In the first 

module, which was designed to help teachers “[d]ifferentiate and implement the methods of 

assessing student learning outcomes” (MOET, 2011e, p. 8), the following content areas were listed 

without any elaboration. 

1. The role of assessment 

2. Methods of assessing student learning outcomes 

3. Using assessment methods to assess student learning outcomes. (p. 8) 

These content areas suggested that the MOET wanted teachers to assess students’ learning 

outcomes rather than using assessment to support teachers and to provide feedback for students to 

improve their learning. 

The other module was intended to help high school teachers “[u]se assessment techniques in 

teaching” (MOET, 2011e, p. 8). This module, titled “Techniques for assessment in teaching”, 

included the following topics: 

1. Techniques for designing tests: determining the objective of the test; form of the test 

[whether the test includes open-ended items or multiple-choice items or both open-ended 

and multiple-choice items]; designing the test matrix; writing the test and designing the 

rubric. 

2. Techniques for analysing test results in order to improve the effectiveness of teaching and 

learning. (p. 8) 

These content areas focused entirely on techniques related to tests and testing rather than 

assessment in general. Although the module was also intended to provide teachers with 

“[t]echniques for analysing test results in order to improve the effectiveness of teaching and 

learning” (p. 8), there was no mention in the module of the knowledge and skills needed to use the 

results of their analysis for improving teaching and learning. 

The regulation that teachers developed techniques to design tests according to standards was 

so important that the MOET repeated it in three policy documents issued in three successive years. 

“Intensify the professional development for teachers in techniques and skills in designing tests, 

designing rubrics, and assessing students using open-ended and multiple-choice test items according 

to standards of knowledge and skills in the school education curriculum . . .” (MOET, 2010a, p. 7; 
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2011d, p. 5; 2012b, p. 5). This regulation revealed that the MOET valued teachers’ capacity to 

construct tests and expected teachers to assess their students against the MOET’s standards. 

In line with the above regulation, The professional development document on constructing 

tests and test banks for administrators and teachers: English language in high schools (MOET, 

2010e) suggested techniques that EFL teachers should use to design test items. Statements such as 

the following were pervasive in the document. The first statement referred to the construction of an 

item to assess vocabulary. 

The following steps should be taken in writing multiple choice completion items: 

(1) Select the words to be tested. 

(2) Get the right kind of sentence to put each word in (the sentence creating the context is 

called stem). 

(3) Choose several wrong words to put the right word with (these wrong words are called 

distractors). Three distractors plus the right word are enough for a written item. 

(4) Finally, prepare clear and simple instructions. And if this kind of test question is new to 

your students, it would be recommendable to prepare one or two examples. (MOET, 2010e, 

p. 14, English in original, emphasis in original) 

Providing EFL teachers with these very specific guidelines on how to design multiple-

choice items to assess vocabulary, the MOET assumed that teachers lacked skills in designing 

multiple-choice items. These guidelines also suggested that the MOET was concerned about 

technical aspects of assessment. 

The next extract describes how teachers should create test items to assess grammar 

knowledge. 

1.1. Hoàn thành câu nhiều lựa chọn (Multiple-choice completion) 

The test type presented in this part includes an incomplete sentence stem followed by four 

multiple-choice options for completing the sentence. Here is an easy sample item: 

E.g.:  She is ------------- her breakfast. 

 A. eating  B. ate  C. eats  D. eaten 

While multiple-choice completion is an efficient way to test grammar, teachers need to be 

cautioned about the temptation to use this bid [sic] of item for all of their testing needs. 

Many people are very excited about objective tests, feeling that multiple choice objective 

exams in particular should be used to test everything. 

However, any given test is a kind of tool; it may be very useful for some jabs [sic] but not 

for others. For example, while multiple-choice tests can be used successfully in testing 

grammar, they don’t seem to work as well in testing conversational ability. 

Preparing multiple-choice completion grammar items follows about the same procedure as 

that described in the previous part for writing multiple-choice completion vocabulary items: 

(1) Choose the grammar points that you need to test; (2) prepare the right kind of sentence 

context (or stem) for the grammar structure; (3) select three logical distractors; and (4) 

prepare clear, simple instruction [sic]. (MOET, 2010e, p. 22, English in original, italics in 

original) 

This extract suggested when teachers should use multiple-choice items and when they should not. 

Further, the extract reminded teachers not to overuse multiple-choice tests. However, the main role 
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of the extract was to provide teachers with specific guidelines on how to design multiple-choice 

items to assess grammar. The extract indicated that the MOET was concerned about the quality of 

test items, especially multiple-choice items. 

In addition to techniques for designing vocabulary and grammar test items, techniques for 

designing reading and writing test items and techniques for designing test matrices were provided in 

the same professional development document. 

The discussion in this section has indicated that policy-makers supported a culture of testing. 

Specifically, they expected teachers to assessment students’ learning outcomes according to the 

MOET’s standards of knowledge and skills. They valued objectivity, accuracy, and fairness because 

assessment was expected to be administered to generate marks. Marks were high-stakes for students 

because they were used to rank students and make decisions about students’ promotion and 

retention. In addition, a culture testing was valued in that teachers were provided with guidelines on 

how to design multiple-choice items and tests. The MOET valued the quality of test items in 

assessing students’ listening, reading, writing, and grammar in English. The policy documents and 

professional development documents did not provide EFL teachers with any advice on using 

assessment for formative purposes. Nevertheless, the documents did provide EFL teachers with 

advice on designing test items and tests. The lack of guidelines about how to administer assessment 

for teaching and learning improvement may have led the EFL teachers to believe that policy-makers 

prioritised testing students in order to generate marks rather than assessing them for teaching and 

learning improvement. In addition, this lack of advice may explain why the EFL teachers in this 

study relied too much on the textbooks in their classroom assessment.  

Although the professional development documents for EFL teachers focused on providing 

them with skills in designing test items and tests, there was evidence that the MOET wanted to 

promote a culture of assessment. 

4.4.  Promoting a Culture of Assessment 

The MOET wanted to promote a culture of assessment in schools. They expected teachers to 

use assessment for the purpose of modifying and improving teaching and learning. For this purpose, 

they expected teachers to implement multiple types of assessment and embed assessment into 

instruction. In addition, policy-makers expected teachers to encourage students to take active roles 

in assessment. 
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4.4.1. Assessment for the improvement of teaching and learning. 

The MOET expected teachers to use test results to modify and improve teaching and 

learning. “Appreciate the analysis of test results, according to which teachers modify their teaching, 

help students improve their strengths and remedy weaknesses in learning. . .” (MOET, 2009b, p. 2). 

A similar purpose also can be seen in the following extract. 

Assessing student learning outcomes is a very important activity in the educational process. 

Assessing student learning outcomes is the process of collecting and processing the 

information about students’ ability to fulfil learning objectives in order to support teachers’ 

pedagogical modification and solutions of managers at different levels and for students 

themselves so that students can achieve better learning outcomes. (MOET, 2010d, p. 1) 

This extract indicated that the MOET expected teachers, managers, and students to use assessment 

data to improve student learning through changes in teachers’, managers’, and students’ activities. 

The MOET suggested that teachers should use assessment data and feedback to help students 

improve their learning. “In instruction and assessment, teachers have to know how to ‘exploit 

errors’ to help students see their errors in order to help students with the methods of learning and 

methods of thinking” (MOET, 2010e, p. 5). However, the above extract revealed that the MOET 

expected teachers to assess students’ learning outcomes rather than their learning processes. When 

tests were separated from instruction, the purpose of supporting learning through feedback was not 

feasible. Therefore, the purpose of improving teaching and learning were subordinated to the 

purpose of generating marks. 

4.4.2. Call for use of multiple types of assessment. 

Another feature of a culture of assessment was manifest in the the MOET’s call for the use 

of multiple types of assessment. 

Require teachers to reform methods of assessing students. It is necessary to use various 

assessment types such as research projects; to assess products of students’ learning activities 

(folders of tests that they have done best; folders of  pictures that students have collected; 

folders of essays, poems, articles that students have collected according to topics; students’ 

learning journals . . .); to assess students through performance (playing musical instruments, 

using machines . . .); to assess students through oral presentations; to assess students through 

teamwork; to assess students through groups’ activities . . . . (MOET, 2010e, p. 11) 

The MOET regarded using various methods of assessment as part of reform in assessment. This 

excerpt indicated that tests were not considered to be the only method of assessment. Instead, 

teachers were encouraged to use methods of assessment that were typical of a culture of assessment. 

The MOET expected teachers to use various types of assessment, depending on the content 

areas that they wanted to assess and the subject they taught, so that they could gather accurate 

information about student learning outcomes. 



-86- 

 

Each method [of assessment] has its strengths and weaknesses, so it is necessary to combine 

various methods in a way that is appropriate for the tested content areas and the peculiarity 

of the subject in order to improve the effectiveness [of assessment], creating conditions for 

accurately assessing student learning outcomes. (MOET, 2010b, p. 1). 

The extract indicated that the MOET encouraged teachers to use various methods. However, it 

suggested that policy-makers expected teachers to pay attention to the product of learning rather 

than to both process and product of learning. Moreover, the extract suggested that the MOET 

expected teachers to use various methods of assessment to ensure that assessment results accurately 

reflected students’ learning outcomes rather than to support teaching and to provide feedback for 

students to learn. 

In the call for use of multiple methods of assessment, the MOET emphasised self-

assessment and peer-assessment. “Reform in assessment is effective only when teachers’ 

assessment is combined with students’ self-assessment” (MOET, 2010e, p. 5). They expected 

teachers to promote peer-assessment and self-assessment in the classroom: “In assessing student 

learning outcomes, . . . guide students in assessing each other and assessing their own competence” 

(MOET, 2011d, p. 4). However, self-assessment was understood as checking a test paper which had 

been marked by the teacher in order to see whether or not the teacher’s marking was accurate. 

“After each test, teachers need to return the test papers back to students and guide them in checking 

their own test results, assigning a mark for their own test paper, and commenting on the accuracy of 

their teacher’s marking” (MOET, 2010e, p. 5). This extract indicated that the MOET were 

concerned about the accuracy of marks rather than how teachers used self-assessment to help 

students improve their learning. 

The analysis in this section indicated that policy-makers expected teachers to implement 

assessment for the purpose of improving teaching and learning. In order to fulfil this purpose, they 

expected teachers to use various methods of assessment, especially self-assessment and peer-

assessment and to provide students with feedback. These expectations indicated that policy-makers 

promoted a culture of assessment in schools in Vietnam. However, the MOET was more concerned 

about the accuracy in assessing students’ learning outcomes. They expected teachers to use various 

methods of assessment. However, their expectation from teachers’ use of multiple methods of 

assessment was to achieve accuracy in measuring students’ learning outcomes rather than to support 

and improve teaching and learning. 

4.5.  Discussion 

The inclusion of the policy documents and professional development documents as a source 

of data was intended to shed light on policy-makers’ expectations concerning assessment at the 
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school level in Vietnam. The analysis of the relevant documents indicated that policy-makers in 

Vietnam still wanted to preserve a culture of testing, while they also promoted a culture of 

assessment. They perceived that assessment in school education needed to be changed and regarded 

reform in assessment as an integral part of reform in school education. They perceived that reform 

in assessment was a driving force for reform in methods of teaching and learning and that it would 

improve the quality of teaching and learning. In addition, they believed that reform in assessment 

was necessary for the achievement of accuracy, objectivity, and fairness in assessment. Similar to 

policy-makers in other countries in Asia, such as China (Berry, 2011b), Hong Kong (Berry, 2011a, 

2011b; Lee & Coniam, 2013), Taiwan (Berry, 2011b), Malaysia (Ong, 2010), and Singapore (Tan, 

2011), policy-makers in Vietnam promoted a shift from assessment of learning to assessment for 

learning. 

Although policy-makers in Vietnam believed that reform in assessment would improve 

teaching and learning, they still paid much attention to elements of a culture of testing. They 

focused on assessment of students’ learning outcomes rather than both learning outcomes and 

learning processes for improving learning as suggested by researchers (e.g., Brookhart, 2009). 

Policy-makers expected teachers to administer tests to generate marks for ranking, promoting, and 

retaining students. These uses of assessment results indicated that assessment was high-stakes to 

students. The high stakes or consequences of assessment results were felt by the EFL teachers (see 

Chapter 6) and the students (see Chapter 7) in this study, and both the teachers and students were 

more concerned about marks than the formative functions of assessment.  

Because assessment results were high-stakes, ensuring accuracy of marks as measures of 

learning outcomes and achieving objectivity and fairness in assessment were a great concern of 

policy-makers. This concern was handed down to the principals (see Chapter 5) and the EFL 

teachers (see Chapter 6), who were very much concerned about tests and test administration. To 

ensure accuracy, objectivity, and fairness in assessment, the principals restricted their teachers’ 

autonomy in administering assessment. However, these qualities were not achieved because several 

teachers modified their tests in order to raise their own students’ marks (see Chapter 6) and some 

students cheated to get good marks (see Chapter 7 and 8).  

The focus of professional development on providing teachers with techniques for 

constructing test items and tests, especially multiple-choice items, indicated that policy-makers paid 

more attention to tests than other methods of assessment, even though they encouraged school 

teachers to use various methods of assessment, especially self-assessment and peer-assessment. The 

focus of professional development for teachers suggested that a culture of testing was valued, and 
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this focus seemed to be related to the teachers’ lack of knowledge and skills in classroom 

assessment (see Chapter 5, 6, and 8).  

This chapter also indicated that policy-makers in Vietnam expected teachers to implement 

alternative assessments, especially self-assessment and peer-assessment, for the purpose of 

modifying teaching and supporting students’ learning. This expectation should be supported by 

providing teachers with knowledge and skills in implementing alternative assessments and using 

classroom assessment data to support teaching and to help students improve their learning. 

However, the MOET’s professional development was inconsistent with their expectation. The 

content of the professional development documents indicated that school teachers were not 

provided with guidelines about how to use classroom for formative purposes, and the teachers in 

this study relied on the exercises and tasks in the textbooks (see Chapter 8). 

This chapter indicated that policy-makers in Vietnam wanted to preserve a culture of testing 

and, at the same time, they promoted a culture of assessment. However, their expectations and 

support for teachers showed that elements of a culture of testing received more attention. In such a 

context, school principals, teachers, and students may hold different perceptions of assessment in 

their schools, and assessment practices may reflect prioritised assessment (i.e., assessment of 

learning or assessment for learning). In order to know the context of assessment in these schools, it 

is necessary to know the principals’, teachers’, and students’ perceptions of assessment in their 

school. Therefore, these stakeholders were interviewed and the interviews were analysed and 

reported. The next chapter will address the principals’ perceptions of assessment in their contexts. 
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Chapter 5.  The Context of Assessment as Perceived by 

the Principals 

5.1.  Introduction 

This chapter discusses the themes and theme clusters emerging from the analyses of the 

interviews with Principal A (PA) in a public high school (School A) and Principal B (PB) in a 

private high school (School B) in Vietnam. The categories, themes, and theme clusters emerging 

from the analysis of the interviews with the principals are set out in Figure 2 which shows that there 

were three theme clusters. The first cluster showed that the principals perceived that assessment had 

multiple purposes. The four themes in this cluster revealed the purposes of assessment perceived by 

the principals. The second cluster was about the principals’ perceptions of technical and ethical 

issues in assessment. The first theme in this cluster indicated that the principals assumed tests to be 

a technology for measuring students’ knowledge. Therefore, they were concerned about tests and 

test administration. The third cluster was related to the principals’ expectation of the EFL teachers’ 

compliance with the regulations and procedures for assessment. The first theme in this cluster 

showed that the principals expected their teachers to comply with the regulations and procedures for 

assessment. The second theme revealed the principals’ distrust of the teachers’ professional 

competence and commitment as well as their fairness in assessment. This chapter discusses these 

themes and theme clusters. 

5.2.  Perceived Value of Assessment and Competing Purposes 

The principals’ accounts indicated that they valued assessment in teaching and learning. 

They perceived that classroom and school assessment should help prepare the students for the 

national examinations. They also believed that assessment, specifically marks, should be used for 

improving teaching and learning, for managerial purposes, and for accountability purposes. The 

following sub-sections elaborate the principals’ perceptions of the value of assessment and its 

purposes. 
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Figure 2. Results of the Analysis of the Interviews with the Principals 
 

Figure 2. Results of the analysis of the interviews with the principals 

Figure 2. Categories, themes, and theme clusters emerging from the analysis of the interviews with the principals in two 

high schools 
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5.2.1. Valuing assessment for teaching and learning. 

The principals emphasised the value of assessment in teaching and learning. Principal B 

stated, “Assessment is an important part of teaching and learning.” Similarly, Principal A asserted, 

“Assessment is indispensable in teaching and learning.” To justify the importance of assessment in 

learning, Principal B said, “The students base their direction in learning on teaching methods and 

assessment methods. I remember that an educator said that in order to know about a nation’s 

educational system, look at its assessment methods.” This statement suggested that Principal B 

believed that assessment was important to student learning because it influenced how the students 

learned. He also believed that assessment methods used in a country represented its education 

system. The principals believed that assessment had multiple purposes. The next sub-section 

elaborates these purposes. 

5.2.2. Competing purposes of assessment. 

Researchers have identified multiple purposes of assessment (G. T. L. Brown, 2004; Stobart, 

2008; Tanner & Jones, 2003). Many researchers have categorised the purposes of assessment as 

formative and summative purposes (Black & Wiliam, 2008; Brookhart, 2001; Harlen & James, 

1997) . These two groups of purposes are also called assessment for learning and assessment of 

learning, respectively. Formative purposes refer to the purposes of supporting and improving 

learning and teaching. Other purposes of assessment such as selection, certification, classification, 

and accountability are subsumed in summative purposes (Black & Wiliam, 2008; Brookhart, 2001; 

Harlen, 2007; Harlen & James, 1997). 

Researchers do not agree on the categories used to organise the purposes of assessment. 

Buhagiar (2007) refers to selection and certification as managerial purposes, while Tanner and 

Jones (2003) categorise selection and certification as managerial and communicative purposes, 

respectively. Buhagiar (2007) refers to accountability as an independent purpose related to using 

assessment “to evaluate teachers, schools, or age groups at national level” (p. 45), while Tanner and 

Jones (2003) consider accountability to be one of the managerial purposes. Buhagiar (2007) uses 

professional purposes to refer to the formative use of assessment for enhancing learning and 

teaching. In this thesis, “managerial purposes” refer to the school administrators’ use of assessment 

results for quality control and for making decisions about investment in facilities and collaboration 

with parents in helping the students learn. Following Buhagiar (2007), “professional purposes” refer 

to the teachers’ and students’ use of assessment for supporting and improving learning and 

teaching. In this thesis, “accountability purposes” are related to the use of assessment to control the 

teachers and students and to make them accountable for teaching and learning. 
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The principals’ accounts referred to four purposes which competed with each other. First, 

they perceived that one of the purposes of the 45-minute and end-of-term tests was to prepare the 

students for the national examinations. Second, assessment helped improve teaching and learning 

(i.e., professional purposes). The professional purposes competed with the managerial purposes and 

accountability purposes. While the professional purposes require students’ active participation, 

timely and constructive feedback from teachers and peers, and alternative assessments (Black & 

Wiliam, 1998a; Harlen & Winter, 2004; Lynch, 2001), managerial and accountability purposes rely 

on marks and thus tests are the primary method of assessment (Delandshere, 2001; Shepard, 2000). 

These competing purposes are presented in the following sub-sections. 

5.2.2.1. Preparation for the national examinations. 

In Vietnam, in the final year in high school, Year 12 students are granted a diploma 

confirming that they have passed the General Education Diploma Examination (GEDE). The 

diploma is based solely on the marks that a student obtains in the GEDE. In addition to the GEDE, 

high school graduates have to pass a very competitive examination, the National University 

Entrance Examination (NUEE), in order to become a college or university student. The rates of 

students passing the GEDE and the NUEE influence schools’ reputations. Therefore, preparing the 

students for these examinations was an essential part of classroom and school assessment in these 

schools. 

High pass rates in the national examinations were important to the schools and students. 

According to Principal B, “[o]f course, high rates of students passing the GEDEs and the NUEEs 

create the reputation for the school.” The students’ passes in these examinations were considered to 

be the evidence as well as the target of learning. Principal B stated, “Eventually, students learn to 

take the national examinations, and they have to pass when they take the examinations. If you do 

not pass, skills or whatever you say become meaningless.” These statements indicated that these 

examinations were high-stakes to the students. 

The principals regarded the 45-minute tests and end-of-term tests as opportunities to prepare 

the students for these national examinations. According to Principal B, for end-of-term tests, “[t]he 

same test is given to all the students in the same grade at the same moment as a national 

examination so that the students can familiarise themselves with and prepare for the GEDE or the 

NUEE.” In this way, the end-of-term tests followed the procedures used in the GEDE and the 

NUEE. In addition, through these school tests, the students were familiarised with the format of the 

national examinations. Principal A stated, “Through the tests, the students rehearse . . . . these are 

the rehearsals for the GEDE and the NUEE, to familiarise themselves with the format. That is why 
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in this school, English multiple-choice tests, for example, we follow the MOET’s format.” These 

excerpts revealed that preparing the students for these national examinations was a key purpose of 

assessment in the schools. 

Because the principals considered the tests to be opportunities for the students to prepare for 

the national examinations, they expected the teachers to teach the students test-taking skills. Test-

taking skills, also called test-taking strategies (Biçak, 2013) or test wiseness (Scruggs, White, & 

Bennion, 1986), refer to “the ability to use the format and characteristics of a test” as well as  “the 

use of deduction and item cues to answer questions” in order to obtain high marks (Manly, Jacobs, 

Touradji, Small, & Stern, 2002, p. 342). Principal A expected his teachers to teach the students how 

to use such strategies. He said, “Show the students how to respond to test items. Respond quickly, 

even use tricks. In responding to test items, there are tricks, especially in multiple-choice items. 

Exclude this and this, for example. Do not think too much.” 

5.2.2.2. Professional purposes. 

Some researchers use professional purposes to refer to the use of assessment by teachers and 

students to find out what students know and can do in order to modify and improve teaching and 

learning (Buhagiar, 2007; Curren, 1995; Gipps, 1994). The principals in this present study 

perceived that assessment informed the teachers about the students’ learning and their own teaching 

so that they could be modified and improved. The teachers also thought that assessment informed 

students about their own learning so that they could improve their learning and achievement. 

5.2.2.2.1. Informing the teachers for teaching modification and improvement. 

The principals thought assessment helped the teachers determine their students’ knowledge. 

Principal B pointed to this purpose. 

. . . before teaching a class at the beginning of a level, a new class, a new chapter, or a new 

lesson, the teachers must have the methods of assessment to get to know their students’ level 

of knowledge and in what content areas they still have knowledge gaps so that they can 

support and provide knowledge prior to teaching, or during their teaching. 

Principal B believed that this information helped the teachers form judgements about the 

students’ knowledge in order to plan their teaching and facilitate the students’ learning during 

instruction. 

In addition, the principals thought that assessment informed the teachers about the students’ 

learning. For example, Principal B believed that when embedded in instruction, assessment helped 

the teachers “see whether the students have understood, whether they have paid attention to their 

lesson.” In the following criticism of the teachers’ assessment of listening and speaking skills in 
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English instruction, Principal A suggested that regular assessment was necessary for the teachers to 

learn about their students’ competence. 

. . . if you ask my teachers, “How are your students’ listening and speaking?” they will 

intuitively say, “Weak”, for example. They do not know about their students’ competence in 

listening and speaking in detail because they do not often assess their students. 

Principal A believed that frequent assessment of the students’ listening and speaking skills 

provided the teachers with evidence about the students’ competence in these skills and therefore 

reduced the possibility that the teachers would rely on their intuition rather than evidence when 

judging their students’ competence. 

The principals also believed that assessment informed the teachers about the effectiveness of 

their own teaching. “The teachers administer assessment to get feedback about their own teaching” 

(PA). Principal A considered assessment to be “a channel for the teachers to receive information 

about their own teaching and transferring knowledge.” Similarly, Principal B believed that 

assessment could be embedded in instruction so that the teacher could evaluate his or her own 

teaching through the students’ responses. He stated, “. . . continuous assessment is applied to small 

units of knowledge, when the teacher is teaching a unit of knowledge or presenting some content, in 

order to get responses from the students so that s/he can evaluate his/her own teaching . . . .” Both 

principals believed that through assessment the teachers evaluated the effectiveness of their own 

teaching through the students’ feedback and responses to their teaching. 

The principals believed that assessment helped the teachers modify and improve their 

teaching. Principal A perceived that assessment assisted in obtaining “information that helps the 

teachers modify their teaching.” Principal B was more explicit about what the teachers relied on in 

order to improve their teaching. He said, “The teachers, through test results, high marks, low marks, 

improve their teaching career, their teaching methods.” Principal B believed that the students’ 

marks informed the teachers about the students’ learning and encouraged them to improve teaching. 

The teachers’ decisions about the modification of their teaching which relied on the students’ marks 

may not be good decisions. Previous research has shown that in contexts where tests are high-

stakes, teachers prepare their students for tests and raise marks but students’ learning is not 

necessarily improved (Griffin, 2009). In order to know about students’ learning, teachers’ regular 

and systematic observations of students’ learning and their dialogues and interactions with students 

are more important than marks (J. G. Brooks & M. G. Brooks, 1999). 

5.2.2.2.2. Informing the students for learning modification and improvement. 

The principals believed that assessment informed the students about their learning. Principal 

A thought that through assessment, the students “see how much knowledge they have learned from 
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their teachers, what percentage. . . . They check how much they have learned.” Principal A’s 

statement suggested that he assumed that assessment was used to measure the students’ learning 

outcomes in order to inform the students about their own learning. Similarly, Principal B believed 

that the students relied on marks to know about their learning. He stated, “If students get 9s, they 

know that they satisfy the requirements in the unit of knowledge. If, for example, they get 4s, they 

know that they do not meet the requirement.” The principals’ views that marks informed the 

students about their learning suggested that they regarded assessment as a technology which was 

intended to measure the students’ knowledge. When assessment relies on tests, which are used to 

measure students’ learning outcomes for the purposes of placement, selection, or certification, it is 

considered to be a technology (Delandshere, 2001; Gipps, 1994). In this case, such qualities as 

standardisation, codification, efficiency, and reliability are valued. Therefore, assessment 

techniques and procedures are considered to be more important than how assessment is used to 

support and improve learning and teaching (Delandshere, 2001; Gipps, 1994). The principals saw 

tests as representative samples of knowledge which could be tested and then used to make 

generalisations about the students’ learning outcomes. That is, they considered marks to be accurate 

measures of the students’ learning outcomes and to have absolute meaning. However, in practice, in 

these schools marks were not accurate measures of the students’ learning outcomes (to be discussed 

later in this chapter). 

In addition to informing the students about their learning, the principals believed that 

assessment helped the students modify their learning. Principal A believed that “[f]or the students, 

assessment provides information that helps them modify their learning.” Principal B was more 

specific about how test results or marks informed the students about their learning He believed their 

attitudes and behaviours also were changed. He said, “Test results modify the students’ attitudes 

and behaviours in learning in order to meet the requirements and not to play . . . .” Principal B 

believed that marks changed the students’ attitudes, behaviours, and even their commitment to 

learning. 

The principals thought that through assessment, the students were provided with feedback 

that they could use to improve their learning. For instance, Principal B stated, “. . . the teachers help 

their students understand what the numbers mean to them, how they need to act, and how they must 

try hard to obtain marks.” Principal B’s statement suggested that he thought that the teachers’ 

feedback could help the students improve their learning. 

This sub-section indicates that the principals believed that assessment could help the 

teachers and students be informed about their teaching and learning so that they could be modified 
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and improved. However, the principals held a strong belief that marks informed both the teachers 

and students, who they believed relied on marks to modify and improve teaching and learning. 

5.2.2.3. Managerial purposes. 

The principals pointed to three purposes that were related to management: assessment for 

quality control, assessment for the school administrators’ interventions, and assessment for 

reporting. Assessment was perceived as a means of quality control in the school. For instance, 

Principal B said, “When hearing this word (i.e., assessment), I think about a quality control 

system.” When assessment is considered to be part of quality control, it is used to measure the final 

product (i.e., learning outcomes) for managerial and accountability purposes rather than to support 

and improve the process of learning (Middlehurst, 1997; Morley, 2003). 

The principals also thought that assessment helped the school administrators make decisions 

about investment in the school facilities, professional development for the teachers, and 

collaboration with the students and parents in order to improve the students’ learning. 

Principal B stated, “The school administrators used test results to find ways to invest in 

facilities, provide professional development programmes for the teachers, educate the students in 

behaviours, and collaborate with parents to help the students learn well.” Principal B’s statement 

suggested that the school administrators relied on test results, or marks, in order to make decisions. 

Marks were also used as the basis for the school administrators to intervene in the schools’ 

assessment practices. Principal A stated, “. . . through analysing marks, the school administrators 

take action towards the teachers and assessment practices.” 

The principals also perceived that assessment was administered to obtain marks for 

reporting to parents. According to Principal A, “[a]ssessment helps parents know about their 

children’s competence.” Similarly, Principal B stated, “Tests are administered to obtain marks to 

report to parents in order to inform them about their children’s learning outcomes.” The principals’ 

statements suggested that marks were considered to be accurate measures of the students’ learning 

outcomes, and they were used to inform parents about their children’s learning. 

This analysis indicates that the principals believed that assessment, specifically marks, were 

used as a means of quality control. In addition, they thought that the school administrators used 

marks as the basis for investment in facilities, for providing professional development to their 

teachers, for adjusting the students’ attitudes and behaviours, and for collaborating with parents in 

order to improve the students’ learning. 

These managerial purposes may subordinate the professional purposes of assessment in 

these schools because when marks were considered to be measures of students’ learning outcomes 
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and decisions rested on them, tests would focus on aspects of performance that could be marked as 

either correct or incorrect (Harlen, 2007). In other words, aspects of students’ performance were 

narrowed. In addition, when schools and teachers were judged according to their students’ marks, 

they would prepare their students for tests rather than using assessment as a means of improving 

learning (G. T. L. Brown & Harris, 2009; Harlen, 2007). The principals’ accounts also suggested 

assessment had accountability purposes. These purposes are elaborated in the next sub-section. 

5.2.2.4. Accountability purposes. 

The principals identified two purposes related to accountability. They included controlling 

the students’ learning and making them accountable and controlling the teachers’ teaching and also 

making them accountable. 

In these schools, the students’ marks were used as a means of controlling the students’ 

learning and making them accountable for their learning. Principal A believed that “[t]he students 

learn only if they are assessed. They only learn what is assessed; no assessment, they do not learn.” 

Principal B was more explicit about what made the students learn. He said, “If there were not 

marks, the students would not try to learn. Therefore, there must be tests and marks.” The 

principals’ statements indicated that tests and test marks were believed to be extrinsic motivators for 

the students’ learning. However, there is evidence that marks can motivate more competent students 

to learn (Stobart, 2008), but they have potentially negative influences on student learning in that 

they reduce students’ motivation for learning, cause anxiety, and lead to narrow and surface 

learning (Harlen, 2007). 

The principals perceived that marks were used to encourage the students to make an effort to 

learn. Principal A thought that tests should be challenging for the students because high marks made 

them complacent, and complacency prevented them from making an effort to learn. He stated, “For 

a test, it can be easy for the students to get 6, 7, or 8 marks, but it should be difficult to get 9 or 10 

marks. If we give easy tests and most of the students get 9 or 10, then this does not encourage them 

to learn more.” 

In addition, the principals’ statements suggested that the students’ marks were used to 

control the teachers and make them accountable for their teaching. Specifically, the marks obtained 

by the students taught by different teachers were compared in order for the school administrators to 

make judgements about the individual teachers’ teaching. 

I have directed that analyses of statistics be done carefully. At the end of a semester or a 

school year, there are statistics for each Section. I ask the Sections to compare (the results of 

the semester) with the results of the previous semester. Each Section has to show me how 

many classes Mr. A teaches and what the pass rates of his students are in comparison with 
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the Section’s average pass rate. If his pass rates are too high or too low compared with the 

Section’s average, questions have to be raised. (PA, emphasis added) 

By comparing the marks obtained by the students taught by different teachers, Principal A 

controlled the teachers’ teaching and made them accountable for their work. This practice could be 

considered problematic because it did not consider the nature of classes that might affect students’ 

test results. The principals’ judgements about the individual teachers’ teaching based on the 

students’ marks may push the teachers to manipulate the students’ marks. This could be the reason 

for the teachers’ attempt at constructing the 15-minute tests according to their students’ competence 

(to be discussed later in this chapter). 

In short, the principals considered assessment, especially marks, to serve accountability 

purposes. Specifically, marks were used to control learning and teaching and make the students and 

teachers accountable for their work. 

The analysis has shown that these principals recognised multiple purposes of assessment. 

The tests, especially the 45-minute and end-of-term tests, were used as opportunities to prepare the 

students for the national examinations. Marks were thought of as accurate measures of the students’ 

learning outcomes and used for professional purposes (i.e., informing and improving teaching and 

learning), for managerial purposes (i.e., quality control, making decisions about investment in 

facilities, providing the teachers with professional development, adjusting the students attitudes and 

behaviours, collaborating with parents to improve the students’ learning). Marks were also used for 

accountability purposes (i.e., controlling learning and teaching and making the students and the 

teachers accountable for their work). These purposes competed with each other. When assessment 

is administered to obtain marks for managerial and accountability purposes, the accuracy of marks 

as measures of students’ learning outcomes is prioritised because marks are high-stakes to both 

students and teachers (Harlen, 2007). In addition, when assessment is administered to obtain marks 

for managerial and accountability purposes, tests, especially multiple-choice tests, are the primary 

assessment method (Delandshere, 2001). However, when assessment is administered for learning 

improvement, students take an active role in the assessment process (Black & Wiliam, 1998a; 

Estaji, 2011). Furthermore, they are assessed mainly through alternative assessments which are 

embedded in instruction (Black & Wiliam, 1998a; Harlen & Winter, 2004). Not only the product of 

learning (i.e., learning outcomes) but its processes are of interest to the teachers because students 

improve learning through using teachers’ and peers’ descriptive feedback (Black & Wiliam, 1998a; 

Stobart, 2008). 

This study has shown that the managerial and accountability purposes may subordinate the 

professional purposes in the context of these. For example, although the principals perceived that 
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assessment had multiple purposes, the managerial and accountability purposes were prioritised 

because in these schools, “[a]t present our assessment means marks” (PA) and “[t]he final 

information that exists in educational assessment is the measures, marks” (PB). The principals’ 

concerns about marks were manifested in their concerns about technical and ethical issues 

associated with assessment in these schools. These concerns are elaborated in the next section. 

5.3.  The Principals’ Concerns about Technical and Ethical Issues 

The principals’ accounts in the interviews showed that they were concerned about the 

technical issues of assessment (i.e., tools and procedures), the ethical issues in test construction, and 

objectivity and fairness in assessment administration. These concerns are discussed in the following 

sub-sections. 

5.3.1. Concerns about technical issues. 

The technical aspects of assessment include standardisation, validity, and reliability (Gipps, 

1994). When assessment is assumed to be a technology that is used to measure learning outcomes, 

emphases are put on methods and procedures of assessment rather than on knowing about 

individual performance and learning (Delandshere, 2001). The principals assumed tests to be a 

technology which could be used to accurately measure learning outcomes. As a consequence of this 

assumption, they were concerned about technical issues of assessment such as the coverage of 

knowledge in the tests, the accuracy of the students’ marks (i.e., marks were considered to be 

accurate measures of learning outcomes), standards of knowledge and skills required by the MOET, 

and procedures for achieving accuracy. 

5.3.1.1. Tests as a technology for measuring knowledge. 

The principals’ accounts suggested that they considered tests as a technology used to 

measure the students’ learning outcomes. For example, Principal A equated the students’ ability to 

do tests with an indication of their learning. He said, “When I have a test bank of, say, 30 tests, if 

my students can do all these 30 tests, it is good. It means they have learned well.” This statement 

suggested that Principal A assumed that knowledge could be assessed and judged by using tests 

alone. Indeed, the MOET regulated that the EFL teachers in high schools across Vietnam administer 

two oral tests, two 15-minute tests, two 45-minute tests, and one end-of-term test in each semester, 

and that the judgements about students’ learning outcomes are made in the form of marks  (MOET, 

2009e, 2011f). 

The principals’ perceptions of the coverage of knowledge in the tests further indicated that 

they assumed that tests could be used to measure the product of learning (i.e., students’ knowledge). 
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Assuming that knowledge could be organised into distinct parts and measured, Principal B believed 

that periodic tests should have broader coverage of knowledge than that of continuous tests. He 

said, “As for periodic tests, the coverage of knowledge has to be broader because the tests are 

administered at the end of a unit, a chapter, or a semester in order to summarise a period of 

learning.” In a similar vein, Principal A thought that the more knowledge was included in the tests, 

the more accurate the judgements about the students’ learning. He stated, 

Tests, especially in English, have to cover the curriculum, not just some areas. Tests that 

cover only some areas of the curriculum do not help make accurate judgements about the 

students’ knowledge; they may have good luck. Tests have to cover all the curriculum to 

make accurate judgements about the students’ learning. 

The principals considered assessment to be a technology that could offer accurate measures 

of the students’ learning outcomes. For instance, Principal B expected that the marks that the 

students obtained from the tests were accurate measures of their learning outcomes. He thought that 

“the goal of assessment is to get accurate information.” Similarly, Principal A said, “Marks must be 

the accurate measures of the students’ learning outcomes.” 

This sub-section indicates that the principals considered tests to be a technology that could 

be used to measure the students’ knowledge accurately. In addition, their statements suggested that 

they regarded tests as the primary tools used to measure the students’ knowledge, most often at the 

end of a learning unit. The principals’ perceptions of assessment as a technology suggested that they 

were concerned about the product of learning and the quantitative information about learning 

instead of the processes of learning and the qualitative and holistic information about the students’ 

learning. Considering tests as a technology used to obtain marks, the principals were concerned 

about tests and the procedures for test administration. These concerns are presented in the following 

section. 

5.3.1.2. Concerns about the tests and the procedures for test administration. 

Because the principals assumed that tests could be used to measure the students’ knowledge, 

they were concerned about the tests themselves and the procedures for test administration. 

Specifically, they were concerned about the standards (i.e., the MOET’s requirements about the 

minimum competence in the knowledge and skills that the students had to achieve at the conclusion 

of a learning unit or a grade) and the procedures for test administration. 

Being concerned about the standards of knowledge and skills as stated by the MOET, 

Principal B thought that “test questions and levels of knowledge have to follow the standards.” 

Principal B’s concern may be regarded as a concern about the technical issues of assessment. 
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These principals were also concerned about the procedures for test administration to ensure 

that the students’ marks reflected their learning outcomes. Principal B stated, 

Only when tests are well administered do the school administrators and the teachers have the 

condition, the reliable information, to reform teaching and learning methods and 

continuously improving the quality of teaching and learning as expected by the MOET, by 

society, parents, and students. 

In this statement, Principal B indicated that the careful application of procedures for test 

administration would ensure the quality of the information about the students’ learning outcomes 

obtained. However, no matter how the tests in these schools were administered, the information 

about the students’ learning outcomes obtained from these tests was not comprehensive because 

these tests represented only snapshots of the knowledge that the students had been taught (Harlen, 

2007). Indeed, other researchers have argued that factors such as the reliability of the tests, test 

anxiety, and cheating also impact on the accuracy of the information gathered from tests (Estaji, 

2011; Must & Must, 2013). 

The analysis revealed that these principals focused on technical aspects of assessment. They 

were concerned about the coverage of knowledge in the tests, the standards of knowledge against 

which the tests measured the students’ knowledge, the accuracy of the students’ marks as measures 

of their learning outcomes, and the procedures that could ensure that marks were accurate measures 

of the students’ learning outcomes. In addition to these concerns, the principals were concerned 

about the ethical issues associated with the teachers’ test construction, objectivity, and fairness in 

assessment. The next sub-section discusses these ethical concerns. 

5.3.2. Concerns about ethical issues. 

The words “moral” and “ethical” can be used interchangeably (Davies, 1997). In 

assessment, ethical issues are related to test developers’ competence; the examinees’ right to 

privacy and confidentiality associated with reporting test scores and students’ rankings; support or 

violation of democratic values such as equality, liberty, and justice (Delandshere, 2001); and bias 

and fairness (Messick, 1996). In addition, students’ cheating and teachers’ deliberate preparation of 

their students to respond to test items selected for important tests and examinations as well as 

teachers’ abuse of the power associated with assessment for reward and punishment are related to 

ethical issues in assessment (Bandaranayake, 2011; Estaji, 2011). 

The principals’ accounts indicated that they were concerned about some ethical issues in 

assessment. Specifically, they were concerned about the teachers’ test construction and their 

objectivity and fairness in test administration. The following sub-sections elaborate these concerns. 
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5.3.2.1. Ethical issues associated with the teachers’ test construction. 

In Vietnam students are ranked according to the MOET’s criteria; they are not ranked 

against each other. Specifically, students are ranked as very poor, poor, average, good, or 

outstanding students according to the average mark they obtained in a semester and/or a school year 

(MOET, 2011f). Therefore, to be fair to all the students, the teachers should construct the tests using 

the same standards (i.e., the MOET’s standards of knowledge and skills) because judgements about 

students’ learning outcomes are morally legitimate when they are based on acceptable standards 

(Curren, 1995). However, the principals believed that the teachers in these schools constructed tests 

according to their own expectations of the students, the students’ competence, and the marks of 

students from previous years rather than according to the MOET’s standards of knowledge and 

skills.  

According to Principal A, “the teachers have different expectations when designing the 15-

minute tests.” In addition, “. . . the expectations in assessment in this school are quite high. . . . the 

teachers in this school require more of their students” (PA). These practices were not ethically 

legitimate because 15-minute tests in School A had different levels of difficulty and these tests were 

more difficult than those in other schools. As a consequence of this, the students in different classes 

may have obtained different marks not because of their competences but because the tests they took 

had different levels of difficulty. This practice violated the “equal treatment” principle (Elwood, 

2013, p. 207), which suggests that students are provided with equitable conditions when taking a 

test. Consequently, different marks meant they were assigned different rankings. This was an unfair 

practice. 

The principals believed that their teachers also constructed tests according to their students’ 

competence. In School A, where the “more able” 9th Graders in the city enrolled, the teachers 

constructed tests that the principal perceived to be “difficult” tests. 

Depending on the students’ competence, the teachers will, in their tests, use high-level 

application questions. For example, other schools do not give tests with high-level 

application questions; only knowledge, comprehension, and low-level application questions 

are included.  In this school, the teachers give tests with high-level application questions. . . . 

We go beyond the MOET’s standards. We use high-level application questions and require a 

little more of our students. (PA) 

In describing the teachers who created tests with high-level application questions, Principal A 

referred to his teachers of all subjects, including the EFL teachers.  

In School B, which enrolled the 9th Graders who did not qualify to enroll in the public 

schools in the city, the teachers gave their students tests of “moderate” difficulty. “Because our 

students are those who could not be admitted to the public schools in the city, the teachers give 

them moderate tests” (PB). The principals also believed their teachers constructed both continuous 
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and periodic tests according to their own students’ competence. They believed that these teachers 

did not assess their students according to the MOET’s standards. Therefore, they were concerned 

about their teachers’ test construction. The principals’ concern was understandable. Tests that were 

constructed according to students’ competence might be good for teachers to find out their students’ 

knowledge gaps and provide feedback for the students to improve their learning. However, when 

these tests were administered to generate marks for ranking students, more able students were 

disadvantaged because they were given more difficult tests. 

The principals also thought that their teachers constructed continuous and periodic tests 

according to the marks of the previous year’s students. 

The Sections have to calculate statistics for their own Section. The Sections use the statistics 

to consider how last year’s 10th and 11th Graders were. Higher? Lower? They compare with 

last year’s tests. For example, last year’s tests were like this, and this year’s students are 

weaker or better, then they lower or raise the level of difficulty a little bit. That is, they use 

the statistics as the basis for adjusting the content and amount of knowledge in the tests. 

(PA) 

The teachers’ use of marks as a basis for constructing tests indicated that they did not 

construct the tests according to the MOET’s standards. This was not a morally legitimate practice. 

This sub-section indicates that the principals believed that the teachers in these schools did 

not apply the MOET’s standards of knowledge and skills in their tests. They thought that the 

teachers constructed tests according to their own expectations of the students, according to the 

students’ competence, and according to the marks obtained by the students in the school in the 

previous year. The marks obtained from these tests, therefore, were not accurate measures of the 

students’ learning outcomes. The teachers’ test construction challenged the principals’ perceptions 

that tests could be used to accurately measure the students’ learning outcomes. It also challenged 

the principals’ perceptions of the purposes of assessment. When the marks were not accurate 

measures of the students’ learning outcomes based on the MOET’s standards, the judgements that 

the principals made about teaching and learning in their schools were not accurate. These 

judgements were unfair to the students and teachers. In addition, the school administrators’ 

decisions about investment in facilities and collaboration with the teachers, parents, and students in 

order to improve the students’ learning were based on the students’ marks, while the marks did not 

reflect the students’ learning outcomes. The ethical issues related to the teachers’ test construction 

were the cause of the principals’ concerns about objectivity and fairness in assessment in their 

schools. The next sub-section elaborates these concerns. 
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5.3.2.2. Concerns about objectivity and fairness in assessment. 

Objectivity and fairness in assessment have attracted the attention of researchers and many 

writers in assessment. A common view of objectivity “stresses the importance of eliminating prior 

assumptions, past experiences, and personal convictions” (Bulterman-Bos, Terwel, Verloop, & 

Wardekker, 2002, p. 1087). According to this traditional view, teachers’ personal interpretations, 

opinions, experiences, and judgements should be minimised when they administer assessment 

(Bulterman-Bos et al., 2002). 

There have been many definitions of fairness (see Camilli, 2013; Gipps & Stobart, 2009; 

Kane, 2010; Tim McNamara & Ryan, 2011; Sireci & Rios, 2013; Xi, 2010). However, researchers 

agree that fairness includes the absence of bias (American Educational Research Association, 

American Psychological Association, & National Council on Measurement in Education, 1999; 

Kunnan, 2004, 2010). Bias “refers to construct-irrelevant components that result in systematically 

lower or higher scores for identifiable groups of examinees” (American Educational Research 

Association et al., 1999, p. 76). In addition, fairness is achieved when students have equity in their 

opportunity to learn the content covered in the test (American Educational Research Association et 

al., 1999; Kunnan, 2004). Fairness is also achieved when all students receive equitable treatment in 

the testing process or they take a test in the same conditions (American Educational Research 

Association et al., 1999; Baharloo, 2013). 

Some researchers argue that fairness needs to be considered from two different perspectives, 

depending on the primary purpose of assessment (i.e., measuring students’ knowledge and skills or 

supporting and improving learning) (Baharloo, 2013; Lantolf & Poehner, 2013). From the 

traditional view, “fairness requires equitable treatment of all test takers in the testing process” 

(Baharloo, 2013, p. 1931). This view is applied when assessment is administered to measure 

students’ learning outcomes for admission, accountability, selection, and promotion (Baharloo, 

2013). When assessment is conducted mainly to support and promote learning, fairness has a 

different meaning. In this case, “fairness requires providing each individual with what they deserve 

regarding their needs” (Baharloo, 2013, p. 1935). Specifically, students receive support from peers, 

teachers, and materials, and “each individual receives as much assistance as he or she needs” 

(Baharloo, 2013, p. 1935). Standardisation is prioritised in traditional assessment because equal 

treatment is required to ensure fairness (Lantolf & Poehner, 2013). When assessment is for learning, 

“[f]airness requires doing everything possible to maximally support individual learner development, 

with the understanding that some individuals will need more time and resources than others” 

(Poehner, 2011, p. 103). 
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The principals’ accounts suggested that they valued objectivity and fairness in assessment. 

For example, Principal B said, “I develop in the teachers a sense of objectivity and fairness.” He 

required his teachers to “be objective and fair to all the students” in assessment. 

The principals reported a variety of reasons for their concerns about objectivity and fairness. 

First, there was a concern about the inconsistency among the teachers in marking the students’ test 

papers. Principal A said, “For the same error, some teachers give one mark, some give half a mark, 

and some do not give any mark. This creates big differences.” Second, there was a concern about 

unfairness created by some teachers offering extra lessons in their homes. Principal A stated, “The 

teachers teach extra lessons and they may use their tests to teach their students in the extra lessons. 

Those students who attend these teachers’ extra lessons are more advantaged.” In Vietnam, many 

school teachers teach extra lessons in their homes for additional income, and some of them are said 

to construct tests that favour those students who take their extra lessons. This practice made 

Principal A feel concerned about the teachers’ objectivity and fairness in assessment in his school. 

Because the principals valued objectivity and fairness, they proposed a number of measures 

that they thought could help achieve these qualities. These measures were intended to provide all 

the students with the same conditions in the testing process. For example, the teachers were not 

allowed to construct periodic tests for their own students. School A “regulates that 45-minute and 

end-of-term tests are drawn from the school’s test bank.” Similarly, in School B, “the school 

administrators do not allow the teachers to assess their own classes” in periodic assessment (PB). 

Additionally, the principals believed that equitable testing conditions were necessary for 

objectivity and fairness. Specifically, they required the teachers to follow mandatory procedures for 

test administration and marking. In both schools, all the students in the same grade were given the 

same end-of-term test, and “[t]he purpose of using the same tests for all the students in a block is to 

ensure objectivity, and to avoid tests with different levels of difficulty” (PA). In order to ensure that 

all students were treated equally during testing, test administration was standardised. For instance, 

for end-of-term tests, all the students in the same grade in School A took the same test “at the same 

hour, on the same day” (PA). In addition, the teachers had to mark the students’ test papers without 

knowing the names of the students. For example, in School B, “[i]n order to ensure objectivity, test 

papers are marked anonymously” (PB). Anonymous marking was intended to minimise the 

potential influence of the teachers’ prior knowledge about their students on the marking. Also, the 

marks obtained by the students in different classes were compared in order to make sure that the 

students taught by different teachers obtained similar marks. For instance, in School A, 

. . . the school administrators check the score books to see if there is anything unusual. For 

example, why are these classes different? Or among different teachers, we make sure that 

the marks given by different teachers are not too different. . . . Or for the same teacher, are 
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the test results of this class and those of that class too different? The purpose is to make sure 

that assessment has to be fair and objective. (PA) 

The above statement suggested that Principal A assumed that objectivity and fairness were 

achieved when the students in the same class and across classes obtained comparable marks. This 

interpretation of fairness is “popular” but is incorrect because “[s]core differences between 

demographic groups do not necessarily mean that a test is unfair” (Zieky, 2013, p. 294). 

The principals were more concerned about objectivity and fairness than about the 

professional purposes of assessment. For instance, Principal A was well aware that using the tests 

from the school’s test bank deprived the teachers of opportunities to administer assessment for 

learning, and he considered this practice “a contextual solution.” 

Indeed, using the tests from the school’s test bank is not good practice. It is not good for 

several reasons. For example, I teach this class and I design a test to assess some content 

according to my intention. Or when assessment is carried out for the purpose of practicing, I 

will assess the content which my students are weak on. Right? But when I draw a test from 

the school’s test bank, this test may assess a different content area. 

However, this is our choice, frankly speaking, because of the teachers’ extra lessons in their 

homes for extra incomes. It is not good. . . . the teachers are deprived of their autonomy. But 

it is a contextual solution. (PA) 

Principal A recognised the trade-off or compromise when the teachers had to use the 

school’s 45-minute and end-of-term tests instead of constructing their own tests. However, because 

some of the teachers provided extra lessons in their homes, the principals thought that they may not 

have treated all of the students fairly. Therefore, the purpose of supporting students’ learning was 

subordinated to the purpose of achieving objectivity and fairness in assessment. 

The discussion in this section indicates that the principals emphasised objectivity and 

fairness in assessment in their schools. They believed that the teachers’ inconsistency in marking 

and their extra lessons may have influenced their objectivity and the desire for fairness in 

assessment. Consequently, they proposed procedures that the teachers had to follow to ensure 

objectivity and fairness. The principals thought that achieving objectivity and fairness in assessment 

was more important than using assessment for the purpose of improving learning. The principals’ 

emphasis on objectivity and fairness was also related to their expectations of the teachers’ 

compliance with the regulations and procedures for assessment and their distrust of the teachers. 

The next section focuses on these issues. 

5.4.  The Principals’ Expectations of the Teachers’ Compliance and Their Distrust of the 

Teachers 

The principals expected their teachers to comply with the regulations and procedures for test 

administration in the schools. The principals’ expectations of the teachers’ compliance were 
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associated with their concerns about the technical and ethical issues associated with assessment 

(discussed in the previous section) and their lack of trust in the teachers’ professional competence, 

commitment, and fairness. The following sub-sections elaborate the principals’ expectations of the 

teachers’ compliance and their distrust of the teachers. 

5.4.1. The principals’ expectations of the teachers’ compliance. 

According to the principals’ accounts, assessment in these schools was regulated by the 

MOET and the DOET, so the school staff had to comply with these regulations. In addition, the 

school administrators had their own regulations and procedures surrounding assessment related to 

the particular schools. 

5.4.1.1. Expecting the teachers to comply with the MOET’s and the DOET’s regulations. 

The principals’ reports indicated that assessment in these schools was controlled by the 

MOET’s and the DOET’s regulations. Principal B said that assessment in his school was 

“administered according to the procedures and regulations of the MOET” and “[t]he school staff 

cannot administer assessment in other ways; the school staff can only administer tests with small 

variations.” These statements indicated that staff had very limited autonomy in administering 

assessment in their schools. 

There were regulations related to the administration and timing of tests. Principal A stated, 

In this school, assessment is administered according to the MOET’s regulations, with two 

forms of tests, continuous tests and periodic tests. Specifically, there are oral tests, 15-

minute tests, 45-minute tests and end-of-term tests. Generally speaking, the timing and the 

forms of tests follow the MOET’s regulations. 

The principals reported that the school staff also had to comply with the MOET’s and the DOET’s 

regulations related to the type of test items. Principal B said, “We have to comply with the MOET’s 

and the DOET’s guidelines: periodic tests consist of 100% multiple-choice questions.” Also, the 

schools had to administer the number of tests regulated by the MOET. Principal A said, 

“[A]ccording to the MOET’s regulation, each subject has a specific number of tests.” 

Complying with the MOET’s and the DOET’s regulations about assessment was very 

important to the principals. Principal A said, “I always direct that the MOET’s and the DOET’s 

regulations be strictly implemented. . . .” This statement suggested that implementing assessment as 

regulated by the MOET and the DOET was prioritised and the teachers’ autonomy in assessment 

was second to their compliance with the regulations. 
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5.4.1.2. Expecting the teachers to comply with the schools’ regulations and procedures. 

Apart from requiring the teachers to comply with the MOET’s and the DOET’s regulations, 

the principals and school administrators required them to follow the schools’ regulations and 

procedures for assessment. Through these, the principals controlled the teachers in test construction, 

test structure, and test administration. In test construction, “[t]he school regulates that the teachers 

prepare a test matrix following the requirements of the lesson, the subject, and the form of 

assessment, and design a test using the test matrix” (PB). When constructing the tests, the teachers 

had to follow the principals’ decision about the proportion of marks allotted to the different items in 

a test. “I direct that the part for application questions takes up 1 to 2 marks. . .” (PA). In test 

administration, “[t]he teachers have to carry out tests at fixed times. After two weeks, the teachers 

have to hand in the statistics related to the marks” (PA). In general, “the school has procedures 

which have been disseminated, and the teachers must comply with the school’s testing procedures” 

(PB). This compliance limited the teachers’ autonomy to construct and administer assessments for 

the purposes of improving student learning. 

Because the principals required their teachers to comply with the regulations and procedures 

for assessment, they equated the teachers’ knowledge and skills in assessment with the teachers’ 

fulfilment of these regulations and procedures. In other words, the principals regarded the teachers’ 

administration of assessment as per the regulations as signs of knowledge of and skills in 

assessment. For instance, Principal B said, “Basically, the knowledge and skills in assessment of the 

teachers in this school meet the requirements and criteria that the MOET proposes . . . .” Similarly, 

Principal A said, “I think that the EFL teachers’ skills in assessment are quite good. They 

administer assessment quite well according to the regulations.” These remarks suggested that the 

teachers’ compliance with the regulations and the mandated procedures for assessment were 

equated with their skills in assessment. 

The principals believed that the teachers only did what they were required to do. In other 

words, “[t]hey only implement the regulations” (PA). Principal A believed that one reason, among 

others, why the teachers did not assess their students’ listening skills was that there was no 

regulation related to assessing these skills. He believed that they did not assess listening because 

“there is no specific regulation about assessing listening. There is no regulation about when and 

how to assess listening” (PA). He also stated that the teachers did not correct the errors in the 

students’ test papers, and he believed that “[i]f there is a regulation, the teachers will correct their 

students’ errors” (PA). In a context where compliance was valued and required, avoiding the 

activities that were not mandated may have been a safe choice for the teachers. (The reasons for the 

teachers’ compliance are discussed in the next chapter). 
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This sub-section indicates that the principals expected the teachers to comply with the 

MOET’s, the DOET’s, their own, and their school administrators’ assessment regulations and 

procedures. These regulations and procedures influenced the teachers’ autonomy in the construction 

and administration of tests. The principals’ expectations of the teachers’ compliance was linked to 

their lack of trust in the teachers. The next section discusses the principals’ distrust of the teachers. 

5.4.2. The principals’ distrust of the teachers. 

The principals’ reports indicated that they distrusted the teachers’ professional competence, 

commitment, and fairness. First, the principals thought that the teachers’ professional competence 

was limited. Specifically, Principal A thought that his teachers could not distinguish between 

knowledge questions, comprehension questions, and application questions. 

At present, it is up to the test designer (to consider a test question to be a knowledge, 

comprehension, or application question). Frankly speaking, it is a reality. . . . For example, 

in designing the end-of-term tests, such a situation occurred. . . .  

In semester 1, a teacher assumed one question to be a high-level application question, but at 

a Section meeting, it was assumed to be a low-level application question. Or one question 

may be assumed to be a knowledge question, a comprehension question, or an application 

question by different teachers. . . . At present, what knowledge means, what comprehension 

means, and what application means are still ambiguous. (PA) 

The above extract indicated that Principal A doubted his teachers’ competence in designing test 

items with different cognitive levels as they were required to do when constructing tests according 

to the test matrix (i.e., a table which showed the parts of a test, the number of test items in each part, 

the types of the test items, and the proportion of marks for each test item). 

In addition, Principal A thought that his teachers had inadequate skills for designing 

multiple-choice test items. He believed that his teachers were “still inexperienced in designing 

multiple-choice tests.” He remarked, “The teachers are very weak in designing multiple-choice test 

items with quality distractors. I can say that the teachers in all subjects are weak in this task. I am 

sure.” 

The principals also doubted the teachers’ competence in administering assessment. For 

example, Principal B thought that his teachers were not competent enough to use assessment 

information to identify the students’ weaknesses. He said, “My teachers still have limitations in 

using tests to identify the students’ weaknesses.” Additionally, Principal A expressed his distrust of 

the teachers’ skills in speaking English and listening to it. He stated, “I think, first, frankly 

speaking, the teachers do not assess speaking and listening because their own speaking and listening 

skills are not good. Their own speaking and listening skills are not very good.” 

Second, the principals expressed distrust of the teachers’ professional commitment to their 

work. For example, Principal A said that his teachers “do not correct the students’ errors in the test 
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papers carefully and responsibly” and “[t]hey even do not synthesise these errors.” According to 

Principal A, among other reasons, “the main reason is that they are lazy.” 

Third, the principals also did not believe their teachers could be fair in assessment 

administration. This distrust manifested itself in test administration in both schools. In both schools, 

the 45-minute and end-of-term tests were kept under secure conditions by the principals, and in 

School A the tests to be used were selected by the vice-principal on the day of test administration.  

For example, in School A, “the 45-minute and end-of-term tests are not to be known by all the 

teachers in the Section because of secrecy” (PA). In School A, with respect to tests with higher 

weightings (i.e., periodic tests), the vice-principal “chooses a test from the school’s test bank. He is 

the only person who knows which test is given to a class” (PA). The vice-principal also 

photocopied these tests and answer sheets, and he gave the test papers and answer sheets to the 

teachers just before the teachers administered them to their students. The procedures used to keep 

the periodic tests secret from the teachers indicated that the school administrators did not trust the 

teachers to be fair when administering the tests. Together with the principals’ expectation that the 

teachers comply with the assessment regulations and procedures, the principals’ distrust of the 

teachers’ fairness limited the teachers’ autonomy in assessment. 

This section shows that the principals distrusted the teachers’ competence, commitment, and 

their ability to be fair in assessment. The distrust manifested itself in the principals’ beliefs about 

the teachers’ incompetence in identifying the cognitive levels of test items, in designing quality 

multiple-choice tests items, and their command of English. The principals also distrusted the 

teachers’ commitment to giving feedback to the students and in the teachers’ fair treatment to all the 

students in assessment. The distrust was associated with the principals’ expectations of the teachers’ 

compliance with the regulations and procedures for assessment. 

5.5.  Discussion 

The interviews with the principals were analysed to know about their perceptions of 

assessment in their contexts. There were five major findings. First, the principals perceived that 

assessment had multiple purposes. They valued assessment in teaching and learning and indicated 

four purposes of assessment. They reported that through assessment, they prepared their students 

for the national examinations. This finding was congruent with the EFL teachers’ perception that 

students needed to be familiar with the knowledge and skills tested in the national examinations and 

the format of these examinations. In Vietnam, 12th Graders have to pass the GEDE in order to get a 

certificate indicating that they have finished their high school education. In order to study at a 

college or university, students who have passed the GEDE sit the NUEE, which is very competitive. 
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Therefore, these two national examinations were extremely important to high school students and 

their parents. Similar to the principals in the present study, the principals in a study in Hong Kong  

believed that preparing students for high-stakes tests was necessary (Ngan et al., 2010). The 

principals in the Hong Kong study thought that students needed to be familiar with the format of 

high-stakes tests. In another study in Western Canada, principals also thought that they needed to 

prepare their students for large-scale assessment (Newton et al., 2010). The findings in the present 

study and those in studies carried out in various contexts suggested that exam preparation is part of 

classroom assessment in contexts where testing is high-stakes. 

The principals in the present study believed that assessment informed teachers and students 

and helped them modify and improve teaching and learning. These perceptions about the formative 

purposes of assessment echoed policy-makers’ expectations of reform in assessment at the school 

level (see Chapter 4). They were also similar to the EFL teachers and the students’ perceptions 

about the purposes of assessment (see Chapter 5 and 6). Principals in other contexts such as 

Western Canada (Newton et al., 2010) and Michigan, the USA (Shen et al., 2010) held similar 

perceptions. For example, the principals in Michigan believed that assessment informed students, 

teachers, and principals about student learning and helped teachers improve their teaching and 

student learning (Shen et al., 2010). The principals in Western Canada also believed that assessment 

data informed teachers about areas of the curriculum that they needed to improve (Newton et al., 

2010). Similar to the principals in the study in Michigan (Shen et al., 2010), the principals in the 

present study believed that assessment informed parents about their children’s learning. 

The principals in the present study perceived that assessment data helped them change 

teaching and assessment practice for improvement. Principals in various contexts such as Florida, 

the USA (Jones & Egley, 2006), Michigan (Shen et al., 2010), and Western Canada (Newton et al., 

2010) reported that they used assessment data for school-based planning and priority-setting in 

order to improve teaching and learning in their schools. 

The principals in the present study thought that assessment was used to control teaching and 

learning and to make teachers and students accountable for their work. This finding was supported 

by one of the perceptions about the purposes of assessment held by the EFL teachers, who thought 

that assessment made themselves and their students accountable for their work (see Chapter 6). This 

perception was also held by principals in other contexts (Newton et al., 2010; Shen et al., 2010). 

The principals in these studies perceived accountability to be the most dominant purpose of 

assessment. 

Second, the principals in the present study were concerned about technical issues in testing. 

They assumed that tests could accurately measure student learning outcomes. In addition, they 
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believed that tests needed to consist of a broad coverage of knowledge and to be designed according 

to the MOET’s standards of knowledge and skills. However, the teachers in this study reported that 

they designed tests according to their expectation of their own students and according to the 

students’ competence. In addition, the teachers reported that they modified the difficulty of their 

tests in order to raise their own students’ marks. This suggested that the principals’ expectation 

about the standardisation of tests in their schools were not fulfilled by the teachers, who perceived 

that students’ marks had consequences for their students and for themselves. The principals were 

also concerned about the accuracy of marks as measures of learning outcomes. However, the EFL 

teachers’ test construction and modification indicated that marks were not accurate measures of 

students’ learning outcomes. In addition, the students perceived that marks did not reflect their 

learning outcomes because some students cheated to obtain high marks. Similar to these concerns of 

the principals in the present study, principals’ concerns about technical issues in assessment were a 

finding in Newton, et al.’s (2010) study. The principals in Newton and colleagues’ study were 

concerned about reliability and validity in assessment in their schools. 

Third, the principals in the present study were concerned about their teachers’ objectivity 

and the ability to be fair in assessment. They believed that the teachers constructed continuous tests 

according to their own expectations of their students and the students’ competence rather than 

according to the MOET’s standards. These beliefs were echoed by the EFL teachers’ report that 

they designed 15-minute tests according to their expectation and the students’ competence (see 

Chapter 6). The principals valued objectivity and fairness in assessment. They thought that there 

was a lack of fairness because some teachers were inconsistent in marking and some other teachers 

constructed continuous tests that advantaged those students who took private extra lessons in the 

teachers’ homes. The students in the study also believed that some teachers designed tests that 

advantaged those students who took private lessons in the teachers’ homes. The principals reported 

that they tried to ensure objectivity and fairness in testing by giving the same periodic test to all the 

students in the same grade and asking the teachers to mark these test papers anonymously. The 

principals thought that ensuring objectivity and fairness in testing was more important than giving 

the teachers autonomy to use tests for teaching and learning improvement. The principals’ concern 

about objectivity and fairness reflected one of the expectations of policy-makers (i.e., reform in 

assessment helped ensure accuracy, objectivity, and fairness) (see Chapter 4). However, objectivity 

and fairness were not achieved in these schools because the EFL teachers reported that they used 

marks to engage their students in classroom activities (see Chapter 6) and they used marks as 

rewards and punishments (see Chapter 6 and 8). 
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Fourth, the principals expected their teachers to comply with the assessment regulations and 

procedures. The principals expected the teachers to comply with the MOET’s, the DOET’s, and the 

schools’ regulations and procedures for assessment. This finding was congruent with the EFL 

teachers’ report that the school administrators controlled their test format, the timing of test 

administration, test administration, and marking (see Chapter 6). Both the principals and the 

teachers perceived that the principals’ expectation of the teachers’ compliance and the teachers’ 

compliance restricted the teachers’ autonomy in assessment, especially assessment for formative 

purposes. This suggested that in these schools, assessment for summative purposes rather than 

assessment for formative purposes was prioritised. 

Fifth, the principals distrusted their teachers in assessment. Specifically, they thought that 

their teachers lacked knowledge and skills in assessment. This finding was similar to a finding from 

the analysis of the policy and professional development documents (Chapter 4). The principals 

thought that their teachers had difficulty distinguishing knowledge questions, comprehension 

questions, and application questions. They also perceived that their teachers were inexperienced in 

designing quality multiple-choice test items. The principals believed that their teachers had 

difficulty in using assessment to identify the students’ difficulties in learning. Similar to the 

principals in the present study, the principals in Newton, at al’s (2010) study thought that their 

teachers were not well prepared for interpreting and using assessment data for teaching and learning 

improvement. The principals in the present study also believed that their teachers did not give 

quality feedback to help the students improve their learning. These beliefs were based on a view 

that the teachers were not committed to their work. This belief was supported by the feedback, 

mostly direct corrective feedback and praises about the students as persons, that the teachers gave 

their students in the observed classrooms. The principals’ distrust of the teachers was also manifest 

in their thought that their teachers were not fair when they constructed tests and marked the 

students' test papers. This distrust coincided with the students’ perception that their teachers were 

not fair when constructing and marking tests (see Chapter 7). It appeared that the high stakes or 

consequences  attached to students’ marks did more harm than good. They caused distrust among 

teachers (e.g., some of the teachers in this study thought that other teachers gave their students 

easier tests because they wanted their students to obtain good marks) (see Chapter 6). They also 

caused the principals’ and the students’ distrust of the teachers. 

This chapter reflects a general picture of the contexts of assessment in the schools from the 

principals’ perspectives. The next chapter will bring about more insights into the contexts of 

assessment in these two schools from the teachers’ perspectives. 

.
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Chapter 6.  The Context of Assessment as Perceived by 

the EFL Teachers 

6.1.  Introduction 

This chapter discusses the results of the analysis of the interviews with six EFL teachers. 

The chapter is organised according to the themes and theme clusters in Figure 3. The first cluster is 

related to the teachers’ perceptions of the purposes of assessment. The teachers perceived that 

assessment had five purposes. First, they thought that assessment helped prepare their students for 

the national examinations. Second, they perceived that assessment helped them modify their 

teaching and help students improve their learning. Third, the teachers thought that assessment made 

teachers and students accountable for their work. Fourth, they thought that assessment was 

implemented to summarise students’ learning outcomes for ranking students and reporting to 

parents. Fifth, the teachers reported using assessment to control their students’ learning. 

The second cluster is about the teachers’ perceptions of marks. The first theme indicates that 

the teachers assumed assessment as a technology for measuring students’ knowledge and generating 

marks. The second theme is related to the teachers’ perceptions of the MOET’s, their school 

administrators’, students’, parents’, and their own expectations and concerns about marks. 

The third cluster comprises the teachers’ perceptions of the school administrators’ control 

over their assessment and the reasons for their compliance. The first theme reveals what the school 

administrators control, and the second theme is about the reasons for the teachers’ compliance. 

The fourth cluster is related to the teachers’ perceptions of accuracy, objectivity, and 

fairness in assessment. The first theme indicates that the teachers valued these qualities. The second 

theme shows ethical issues related to the teachers’ test construction. 

Apart from the four sections that discuss the four theme clusters, the last section discusses 

the findings of the chapter. 
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Figure 3. Results of the analysis of the interviews with the EFL teachers 
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6.2.  Perceived Purposes of Assessment 

The teachers perceived multiple purposes. Specifically, they perceived that the tests were 

opportunities for them to familiarise their students with the format, content, and procedures of the 

national examinations. In addition, they believed that assessment informed the teachers and students 

about their teaching and learning for modification and improvement. They also thought that 

assessment made both the teachers and students accountable for their work. The teachers reported 

that they used tests and marks to control their students’ learning. 

6.2.1. Preparing the students for the national examinations. 

The national examinations shaped the teachers’ perceptions of what was important to teach 

and to learn in their school. The teachers said that assessment helped them prepare their students for 

the national examinations (i.e., the GEDE and the NUEE), especially for the GEDE. This was 

important to the teachers because “[t]he target for the students in my school is to pass the GEDE” 

(TB2). Preparation for the national examinations was central to the schools’ activities, so 

“[a]ssessment and meetings in the school always focus on the GEDE” (TB3). The need to prepare 

the students for the national examinations was expressed by a teacher in School B. 

No matter how their knowledge is, the students need test-taking skills. They need to be 

familiar with what they have to do in a national examination room. They need to know the 

procedures in an examination room. They need to know how to communicate with 

invigilators. In this school, all the students in the same grade take the same 45-minute tests 

at the same time. This helps the students be familiar with the national examinations. (TB1) 

Indeed, TB1’s statement suggested that she thought the students should be familiar with the 

mechanics of taking the national examinations rather than developing test-taking skills. 

Specifically, she believed that the students needed to be familiar with the procedures used in the 

national examinations. 

Some teachers reported that they familiarised their students with the knowledge and 

language skills tested in the national examinations as well as the format and procedures of these 

examinations. Some teachers argued that the knowledge and skills that were not assessed in the 

GEDE and the NUEE should not be assessed in schools. “This is out of my authority, but I think in 

English instruction, as expected by the MOET, writing should not be assessed. In the GEDE and the 

NUEE, the students are given multiple-choice tests taken in 60 minutes” (TA1). Another teacher in 

School A held a similar view. 

I think it is not necessary to assess listening and speaking skills. Why? We have to adhere to 

the GEDE. Listening and speaking skills are not tested in the GEDE. Our assessment should 
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adhere to the content and skills tested in the GEDE. We need to prepare our students for the 

GEDE. (TA3) 

In line with this belief, a teacher in School B reported that she focused her 15-minute tests on the 

knowledge and skills that were tested in the national examinations. She stated, “I often test 

grammar and reading, mainly grammar, in my 15-minute tests, because the GEDE and the NUEE 

mainly test grammar and reading” (TB1). These teachers’ statements suggested they considered the 

national examinations to be the MOET’s explicit expectations of the knowledge and skills on which 

school teachers and students needed to concentrate. They believed that they needed to prepare the 

students to demonstrate the knowledge and skills that they assumed the MOET expected and 

assessment of other knowledge and skills “was not necessary” (TA3). 

The teachers also reported that they familiarised their students with the multiple-choice 

format. “The students will take multiple-choice tests in the GEDE. Therefore, we give them 

multiple-choice tests so that they are familiar with the format of the GEDE” (TA1). 

The analysis here revealed that the teachers perceived that they needed to prepare their 

students for the national examinations. The consequence of the focus on this preparation was that 

the teachers thought that they should narrow the knowledge and skills tested and adopt the format of 

the national examinations for their classroom tests. Specifically, they focused their tests on 

grammar and reading because these were tested in the GEDE and the NUEE. They thought that it 

was unnecessary to assess listening, speaking, and writing because these skills were not tested in the 

national examinations. However, the results of the analysis of the interviews with the EFL teachers 

also indicated that the teachers perceived that assessment helped them modify their teaching and 

helped their students improve their learning. 

6.2.2. Modifying and improving teaching and learning. 

The teachers perceived that assessment helped them evaluate their own teaching in order to 

modify it. They also thought that assessment informed them about their students’ learning. In 

addition, the teachers said that assessment helped the students improve their learning through the 

students’ errors and the teachers’ feedback on these errors. 

First, the teachers thought that assessment helped them evaluate their own teaching. A 

teacher in School B said, “The second purpose of assessment is for the teachers to evaluate their 

own teaching. They check whether the students understand their lessons. They check whether their 

teaching is appropriate to the students’ competence” (TB1). This teacher thought that through 

assessment, the teachers could evaluate whether or not their teaching was appropriate for their 

students. One teacher in School A explained how assessment informed her about her own teaching. 
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Through test results, I can see whether my teaching is good or not and whether my students 

understand my lessons or not. When I am teaching, I ask my students but they often do not 

raise their hands. Therefore, test results help me see whether my teaching is good or not. If 

the students understand my lessons, they can do the tests. If they don’t, they cannot do the 

tests. (TA2) 

This excerpt suggested that the teacher relied on the students’ test results to judge the students’ 

learning and her own teaching. 

Second, the teachers thought that assessment helped them modify their teaching. “At the 

beginning of a lesson, I ask them about the previous lesson to see whether they remember the 

content of that lesson. Then I decide whether I need to remind them of the content in that lesson or I 

should start the new lesson” (TB1). In this excerpt, the teacher reported making on the spot 

decisions about her teaching relying on her judgements about the students’ learning. Similarly, a 

teacher in School A said that assessment informed him about the students’ knowledge gaps so that 

he could help his students fill these gaps. “If we know what the students know and what they do not 

know, we can supply them with knowledge” (TA1). However, the teachers relied on the students’ 

test marks to make judgements. “Test results are most useful for the teachers because they help 

them know how their students have learned and they will change their teaching accordingly” (TB3). 

Third, the teachers thought that assessment informed them about their students’ learning. 

One of the teachers said, “Assessment is very necessary for teachers. We have to assess the students 

to know about their competence” (TA3). Similarly, a teacher in School B said, “I think assessment 

helps me know about the students’ competence” (TB2). Some teachers equated “competence” with 

the students’ understanding of the lessons. For example, a teacher in School A said, “[a]ssessment 

means checking to see whether the students understand what we have taught in order to know their 

competence” (TA2). 

Some of the teachers elaborated on how they assessed their students in order to determine 

their students’ understanding. One teacher in School B said, “After I have taught them something, I 

ask them questions to check whether they understand it” (TB1). Another teacher in School B stated, 

“For example, after I have taught my students a grammar structure, instead of asking: ‘Do you 

understand what I have taught you?’, I use some questions to check whether they understand my 

lesson” (TB3). This teacher said that she used multiple methods of assessment but tests and 

examinations were the primary methods. She stated, “After I have taught a lesson, I use various 

methods to see whether my students have understood the lesson. However, the most common 

method is to use tests and examinations” (TB3). 

Fourth, the teachers thought that through assessment, they helped the students improve their 

learning. “After I have taught a lesson, I ask them questions in order to consolidate the content that I 
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have taught. This consolidation helps the students remember the lesson better” (TB1). This teacher 

also said that through assessment, she knew the students’ errors and she provided them with 

feedback for learning improvement. She stated, “For example, through the tests, I know the errors 

that the students often make, then I will help them correct the errors so that they pay more attention 

to these errors” (TB1). Another teacher in School A also perceived that assessment informed the 

students about their knowledge gaps and they could learn from their own errors and the teacher’s 

feedback. “Through the errors that they make in the tests and the teachers’ feedback, the students 

know their knowledge gaps and they know what they need to focus on and what they need to review 

in order to improve their learning” (TA1). 

These teachers perceived that assessment informed them about their own teaching so that 

they could modify it. The teachers also believed that assessment informed them about the students’ 

learning and they helped their students improve learning by providing the students with feedback. 

However, even though one teacher (i.e., TB3) said that she used various assessment methods, the 

teachers’ reports indicated that they relied mainly on tests rather than on interactions, observations, 

and other alternative assessments. Their reliance on tests and test results suggested that they 

assumed that tests were accurate measures of the students’ learning. These teachers’ accounts also 

indicated that assessment was used for accountability purposes; this will be discussed in the next 

sub-section. 

6.2.3. Making the teachers and students accountable for their work. 

The teachers believed that assessment made themselves and their students accountable for 

their teaching and learning respectively. A teacher in School A explicitly referred to this purpose. “I 

think assessment makes us and our students accountable for our work. Without assessment and 

marks, most students would not try to learn” (TA1). Another teacher in School A argued, 

I cannot imagine what teaching and learning would be if there were no tests and 

examinations. How could the school administrators, parents, students, and our colleagues 

judge our teaching without tests and examinations and marks? And how could we make the 

students accountable for their learning if there were no tests and examinations and marks? 

Therefore, assessment makes both teachers and students accountable for their work. (TA3) 

This argument was supported by a teacher in School B. She stated, “Assessment results make the 

students and teachers accountable for their learning and teaching because marks are used to make 

judgements about learning and teaching” (TB2). These statements indicated that the teachers 

believed that judgements about their teaching and the students’ learning were based on the students’ 

marks and thus marks made both the students and teachers accountable for their work. Due to this 

use of marks, another teacher in School B perceived that “[a]ssessment information is most useful 

for the school administrators because it is the basis for them to make judgements about the students’ 
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learning and the teachers’ teaching” (TB1). However, it may be inappropriate to use the students’ 

marks to hold the teachers accountable for their teaching because the students’ marks were 

influenced by various factors that were beyond the teachers’ control (Harlen, 2007). 

6.2.4. Summarising learning outcomes for ranking and reporting. 

The teachers perceived assessment to have the purpose of summarising learning outcomes 

for ranking and reporting. A teacher in School B stated, “The ultimate purpose of assessment is to 

generate the number of marks regulated by the MOET to summarise the students’ learning 

outcomes in a semester” (TB1). A teacher in School A further explained the necessity of 

summarising the students’ learning outcomes. She stated, “How could we know the students’ 

learning outcomes without tests and marks? Right? There have to be tests and marks to summarise 

the students’ learning outcomes for ranking and reporting” (TA2). The statement indicated that TA2 

believed that only tests and marks informed the teachers about their students’ learning outcomes. 

Researchers argue that data about students’ learning should include both quantitative and qualitative 

information and various methods of assessment need to be used to obtain such data (J. G. Brooks & 

M. G. Brooks, 1999; Estaji, 2011). However, this section indicates that the teachers believed that 

marks were measures of the students’ learning outcomes and administering tests in order to obtain 

marks for ranking the students and reporting to parents was the most important purpose of 

assessment in their schools. 

6.2.5. Controlling the students’ learning. 

The teachers in these schools reported that they used assessment to control the students’ 

learning. Specifically, they said that they used marks as extrinsic rewards to motivate the students to 

participate in the class activities and to give the students confidence. In addition, they reported that 

they used assessment to scare their students in order to make them learn. They also said that they 

used difficult tests to prevent the students’ complacency. 

The teachers reported that they used marks to motivate their students to participate in the 

classroom activities. A teacher in School B thought that her students were motivated by marks and 

she used marks as extrinsic rewards to engage them in the classroom activities. “The second 

purpose of assessment is to motivate the students to learn. The students are very excited when I ask 

them to participate in the class activities and give them marks” (TB3). In a similar vein, a teacher in 

School A stated, 

In my teaching, I often motivate my students. I use marks to motivate them. In general, the 

students participate in the class activities for marks. For example, I say, “I will give 10 

marks. Who can answer this question?” I know that this way of engaging the students’ 
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participation is for the sake of marks, but it is a way of making the students interested in the 

lessons. (TA2) 

The above statements suggested that the teacher used marks to engage her students in the classroom 

activities rather than using assessment to gather information about their learning. 

One teacher reported that she assigned marks to the students according to their participation 

rather than according to the quality of their work because she rewarded them for participation in the 

classroom activities. “I assign marks according to individual students. For example, some students 

deserve 7s, but sometimes I give them 9s when they participate in the classroom activities. I need to 

motivate them. In general, I need to be flexible” (TA2). This teacher used marks to involve the 

students in her lessons rather than to certify their knowledge and skills. As a consequence of such 

practices, marks were not accurate measures of the students’ learning outcomes. In addition, some 

students were more advantaged than others because the teacher gave marks according to individual 

students’ participation in her lessons. 

Several teachers reported using marks as punishment. A teacher in School A cited two 

events in which she used marks to punish the students who did not do their homework. 

For example, last Friday I taught a grammar structure, and I told them to do some research 

into the pronunciations of S and ES endings. 

This morning I checked two students, and they did not have anything in their 

notebooks. I said, “If you can show me your notes about the pronunciations of S and ES 

endings, I will give you 10 marks. Bring me your notebooks.” None of the students in the 

class had the notes. I gave these two students a zero each. 

Recently I told the 12th graders, “At home, write a paragraph and prepare an oral 

presentation of the paragraph.” After that I checked two students, but neither of them had 

written anything. I told my students, “Raise your hands if you wrote the paragraph.” Of the 

44 students in the class, 38 of them did not write anything; only six of them wrote the 

paragraph. I gave the six students 10 marks each, and I subtracted two marks from the 

previous oral tests of those who did not write anything. (TA2) 

This extract indicated that TA2 used marks to reward the students who did their homework and to 

punish the students who did not. Therefore, marks were not given as signs of the quality of their 

work. When marks were assigned this way, they may have ensured that the students participated in 

the class activities, but the practice was unfair when it was used to make judgements about the 

students’ learning outcomes and to rank the students. In other words, the teachers used assessment 

to achieve one purpose (i.e., make students participate in the classroom activities and complete their 

tasks) but they sacrificed many other purposes. 

The teachers also reported that they used marks to enhance their students’ confidence. A 

teacher in School B admitted, “In my school, marks are not accurate measures of the students’ 

learning outcomes. Some students are always absent from class, but they are given 5s in order to 

give them confidence” (TB3). Marks were not accurate measures of the students’ learning outcomes 



-122- 

 

because “[m]y marks are more of building up the students’ confidence than of measures of their 

knowledge” (TB3). Not only the teachers in School B, where less competent 9th graders in the city 

were enrolled, but the teachers in School A, where the most competent 9th graders were enrolled, 

used marks to build their students’ confidence. A teacher in School A explained, 

From many years’ experience, my students rarely obtain fail marks in English. I know my 

students’ competence and construct tests appropriate to their competence so that they like 

English. Even though they are weak, they do not feel disappointed. Who will we teach when 

our students are both weak and disappointed? We have to make our students confident so 

that they are not scared when they take tests. (TA3) 

TA3 argued that giving students tests that did not fail them was the way she followed to make her 

students confident and to encourage them to like English. This suggested that she used marks for 

affective purposes. 

The teachers reported using assessment and marks to scare their students. “I also use marks 

to scare my students. Because marks influence the students’ retention and promotion, I use marks to 

scare them, especially those whose marks are low” (TB3). The teachers’ use of marks and 

assessment to scare students was intended to make them learn. A teacher in School A cited her 

former teacher as successful in using assessment to scare students in order to make them review 

their lessons. 

When I was in high school, one of my teachers did not give oral tests in every lesson. 

Instead, he spent one period (45 minutes) checking what we had learned in two or three 

chapters. He gave written questions. He asked oral questions. We were really scared, so we 

learned everything he had taught. (TA2) 

TA2 appeared to support assessment that was administered after a period of learning in order to 

check the students’ memory of what they had learned. She believed that students reviewed their 

lessons because they were scared of being assessed unexpectedly. She said, “I often spend one 

period asking the students about what they have learned in the last five periods. This makes them 

scared. They do not know what I will ask them, so they have to review their lessons” (TA2). While 

researchers have advised that assessment should be embedded in instruction in order to monitor and 

support learning (Elwood & Klenowski, 2002), for this teacher, assessment administered after a 

long period of learning made her students review their lessons. In addition, researchers have said 

that feedback from peers and teachers, self-monitoring, and self-regulation improve student learning 

(Black & Wiliam, 1998a; Elwood & Klenowski, 2002; Stobart, 2008). However, this teacher 

believed that pressuring and scaring her students made them try to review their lessons. 

Overall, the teachers held different perceptions of the purposes of assessment that were in 

conflict. On the one hand, they assumed that marks were accurate measures of the students’ 

learning outcomes and believed that assessment informed themselves and the students about their 
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teaching and learning. They believed that assessment helped the students modify and improve their 

learning. They perceived that assessment and marks made both the teachers and students 

accountable. They also thought that tests needed to be administered to obtain marks for ranking the 

students and reporting to parents. 

On the other hand, they used assessment and marks as rewards and punishment rather than 

measures of learning outcomes. While they said they used marks to build the students’ confidence, 

they also said that they used assessment and marks to scare their students, believing that the 

pressure created by assessment and marks made their students learn. The next section elaborates the 

teachers’ perceptions of the meaning of assessment and of the stakeholders’ expectations and 

concerns about assessment. 

6.3.  Marks as the Main Concern 

The FEL teachers perceived assessment as a technology used to measure the students’ 

knowledge and to generate marks. Their perceptions of the MOET’s, the DOET’s, the school 

administrators’, parents’, and students’ expectations and concerns about assessment indicated that 

the teachers thought that these stakeholders were mainly concerned about marks. 

6.3.1. Assessment as a technology used to measure knowledge and obtain marks. 

The teachers regarded assessment as a technology that could be used to measure the 

students’ learning outcomes and to assign marks. According to the teachers’ perceptions, 

assessment meant measuring the students’ knowledge. “When thinking about assessment, I think 

about assessing how much information or knowledge the students have learned after a lesson or 

some lessons” (TA1). This teacher equated assessment with measuring students’ knowledge. A 

teacher in School B considered tests and examinations to be the primary methods for measuring the 

students’ knowledge. She stated, “When I hear the word assessment, I first think about tests and 

examinations administered to see how much the students have learned” (TB3). In turn, these results 

generated by assessment were used to make judgements about students’ learning outcomes. “The 

purpose of assessment is to measure students’ knowledge in order to make judgements about their 

learning outcomes” (TA3). 

The teachers thought that assessment meant obtaining marks. A teacher in School B 

explicitly said that the teachers had to obtain marks to write in the class register. “We administer 

tests in order to generate marks to write in the class register” (TB3). This perception may result 

from the requirement of generating the regulated number of marks for each student. A teacher in 
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School A stated, “In one semester, there are two 15-minute tests, two 45-minute tests, two oral tests, 

and one end-of-term test. There are seven individual marks” (TA1). 

The requirement to generate a set of seven marks for each student pushed the teachers to 

find opportunities to assign marks. One teacher said, “In principle, a task is part of a lesson, but I 

have to give them marks when they participate in the task. I have to use many ways so that I have 

the required number of marks” (TA2). This teacher also said that she had to violate the regulations 

about assessment in order to obtain the required number of marks for her students. 

According to the regulation, I have to give the students two oral tests and two 15-minute 

tests. Each week, there are three periods of English. In each period, I can test only one 

student orally. Each semester consists of around 15 weeks, so I can only give one mark for 

oral work to each student. I have to do many things to have the required number of oral 

marks for each student. For example, I give my students 10-minute written tests. This is a 

violation of the regulation, but I have to do so in order to record two oral marks for each 

student. (TA2) 

The teachers’ concerns about administering the mandatory tests to generate the required number of 

marks was a managerial concern and may subordinate the concern about students’ learning 

improvement. 

This sub-section indicates that the teachers considered that assessment was a means by 

which they could measure students’ knowledge and assign marks as measures of students’ learning 

outcomes. The section also indicates that assessment in these schools was mainly used to generate 

marks for the class register. The need to generate the required number of marks for each student 

meant that marks became the main concern of the teachers’ assessment administration. 

Not only were the teachers concerned about marks, they also believed that other 

stakeholders were mainly concerned about marks. The teachers’ perceptions of other stakeholders’ 

expectations and concerns are discussed in the following sub-section. 

6.3.2. The teachers’ perceptions of the stakeholders’ expectations and concerns. 

The teachers believed that the MOET and the school administrators expected that marks 

were accurate measures of students’ learning outcomes. They thought that parents and the students 

expected high marks. The following sub-sections elaborate these perceptions. 

6.3.2.1. The teachers’ perceptions of the MOET’s expectations. 

The teachers thought that the MOET expected them to obtain marks that accurately reflected 

the students’ learning outcomes. “I think that the MOET expects the teachers to obtain accurate 

results of the students’ learning” (TA1). Similarly, another teacher in School A stated, “I think that 

the MOET expects real test results and it does not care about high marks or low marks” (TA3).  
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Another teacher in School B believed that the MOET expected them to modify their 

teaching according to the information gathered from assessment. “The MOET expects that through 

assessment, teachers know their students’ competence in learning and they will apply the methods 

of teaching that are appropriate to their students” (TB2). 

However, one teacher in School B thought that the MOET over-emphasised test results and 

this over-emphasis had negative consequences. 

In my opinion, the MOET is on the wrong track because it over-emphasises test results. The 

MOET believes that test results reflect the quality of teaching and learning. It believes that a 

school where most of the students can move on to the next grade is a good school. This 

assumption results in mark inflation. There are students who are in the wrong class, so the 

MOET should not over-emphasise test results. Learning outcomes should be measured in 

the NUEE. At present, mark inflation is pervasive. (TB3)  

This teacher believed that the MOET’s reliance on test results to make judgements about the quality 

of teaching and learning resulted in mark inflation. She believed that this way of judging pushed 

teachers to give marks that were not accurate measures of students’ learning outcomes and students 

moved on to the next grade without being qualified to do so. 

These teachers believed that the MOET’s expectation that marks were accurate measures of 

learning outcomes and its expectation that students should move on to the next grade were in 

tension because when two such expectations existed, teachers artificially raised their students’ 

marks in order to raise the rate of students who moved to the next grade. 

6.3.2.2. The teachers’ perceptions of the principals’ expectations. 

The teachers believed that the principals expected them to give the students marks that 

accurately reflected the students’ learning outcomes. For example, a teacher in School A said, “The 

principal expects that the assessment results accurately reflect the students’ competence. This is his 

greatest expectation” (TA1). Similarly, another teacher in School A stated, “The principal expects 

the teachers to obtain accurate information about the students’ competence” (TA3). A teacher in 

School B explicitly used the word “marks”. She said, “The principal expects that the marks are 

accurate measures of the students’ learning outcomes” (TB1). 

The teachers also believed that their principals expected the students to obtain high marks. A 

teacher in School A said, “The principal expects the students to obtain high marks in assessment” 

(TA2). A teacher in School B said, “The principal expects that the teachers should not be rigid in 

assigning marks. He expects the students to obtain high marks from the tests” (TB3). The 

principals’ expectations of the accuracy of marks and their expectations related to the teachers’ 

flexibility to assign high marks indicated a tension because when the teachers thought that they 

should not be rigid in assigning marks, they may have assigned marks that were not accurate 
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measures of their students’ learning outcomes. That is, the teachers assigned high marks at the 

expense of the accuracy of the marks as measures of learning outcomes. This was very likely 

because the students’ marks were used to make judgements about their teachers’ teaching, to rank 

the students, and to report to parents and the school administrators. 

6.3.2.3. The teachers’ perceptions of parents’ concerns about marks. 

Several teachers believed that parents wanted to know about their children’s learning. A 

teacher in School B stated, “Some parents want to know about their children’s competence” (TB2). 

Another teacher in School B said, “Of course, some parents expect to see accurate information 

about their children’s learning, real marks. They want to know which subjects their children are still 

weak in so that they can remind their children to make a greater effort” (TB1). These teachers 

believed that some parents expected that their children’s marks were accurate measures of learning 

outcomes because the marks informed them about their children’s learning. 

However, some teachers believed that most parents focused their children on obtaining high 

marks. “Parents do not know how their children learn, but they care about marks” (TA1). Another 

teacher in School B stated, “Most parents have the same expectation that their children have. They 

want their children to obtain high marks, as high as possible” (TB1). 

A number of teachers thought that parents cared a great deal about marks because marks 

were high-stakes for their children. “Parents are concerned about their children’s marks in a 

semester and in a school year because marks are used to decide whether their children can move on 

to the next grade” (TB2). Similarly, another teacher in School B said, “When they see their 

children’s report card and their children’s marks are below average, they are very sad. They expect 

their children to pass tests in order to move on to the next grade” (TB3). 

A few teachers thought that parents were concerned about their children’s marks because the 

marks had consequences for the parents themselves. A teacher in School A gave an example to 

illustrate how children’s marks influenced parents’ social status. He stated, 

I think parents care about marks. I think they care about marks because, for many parents, 

their children learn not only for their own future but also for their parents, especially for 

those parents who have some social position. In any organisation, at the end of a school 

year, there are certificates of merit and money rewards for the staff’s children who are 

ranked as good or outstanding students in schools. If the junior officers’ children are 

rewarded but the senior officers’ children are not, the senior officers are not happy. (TA1) 

This teacher believed that children’s marks were important to parents because they had a social 

impact on parents. 

The teachers believed that parents’ high expectations pushed the children to cheat. One 

teacher in School A said, “Some parents, though their children’s learning is very bad, expect their 
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children to be good or outstanding students. Their expectation creates pressure on the students, and 

they try by any means to get good marks to be ranked as good or outstanding students” (TA1). This 

statement suggested that the students’ cheating may be influenced by the wish to obtain high marks 

to satisfy their parents’ expectation. 

The teachers’ perceptions showed the parents’ conflicting concerns and expectations. On the 

one hand, parents expected that their children’s marks were accurate measures of their learning 

outcomes. On the other hand, they expected them to obtain high marks because the children’s marks 

had consequences not only for the children but also for the parents’ social position. The teachers 

believed that parents’ expectations of high marks push their children to cheat in order to obtain high 

marks. 

6.3.2.4. The teachers’ perceptions of the students’ concerns about marks. 

The teachers believed that their students were mainly concerned about marks. A teacher in 

School A said, “For the students, marks are most important” (TA2). She described how her students 

bargained for marks. She said, “When I ask a question, my students often ask, ‘How many marks, 

Teacher?’ They are very excited” (TA2). This teacher believed that the students were more 

interested in marks than in participating in the assessment itself. 

The teachers reported that obtaining high marks was of great concern to the students. One 

teacher in School B believed that when the students’ took tests, their greatest expectation was to 

obtain high marks. She said, “Of course, the students expect high marks, as high as possible. This is 

their greatest expectation” (TB1). Another teacher in School B stated, “What do my students expect 

from assessment? I think they are only interested in marks. In general, they think they have to learn, 

they have to be able to answer test questions, in order to obtain high marks” (TB2). Because the 

students expected to obtain high marks, they had different reactions when they received their marks. 

For example, a teacher in School A said, “In my opinion, in assessment, the majority of students 

just care about marks. When they obtain high marks, they shout and clap their hands. When they 

obtain low marks, they look really sad” (TA1). The analysis in this section suggested that the 

teachers believed that their students were mainly concerned about marks when they took the tests 

and participated in assessment activities. 

6.3.2.5. The teachers’ expectations of their students’ marks. 

The teachers themselves expected their students to obtain high marks and, at the same time, 

they expected that marks were accurate measures of the students’ learning outcomes. “I want my 

students to obtain high marks from the tests, but their marks need to be accurate measures of their 

learning outcomes” (TB2). Similarly, a teacher in School A stated, “Honestly, I expect my students 
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to obtain high marks from the tests, especially from the 45-minute tests and end-of-term tests. These 

periodic tests are drawn from the school’s test bank, so nobody thinks that I am too generous in 

assigning marks” (TA2). This teacher thought that the teachers in her school were not trusted and 

high marks obtained from the tests that the teachers constructed themselves would create suspicions 

about fairness and accuracy. 

The teachers provided several reasons for their expectations of their students’ high marks. A 

teacher in School B stated that she expected her students to obtain high marks because her students’ 

marks had consequences for the students and for herself. “You see, my students’ marks are used to 

rank them and to report to parents, and my teaching is judged according to my students’ marks. 

Therefore, I expect my students to obtain high marks” (TB1). Another teacher in School A said, 

Everyone expects the students to obtain high marks – the principal, parents, the students, 

and of course the teachers. Why? Because everyone looks at the students’ marks to say 

whether they learn well and are hard-working or not. Everyone looks at the students’ marks 

to make judgements about the teachers’ teaching. (TA3) 

The teachers’ expectations that marks should be accurate measures of the students’ learning 

outcomes (discussed earlier) and the perceived consequences of marks for their students and 

themselves may be in tension. There may be situations where they assigned a mark that represented 

their students’ learning outcomes but they felt that they should give a higher mark for the students’ 

and their own benefit. One teacher expressed her concern about the tension between these 

expectations as follows. 

My expectations are contradictory. On the one hand, I expect them to obtain high marks 

because their marks influence their ranking, even their promotion or retention, and their 

marks also influence how other people judge my teaching. On the other hand, I expect my 

students to obtain high marks by themselves, not by cheating. But you see, cheating has a 

great impact on marks. (TB3) 

This teacher thought that obtaining high marks and providing accurate marks were sometimes not 

possible because some students cheated in order to obtain high marks. In other words, the 

expectations of high marks may result in cheating, which, in turn, influenced the marks as accurate 

measures of the students’ learning outcomes. 

This section indicates that the teachers in these schools regarded assessment as a technology 

used to measure the students’ learning outcomes for the purpose of obtaining marks. The teachers 

believed that all the stakeholders, except the students, expected marks to be accurate measures of 

the students’ learning outcomes. The teachers also thought that all the stakeholders expected the 

students to obtain high marks because marks were used to rank the students and to make decisions 

about the students’ promotion and retention. In addition, the teachers believed that the students’ 
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marks influenced their parents’ perceptions of their social status and judgements about the teachers’ 

teaching. 

The expectation of high marks and the expectation that marks represented the students’ 

learning outcomes created tensions because the former expectation at times resulted in cheating, 

which influenced the accuracy of the students’ marks. In addition, the teachers may give their 

students high marks because marks had consequences for their students and for themselves. 

Because marks were high-stakes to both the students and the teachers, the teachers’ test 

administration was controlled and compliance was important. The findings related to these issues 

are discussed in the next section. 

6.4.  Control and Compliance 

The analysis of the teachers’ interviews indicated that they perceived that the school 

administrators controlled their test administration. In addition, the teachers accepted that they had to 

comply with the regulations about assessment. 

6.4.1. The school administrators’ control of the teachers’ administration of assessment. 

The teachers perceived that the school administrators controlled their administration of 

assessment. Specifically, they reported that the school administrators controlled the format, the 

timing, construction, administration of assessment, and marking. 

The teachers said that they had to use the required test format. A teacher in School A said, 

“The teachers have to administer 15-minute tests with 100% multiple-choice items. We do not have 

any other choices” (TA1). This teacher believed that he did not have autonomy in deciding the test 

format. This teacher also said that the teachers in his school had to follow the regulations about the 

number of test items in each test. He stated, “15-minute tests follow the school administrators’ 

regulation. For 15-minute tests, the students are given 20 multiple-choice questions. According to 

the school administrators’ regulation, in 45-minute tests, the students are given 40 multiple-choice 

questions in each test” (TA1). These statements indicated this teacher perceived that the teachers 

had to follow the regulations about assessment. 

The teachers also reported that they had limited autonomy in deciding the timing of tests. 

“The timing for the 15-minute and oral tests are flexible, but the 45-minute tests have to be 

administered at set time. For example, in the 70th period, a 45-minute test has to be given. No 

matter how you teach, you have to give a test in this period” (TA3). In School B, the same 

regulation was applied. A teacher in School B stated, “45-minute tests have to be administered at set 
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time. There is a regulation that there has to be a 45-minute test in that period, and I have to 

administer a 45-minute test in that period” (TB1). 

The teachers said that the principals also controlled their test construction. A teacher in 

School A cited her own case to illustrate how the principal controlled the teachers’ test construction. 

She said, 

For instance, when I submitted a 45-minute test that I had been assigned to construct, the 

principal said, “Now, take a seat. In 45 minutes, please answer the questions in the test and 

write down the answers. See how much of the test you can answer and write down the 

answers and consider how much your students can do in 45 minutes.” I have been in such a 

situation. (TA2) 

This account indicated that the principal controlled the teachers’ test construction. In TA2’s case, 

principal A may have thought that she had constructed a test that was too easy or too difficult for 

the students. 

Some teachers thought that the principals controlled test administration. In the following 

extract, a teacher pointed out how her principal controlled the teachers’ administration of test. 

The principal is a very influential person. He controls all the stages in assessment, and he 

provides the specific directions for the teachers’ administration of assessment. For instance, 

he says that the teachers do not have to ask their students to come to the platform to answer 

questions about the previous lessons. He tells the teachers to create interesting activities and 

encourage the students to answer questions and give them marks. (TB3) 

The extract indicated that the principal controlled the teachers’ implementation of assessment by 

telling them what they needed to do in classroom assessment. His control suggested that he did not 

trust the teachers’ creation and implementation of classroom assessment. One teacher thought that 

the principal controlled the teachers’ test implementation because he wanted to make sure that the 

teachers administered the required test types. A teacher in School A said, 

They monitor how the teachers administer tests. Some teachers do not give their students 

continuous tests. This is wrong, but I think it may happen. When I was a school student, this 

happened. For quite a long time my teacher did not administer oral tests. Then he collected 

our notebooks and assigned marks for the oral tests. I think this is officially unacceptable. If 

the school administrators know, they will complain. Through the teachers’ test 

administration, the principal can see whether the teachers are fulfilling their responsibilities. 

(TA2) 

This teacher thought that teachers were expected to administer the required types of tests, and the 

school administrators monitored and controlled the teachers in order to make sure that they were 

administered. 

The teachers believed that the school administrators also monitored and controlled their 

marking. For example, a teacher in School B said, 
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The principal expects that 90% of the students obtain passing marks in English at the end of 

the school-year, although the students’ competence is not very good. We have to design tests 

according to their competence, and show them how to take the tests effectively. (TB3) 

The teacher suggested that the principal indirectly controlled the teachers’ marking by setting a 

target for the teachers to achieve, and they had to manipulate their assessment in order to meet this 

target (i.e., constructing the tests according to the students’ competence and showing them how to 

answer test questions). The principal’s target of the rate of passes suggested that he had 

expectations that were in conflict. On the one hand, he expected the teachers to assign marks that 

were accurate measures of the students’ learning outcomes and he required the teachers to follow 

the procedures for assessment administration. On the other hand, he expected the teachers to be 

flexible in assigning marks and even set a passing rate for the teachers to achieve. In such a 

situation, the teachers may give high marks rather than assigning marks that were accurate measures 

of learning outcomes. 

The teachers thought that the Head of the Section (i.e., the Head of the group which 

included all the EFL teachers in each school) also controlled the teachers’ test administration in 

general and in marking in particular. A teacher in School A said, “The Head of the Section does not 

care much about how the teachers administer the oral tests and the 15-minute tests. However, he 

cares about the marks obtained from these tests. If they are too low, he will question whether the 

teachers are too strict in marking” (TA2). TA2 suggested that the Head of the Section attributed 

students’ low marks to the teachers’ marking. She also believed that the expectation of the Head of 

the English Section about the students’ marks influenced the teachers’ marking. She said, 

Recently the Head of the Section complained to a teacher in our Section. After the first 

semester, the Head of the Section asked that teacher why the marks obtained by her students 

in different classes were different. He said that the end-of-term test was the same for all the 

students in the same grade in the school, so the difference may be the result from the 

teachers’ teaching, the continuous tests, and the teachers’ marking. It means that the 

marking has been too strict. Being too strict when marking is not good. (TA2) 

This teacher believed that the Head of the Section assumed that the students obtained different 

marks because of the teachers’ teaching, their oral tests, 15-minute tests, and the marking. This 

assumption was questionable when the students in the classes had different abilities.  

TA2 gave her own account to illustrate how the assumptions and expectations of the Head 

of the English Section had a controlling effect on her assessment. She stated, 

In semester 1, my students’ marks were quite low compared with the marks obtained by the 

other teachers’ students. The Head of the Section told me, “You should consider how you 

assessed your students and see whether you were too strict in marking.” He did not say it 

explicitly, but he seemed to imply that “Your students obtained low marks because you gave 

them difficult tests and you were too strict in marking.” Such an implication influences my 

assessment. (TA2) 
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TA2’s interpretation of the words of the Head of the Section suggested that she believed that the 

Head of the Section indirectly controlled her assessment in general and her marking in particular. 

With this belief in mind, she may have given her students high marks in order to be free of criticism 

and to avoid unfavourable remarks being made about her teaching and assessment. 

The analysis in this sub-section reveals that the teachers believed that the school 

administrators controlled the teachers’ test administration. Specifically, they controlled the format, 

timing, construction, administration, and marking of the tests. Consequently, the teachers perceived 

that they had limited autonomy in making decisions about how they administered assessment. The 

school administrators expected that the marks obtained by different students were not too different. 

They assumed that the difference in the students’ marks was a result of the teachers’ teaching, the 

oral and 15-minute tests, and the marking. As a consequence of this assumption, the teachers 

constructed 15-minute tests according to their students’ competence and this assumption influenced 

their marking. The teachers could resist or comply with the regulations. However, the teachers’ 

accounts indicated that they complied with the regulations. They also explained the reasons for their 

compliance. The next sub-section discusses the teachers’ compliance and their justifications for it. 

6.4.2. The teachers’ acceptance of compliance and their justifications. 

The teachers reported that they complied with the regulations about assessment that were 

issued by the MOET, the DOET, and the school administrators. According to a teacher in School A, 

“assessment in the school cannot be different from what is required in the MOET’s and the DOET’s 

documents. Assessment has to be administered according to the regulations” (TA1). TA1 stated, 

“We have to comply with the regulations about assessment. We cannot do anything different” 

(TA1). These perceptions of the regulations suggested that the teachers believed that they had very 

limited autonomy in assessment. Not only did the teachers have to comply with the MOET’s and 

the DOET’s regulations, but they also had to follow the regulations imposed by the principal and 

the Head of the English Section. A teacher in School A said, “All the teachers have to implement 

the regulations issued by the MOET, by the principal, and by the Head of the Section. We have to 

comply with these regulations about assessment” (TA3). In School B, the teachers also complied 

with the school administrators’ regulations about assessment. A teacher in School B stated, “I have 

to administer oral tests, 15-minute tests, and 45-minute tests according to the school administrators’ 

regulations” (TB1). 

The teachers reported that they chose to comply with the regulations about assessment rather 

than resist. They gave several reasons. First, they considered compliance to be good a professional 

practice. A teacher in School B stated, “It is generally assumed that a good staff member is one who 
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complies with regulations. Therefore, we should comply with the MOET’s, the DOET’s, and the 

school’s regulations about assessment. Nobody can complain about me when I fulfil the 

regulations” (TB3). Compliance with regulations was valued, and the teachers complied with the 

regulations because they wanted to be considered to be good staff members. 

The second reason for the teachers to comply with the regulations about assessment was 

associated with job security. A teacher in School A stated, 

I must say that I have to choose a safe solution in administering assessment. The teachers 

have to choose a safe solution. I should not do anything that is different from what is 

regulated. I am honest. It is best for me to do as other teachers do. I should not go on my 

own road. It does not matter if what I do (that is different from what is regulated) is good, 

but if it is not good, I am criticised. (TA1) 

TA1 complied with the regulations about assessment rather than administering assessment in his 

own way because he was afraid of being criticised and complying with the regulations about 

administering assessment ensured security in his job. 

Overall, the teachers perceived that they were controlled by the regulations issued by the 

MOET, the DOET, and the school administrators. The school administrators controlled the teachers 

because they did not trust the teachers’ professional competence nor their compliance with the 

regulations. They also controlled the teachers because they were concerned about marks. The 

regulations and the school administrators’ control limited the teachers’ autonomy in the 

administration of assessment. The teachers could not choose the format, timing, and types of 

assessment. The school administrators’ expectation that the students should obtain similar marks 

pushed the teachers to construct 15-minute tests according to the students’ competence. The 

teachers chose compliance because compliance was valued and compliance ensured job security. 

Qualities of accuracy, objectivity, and fairness were valued in assessment in these schools because 

marks were used for multiple purposes (see Competing Purposes of Assessment) and assessment 

was regarded as a technology used to measure the students’ knowledge and all the stakeholders 

were concerned about marks. However, the teachers thought that these qualities were not attained in 

their schools. The next section discusses the stakeholders’ expectations about accuracy, objectivity, 

and fairness and the reasons why these qualities were not attained. 

6.5.  Expectations of Accuracy, Objectivity, and Fairness 

The results of the analysis of the interviews with the EFL teachers indicated that accuracy, 

objectivity, and fairness were valued in assessment in the schools. However, these qualities were 

not attained because the teachers constructed the tests according to their expectations of the students 

and according to the students’ competence. In addition, the teachers perceived that the students’ 

cheating resulted in the failure to attain these qualities. 
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6.5.1. Valuing accuracy, objectivity, and fairness. 

The teachers valued accuracy, objectivity, and fairness in assessment. For instance, a teacher 

in School A said, “Accuracy, objectivity, and fairness have to be ensured” (TA1). This teacher 

emphasised, “The first priority is to be fair to all the students, to be fair in assessment” (TA1). 

Similarly, a teacher in School B said, “Assessment results should be accurate and objective” (TB3). 

Because the teachers valued accuracy, objectivity, and fairness, they valued the measures 

intended to ensure that these qualities were attained. For example, they supported anonymous test 

construction. One teacher said, “The teachers do not know who designs the 45-minute and end-of-

term tests. It is fair and objective” (TA3). This statement suggested that TA3 believed that 

anonymous tests helped fairness and objectivity be attained. One teacher considered assessment for 

teaching and learning to be subordinated to achieving objectivity and fairness. She said, “Each class 

takes a different 45-minute test, but the tests are chosen randomly from the school’s test bank. This 

is not good for teaching and learning because I cannot assess what I have taught my students. But 

using the school’s tests is good because it ensures objectivity and fairness” (TA2). This teacher 

knew that using the school’s tests deprived her of the opportunities to assess her students on the 

knowledge that she wanted to assess for the benefit of teaching and learning. However, for 

objectivity and fairness to be attained, she supported the use of the school’s tests. The next sub-

section discusses the reasons for not attaining these qualities. 

6.5.2. Ethical issues related to the teachers’ test construction. 

Instead of constructing the tests according to the MOET’s standards of skills and 

knowledge, the teachers reported that they constructed the tests, especially the 15-minute tests, 

according to their expectations of the students. According to one teacher in School A, “[t]he 

teachers in this school require more of their students in comparison with the teachers in other 

schools in the province” (TA1). This statement suggested that in School A, both continuous and 

periodic tests were constructed according to the teachers’ expectations of their students. TA1 further 

explained why the teachers in his school required more of their students than the teachers in other 

high schools in the province. He stated, 

Because the students in this school are better than those in other schools, the teachers are 

quite demanding. Our students’ average mark for admission is much higher than that of the 

students in other schools in the province. That is the reason why the teachers in this school 

require more of their students. (TA1) 

This extract suggested that fairness was not attained in this school. Equal treatment for all students 

is a requirement of fairness, especially when tests are administered to generate marks for ranking, 

certification, or selection (Elwood, 2013). However, TA1 believed that the students in School A had 
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to take the tests which were thought to be more difficult because the teachers expected more of their 

students compared with the expectations of other teachers in the province of their students. 

In School A, the teachers constructed the 15-minute tests with different levels of difficulty 

due to their different expectations of the students. A teacher in School A said, 

Test difficulty depends on individual teachers. I have observed that my 15-minute tests are 

more difficult than other teachers’ 15-minute tests. . . . As a consequence, my students’ 

marks are a little bit lower than the marks obtained by other teachers’ students. Because 15-

minute tests are different among the teachers, marks among the classes are also different. 

(TA2) 

TA2’s statement indicated that because 15-minute tests constructed by different teachers, there was 

a lack of fairness. One teacher in School A pointed out the inappropriateness resulting from the 

teachers’ different expectations of their students. “Different teachers design tests with different 

levels of difficulty because they have different expectations of their students, while the students are 

judged according to the same standard” (TA1). Students in Vietnam are ranked according to an 

average of their marks; they are not ranked against each other. In other words, assessment is 

expected to be criterion-referenced rather than norm-referenced. Therefore, tests need to be 

constructed according to the MOET’s standards rather than according to the teachers’ expectations 

of their students. However, the teachers’ reports indicated that students were compared with each 

other in School A. 

Specifically, the teachers in these schools said that they constructed the tests according to 

their students’ competence. “In assessment, we give the students tests that are appropriate to their 

competence. This means, we have to consider the students’ competence in order to construct tests 

so that the tests are appropriate to them” (TB1). In the same vein, another teacher in School B 

stated, “The competence of the students in this school is not as good as that of the students in other 

schools. I think the assessment that we apply is appropriate and it fits the students’ competence” 

(TB2). A teacher in School A made a similar claim. “I design tests according to the students’ 

competence. I teach two Grade 10 classes. The students in Class 10A are better than those in the 

other class, so I give the students in Class 10A more difficult 15-minute tests” (TA2). These 

statements suggested that the students with different competence were not treated equally when 

they took the 15-minute tests, even though the teachers said that they valued fairness in assessment. 

Some teachers modified the 15-minute tests in order to advantage their own students. 

Nobody wants their students’ marks to be lower than those of other teachers’ students. They 

need to change their tests. For example, after the first 15-minute test, I will change the level 

of difficulty of the second 15-minute test according to the results of the first test. We should 

not make our students disadvantaged. (TA2) 
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This statement suggested that TA2 did not construct her tests according to the MOET’s standards. 

Instead, she set her own standards, and she changed her standards in order not to make her students 

disadvantaged. The statement also suggested that TA2 was more concerned about her students’ 

marks than the accuracy of marks as measures of her students’ learning outcomes compared with 

the MOET’s standards. Another teacher in School A believed that it was appropriate to give tests 

with different levels of difficulty to students with different competence. He stated, 

In general, the competence of the students in this school and that of the students in Private 

School X are different, so it is not appropriate to give the students in the two schools tests 

with the same level of difficulty. That is why the 45-minute tests in this school are more 

difficult than those in other schools. This is certain. (TA1) 

TA1’s justification for the teachers’ constructing tests according to students’ competence was not 

convincing because students were ranked according to their average mark; they were not ranked 

against each other. 

This sub-section indicates that accuracy, objectivity, and fairness were not attained because 

the application of the MOET’s standards of knowledge and skills was not followed when the 

teachers constructed the tests. The teachers constructed the 15-minute tests according to their 

expectations of their own students and according to their students’ competence. The teachers were 

more concerned about their students’ marks, so they adjusted the difficulty of their 15-minute tests 

so that their students were not disadvantaged. Even though they said they valued accuracy, 

objectivity, and fairness, their tests created a lack of fairness among the students in their schools and 

across the schools in the province. In addition, the teachers believed that some students cheated, so 

test results were not accurate measures of students’ learning outcomes. 

6.6.  Discussion 

Four major findings can be drawn from the analysis of the teachers’ perceptions of 

assessment in their contexts. First, the teachers perceived that assessment had multiple purposes. 

Some teachers thought that preparing their students for the national examinations was important. 

They believed that the students needed to be familiar with the format, content, and procedures of the 

national examinations. This perception was congruent with one of the principals’ perceptions about 

the purposes of assessment. Preparing the students for the national examinations was important in 

these schools because, as perceived by the principals, the rate of students passing these 

examinations had a great impact on the schools’ reputation (see Chapter 5). Preparing students for 

examinations was perceived by teachers in various contexts such as the USA (Kahn, 2000; 

McMillan, 2001), Turkey (Yildirim, 2004), and Hong Kong (G. T. L. Brown, Kennedy, et al., 2009; 
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Qian, 2014) as a major purpose of assessment. In these contexts, students’ marks obtained from 

large-scale tests had great consequences for school administrators, teachers, and students. 

In addition, similar to the principals and students in thi study, the teachers perceived that 

assessment informed teachers about their teaching and students’ learning and thus helped improve 

teaching and learning. In other studies, Grade 4 to 7 teachers in south-eastern USA (Davis & 

Neitzel, 2011), Grade 7 to 12 teachers in Canada (Leighton et al., 2010), primary and secondary 

schools teachers in the UK (Hargreaves, 2005), primary school teachers in Barcelona (Remesal, 

2007), and junior secondary school teachers in Hong Kong (Cheng, 2006) believed that assessment 

informed teachers and students about their teaching and learning. In many studies conducted in 

different countries, teachers perceived that assessment helped improve teaching and learning. 

Teachers in New Zealand (G. T. L. Brown & Harris, 2009), in New Zealand and Queensland (G. T. 

L. Brown & Lake, 2006), in the Netherlands (Segers & Tillema, 2011), and in Hong Kong (G. T. L. 

Brown, Kennedy, et al., 2009; Cheng, 2006) believed that assessment helped improve teaching and 

learning. The finding in this study and in previous studies carried out in many countries indicated 

that teachers perceived that assessment had formative purposes, no matter whether assessment in 

their contexts prioritised these purposes or not. 

The teachers in the present study believed that assessment made teachers and students 

accountable. This perception was also held by the principals and students in this study. In other 

contexts such as Israel, Israeli EFL teachers in elementary, junior-high, and high schools also 

believed that both national standardised tests and alternative assessments were a tool for monitoring 

and surveillance (Inbar-Lourie & Donitsa-Schmidt, 2009). The accountability purpose was also 

perceived to be a dominant purpose by teachers in other countries such as New Zealand (G. T. L. 

Brown, 2004; G. T. L. Brown & Harris, 2009), Hong Kong (G. T. L. Brown, Kennedy, et al., 2009), 

the Netherlands (Segers & Tillema, 2011), and south-eastern USA (Davis & Neitzel, 2011). This 

purpose was held by teachers in contexts where assessment had low stakes (e.g., New Zealand (G. 

T. L. Brown, 2004; G. T. L. Brown & Harris, 2009)) and in contexts where assessment had high 

stakes such as Vietnam (this study) and Hong Kong (G. T. L. Brown, Kennedy, et al., 2009). 

The teachers in the present study perceived that assessment was used to summarise learning 

outcomes in order to rank students and report to parents. This purpose was congruent with policy-

makers’ regulation. It was also similar to the purpose perceived by the principals and students in 

this study. The purpose of reporting to parents was also held by Grade 4 to 6 teachers in South 

Africa (Pryor & Lubisi, 2002) and Grade 4 to 7 teachers in south-eastern USA (Davis & Neitzel, 

2011). Secondary school teachers in Hong Kong (Cheng, 2006) expected that by reporting their 

students’ learning outcomes to parents, they would get support in students’ learning from parents. 
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The teachers in the present study believed that by using marks as rewards and punishment 

they could control their students’ learning. This purpose was associated with the teachers’ 

perception that marks had serious consequences for their students. This purpose was also perceived 

by the students, who believed that their teachers used assessment and marks to monitor and control 

them in learning. Using grades to reward and punish students for their effort was also found among 

teachers of Grade 4 to 7 students in south-eastern USA (Davis & Neitzel, 2011). 

The second major finding in this chapter was that the teachers were concerned about marks. 

A number of the students in this study believed that their teachers cared a lot about marks because 

students’ marks influenced how the teachers’ teaching was judged. Some teachers equated 

assessment with using tests and examinations to measure students’ learning outcomes and assign 

marks. This perception of assessment indicated that these teachers put more weight on assessment 

of learning than assessment for improving teaching and learning. Junior secondary school teachers 

in Hong Kong (Cheng, 2006) also equated assessment with tests and examinations. Therefore, they 

believed that alternative assessments should not be the major assessments in their curriculum. The 

teachers in the present study expected their students to obtain high marks from tests, and some 

believed that their principals, students, and parents were also concerned about marks. These 

findings were new in research studies that have examined teachers’ perceptions of assessment. 

The third finding reported in this chapter was that the teachers perceived that they were 

controlled in implementing assessment and they did not have autonomy to decide the format and 

timing of the tests, especially 45-minute written tests and end-of-term written tests. Additionally, 

they were not allowed to construct periodic tests for their own classes and were required to 

anonymously mark test papers from periodic tests. The teachers reported that they complied with 

the regulations and procedures of assessment issued by the MOET, the DOET, and the school 

administrators. This meant that their assessment was controlled by administrators at every level. 

Indeed, the principals reported that they controlled their teachers’ assessment and expected their 

teachers to comply with the regulations about assessment because they wanted accuracy, 

objectivity, and fairness to be achieved and they distrusted their teachers professional competence, 

professional commitment, and fairness. Similar findings were obtained from a study about 

assessment implemented by teachers in social studies in 81 high schools in 33 provinces in Turkey 

(Yildirim, 2004). Teachers in Turkey were not encouraged to construct multiple-choice tests 

because their school administrators did not trust their expertise in designing and using multiple-

choice tests. These teachers were also not encouraged to use essay tests. They mainly used short-

answer tests and occasionally used oral tests (Yildirim, 2004). The teachers in the present study 
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chose to follow the regulations and procedures for assessment because they thought that compliance 

was valued and it ensured job security. 

The last major finding was that there were contradictions between the teachers’ perceptions 

of objectivity and fairness in assessment, their prevention of the students’ cheating in the observed 

classrooms, and their reported test construction. On the one hand, they valued objectivity and 

fairness in assessment and expressed support for measures proposed to ensure that objectivity and 

fairness were achieved in assessment. On the other hand, they reported constructing continuous 

tests according to their own expectations of their students and according to their students’ 

competence and modified the continuous tests in order to raise their students’ marks. The teachers 

equated fairness with equal treatment of all students in testing. This perception of fairness was 

consistent with a perception of fairness held by English language teachers in secondary schools in 

Ontario, Canada (Tierney, 2014). However, teachers in Tierney’s (2014) study thought that fairness 

also meant giving students ample opportunity to learn and to demonstrate learning. In addition, they 

thought that student learning had to be judged holistically. They believed that learning expectations 

and assessment criteria were shared with students. Therefore, the perception of fairness held by the 

teachers in the present study reflected a context of assessment where accurate and objective test 

results rather than opportunities for students to learn were valued. 

This chapter has presented the teachers’ perceptions of assessment in their contexts. The 

next chapter discusses the contexts of assessment in the schools as perceived by the students. 
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Chapter 7.  The Context of Assessment as Perceived by 

the Students 

7.1.  Introduction 

This chapter presents the results of the analysis of the 12 focus group interviews with the 

students. For convenience reference, each student was assigned with a code. In TA1S1, for 

example, TA1 indicated the code for a teacher (T stood for Teacher, A indicated that the teacher 

came from School A, and 1 indicated the number assigned to the teacher). S1 indicated the code for 

a student (S stood for Student and 1 indicated that the student was assigned with number 1 among 

12 participating students of teacher TA1). 

The themes and theme clusters emerging from the analysis of the focus group interviews are 

summarised in Figure 4. The chapter is organised according to Figure 4. 

The first cluster discusses the students’ perceptions of the purposes of assessment. The 

second cluster discusses the students’ concerns about marks. Specifically, this cluster presents the 

students’ perceptions of the accuracy of marks as measures of learning outcomes, their concerns 

about marks, reasons for their concerns about marks, and consequences of their concerns about 

marks. This cluster also discusses the students’ perceptions of their teachers’ and parents’ concerns 

about marks. The third cluster addresses the students’ distrust of the teachers’ fairness and their 

perceptions of the teachers’ feedback to their errors. 

7.2.  The Students’ Perceptions of the Purposes of Assessment 

The students perceived that assessment had multiple purposes. First, they believed that 

assessment made them accountable for their learning. Second, the students believed that the 

teachers used assessment to monitor and control their learning and to obtain marks for ranking. 

Third, they thought that assessment informed themselves and their teachers about their learning. 

They considered assessment to be opportunities for them to improve their learning through reviews 

of their lessons, errors made in the tests, and feedback from the teachers and friends. The students 

also believed that assessment helped the teachers evaluate their own teaching in order to modify and 

improve it. 
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Figure 4. Results of the Analysis of the Focus Group Interviews with the Students 

Figure 4. Results of the analysis of the focus group discussions with the students 

Figure 4. Categories, themes, and theme clusters emerging from the analysis of the 12 focus group interviews with 

the students  
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7.2.1. Monitoring and controlling the students. 

Some students believed that assessment was used to make them accountable for their 

learning. One student said, “Assessment makes us learn” (TB1S9). The following conversation 

suggested that some students thought that assessment made them accountable for their learning. 

TA1S3: Would you learn if there were no tests? 

TA1S4: No. There must be tests. 

TA1S6: But I love learning without tests. 

TA1S4: No. Sorry. Nobody would learn. 

TA1S3: = No = 

TA1S2: = TA1S6 is interested in English = 

TA1S6: = I mean I want to learn without tests, but during the learning process, the 

teachers assign marks. I think it is not necessary to give tests. Tests create 

pressure for students. I am telling the truth. 

TA1S4: I think it depends. Without tests, only those students who are keen on English 

would learn it. The classmates who sit next to me would not learn English if 

there were no tests. They learn Mathematics, Physics, and Chemistry, but 

they would not learn English, right? 

TA1S3: Normally I = 

TA1S4: = normally she (TA1S3) does just the same = 

TA1S3: = I will take English in the NUEE, so I spend a lot of time learning English. 

Most of the students participating in the above excerpt believed that assessment made the students 

learn. TA1S3’s and TA1S4’s statements suggested that tests, especially the national examination 

(i.e., the NUEE), made the students learn. TA1S6 suggested that assessment should be embedded in 

instruction. However, this student equated assessment with assigning marks. Concerning the 

accountability purpose of assessment, some students thought that assessment made the students 

review their lessons. 

TA2S1: Normally, students do not review their previous lessons, but they have to 

review their lessons for tests. 

TA2S2: He is telling the truth. 

Interviewer: You mean assessment makes students = 

TA2S1: = learn = 

Interviewer: = learn regularly = 

TA2S1:  = review their knowledge. 

This extract suggested that some students believed that tests pushed them to review their lessons. 

Several students thought that their teachers used assessment as a means of monitoring and 

controlling their learning. “The teachers want to see whether or not the students pay attention to 

their lessons in the classroom” (TB2S2). In addition, another student believed that the teachers 

administered assessment to make sure that their students completed set tasks. “First the teachers 

want to see whether or not the students review the lessons and do their homework” (TB3S3). 

Another agreed, saying, “The teachers assess their students in order to see whether or not the 
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students review their lessons and prepare the new lesson before going to class and try to remember 

their lessons” (TB3S2). Some students even thought that the teachers used assessment to scare the 

students into behaving in the classroom. 

TB2S1: Some teachers use assessment to scare their students. 

TB2S5: When some student is making noise in the classroom, the teacher asks him to 

answer her questions so that the student obtains a low mark. 

This sub-section suggests that some students believed that assessment made them review 

their lessons and make an effort to learn. This was especially true for those subjects that they did 

not take in the NUEE. A number of students thought that the teachers used assessment to make their 

students review the lessons, do homework, prepare new lessons before going to class, and pay 

attention to their lessons. In other words, assessment made the students accountable for their 

learning. 

7.2.2. Obtaining marks for ranking. 

Most students considered assessments to be a means for the teachers to generate the required 

number of marks. 

Interviewer: Any other purpose for the teacher’s assessment? 

TA1S4: To obtain the required number of marks. 

Interviewer: To generate = 

TA1S3: = generate enough marks = 

Many students said that the teachers administered tests in order to obtain marks to rank 

them.  One student said, “My EFL teacher administers tests in order to generate marks for the score 

book” (TB1S11). Another student said, “After each semester, students are ranked, so the teachers 

assess us in order to obtain marks” (TB3S5). Similarly, another student said, “The teachers 

administer tests in order to obtain marks for ranking the students” (TA2S2). These students 

perceived that assessment had managerial significance and they perceived that assessment was 

directly related to their ranking. 

7.2.3. Informing learning and teaching for modification and improvement. 

Many students thought that assessment informed the students about their learning and 

helped them improve learning through review, errors, and feedback from the teachers and peers. 

They also believed that assessment informed the teachers about their teaching and helped them 

modify their teaching in order to help the students improve their learning. 

A number of students believed that assessment helped them evaluate their own learning. “I 

want to evaluate the skills and knowledge that I have” (TB3S3), or “I want to see how much I have 
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understood” (TB3S8). These students regarded assessment as a tool that helped them measure their 

knowledge and skills. 

In addition, some students thought that they learned from the errors they made in the tests 

through their friends’ and teachers’ help. 

TA2S2: For example, after we have made an error, we learn something for the next 

test. 

Interviewer: But some of you said that your teachers just gave you 5 or 7 marks and no 

correction at all. What could you learn from such tests? 

TA2S3: We can look at the test papers with good marks. 

TA2S2: We can compare our answers with those of the students who are given good 

marks. 

Interviewer: But learning is not as simple as choosing A, B, C, or D. Learning comes from 

why B or C is chosen = 

TA2S1: = we can ask our classmates, “Why do you choose that response?” 

TA2S2: = or we can ask the teacher. She will explain. 

These students believed that they learned from their errors by comparing their incorrect answers 

with the classmates’ correct answers. Additionally, they looked for help from their classmates and 

teachers in order to improve their learning. These students believed that feedback was important in 

learning. 

The majority of students believed that the teachers wanted to check their retention of the 

lesson content. “The teacher assesses us in order to see whether or not we remember what we have 

learned” (TB1S11). Another student believed that the teachers wanted to check their understanding. 

“The teachers assess us in order to see whether we understand what they teach or not” (TA2S4). 

Another student said “The teachers assess us in order to see how much we understand” (TB3S6). 

These statements indicated that some students believed that their teachers assessed them because 

they wanted to know about the students’ learning. 

Several students thought that the teachers’ attempts to establish what the students had 

learned was not an end in itself. They believed that through assessment, the teachers formed 

judgements about the students’ learning and identified those students who needed more help. “The 

teachers assess their students in order to know the students’ competence. Through the tests, they 

know how many students are good, how many students are not good, and who need help” 

(TA2S12). Another student thought that the teachers assessed their students in order to judge their 

learning and to help them improve their learning. 

TA1S11: I think through assessing the students, the teachers know how much the 

students understand. 

Interviewer: Why do you think the teachers want to know how much their students = 

TA1S11: = they know about their students’ learning so that they can improve their 

students’ learning. 
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Many students thought that assessment helped the teachers evaluate their own teaching and 

modify their teaching for the improvement of learning and teaching. One student stated, “Through 

assessment, she knows the effectiveness of her teaching and tries to make her teaching better” 

(TA3S7). In a similar vein, another student stated, 

I think assessing students is a way for the teachers to evaluate how they have taught and 

transferred knowledge to the students. The teachers can see whether or not the students can 

follow the way they transfer knowledge so that they can modify their teaching . . . (TA2S2). 

These students perceived that assessment was helpful to the teachers in improving their teaching. 

 A number of students elaborated how the teachers modified their teaching using assessment 

data. “The teachers administer the tests in order to modify their teaching. If we have mastered the 

lessons, their teaching will be different; if we do not understand, their teaching will be different” 

(TA3S2). Another student believed that the teachers modified their teaching according to the 

students’ test results. “For example, if the students obtain low marks, the teachers will modify their 

teaching and try to find the teaching method that is most appropriate for their students so that they 

can understand the lessons better and obtain higher marks” (TA3S7). This statement suggested that 

the student believed that the teachers relied on the students’ marks in order to modify their teaching. 

This section indicates that the students thought that assessment made them accountable for 

their learning. In addition, they perceived that assessment was administered to obtain marks for 

ranking them. They also believed that assessment informed them about their learning and they 

could improve their learning by learning from the errors they made in the tests and get help with 

fixing the errors from peers and the teachers. The students thought that assessment helped the 

teachers evaluate their own teaching and modify their teaching in order to improve student learning. 

They believed that marks obtained from the tests informed the teachers about the students’ learning 

and the teachers relied on marks to modify their teaching. These purposes may compete with each 

other because when the tests were administered to obtain marks for ranking the students, both the 

students and teachers may try to obtain high marks by any means (Stobart, 2008). In addition, when 

assessment is administered for both accountability and improvement purposes, the accountability 

purpose may subordinate the purpose of learning improvement because “the higher stakes 

assessment will generally subvert the lower stakes practice”  (Johnston & Costello, 2005, p. 264). 

7.3.  The Students’ Perceptions of the Stakeholders’ Concerns about Marks 

The students had different views about the accuracy of marks as measures of learning 

outcomes. However, in general, they were concerned about marks, and they thought that their peers 

were also concerned about marks. Some students explained the reasons for their concerns about 

marks and for their preference for multiple-choice tests, even though they believed that multiple-
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choice tests were not the best methods to use to obtain accurate measures of learning outcomes. 

Some students attributed test anxiety to the concern about marks. Many students believed that their 

teachers and parents were mainly concerned about marks. 

7.3.1. The students’ concerns about marks. 

The students held different perceptions of the accuracy of marks as measures of learning 

outcomes. However, most of them were concerned about marks because they perceived that marks 

had consequences for them. 

7.3.1.1. The students’ perceptions of the accuracy of marks. 

The students’ perceptions of the accuracy of marks as measures of learning outcomes were 

different. Some students believed that marks were accurate measures of learning outcomes, while 

others thought that they were not. 

Several students believed that marks reflected their competence in learning. “It depends on 

the individual students’ competence. If I learn well, I obtain good marks. Marks depend on my 

competence” (TB1S5). Similarly, another student argued that marks were accurate measures of the 

students’ learning outcomes because “good” students and “lazy” students were differentiated by 

marks. “I think marks are accurate measures of learning outcomes because there are 4s and there are 

8s. Good students obtain 8s, and lazy students obtain 4s” (TB2S2). Another student believed that 

marks indicated how the students learned a subject and whether or not they liked it. “If we learn 

well, our marks are good. If we are not good at or do not like a subject, we do not obtain good 

marks. If we learn and we like a subject, our marks in that subject must be good” (TA1S7). 

However, many students thought that marks were not accurate measures of learning 

outcomes and other students expressed doubts about their accuracy. Following are some illustrative 

excerpts. Some students did not believe in the accuracy of marks. 

Interviewer: Do you think marks reflect your learning outcomes? 

TA1S1: No, no = 

TA1S6: = no. 

Other students thought that whether marks were accurate measures of learning outcomes or not 

depended on the individual student’s competence. 

Interviewer: Do you think marks are accurate measures of your and your friends’ learning 

outcomes? 

TA1S8: Perhaps no 

TA1S9: Just partly. 

TA1S7: Partly. 

TA1S9: For good students, marks are accurate measures of their learning  outcomes, 

but for less competent students, they are not. 
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The students gave various reasons why marks did not accurately reflect students’ learning 

outcomes. One of these reasons was cheating. 

Interviewer: Do you think marks were accurate measures of your and your friends’ 

learning outcomes? 

Students: No 

Interviewer: Why not? 

TB1S11: Because we can ask our friends for answers while we are taking a test. 

Interviewer: Any other reason? 

TB1S7: We use materials. 

Interviewer: Materials. 

TB1S9: It is easy to cheat in the classroom. 

Interviewer: Cheating? What else? 

TB1S9: We give each other answers and materials. Many ways. 

In addition to cheating, the students thought that good luck and making random choices 

affected the accuracy of marks. 

TB2S5: Copying is just one reason. Sometimes I make errors just by bad luck = 

Interviewer: = Bad luck and good luck? 

TB2S5: Yes, we tick at random. We can be right by good luck, or we can be wrong 

by bad luck. 

In the following excerpt, some students reported that the pressure to do well in testing 

affected their performance. 

TA3S4: For some students, marks are accurate measures of their learning outcomes; 

for other students, marks are not accurate measures of their learning 

outcomes. 

Interviewer: Why? 

TA3S4: I have observed that many students who do not specialise in English obtain 

higher marks than those students who specialise in English, so I think marks 

are not reliable measures of learning outcomes. 

Interviewer: Do you know why = 

TA3S3: = because there is pressure when we take a test = 

Although the students did not share the same beliefs about the accuracy of marks, many students 

believed that marks were not accurate measures of learning outcomes because some students 

cheated, they made random choices when they completed a test, and the pressure to do well in 

testing influenced their test results. 

7.3.1.2. The students’ concerns about marks. 

Several students said that they were not concerned about marks. These students believed that 

they were more concerned about learning and knowledge. “My knowledge is more important. I care 

more about the knowledge that I have. I do not care about marks” (TB2S4). Another student stated, 

“Marks are not important. The knowledge that I show in the tests and the knowledge that I 

remember are more important than marks because I can copy to obtain good marks” (TB2S2). This 

student’s statement suggested that cheating was within the students’ control. 
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While some students reported that they did not care much about marks, many of them 

considered marks to be their main concern in assessment. 

Interviewer: When you are assessed, what do you expect? 

TB1S6: I always want to obtain high marks = 

TB1S1: = marks, high marks = 

Similar responses were recorded in another focus group. 

Interviewer: When you are assessed, what do you expect? 

TA1S6: High marks. 

TA1S1: High marks. 

TA1S4: First, high marks. 

TA1S1: Marks, as high as possible. 

The expectation of high marks was very common among the students when they responded 

to the question about their thinking when they heard the word “assessment”. 

TA1S5: Marks 

TA1S3: Nervous. 

TA1S1: Marks. 

Interviewer: Marks. You think about marks. 

TA1S3: Assessment is not necessarily related to marks. 

TA1S6: But tests are given marks. 

TA1S5: But most students are concerned about marks. I do not know about the 

students in other places, but the students in my class = 

TA1S4: = my class are concerned about marks = 

TA1S5: = my class are the same, and many other classes are just the same. 

Although one of the students in the above extract (i.e., TA1S3) argued that marks were not a 

necessary part of assessment, many students associated assessment with marks. Specifically, they 

thought that marks should be given when the students were assessed. 

Interviewer: Your statements suggest a question. Do you think your teacher should give 

you tests in which you are allowed to use materials and talk to your 

classmates and no marks are given? 

TA1S1: No. 

TA1S4: Yes, I think there should be this type of tests. 

TA1S2: I think the teacher should not give us such tests because if no marks are 

given, the students will not care, will not try to do their test = 

TA1S4: = I meant there should be such tests so that we can learn, but many students 

would not take the tests seriously if marks were not given = 

TA1S2: = when the students are informed that marks are given, even though finally 

the teacher does not assign the test papers with marks, they take the test 

seriously. They refer to books, Google = 

TA1S4: = we use our smartphones to search Google. 

Interviewer: You mean the students take tests seriously only when marks are given = 

TA1S4: = yes. When the teacher says he will give marks, the students fill pages with 

words = 

TA1S2: = fill pages with words = 

TA1S3: = no mark, no word but if marks are given, we write many words. 
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Apart from one student in the above extract (TA1S4), other students participating in the 

conversation thought that the teachers should assign marks when they assessed them. They thought 

that marks engaged them when taking the tests. This suggested that many students were concerned 

about marks and they did not see these tests as opportunities to demonstrate what they knew and 

could do or as learning events. This extract suggested that when assessment was associated with 

marks, the students paid more attention to marks than to the purpose of learning from assessment. 

7.3.1.3. Demonstrating competence subordinated to obtaining high marks. 

The students’ preferred methods of assessment and the methods that they believed would 

gather reliable information about learning outcomes were different. This indicated that they paid 

more attention to obtaining high marks than to opportunities for the teachers to gather accurate data 

about their learning outcomes. 

Many students believed that, for the purpose of making judgements about their learning 

outcomes, the teachers’ frequent observations during instruction were better than tests. One 

student’s remarks reflected this view. 

I do not believe in written tests because, as my friends said earlier, they do not accurately 

measure learning outcomes due to cheating or luck. I think the teachers’ observations of the 

students’ learning during the process of instruction is better than tests in terms of judging 

our learning outcomes. (TA3S3) 

Some students believed that peer-observation and social interaction were better tools than 

tests regarding the purpose of making judgements about students’ learning outcomes. They argued 

that their classmates knew their learning better than the teacher because they had close contact and 

more frequent observations of each other’s learning, while the teacher did not have such 

opportunities. 

Interviewer: Do you think the teacher or your classmates know your real competence 

better? 

TB1S7: Classmates. 

TB1S9: Classmates. 

TB1S11: Of course, classmates. 

Interviewer: Why doesn’t your teacher know your learning better than your classmates? 

TB1S10: Because she gives us tests in order to judge our real competence but we are 

not honest. She does not know whether our marks are real or unreal. 

TB1S12: Each week the teacher meets us in only three periods, while we always learn 

with each other and help each other. The teacher does not know for sure 

about our learning. 

Some other students believed that direct exchanges or interactions between the teacher and 

the students helped the teacher know about their students’ learning. “The teacher should assess the 

students by using oral questions and answers” (TA2S2). Another student stated, “During the 

lessons, the teacher asks questions and gives marks in order to judge their competence, if the 
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students can answer the teacher’s questions” (TA3S3). This student mentioned an assessment 

method that researchers (e.g., Klenowski, 2009) recommend (i.e., dialogues). 

However, most students preferred to take multiple-choice tests for various reasons. First, 

they said it was easier for them to cheat when taking multiple-choice tests. “It is easier for us to 

copy when taking multiple-choice tests” (TB2S4). Similarly, another student said, “When we take a 

multiple-choice test, if the questions are too difficult, we can ask other students and they can 

answer” (TB1S8). 

Second, many students said that it was easier to respond to multiple-choice items because 

the responses were predictable. “We can predict the correct responses when we take multiple-choice 

tests” (TA1S1) and “the responses in multiple-choice tests are suggestive so we can predict the 

correct responses” (TB1S8). The students also said that they preferred this type of tests because 

they could tick the responses randomly and had a chance of selecting correct answers. 

TA2S9: We can tick the responses by random choice. 

TA2S10: It is easier to tick the responses by random choice. 

TA2S11: When taking a multiple-choice test, if we do not know the correct responses, 

we can tick the responses by random choice when we do not have enough 

time. 

Another student stated, “When we do not have enough time, we can tick the responses by random 

choice, and we have 25% of having a correct response” (TB1S11). 

The third reason was that they did not have to face their limited ability in writing and 

speaking. “Like my friends, I prefer multiple-choice tests because it is more risky to write full 

sentences in open-ended tests” (TA3S4). Another student stated, “Multiple-choice tests are best. We 

do not have to write. When we write, we make grammar errors” (TA1S1). A student shared a 

similar reason. 

We know that it is not easy to tick 100% of the correct answers in multiple-choice tests and 

obtain 10 marks, but we prefer multiple-choice tests to open-ended tests because many of us 

are not good at English. We do not have a good vocabulary to write full sentences. (TB1S4) 

In explaining why the students preferred multiple-choice tests to oral tests, one student said, 

“When we answer questions orally, our pronunciation is not good enough, so we are afraid of oral 

tests” (TB1S8). These students preferred multiple-choice tests because they did not want to obtain 

low marks on account of their lack of confidence in their writing abilities and their limited 

command of English. 

The analysis in this sub-section indicated that although the students considered the teachers’ 

frequent observations, oral questions and answers, close contact, and direct interactions to be 

reliable assessment methods for the teachers to know about their learning, they preferred multiple-

choice tests for various reasons. The reasons they mentioned suggested that they cared about marks. 
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7.3.1.4. Reasons for the students’ concerns about marks. 

The students gave a number of reasons for their concerns about marks. First, some students 

perceived that marks were very important to them. “I think marks are very important, so I have to 

have the marks that I want by any means. Marks have to be over 5 because they have consequences 

for us” (TA1S4). They described their different responses to marks. “I do not care how I obtain the 

marks, but I am very happy and I tell everyone when I get 8s or 9s, but I am very sad when I obtain 

low marks” (TA1S3). This statement suggested that this student was concerned about marks, no 

matter whether they were accurate measures of learning outcomes or not. 

One student said that marks were important because they were used to make judgements 

about their learning. 

Interviewer: What about you? Are marks important to you? If they are, why? 

TA3S11: Yes, they are very important because they influence everything. People look 

at our marks to make judgements about our learning. They do not care how 

we learn and whether we obtain the marks by ourselves or by cheating. 

This student perceived that learning was judged solely by marks, no matter whether they were 

obtained by fair means or foul. This explained why many students “do not care how [they] obtain 

the marks” (TA1S3) and they “have to have the marks that [they] want by any means” (TA1S4). 

In addition, many students were concerned about marks because marks influenced their 

ranking. One student said, “I want to obtain high marks in order to get a high ranking” (TB3S5). 

Similarly, some other students said, 

Interviewer: When you take an English test, what do you expect? 

TA3S5: Marks. 

TA3S6: Marks. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me why? 

TA3S3: Although marks are not accurate measures of our competence, they influence 

our ranking in official paperwork. 

The students’ concern about marks was understandable because marks were used to rank the 

students and the ranking was written in their official record and was regarded as evidence of their 

competence in schooling. 

Some students believed that their ranking influenced other people’s views of them. 

Interviewer: How important do you think your marks are? 

TA2S4: The students think = 

TA2S3: = marks influence our ranking = 

TA2S1: = being ranked as a good student is different from being ranked as an average 

student. 

TA2S3: In everyone’s eye, an outstanding student, a good student, and an average 

student are different = 

TA2S2: = Not being looked down on or scolded = 
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These students believed that the students with different rankings received different levels of respect 

from people, and their image was ruined if their ranking was low. With these beliefs about the 

influence of marks and ranking on their self-esteem, obtaining high marks by any means was 

unacceptable but understandable. 

Some students thought that marks also influenced their parents’ reactions. “I want high 

marks in order to be ranked as a good student so that my parents will give me a reward (TB2S5). 

Another student said that her marks influenced her parents’ behaviours towards her. “Marks are 

important because my parents are happy when I obtain high marks, and they scold me when I obtain 

low marks” (TA2S8). 

Moreover, the students perceived marks to be part of competition among each other. “I 

agree with my friend that high marks make parents happy. What is more, marks are an essential part 

of the competition among us in learning” (TA2S10). Another student said, “Tests should be 

assigned with marks so that students compete with each other” (TA2S12). As discussed earlier, it 

was possible that many students competed with each other to obtain high marks because marks and 

ranking influenced their self-image. Additionally, marks influenced the students’ judgements of 

each other. 

Interviewer: Do you judge each other according to marks? 

TB2S8: No. 

TB2S7: Why not? 

TB2S10: We do. 

Although not all the students competed with each other, competing for high marks was part of their 

daily learning experiences. 

This sub-section indicates that the students held different perceptions of the accuracy of 

marks as measures of learning outcomes and whether or not the students were concerned about 

marks. Many students were concerned about marks because marks had various influences on their 

rankings, their emotions, self-esteem, and treatment from parents. Because of these perceived 

impacts of marks, some students reported that they were ready to cheat in order to obtain high 

marks. 

7.3.1.5. Test anxiety as a consequence of the concern about marks. 

Test anxiety is defined as “the set of phenomenological, physiological, and behavioral 

responses that accompany concern about possible negative consequences or failure on an exam or 

similar evaluative situation” (Zeidner, 1998, p. 17). Many students in this study reported that they 

felt anxious as a consequence of their concerns about test marks. In the following extract, the 

students described their feelings when they thought about assessment. 
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Interviewer: What do you think when you hear the word “assessment”? 

TB1S12: Worried. 

Interviewer: Worried. 

TB1S10: Nervous. 

Interviewer: What else? 

TB1S9: Feeling tired. 

Interviewer: What else? What about you? 

TB1S7: Scared. 

Interviewer: Scared? 

TB1S7: Yes. 

Words such as “worried,” “nervous,” and “scared” suggested that these students felt the anxiety 

created by assessment. These words also occurred in the descriptions from the students in another 

group. 

Interviewer: What do you think when you hear the word “assessment”? 

TA1S1: Really scared. 

Interviewer: Scared. What else? 

TA1S4: Feeling worried about the level of the test. 

Interviewer: Worried about the level. What is the level about? 

TA1S4: The level of difficulty of the test. 

Interviewer: What else? 

TA1S6: How difficult or easy the test is. 

TA1S4: Nervous. 

The students participating in the above conversations expressed the same feelings (i.e., scared, 

worried, nervous) because they worried about the difficulty of the tests, which may influence their 

performance on the tests and their marks. 

In the following discussion, the students referred to the pressure that they felt from 

assessment. 

Interviewer: What else? 

TA3S3: Pressure. 

TA3S2: Marks for evaluating the students’ learning outcomes. 

Interviewer: Pressure. Why is there pressure? 

TA3S3: In general = 

Interviewer: = speak up, please = 

TA3S3: = not only English = 

Interviewer: = assessment in general = 

TA3S3: = in general, I feel pressure when I take tests in the subjects that I am not 

good at = 

TA3S4: = there is pressure in any subject = 

Students: (laugh) 

TA3S3: = right, in general, there is pressure. 

The above extract indicated some students felt the pressure created by the tests, especially by the 

tests in the subjects that they were not good at. 
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When the students were asked whether the teachers should give them tests for which marks 

were not assigned, they said they liked this way of assessment. The reason they suggested was that 

such tests decreased the pressure created by marks. 

Interviewer: Do you think your teacher should give you tests without assigning marks? 

TB1S9: Yes. 

TB1S10: Yes. 

TB1S11: If so, the pressure created by marks will be reduced. 

TB1S12: In this case, we are more independent because no mark is assigned. We do 

not know what our test results will be, but we are independent. 

By “independent”, TB1S12 suggested that the students did not rely on or collaborate with peers 

when they took this type of tests. That is, when taking tests for which marks were not assigned, they 

did not cheat. This suggested that cheating was a consequence of the pressure to obtain high marks. 

The discussion in this sub-section indicates that the students’ concerns about marks 

influenced their preferred assessment method (i.e., multiple-choice tests). They preferred multiple-

choice tests because they thought that they could obtain higher marks by cheating and making 

random choices when answering test items. The concerns about marks also created test anxiety. 

They worried about obtaining low marks due to the difficulty of the tests. The students thought that 

their teachers and parents also were concerned about marks. This is the focus of the discussion in 

the next sub-section. 

7.3.2. The students’ perceptions of the teachers’ and parents’ concerns about marks. 

Most students thought that their teachers and parents were concerned about marks. They 

believed that these stakeholders expected them to obtain high marks honestly. 

7.3.2.1. The students’ perceptions of the teachers’ concerns about marks. 

Many students thought that the teachers cared a great deal about their students’ marks. 

Interviewer: What do you think your teacher expects from you when she assesses you? 

TB1S4: She expects many of us to obtain high marks. 

When the students perceived that their teachers expected them to obtain high marks, they may try to 

obtain high marks by any means. 

Some students thought that the teachers cared about their students’ marks because they 

believed that their marks influenced how the teachers’ teaching was judged. “She expects us to 

obtain good marks so that other people will make positive judgements about her teaching” 

(TA3S11). In the same vein, another student stated, “She expects us to obtain high marks so that 

other teachers compliment her” (TB3S3). These statements suggest that some students believed that 

their marks were important to the teachers because they influenced how other people judged their 

teachers’ teaching. 
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A number of students thought that their teachers expected them to be honest in testing. “She 

expects us to take the tests using our knowledge and not to copy, no matter what marks we may 

obtain” (TB1S9). Other students shared a similar belief. “She wants us to do the tests by ourselves 

and not to copy. She wants real marks. She does not want high marks that are obtained by cheating” 

(TB3S4) and “She expects us to try our best and not to copy” (TB2S11). 

Some students were well aware that their teacher tried to prevent them from cheating. 

Interviewer: In your opinion, why are the same items mixed to form 4 tests with 4 

different codes? 

TA1S3: To prevent the students from copying. 

TA1S1: To prevent the students from copying. 

The analysis indicated that some students perceived that their teachers were concerned about 

marks and they believed that the teachers expected them to obtain marks in a fair way. 

7.3.2.2. The students’ perceptions of parents’ concerns about marks. 

Most students believed that their parents expected them to obtain high marks from the tests 

because they perceived that their parents believed that marks were accurate measures of their 

children’s competence. 

Interviewer: What about your parents? What do you think they expect from you in 

assessment? 

Students: Also high marks. 

TA3S4: Because they think marks reflect our learning outcomes = 

TA3S3: = our parents do not go to school, so they do not know how we take tests. 

They thinks marks are measures of our competence. 

Similarly, another student stated, “High marks, of course, as high as possible, because they believe 

that my marks are representations of my effort and competence” (TB1S12). However, TA3S3 

perceived that parents’ belief that marks were accurate measures of their children’s competence 

were naïve because “they do not know how we take tests.” 

In addition, some students believed that their parents expected them to obtain high marks 

and high rankings because these made their parents proud of them and provided status within their 

home communities. 

My parents want me to obtain high marks and high rankings. I think all parents want their 

children to obtain high marks and high rankings because their children’s high rankings bring 

them the pride about their children. They feel proud of their children with their neighbours 

and friends. (TA2S6) 

Another student’s statement supported the assumption that students’ high marks and rankings had 

some social value for their parents. 

I think not only my parents but other students’ parents also expect their children to obtain 

high marks from tests and examinations. Last year, I was ranked as a good student. My 
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parents were very happy. They told their neighbours about my ranking. They felt very 

proud. (TB3S2) 

Some students believed that their parents expected them to obtain high marks in an honest 

way. 

Interviewer: What do you think your parents expect from you when you take the tests? 

TB3S5: They expect me to do the tests by myself. . . . Marks have to reflect my real 

competence; they are not the results of cheating. 

Interviewer: What about your parents? 

TB3S1: They expect me to obtain high marks by myself. 

Interviewer: What about your parents? 

TB3S4: Just the same. 

Interviewer: And your parents? 

TB3S2: The same. 

This sub-section indicates that the students perceived that both the teachers and their parents 

were concerned about marks. They believed that their marks and rankings influenced the teachers’ 

and parents’ professional and social status in their communities. However, the students thought that 

the teachers and their parents expected them to obtain high marks by fair means, not by cheating. 

The next section discusses the students’ perceptions of the teachers’ fairness and feedback. 

7.4.  The Students’ Perceptions of the Teachers’ Fairness and Feedback 

The results of the analysis of the students’ perceptions of assessment in their schools 

indicated that they distrusted the teachers’ fairness. In addition, they thought that the teachers’ 

feedback was not useful for improving their learning. 

7.4.1. The students’ distrust of the teachers’ fairness. 

Many students expressed distrust of the teachers’ fairness in assessment. They thought that 

their teachers may construct tests that favoured those students who took private extra lessons with 

them. 

Interviewer: In your opinion, why does your teacher have to use the periodic tests that are 

designed by other teachers? 

TA1S3: So that none of the students will meet the items that they have met. 

TA1S1: The students often take private extra lessons with the teachers who teach 

them in school. If the teachers were allowed to design periodic tests for their 

own classes, those students who take private extra lessons with them would 

get more advantages. 

Some other students held a similar belief. 

Interviewer: Do you know why the teachers are not allowed to design periodic tests for 

their own classes? 

TB2S1: The less competent students will attend the teachers’ private extra lessons. If 

the teachers were allowed to design tests for their own classes, they may 

design tests in favour of these students. 
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Interviewer: What about you? 

TB2S2: I share TB2S1’s idea. This way of test design helps ensure fairness. 

One student believed that the teachers constructed easier tests for their own students. 

Interviewer: I am informed that the teachers in this school are not allowed to design the 

periodic tests for their own students. Do you know why? 

TA3S7: Because there should be a common level for all the students in the same 

grade in the school. The teachers always want their own students to obtain 

higher marks than other teachers’ students do. 

The above statements suggested that some students believed that their teachers may advantage their 

own students. 

A number of students thought that anonymous marking prevented the teachers from giving 

an advantage to some students when they marked the 45-minute tests and end-of-term tests. 

Interviewer: Do you know why the periodic test papers of the students in different classes 

are mixed up and their names are cut off the test papers before the teachers 

mark them? 

TA1S2: Because these tests have higher coefficients than the oral and 15-minute tests. 

Interviewer: But why are they mixed up and why are your names not written on your test 

papers? 

TA1S2: Because the teachers may favour their own students and the students who 

take private extra lessons in their homes. 

Another student expressed a similar reason. “I think it is for fairness. Some teachers may be less 

strict when they mark their own students’ test papers” (TB2S8). 

This sub-section suggests that some students in both schools distrusted their teachers’ 

fairness in constructing and marking the periodic tests. 

7.4.2. The students’ perceptions of the teachers’ feedback. 

Many students reported that the teachers’ written feedback included only ticks, crosses, and 

marks. “The teacher rarely corrects our errors in the test papers. She points out correct and incorrect 

answers and she crosses the incorrect answers. That’s all” (TA3S11). Some other students reported 

that their teacher’s feedback was the same. 

Interviewer: What do you see on your test papers when your teacher returns them to you? 

TB1S11: Ticks and crosses in red ink. 

TB1S10: That’s all. 

TB1S11: That’s all. I see nothing else. 

Some students thought that the teachers’ feedback did not help them enhance their learning. 

One student expressed dissatisfaction with the teachers’ oral feedback as follows. 

He corrects our errors, but I think the correction is not thorough or detailed, so we do not 

know the nature of our errors. He just says that the answer is not that but this. Once I filled a 

gap with a word, and he crossed my word. I asked him, and he said that my answer was 

incorrect; the answer in the key was correct. He did not explain why my answer was 
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incorrect. Sometimes there are errors, and he does not explain our problems. He does not 

solve our problems (TA1S7). 

Another student expected the teachers to show their students why errors were made. “Our teachers 

gave us just ticks and crosses and marks. We know which answers are correct and which are not, 

but we do not know why. I wish that they could explain our errors” (TB3S9). 

This section indicates that some students valued feedback in helping them learn. However, 

they were unsatisfied with the teachers’ feedback. They reported that teachers’ written feedback 

included only ticks, crosses, and marks. Additionally, the teachers’ oral feedback did not show them 

why errors were made and how these errors were avoided. They wanted feedback that helped them 

improve their learning. 

7.5.  Discussion 

Four major findings can be drawn from the discussion in this chapter. First, the students 

perceived that assessment had multiple purposes. They perceived that their teachers used 

assessment as a means to monitor and control their learning. This perception was also held by the 

principals and EFL teachers in this study. This finding was similar to the findings in previous 

studies. Grade 8 students in Queensland (Moni et al., 2002) and New Zealand secondary students 

(G. T. L. Brown & Hirschfeld, 2008; G. T. L. Brown, Irving, et al., 2009) also thought that their 

teachers used assessment to monitor and control students’ learning. Grade 8 students in Queensland 

perceived that assessment information was mainly used for report cards and that their teachers used 

assessment to monitor their learning (Moni et al., 2002). Congruent with policy-makers’ regulations 

as documented in the policy documents examined in this study and the EFL teachers’ perceptions, 

some students in the present study perceived that assessment was administered to obtain marks for 

ranking them. Indeed, obtaining marks for ranking students was the main purpose of the 

Vietnamese education system’s policy-makers (MOET, 2011b, 2011f). This was also the main 

purpose that not only the students perceived, but that the EFL teachers both perceived and enacted. 

Additionally, the students in the present study believed that assessment informed themselves 

and their teachers about their learning. They also thought that assessment informed teachers about 

their teaching. The students thought assessment information could be used to modify and improve 

teaching and learning. These formative purposes of assessment were expected by policy-makers and 

also perceived by the principals and EFL teachers in the present study. School students in previous 

studies also perceived these improvement purposes of assessment. For example, Grade 8 students in 

Queensland thought that assessment informed teachers about their learning and helped them 

improve it (Moni et al., 2002). New Zealand secondary students perceived that assessment helped 
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them improve their learning through teachers’ feedback (Peterson & Irving, 2008) and helped 

teachers and students improve teaching and learning (G. T. L. Brown, Irving, et al., 2009). 

The second major finding was related to the students’ concerns about marks and their 

perceptions of the teachers’ and parents’ concerns about marks. Specifically, most students thought 

that marks were not accurate measures of their learning outcomes. This perception was consistent 

with a perception held by Grade 8 students in Queensland, Australia (Moni et al., 2002) and high 

school students in Turkey (Yildirim, 2004). This perception was also consistent with the principals’ 

and EFL teachers’ reports that teachers constructed tests, especially continuous tests, according to 

teachers’ expectations of their students and students’ competence rather than according to standards 

of knowledge and skills as expected by policy-makers and the principals. In addition, the marks 

were not accurate measures of students’ learning outcomes because the EFL teachers reported that 

they modified the difficulty of their tests so that their students could obtain high marks and that they 

used marks to reward and punish their students in order to control their learning. In addition, some 

students reported that they cheated when taking tests in order to obtain good marks. In contexts 

where marks are high stakes for students and teachers, both students and teachers may try to raise 

students’ marks in inappropriate ways.  

The majority of students in the present study reported that they were concerned about marks. 

This finding was consistent with the EFL teachers’ perceptions that the greatest concern of their 

students in assessment was marks. Students are concerned about marks even when they are not 

high-stakes to them. In Smith and Gorard’s (2005) study, most Grade 7 students in a secondary 

school in Wales wanted to be given marks because they believed that marks informed them about 

their performance (Smith & Gorard, 2005). Some Grade 9 and 10 students in a study in New 

Zealand also cared about marks rather than the comments given by their teachers because “at the 

end of the day the grade gets you passed anyway” (Peterson & Irving, 2008, p. 246). Because they 

were concerned about marks, the students in the present study preferred multiple-choice tests, 

though they did not believe that these tests accurately measured their learning outcomes. They 

preferred multiple-choice tests because it was easier for them to cheat, to guess correct answers, or 

simply to tick responses to the items randomly. They reported that they preferred multiple-choice 

tests to open-ended and oral tests because they did not have to face their limited command of 

English when they wrote and spoke English. High school students in Turkey also preferred 

multiple-choice tests in social studies because they did not have to construct responses by 

themselves and they could guess correct answers (Yildirim, 2004). In addition, they wanted to 

prepare for the university entrance examination, which included multiple-choice questions 

(Yildirim, 2004). The finding in this study and that of Yildirim (2004) suggested that when 
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assessment results were high-stakes, students were more concerned about obtaining good marks 

than demonstrating their knowledge and skills and learning from assessment. 

Most students in the present study reported that they were concerned about marks because 

they perceived that marks had important consequences, and that marks were used to make 

judgements about their learning and to rank them. They believed that marks influenced their image 

in other people’s mind and their parents’ reactions to them (i.e., giving them rewards or scolding 

them). They also perceived that marks were part of the competition among students in learning. 

Indeed, as perceived by the EFL teachers, marks not only had consequences for students but also for 

teachers and parents. Grade 7 students in Wales perceived that marks motivated them to obtain 

higher marks and marks were necessary for them to inform their parents about their learning (Smith 

& Gorard, 2005). Some Grade 9 and 10 students in New Zealand associated marks with their pride, 

and they reported that they compared their marks with peers (Peterson & Irving, 2008). The 

findings related to the concerns about marks of the students in the present study and in previous 

studies suggested that students in different contexts were concerned about marks because they 

perceived that marks had important functions and consequences. 

A great number of students in the present study reported that they felt anxiety because of the 

pressure to do well in testing. High school students in Turkey, for example, also reported that they 

felt anxious in testing (Yildirim, 2004). Grade 3 to 6 students in the US expressed anxiety when 

they were asked to draw pictures and written descriptions of their drawings after they had finished 

their high stakes tests (Triplett & Barksdale, 2005). Similarly, Grade 9 and 10 students in New 

Zealand reported that their parents’ expectations created pressure to obtain good marks (Peterson & 

Irving, 2008). These findings suggested that test anxiety was common in different contexts and it 

was partly created by the pressure to do well in testing. 

Some students believed that their teachers expected them to obtain high marks because their 

marks influenced how the teachers’ teaching was judged. This finding was consistent with several 

teachers’ report that their students’ marks influenced how their teaching was judged. Similar to the 

students in this study, some students in a study in the US perceived that their teachers expected 

them to obtain high marks (Brookhart & Bronowicz, 2003). These findings indicated that students 

in different contexts thought that their teachers expected them to obtain high marks. The finding in 

the present study suggested that when students perceived that their marks had consequences for 

their teachers, they thought that their teachers expected them to obtain high marks. 

Most students in the present study perceived that their parents were concerned about marks. 

Many students thought that their parents expected them to obtain high marks because their parents 

believed that marks reflected their learning and influenced the parents’ pride in their children with 
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neighbours and friends. Parents’ concerns’ about their children’s marks were also reported by the 

EFL teachers in this study. Some teachers thought that parents were concerned about their 

children’s marks because parents believed they influenced their social status. Several students said 

that their parents’ expectations of high marks was part of the pressure that made them cheat when 

taking tests and examinations.  

Third, some students expressed distrust of the teachers’ fairness in assessment. They 

believed that when constructing classroom tests and marked test papers, some teachers may favour 

those students who paid to attend extra private lessons in the teachers’ homes. The cause for the 

students’ distrust of their teachers’ attempts at fairness was similar to the cause of the principals’ 

distrust of their teachers’ abilities to be fair. Some high school students in Queensland also 

expressed distrust of teachers’ fairness, and they thought that their teachers assigned marks 

according to their personal feelings about students (Moni et al., 2002).  

Fourth, some students were dissatisfied with the teachers’ feedback on their errors. They 

expected feedback that showed them how to improve their learning, but they reported that the 

teachers’ written feedback included only ticks, crosses, and marks. They thought that both written 

and oral feedback were not helpful for improving their learning. In the classroom lessons, the EFL 

teachers provided their students with direct corrective feedback and feedback about the students as 

persons. Similar to the students in this study, Grade 9 and 10 students in New Zealand reported 

receiving ticks, crosses, marks and sometimes comments including “constructive criticism”, “tips”, 

or “reminders” (Peterson & Irving, 2008, p. 246). The students in New Zealand also expected 

feedback that showed them why they were wrong and how they could improve their learning. 

Likewise, secondary students in Hong Kong perceived that their teachers’ feedback was not specific 

enough for them to see their strengths and weaknesses (Lee, 2008). The Hong Kong students 

expected to receive not only written feedback but also oral feedback, class discussions, and 

conferences with teachers. The finding about the perception of teachers’ feedback held by the 

students in the present study and those in previous studies indicated that students in different 

contexts were not satisfied with their teachers’ feedback, and they expected feedback that could 

help them improve their learning. The reason for the EFL teachers in the present study to give their 

students only two types of feedback may be because the teachers were not given guidelines about 

how to use assessment for formative purposes. 

This chapter discussed the students’ perceptions of assessment in their contexts. The next 

chapter reports the assessment practices that were observed in the EFL teachers’ classrooms. 
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Chapter 8.  Assessment Practices as Observed in the 

EFL Classrooms 

8.1.  Introduction 

This chapter presents the results of the analysis of the classroom observations undertaken in 

order to explore the EFL teachers’ assessment practices in their classrooms. The results of the 

analysis are set out in Figure 5. This chapter is organised according to the themes and theme 

clusters in Figure 5. The first cluster is about the assessment practices that the EFL teachers carried 

out in their classrooms. The first theme in this cluster indicates that the teachers relied on the tasks 

and exercises in the textbooks that they used in their classrooms. These tasks and exercises mainly 

assessed the students’ recall of factual information, vocabulary, and grammar rules. In addition, the 

teachers used quizzes in their classrooms and they used them to assess the students’ recall of 

vocabulary. The classroom observations indicated that the teachers used oral questions and 

observations as formative assessment. However, the analysis of these strategies was not presented 

in separate themes or categories because these strategies were viewed as aspects of the teachers’ 

assessment of the language skills, grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciation. The second theme 

reveals that the teachers mainly provided direct corrective feedback to the students. The teachers 

also used praise for the students as persons. 

The second cluster is related to ethical issues in assessment in the observed classrooms. The 

first theme is about how the teachers ensured fairness in assessment. The second theme presents 

how the teachers used marks to reward and punish their students. 
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Figure 5. Results of the analysis of the classroom observations 

Figure 5. Categories, themes, and theme clusters emerging from the analysis of the 42 classroom observations  
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8.2.  Assessment Practices in the Classrooms 

The results of the analysis of the classroom observations indicated that the teachers relied on 

the tasks and exercises prescribed in the lessons on language skills (i.e., listening, speaking, reading, 

and writing), grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciation in the textbooks. Assessment in the observed 

lessons focused on lower-order thinking skills. The feedback given in the observed classrooms 

included direct corrective feedback and praise about the students as persons. 

8.2.1. Using the tasks and exercises in the textbooks and teacher-developed quizzes to 

assess lower-order thinking skills. 

The teachers relied on the tasks and exercises in the textbooks to assess their students. In 

addition, teacher-developed quizzes were used in some of the observed lessons. However, the 

teachers used the tasks, exercises, and quizzes mainly to assess lower-order thinking skills. 

Specifically, they assessed the students’ recall of facts, vocabulary, and grammar rules. They also 

assessed the students’ comprehension. 

8.2.1.1. Reliance on the tasks and exercises in the textbooks. 

The EFL teachers in high schools in Vietnam used the same textbooks for mainstream 

classrooms. These textbooks were written by the MOET. The English textbooks for the 10th, 11th, 

and 12th Grades had the same structure. Each textbook consisted of 16 units. Each unit covered one 

topic (e.g., “Special education” and “The mass media” in English 10). Each unit consisted of five 

lessons. The first lesson in each unit focused on reading; the second, speaking; the third, listening; 

the fourth, writing; and the fifth, called Language Focus, grammar, vocabulary, and pronunciation. 

Each lesson on listening, speaking, reading, and writing included two or three “tasks”. Each 

Language Focus lesson consisted of three or four “exercises”. Because researchers as well as 

teachers have different understandings of what a “task” in language teaching is (Ellis, 2009a; 

Nunan, 2006), in this chapter the words “task” and “exercise” are used as they appeared in the 

textbooks. 

The teachers used the tasks and exercises in the textbooks as assessment activities in their 

classrooms, even though the principals, the teachers, and the students did not mention them as 

assessments during interviews. The structure of each unit in the textbooks also required that all 

language skills, grammar, and vocabulary be assessed in the classrooms. Following are some 

examples of how the teachers used these tasks and exercises as assessments of these language skills. 
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In the following example, a teacher in School B was working with her students to complete 

Task 1 (p. 150) of English 11. The students were asked to listen to the tape and decide which 

statements about the hobbies of the speaker in the tape were true and which ones were false. 

The teacher played the entire talk, then she asked her students, “How many questions 

can you answer?” Many students said that the talk was too difficult for them to understand. 

The teacher said, “OK, now I play just a short part of the tape. Listen and see whether the 

first statement is true or false. What do you listen for in order to answer question 1?” Some 

student said, “His hobby.” The teacher asked, “His hobby or the time when he started his 

hobby?” Some student said, “The time, not his hobby.” The teacher said, “That’s right. Pay 

attention to the words about time. Now, listen.” 

The teacher played a short part of the tape and asked the students, “When did the 

student start his hobby?” Some students said, “When he was young.” The teacher said, “So, 

the first statement is . . . .” Some students said that the first statement was true. The teacher 

said, “Very good. The first statement is true.” . . . 

The teacher used these procedures to elicit the students’ answers to the other seven 

statements in Task 1. 

(TB1Ob.L) 

In this example, the teacher assessed the students’ understanding of what they listened to and their 

ability to remember the details using true/false questions. These assessed the students’ lower-order 

thinking skills, i.e. comprehension and recall of what they heard from the tape. The teacher also 

tried to support the students by giving them clues about what they listened for using key words in 

the questions. 

The teachers also used the tasks in the speaking lessons in the textbooks as assessments. For 

example, in a speaking lesson in School A, a teacher told the students to read a short passage in 

Task 1 (p. 126) of English 10 and answer the questions below the passage. The instructions and the 

questions were as follows. 

Work in pairs. Answer the questions. 

1. What kind of music does Ha Anh like? 

2. Why does she listen to it? 

3. What is her favourite band? 

4. When does she listen to music? 

(English 10, p. 126, emphasis in original) 

In this passage, a girl named Ha Anh wrote about her favourite music (“Yes, I love pop music”), 

why she loved pop music (“It keeps me happy”), her favourite music band (“I really like the 

Backstreet Boys”), and when she listened to music (“I listen to music when I’m out”). This task was 

designed for students to work in pairs to practice speaking English using a short text and the 

guiding questions. However, the teacher used the task as an oral test to assess a student’s lower-

order reading skill in literal comprehension. Specifically, the teacher checked the student’s ability to 

identify facts in the text when she asked a student to answer the questions as described in the 

following extract. 
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After three minutes, she asked a student to stand up and asked him these questions. 

The student answered all her questions correctly. The teacher complimented the student and 

asked him to sit down. 

(TA2Ob.S) 

Instead of asking the students to work in pairs as suggested in the textbook, the teacher asked only 

one student to answer the questions orally, thus turning an activity intended to help students practice 

speaking into an assessment of one individual student’s recall of factual information and assessed 

reading skills. 

The classroom observations indicated that assessment of vocabulary focused on the 

decontextualized meanings of words and their pronunciation. Assessment of English vocabulary in 

this way was seen in nearly every lesson of the EFL teachers in both schools. In the following 

example, a teacher in School B assessed her students’ memory of the Vietnamese equivalents and 

the pronunciation of some English words that she had taught in the previous lesson. 

The teacher entered the classroom. She greeted the students in response to their 

greeting. She sat down at her desk. She opened her mark book. The teacher said: “Last time 

I told you to learn by heart the words that we learned in the reading lesson. Did you learn the 

words? Does anyone want to write these words on the blackboard and pronounce them?”. 

None of the students in the class raised his or her hand.  

The teacher pointed to a student sitting in the middle of the class and then another 

student at the back of the class, saying, “You. Go to the blackboard. And you.” 

The students went to the blackboard. The teacher said, “Stand on the left. And you, 

on the right.” She explained that she would read the Vietnamese words and the students 

would write the English equivalents on the blackboard. She asked Lan (pseudonym) to write 

the English equivalents of the following Vietnamese words on the left-hand side of the 

blackboard. These words were in the reading lesson on page 105 of English 10. 

Tàn phá [destroy] 

Sự đa dạng [variety] 

Loại bỏ [eliminate] 

Liên tục [constant] 

Sự tuần hoàn [circulation] 

Then she asked Nam (pseudonym) to write the English equivalents of the following 

Vietnamese words on the right-hand side of the blackboard. 

Có giá trị [valuable] 

Mùa [season] 

Môi trường [environment] 

Đe dọa [threaten] 

Thông qua [pass] 

Lan was able to write the English equivalents for the first four words, but she could 

not write the last word. Similarly, Nam was able to write the first four words but not the last 

word. 

The teacher asked Lan and then Nam to read aloud the words they had written on the 

blackboard. Lan pronounced the word “variety” incorrectly, and Nam pronounced the word 

“threaten” incorrectly. 

The teacher then asked two other students to pronounce the word “variety”, but they 

did not pronounce it correctly either. A fifth student stood up and voluntarily pronounced it 

correctly and the teacher said, “Very good. That’s correct pronunciation.” Then she asked 
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another student to pronounce the word “threaten”, but he did not pronounce it correctly. A 

girl sitting at the front of the class volunteered to pronounce the word, and she pronounced it 

correctly. The teacher said, “Well done. I give Lan and Nam 7 marks each. Vocabulary is 

very important. You have to remember Vietnamese equivalents and you have to pronounce 

English words correctly. Every day, learn some English words.” 

(TB2Ob.S) 

This extract indicates that the teacher valued her students’ memory for writing English words and 

being able to pronounce . Also, she relied on the textbook, specifically the reading lesson, when she 

assessed her students’ vocabulary and pronunciation. 

The teachers also used the tasks in the reading lessons as assessments. In the following 

example, a teacher in School B used Task 2 (p. 164) of English 12 as an assessment. This task asked 

the students to read a passage about “Women in society” (p. 163) and answer five multiple-choice 

questions (p. 164). The students worked individually while the teacher walked around the classroom 

monitoring them. 

After seven minutes, the teacher asked the students, “Which answer do you choose 

for question 1? According to the passage, what was the main role traditionally accorded to 

women?” The students called out 3 different answers (i.e., A, B, and C). The teacher said, 

“The correct answer is C. What words help you find the answer to this question?” Some 

student said, “Main.” Another student said, “I think ‘traditional.’” The teacher pointed at a 

student and asked, “Which word?” The student replied, “I think ‘role.’” The teacher said, 

“Yes, ‘role.’” She read the first paragraph of the passage on page 163 and explained why C 

was the correct answer. . . . 

Similar procedures were used to provide the students with the answers to the other 

four questions in Task 2. 

(TB3Ob.R) 

This teacher tried to elicit the answers to the questions in the textbook. She gave the students direct 

corrective feedback (i.e., providing the students with correct answers). In addition, she taught the 

students how to use key words in the questions as clues for skimming for details in the passage. 

Therefore, she integrated assessment into her teaching. However, her assessment focused on the 

students’ low-order thinking, and she provided her students with only direct corrective feedback. 

The teachers used the tasks in the writing lessons to assess writing. In the following episode, 

a teacher in School A used Task 2 (p. 158) of English 12 as a writing test. This task required the 

students to write a paragraph of about 100 words explaining the reasons why they would like to 

work for WWF, WHO, or UN. The students were asked to start their paragraph with “I’d like to 

work for the …….. for a number of reasons. First, ………”. 

The teacher asked the students to write the paragraph on a piece of paper. The 

students worked individually while the teacher was sitting at his desk. After 10 minutes, he 

told the students to write their name on their paper and be ready to hand in the paper for him 

to mark later in place of a 15-minute test. 

(TA1Ob.W) 
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In this case, the teacher did not tell his students that he would collect the students’ papers and assign 

marks. Perhaps he had intended to collect the papers and assigned marks, so asked the students to 

work individually and he did not provide the students with any support. 

The teachers also assessed the students’ ability to recall grammar rules. In the following 

extract, a teacher in School A checked the students’ abilities to remember the passive voice 

structure in English, which they had learned in the previous lesson. 

After greeting the students, the teacher took a seat at his desk. He asked a student to 

write the formula of the passive voice structure on the blackboard. The student wrote the 

following formula on the blackboard: 

S + V + O => S + TO BE + PP + by + O 

The teacher asked the whole class, “Is the formula right or wrong?” Many students 

said, “Right. Right.” The teacher wrote the following sentences on the blackboard: 

He bought a new motorbike last week. 

We will finish our lesson in about 40 minutes. 

Then he asked the student to change the sentences into the passive voice. The student 

wrote the following sentences on the blackboard: 

A new motorbike was bought by him last week. 

Our lesson will be finished in about 40 minutes. 

The teacher asked the students, “Are they correct?” One student stood up and said, “I 

think we have to say ‘the previous week or the week before, not last week.’” Some other 

students said, “Yes. The previous week or the week before.” The teacher said, “Yes, you are 

right.” He said to the student who was asked to write the formula and to change the 

sentences into passive sentences, “Good. Eight marks.” 

(TA1Ob.R) 

This example indicated that the teacher wanted to see whether or not the student remembered the 

passive voice structure in English and whether or not the student could apply this grammar 

structure. In addition, the teacher tried to involve the students in the assessment activity by asking 

them to give judgements about their peers’ answers. Moreover, the teacher expected his students to 

reproduce textbook answers. In fact “last week” could be correct. The context of the sentence “He 

bought a new motorbike last week” was not specific enough for the students to decide which 

answer, “last week” or “the week before” or “the previous week”, was correct. In this case, the 

teacher was not flexible to accept a possible alternative and take advantage of the emerging 

situation to improve his students’ knowledge. 

The classroom observations reported in this sub-section indicated that the teachers relied on 

the tasks and exercises in the textbooks. They used these tasks and exercises to assess the students’ 

recall of factual information, vocabulary, and grammar rules. The teachers were not flexible in 

using assessments from other sources for classroom assessment. They adhered themselves to the 

tasks and exercises in the textbooks and textbook answers. The teachers involved the students in 

classroom assessment. However, the students’ feedback as well as the teachers’ feedback to the 

students’ errors was mainly direct corrective feedback. 
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8.2.1.2. Quizzes for assessing recall of vocabulary. 

Thinking skills have been arranged in hierarchical order in some taxonomies, with 

“knowledge” in the lowest position, and “evaluation” in the highest position, and “comprehension”, 

“application”, “analysis”, and “synthesis” in between (Bloom, Engelhart, Furst, Hill, & Krathwohl, 

1956). Although all these thinking skills need to be developed in education, the higher-order and 

middle-order thinking skills (i.e., application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation) are more desirable 

than the lower-order thinking skills (i.e., knowledge and comprehension). 

However, some teachers in both schools used quizzes to assess the students’ abilities to 

recall vocabulary. A quiz typically began when the teachers organised the class into two teams and 

told the students in the teams to provide an English word when they were given a picture as a clue. 

In some quizzes, the students were asked to provide an English word when they saw a Vietnamese 

word flash on the TV screen or the other way round. 

In the following example, a teacher in School B assessed the students’ recall of the English 

names of the countries in ASEAN (The Association of Southeast Asian Nations). These names had 

been taught in the previous lesson. After the teacher organised the class into two teams, she said 

that she would show the national flags of 10 ASEAN countries on the TV screen. The first student 

to raise his or her hand and provided the correct name of a country when a flag flashed on the TV 

screen would score one point for his or her team. 

After telling the students the rules of the quiz, the teacher showed the national flags of 

Vietnam, Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia, the Philippines, Singapore, Brunei, Myanmar, 

Laos, and Cambodia. Each flag appeared on the TV screen for about one second. The 

students were very excited, and the classroom was very noisy. They tried to be the first to 

call out the names of the countries. Finally, both teams scored five points each. 

(TB3Ob.S) 

This example indicated that the students were actively involved in the quiz. They were taking part 

in the classroom assessment and enjoyed some fun at the same time. 

This sub-section indicates that the teachers mainly used the tasks and exercises in the 

textbooks and teacher-developed quizzes as assessment activities. However, these classroom 

assessments were mainly used to assess the students’ lower-order thinking skills, specifically their 

comprehension and recall of factual information, vocabulary, and grammar rules. The teachers’ 

focus on lower-order thinking skills was influenced by the tasks and exercises in the textbooks. It 

may also be affected by policy-makers’ expectations, which required that tests included knowledge 

questions, comprehension questions, and application questions (see Chapter 5). This influence was 

possible because “what amount and what kind of higher-order thinking should be required on a 

classroom assessment depend on the particular learning goals to be assessed” (Brookhart, 2010, p. 
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2). The teachers’ focus on recall was a common practice because recall-level questions are easy to 

ask and they are the most common questions asked by even the best teachers (Brookhart, 2010). 

8.2.2. Feedback on the students’ errors. 

Feedback is an integral part of assessment practices, and the extracts in the previous sections 

indicated that the teachers provided their students with feedback in their classroom assessment. 

However, the results of the analysis of the classroom observations indicated that the teachers’ 

feedback was not helpful for learning improvement as expected by the students. The classroom 

observations indicated that the feedback given by either the teachers or peers in the observed 

lessons mainly included direct corrective feedback on the students’ errors and feedback about the 

students as persons. 

8.2.2.1. Direct corrective feedback for verification of the students’ errors. 

Feedback, defined as “any information that is provided to the performer of any action about 

that performance” (Black & Wiliam, 1998a, p. 53), “plays a central role in supporting and 

promoting students’ language learning” (Inbar-Lourie, 2008a, p. 387) and is “one of the most 

powerful influences on learning and achievement”  (Hattie & Timperley, 2007, p. 81). It is viewed 

as an essential part of formative assessment and a means to promote and enhance learning (Butler & 

Lee, 2010; Dann, 2002; Davison & Leung, 2009; Elwood & Klenowski, 2002; Inbar-Lourie, 

2008a). 

Researchers have indicated specific qualities of useful feedback. For feedback to be useful 

for promoting and enhancing learning, it has to be timely, specific, understandable, and actionable 

(Fisher & Frey, 2011). Quality feedback has to show students what to do to improve their learning 

(Elwood & Klenowski, 2002; Shute, 2008b). Nicol and Macfarlane-Dick (2006) suggest that good 

feedback 1) shows students what good performance is, 2) helps develop self-assessment in learning, 

3) informs students about their learning, 4) encourages teacher-student and student-student 

dialogues about learning, 5) encourages positive beliefs and self-esteem, 6) helps students close the 

gap between current and desirable performance, and 7) provides teachers with information that they 

can use to modify teaching (Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick, 2006). 

There are various types of feedback. Feedback can be as simple as scores, letter grades, or 

ticks and crosses or as complicated as “models, cues, prompts, hints, partial solutions, and direct 

instruction” (Shute, 2008a, p. 163). Feedback can be written or oral, and given either by teachers or 

peers (Frey & Fisher, 2011). Feedback can be related to four different “levels” (Frey & Fisher, 

2011, p. 64): feedback about the task, the processing of the task, self-regulation, and the self as a 

person. Feedback about the task informs the student about the quality of his or her performance on 
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the task. Feedback about the processing of the task shows the student the processes she or he needs 

to use to complete the task. Feedback about self-regulation is related to the student’s self-appraisal 

and self-management. That is, it shows the student how to assess his or her ability, knowledge, 

behaviours, and actions in order to achieve his or her goals. Feedback about the self as a person 

focuses on the student himself or herself. It is related to the student’s effort, interest, engagement, 

and efficacy. Praise belongs to this type of feedback. Feedback can be categorised into facilitative 

feedback (i.e., providing cues and guidance) and directive feedback (i.e., providing corrections) 

(Shute, 2008b). Feedback can be evaluative (i.e., providing judgements about the student’s 

performance on the task) or descriptive (i.e., providing cues and guidance on how to correct errors) 

(Davis & Neitzel, 2011). 

The most common type of feedback is called corrective feedback (Airasian, 1997). This type 

of feedback focuses on the task (Frey & Fisher, 2011). Specifically, corrective feedback corrects 

misunderstandings or incorrect answers (Frey & Fisher, 2011). With corrective feedback, the 

teacher identifies correct or incorrect answers, asks students to provide either additional or different 

information, and draws students’ attention to specific knowledge (Frey & Fisher, 2011). According 

to Ellis (2009b), corrective feedback includes direct corrective feedback and indirect corrective 

feedback. With direct corrective feedback, the teacher identifies an error and provides the correct 

answer. With indirect corrective feedback, the teacher just indicates an error without providing the 

student with the correct answer. 

Different types of feedback have different values for student learning. For example, 

corrective feedback about the task is useful when it is used to address mistakes, while feedback 

about self-regulation helps students regulate their actions and behaviours (Fisher & Frey, 2011). In 

addition, students at different stages of learning respond and benefit differently from different types 

of feedback. For instance, directive feedback (i.e., providing corrections) is believed to be more 

helpful in the early stages of learning, while facilitative feedback is said to be more helpful in the 

later stages of learning (Shute, 2008b). This suggests that feedback of various types should be 

provided for different students to improve their learning.  

However, the classroom observations in this present study indicated that feedback on the 

students’ errors included only direct corrective feedback. Following are two examples illustrating 

where the teachers provided only this type of feedback to the students’ errors. The first example 

was an assessment in a “language focus” lesson in which a teacher in School B worked with the 

students to complete Exercise 1 (p. 139) of English 10. 

The teacher asked two students to go to the blackboard to write the present participles and 

past participles of the verbs given on page 139 of English 10. 

1. fascinate  …………………….. 6. bore  …………………. 
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2. excite  …………………….. 7. surprise …………………. 

3. terrify …………………….. 8. amuse …………………. 

4. irritate …………………….. 9. embarrass …………………. 

5. horrify …………………….. 10. frustrate …………………. 

Two students volunteered to go to the blackboard. The first student, who wrote the present 

and past participles of the first five verbs, made two errors (i.e., terrifyed and horrifyed). 

The teacher asked the other students in the classroom to comment on the participles written 

on the blackboard. 

One student said that the past participles of “terrify” and “horrify” were wrong and that the 

correct forms were “terrified” and “horrified”. 

The teacher changed “terrifyed” and “horrifyed” into “terrified” and “horrified”. Then he 

told the students to write the participles in their notebooks. 

(TB2Ob.LF) 

In this case, the teacher asked the students other than the one who made the errors to indicate the 

incorrect answers and provide correct ones. The teacher did not explain why “terrifyed” and 

“horrifyed” were incorrect. Nor did she ask the students who provided the correct answers to justify 

their answers. This practice was typical of assessment of learning. 

In a typical test-return lesson observed in the classrooms, the teacher and his or her students 

provided correct responses to the items in a multiple-choice test. In the following example, a 

teacher in School A returned test papers back to the students and provided the correct responses or 

asked the students to provide the correct answers to 20 multiple-choice items in the test. 

The teacher gave some comments on the students’ marks obtained from a 15-minute 

test that they took in the previous week. She said that many students got high marks and that 

she was pleased with their marks. Then she returned the test papers back to the students. 

She told the students to have a look at their test paper and then work with her to give correct 

responses to the items in the test. 

After 5 minutes, she asked one of the students, “Now, for question 1, which answer 

is correct?” The student said that C was the correct response. The teacher asked, “Everyone, 

is C the correct answer?” Many students said that C was the correct response. The teacher 

agreed that C was the correct response and she wrote C on the blackboard. 

The teacher asked, “What about question 2? Which answer is correct?” and she 

pointed at a student sitting at the back of the classroom. The student stood up and said, “The 

correct answer is A.” The teacher said, “Right. Very good” and she wrote A on the 

blackboard. 

She asked, “Now, question 3. Which answer?” She pointed at a student sitting in the 

front. The student replied, “B. I think B.” The teacher shook her head. Some students said, 

“C. C is the correct answer.” The teacher pointed at another student. The student stood up 

and said, “The correct answer is C.” The teacher said, “Good” and she wrote C on the 

blackboard. . . . 

Similar procedures were used to provide the correct answers to the other questions in the 15-

minute test. 

(TA3Ob.TR) 

In this excerpt, the teacher either verified whether or not a response was correct and then provided a 

correct answer or she asked the students to do so. The teacher did not provide feedback that the 

students could use to enhance their performance when they met questions similar to the ones in the 
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test (Davis & Neitzel, 2011). Nor did the teacher provide feedback that helped the students improve 

their work (Harlen & Winter, 2004). In addition to direct corrective feedback, the teachers often 

praised their students. 

8.2.2.2. Praise as feedback about the students as persons. 

According to Frey and Fisher (2011), teachers’ feedback may focus on four objects: (a) the 

errors that the student has made when completing a task, (b) the processes that the student uses to 

complete a task, (c) what the student needs to regulate to achieve a learning goal, and (d) the student 

as a person. Frey and Fisher say that praise belongs to the last type of feedback. They argue that 

praise is prevalent in the classroom but not effective for learning improvement. 

In these classrooms, the teachers often used praise as feedback to the students. Following is 

an illustration of the prevalence of this type of feedback. 

The teacher told her students to look at the TV screen and give the Vietnamese 

equivalents of the English words when they were invited to do so. 

She showed the word “guitarist” on the TV screen and pointed at a student at the back of the 

classroom. The student stood up and called out the Vietnamese word (người chơi đàng 

guitar). The teacher said, “Correct. Very good. Sit down please.” 

Next, she showed the word “tune (in music)” and pointed at a student sitting on the 

left of the classroom. The student stood up and said, “Giai điệu.” The teacher said, “Very 

good. Sit down, please.” 

The teacher showed the word “stamp collector” on the TV screen and asked, “Who 

know this word?” Many students raised their hands. The teacher pointed at a student sitting 

at the front of the class. The student said, “Người sưu tập tem.” The teacher asked the whole 

class, “Correct, everyone?” Many students shouted, “Yes. Correct, teacher.” The teacher 

said, “Good. Sit down, please.” 

(TB1Ob.R) 

This example showed that the teacher verified the students’ answers using direct corrective 

feedback and praise at the same time (e.g., “Correct. Very good. Sit down please.”). The teacher 

also used praise alone to indicate that the student’s answer was correct (e.g., “Good. Sit down, 

please.”). Praise such as “Good” and “Very good” may have a positive impact on students’ attitudes 

towards learning, but it has a limited effect on students’ learning per se (Black & Wiliam, 1998a). 

However, this type of feedback was frequently used in the classrooms of the participant teachers. 

The analysis up to this point indicates that the teachers relied on the tasks and exercises in 

the textbooks for classroom assessment. They mainly assessed the students’ lower-order thinking 

skills. Specifically, they focused on the students’ abilities to recall facts, vocabulary, and grammar 

rules. Feedback was found to be provided in all the observed assessments. However, feedback 

included only two types: direct corrective feedback and praise. They provided direct corrective 

feedback when they verified an error and provided a correct answer. They used either praise with 

direct corrective feedback or praise alone as a signal verifying the students’ answers were correct. 
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In a meta-analysis of the literature on feedback, Hattie and Timperley (2007) found that different 

types of feedback have different effects on student learning. They also found that the most effective 

feedback is the feedback that informs students about their performance on a task and how to do it 

more effectively. Praise, rewards, and punishment are the least effective feedback. Therefore, the 

feedback provided by the teachers in the present study may not be useful for student learning. In 

effect, students in this present study thought that their teachers provided them only marks, ticks, and 

crosses, and they thought that the teachers’ feedback did not help them improve their learning. 

The analysis of the classroom observations in this section provides some understandings 

about the types of assessment implemented in the teachers’ classrooms and the types of feedback 

provided to the students. A number of ethical issues also emerged from the analysis of the 

classroom observations. These issues are discussed in the following section. 

8.3.  Ethical Issues in Assessment 

The classroom observations indicated that the teachers tried to ensure fairness in testing by 

providing equitable conditions when they implemented 15-minute tests in their classrooms. In 

addition, they prevented cheating that occurred in some classrooms when the teachers implemented 

these tests. The classroom observations also indicated that some teachers used marks as rewards, 

threats, and punishment in their classrooms. 

8.3.1. Ensuring fairness in classroom testing. 

When administering the 15-minute tests, the teachers tried to ensure that all the students 

took the test in the same conditions. Moreover, they tried to prevent their students from cheating 

when they implemented these tests. 

8.3.1.1. Ensuring fairness by providing equitable conditions for testing. 

For each teacher, the researcher observed one lesson in which the teacher implemented a 15-

minute test. These were mandatory 15-minute tests that the teachers implemented to generate 

marks. In these tests, ensuring equitable conditions for all the students in the classroom was an 

integral part of the teachers’ work. The following extract showed typical procedures that the 

teachers used in a 15-minute test. 

The teacher said to the whole class, “Last time I told you that we will take a 15-

minute test today. Did you revise your lesson for this test?” The students made a lot of 

noise. Some said yes and many said no. 

Then the teacher told the students to put all of their books, notebooks and any paper 

into the compartment in their desks. She asked the students to keep some distance from each 

other. Four students sat at each desk with a length of about 2 metres. When no books and 
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notebooks were seen on the students’ desks and the students sat in straight lines, the teacher 

asked them not to read the test until she told them to start. 

The teacher asked the monitor to hand out the test papers to the students while she 

stood at the front of the classroom looking at the students and reminding them not to read 

the test papers. When the monitor had handed out all the test papers, the teacher told the 

students to start the test and she wrote “9:50” in the upper right corner of the blackboard. 

. . . 

At 10am, the teacher said, “You have only 5 minutes left.” At 10.05am, the teacher 

told the students, “Stop writing. Put down your pen on your desk. Put your paper at the end 

of your desk. I will subtract 2 marks if you continue writing.” 

The teacher asked the monitor to collect the students’ test papers while she stood at 

the front of the classroom looking at the students. The monitor gave her the test papers, and 

the teacher counted these test papers. Then she said, “There are 44 test papers. There are no 

absentees today. You were all very good today. Nobody was caught cheating.” The students 

laughed. 

(TA2OB.T) 

Fairness in testing is an aspect of ethics (Elwood, 2013), and providing equitable conditions 

to all test-takers is necessary to ensure fairness in testing (Tierney, 2014). The above excerpt 

indicated that TA2 tried to ensure that all the students in the classroom took the test in the same 

conditions. This way of ensuring fairness in testing was necessary because test results were used to 

rank the students and to promote or retain them. 

The excerpt also showed that TA2 also tried to prevent the students from cheating by asking 

the students to put all their books, notebooks, and any paper into the compartment in their desks. In 

addition, TA2 asked the students to keep some distance from each other by asking them to sit in 

straight lines. Her statement at the end of the test (i.e., “You were all very good today. Nobody was 

caught cheating”) may be just a joke, but it may also be interpreted that no cheating in that test was 

an exception rather than the norm. 

8.3.1.2. Preventing cheating in testing. 

Prevention of the students’ cheating was seen in 15-minute tests in both schools. The 

students did not refer to the textbooks or any written materials because the test procedures 

prevented them from cheating in this manner. However, cheating was observed during several 15-

minute tests. Cheating occurred in the form of oral exchanges between the students sitting near each 

other. The following excerpt illustrated how a teacher in School B stopped her students from 

cheating during a 15-minute test. 

Five minutes after the teacher told the students to start the test, two students sitting 

on the left side of the classroom were whispering to each other. The teacher knocked her big 

ruler on her desk and said, “Stop! No talking. You are doing a test.” The classroom became 

quiet again. 

Four minutes later, two students sitting at the back of the classroom whispered to 

each other. The teacher left her chair and walked to the whispering students. She said, “Stop 
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cheating or else I will subtract two marks each when I marks your papers.” The students 

scratched their heads. 

The teacher announced that only 5 minutes was left for the students to answer the 

test questions. The classroom became noisy. A lot of whispers could be heard across the 

classroom. The teacher knocked her ruler very hard on her desk. She said, “Stop! Stop! No 

more talk.” The classroom became quiet again. 

Then, the teacher told the students to stop writing because the time for the test was 

over. Some students bargained with the teacher. They asked the teacher to give them some 

more time because the test was difficult. The teacher said, “No more time. Stop writing and 

put your test papers at the end of your desk.” 

She asked the monitor to collect the test papers while she stood at the front of the 

classroom monitoring the students to make sure that none of them continued writing. 

The monitor gave the teacher the test papers. The teacher counted the test papers, 

while the students asked each other the answers to the questions on the test. 

(TB2Ob.T) 

The above excerpt indicated that more students whispered to their peers when the time for them to 

complete the test became shorter. This was perhaps because the students worried that they did not 

have enough time to complete the test. Accordingly, the teacher’s prevention of her students’ 

cheating was also escalated. She started her prevention by knocking her ruler at her desk and 

reminded the students that they were not allowed to talk when taking a test. Then she knocked her 

ruler harder, approached the whispering students, and threatened to punish them by subtracting two 

marks of their test results. The escalation of the number of students talking to their peers suggested 

that the students were very concerned about their test results, while the escalation of the teacher’s 

prevention of her students’ cheating suggested that she tried to ensure that fairness and accuracy of 

test results were attained. The teacher’s threat to subtract marks from cheating students’ test results 

suggested that she perceived that marks were high-stakes for her students. 

This sub-section indicates that the teachers tried to ensure fairness in testing. They tried to 

ensure that the students took the same test in the same conditions. They also tried to stop their 

students from cheating when their students took a test. However, some teachers used marks to 

reward and punish their students. 

8.3.2. Marks as rewards and punishment. 

Some teachers in the observed classrooms used marks as rewards and punishment. 

Specifically, extra marks were given to those students who volunteered to answer the teachers’ 

questions or who could do difficult tasks. The teachers also used marks as punishment for not doing 

homework. 
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8.3.2.1. Using marks as extrinsic rewards for the students’ voluntary participation. 

The teachers used marks as extrinsic rewards for those students who voluntarily answered 

their questions. In the following example, a teacher in School B rewarded her students by adding 

extra marks to a current oral mark of the students who volunteered to answer her questions. 

In the previous lesson, Task 3 of the reading lesson in Unit 12 was not completed. The 

teacher had asked the students to undertake Task 3 (p. 138) of English 11 at home. 

The teacher told the students that she would add two extra marks to their current oral 

marks if they volunteered to write the answers to the three questions in Task 3. Three 

students raised their hands. The teacher asked them to write the answers on the blackboard. 

Two of the students had three correct answers. The other student made one spelling mistake 

(i.e., he wrote “athelets” instead of “athletes”). 

The teacher added two marks to the current oral marks of the students who had three 

correct answers and one mark to the current oral mark of the student who made a spelling 

mistake. 

(TB1Ob.T) 

In this case, TB1 used marks as rewards for the students’ voluntary participation in a classroom 

activity rather than as measures of the students’ learning outcomes. This indicated that marks for 

this test were not accurate measures of learning outcomes. In addition, fairness was not ensured 

because the teacher did not assign marks as measures of learning outcomes for ranking the students 

as required by policy-makers. Even when using marks as extrinsic rewards was considered to be 

acceptable, the teacher unfairly treated the student who made a spelling error (i.e., she gave this 

student one extra mark instead of two extra marks) because the teacher assessed reading 

comprehension rather than spelling. The teacher’s use of marks to reward students who volunteered 

to participate in classroom assessment was an unfair practice because timid students may not 

participate voluntarily and they may never be rewarded. 

In another classroom observation, a teacher in School A used marks to challenge her 

students to do a difficult task. 

The teacher asked the students to listen to the tape and decide whether the five 

statements in Task 1 on page 128 of English 10 were true or false. 

The teacher played the tape, then she asked the students to tell her which statements 

in Task 1 were true and which ones were false. The students could not give the correct 

answers. 

The teacher played the tape again. After the second listening, the students gave the 

correct answers to the first three questions, but they did not reach agreement on the answers 

to questions 4 and 5. The teacher said, “I will give you 10 marks if you can translate the 

statements that help you answer questions 4 and 5.” 

This challenge was not met because none of the students could translate the 

statements in the tape that contained the answers to questions 4 and 5. 

(TA2Ob.L) 
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The students had difficulty understanding the part of the tape that contained the information that 

helped them respond to questions 4 and 5. However, TA2 challenged her students to do an even 

more difficult task (i.e., translating the statements into Vietnamese) by using marks as extrinsic 

rewards. The teacher’s use of marks in this way suggested that she did not use marks as accurate 

measures of learning outcomes. Rather, she used marks to challenge her students to do tasks that 

she considered to be difficult. Using marks for this purpose may encourage some students to take 

risk but it may be unfair to other students in the class, especially timid students. 

8.3.2.2. Using marks to punish the students for not doing homework. 

Unfairness was also manifested through some teachers’ use of marks as punishment. In one 

observed lesson, a teacher in School A punished her students for not doing homework. 

After greeting the students, the teacher asked a student to bring his notebook to her. 

The student stood up scratching his head and said, “I am sorry. I did not do the homework.” 

The teacher said that she was not happy. She wrote the first sentence in Exercise 3 on page 

131 of English 10 on the blackboard. The sentence read as follows: 

If it rains, I’ll stay at home and watch TV. 

The teacher asked the student to make a question that elicited the information in the 

underlined part of the sentence. The student could not make such a question. The teacher 

asked two other students to stand up and make the question, but neither of them could make 

the question. 

The teacher started complaining that some students were lazy and did not try to learn 

English because English would not be one of the three subjects that they would take in the 

NUEE. 

Then she said to the whole class, “Stand up if you did not complete Exercise 3 as I 

had told you to do last time.” Six students stood up, including the three students who could 

not make the question as the teacher had required. The teacher said that she would subtract 

one mark from these students’ oral marks that she had in her score book. 

(TA2Ob.R) 

TA2 punished her students for not doing homework by decreasing the oral marks that they had 

obtained from the previous oral tests. This suggested that marks were not measures of the students’ 

learning outcomes. Rather, marks were considered to be extrinsic rewards for effort. The use of 

marks as rewards and punishment for the students’ effort may motivate some students to try harder. 

However, it was unfair to other students because in these schools, marks were used to rank the 

students and the different rankings were assumed to be indications of the students’ competence. 

This section indicates that the teachers tried to provide their students with equitable 

conditions when they gave them a 15-minute test. In these 15-minute tests, some students cheated 

by talking to each other. The teachers tried to stop cheating by monitoring the students and using 

marks to threaten them. The teachers’ provision of equitable conditions and prevention of cheating 

suggested that they valued fairness in testing. However, some teachers used marks as rewards for 

the students’ voluntary participation in classroom assessment. Some teachers also used marks to 
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punish those students who did not do their homework. The teachers’ use of marks as rewards and 

punishment indicated that marks were not accurate measures of learning outcomes. 

8.4.  Discussion 

The following findings were obtained from the results of the analysis of the classroom 

observations. First, apart from occasional quizzes, the teachers in this study relied on the tasks and 

exercises in the textbooks for assessment purposes. This finding was different from the finding in a 

study that McMillan (2001) carried out in Virginia in the USA. Most of the Grade 6 to 12 teachers 

in McMillan’s studies designed their own assessments, and some used published tests for classroom 

assessment. The teachers’ reliance on the exercises and tasks in the textbooks may derive from their 

compliance with the MOET’s and the DOET’s regulations about how they should use the 

textbooks. The MOET and the DOET require teachers to complete all the exercises in the 

textbooks. This reliance may also be due to a lack of knowledge and skills in assessment as 

remarked on by the principals in the study. This may be the case because training in assessment was 

not provided to pre-service teachers and the professional development documents did not describe 

how in-service teachers should use assessment for teaching and learning improvement. 

Second, the teachers in this present study mainly assessed lower-order thinking skills. 

Specifically, they focused on the students’ comprehension and especially recall of factual 

information, vocabulary, and grammar rules. This finding was similar to a finding in Kahn’s (2000) 

study. In Kahn’s study, the teachers teaching Grade 10 English students at a large suburban high 

school in the Midwest of the US mainly assessed their students’ recall. These findings support 

Brookhart’s (2010) argument that most teachers mainly assess students’ recall of factual 

information because it is easier for them to formulate questions that elicit students’ recall. The 

teachers may have had difficulty formulating questions that elicited students’ higher-order thinking 

skills because they had not been taught how to do so in their pre-service teacher education 

programmes or through professional development programmes.  

Third, the EFL teachers in the present study provided their students with only two types of 

feedback, i.e. direct correct feedback and praise about the students as persons. While feedback can 

be about different objects (i.e., the task, the processes used to complete the task, self-regulation, and 

“self”), and they have different effects on learning (Hattie & Timperley, 2007), the teachers 

provided the students with only corrective feedback and praise about the students as persons. Direct 

corrective feedback is not helpful for students to improve their learning (Shute, 2008b), and 

feedback on the students as persons is the least useful feedback (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). 

Therefore, the feedback provided by the teachers in this study was not useful for improving 
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students’ learning, as perceived by the principals and students in this study. Perhaps the teachers did 

not provide their students with other types of feedback because they lacked the knowledge and 

skills to provide these types of feedback due to inadequate training and professional development. 

Fourth, the teachers tried to prevent cheating by providing the same conditions for all the 

students when they administered a formal test and by threatening to subtract marks from the final 

mark that the students obtained from the test. The way the teachers tried to prevent cheating 

indicated that fairness was understood as providing the same conditions. This understanding 

indicated that assessment of learning was valued. Fairness in assessment for learning should be 

understood as providing all students with ample opportunities to learn (Baharloo, 2013; Lantolf & 

Poehner, 2013). 

Fifth, the teachers in the present study used marks as rewards and punishment. Using marks 

as rewards and punishment is considered to be an abuse of teachers’ power (Bandaranayake, 2011), 

but teachers in other contexts have also been found to use marks as rewards and punishment. For 

example, the teachers in a study by Davis and Neitzel (2011) in south-eastern USA also used marks 

as rewards and punishment. The finding in Davis and Neitzel (2011) and the finding in this study 

suggest that teachers in different contexts use marks to control their students’ learning. The 

teachers’ use of marks as rewards and punishment suggested that assessment in these schools was 

high stakes to the students and was administered mainly for summative purposes. 

Sixth, cheating was observed in the classrooms when the students took a test that was 

administered to generate marks. This practice was consistent with the students’ and teachers’ 

reports about the students’ cheating in tests. Cheating may be common in these schools because test 

results were used to rank, promote, and retain students. In addition, the teachers and students 

perceived that test results had consequences for students, teachers, and parents.  

The assessment practices observed in these EFL teachers’ classrooms indicated that 

assessment in these schools was summative assessment in nature. Marks were considered as central 

to assessment in that the teachers used marks to reward and punish their students and the students 

tried to obtain high marks. Alternative assessment tasks that provided formative feedback were not 

given to the students for the purposes of enhancing their own learning.  

The previous chapter discussed the students’ perceptions of assessment in their contexts. 

This chapter analysed the EFL teachers’ classroom assessment practices. The next chapter discusses 

the major findings of the study. 
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Chapter 9.  Discussion and Conclusion 

9.1.  Introduction 

The aim of this study was to investigate the contexts of assessment in Grade 10 to 12 EFL 

classrooms in two high schools in Vietnam. Specifically, the study answered the following 

questions: 

1.  What are the perceptions of the contexts of assessment held by the principals, the 

Grade 10 to 12 EFL teachers, and students in two high schools in Vietnam? 

2.  How do the Grade 10 to 12 EFL teachers implement assessment in their classrooms? 

3.  How do the principals, the Grade 10 to 12 EFL teachers, and students negotiate the 

multiple purposes of assessment in their schools and classrooms? 

Five sets of data were collected and analysed to answer the research questions. These were 

policy documents, two interviews with two principals, six interviews with six EFL teachers, 12 

focus group interviews with 12 groups of students, and 42 classroom observations. The data were 

analysed inductively using content analysis. Delandshere’s (2001) conceptual framework was used 

to examine the interviews and classroom observations from technological, philosophical, 

sociological, and ethical dimensions. 

This chapter discusses the findings from the results chapters. These findings are discussed in 

the context of other research on principals’, teachers’, and students’ perceptions of assessment and 

the assessment practices of teachers. The chapter highlights the contribution of this study to the 

body of knowledge about assessment in high schools. This chapter also presents the limitations of 

the study and the implications for future research and practice. 

9.2.  Key Findings 

The findings in this study are discussed in terms of the three research questions that guided 

the study. 

9.2.1. Perceptions of the contexts of assessment. 

The participants’ perceptions of assessment in the schools in the study revealed that 

assessment was neither typical of a culture of assessment nor typical of a culture of testing. 

Specifically, the participants perceived that assessment helped support and improve teaching and 

learning and it was also used for accountability and managerial purposes. However, the perceptions 

showed that elements of a culture of testing were more visible than those of a culture of assessment. 
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The participants’ perceptions revealed that assessment in these schools was marks-driven. 

Consequently, control, compliance, and distrust were prevalent in the principals’ and teachers’ 

perceptions. 

9.2.1.1. Perceived purposes of assessment. 

In general, the principals, teachers, and students held similar purposes of assessment. They 

perceived that assessment had four major purposes: professional purposes (i.e., providing 

information about teaching and learning and helping teachers and students modify and improve 

teaching and learning); preparation for the national examinations; accountability purposes (i.e., 

controlling teaching and learning and making teachers and students accountable); and managerial 

purposes (i.e., providing the school administrators with information about teaching and learning in 

order to make decisions about interventions, ranking students, and reporting to parents). 

First, the principals perceived that assessment provided information about teaching and 

learning. They believed that this information helped teachers and students modify and improve their 

teaching and learning. A study of principals in Western Canada by Newton, et al. (2010) found that 

the principals perceived that large-scale assessment in their contexts was high-stakes, but at the 

same time they believed that it helped improve teaching and learning. Similarly, principals in 

Michigan in the USA (Shen et al., 2010) perceived that assessment provided information about 

teaching and learning, and this information helped teachers and students modify and improve 

teaching and learning. At the same time, they thought that assessment results were used to make 

schools and teachers accountable. Assessment in the schools in the current study was carried out to 

generate marks for ranking students and making decisions about the promotion and retention of 

students. However, the principals also believed that assessment supported and improved teaching 

and learning. This finding resonated with the findings in the studies by Newton, et al. (2010) and by 

Shen, et al. (2010), and consolidated the conclusion that principals believed that assessment 

supported and improved teaching and learning even in contexts where assessment was high-stakes. 

Similar to the principals, the teachers in this present study perceived that assessment 

informed and improved teaching and learning. This finding was similar to findings in studies 

conducted in many other contexts. In Western countries, Grade 4 to 7 teachers in southern USA 

(Davis & Neitzel, 2011), Grade 7 to 12 teachers in Canada (Leighton et al., 2010), primary and 

secondary school teachers in the UK (Hargreaves, 2005), and primary school teachers in Barcelona 

in Spain (Remesal, 2007) perceived that assessment informed teachers and students about their 

teaching and learning. In Asia, junior secondary school teachers in Hong Kong held a similar 

perception (Cheng, 2006). The perception that assessment helped teachers and students modify and 
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improve teaching and learning was held by teachers in New Zealand (G. T. L. Brown & Harris, 

2009), in New Zealand and Queensland, Australia (G. T. L. Brown & Lake, 2006), in the 

Netherlands (Segers & Tillema, 2011), and in Hong Kong (G. T. L. Brown, Kennedy, et al., 2009; 

Cheng, 2006). The finding that the teachers in the present study believed that assessment helped 

improve teaching and learning revealed that not only teachers in contexts where assessment was 

low-stakes, such as primary schools in New Zealand (G. T. L. Brown, 2004), but teachers in high-

stakes contexts, such as Hong Kong (G. T. L. Brown, Kennedy, et al., 2009; Fai, 2009) and the 

schools in this present study, held the perception that assessment helped improve teaching and 

learning. 

Many students in the present study perceived that assessment helped improve teaching and 

learning. They believed that assessment results informed the teachers about their teaching and the 

students’ learning. They thought that this information helped the teachers modify their teaching and 

it also helped the teachers and the students improve learning. This finding was consistent with 

findings in other studies. In Moni, et al.’s (2002) study, Grade 8 students in Queensland perceived 

that assessment information helped them improve their learning. Similarly, New Zealand secondary 

students believed that assessment helped teachers and students improve teaching and learning (G. T. 

L. Brown, Irving, et al., 2009; Peterson & Irving, 2008). The finding in the present study and the 

findings from previous studies indicated that the perception that assessment enhanced teaching and 

learning was held by students in different contexts. 

Second, the principals and a number of teachers perceived that classroom and school tests 

helped familiarise students with the content, format, and procedures of the national examinations. In 

this study, preparation for tests and examinations was regarded to be a purpose of assessment in 

schools when the principals perceived that they were high-stakes. Similarly, in a study conducted in 

Hong Kong principals thought that tests given to Grade 3, 6, and 9 students were intended to 

identify schools that needed assistance to raise their performance (Ngan et al., 2010). The Hong 

Kong principals in Ngan et al.’s (2010) study perceived that these tests were high-stakes, and they 

asked their teachers to familiarise their students with the content and format of the tests in order to 

help them obtain high marks. Again, similarly, elementary principals in Western Canada in Newton 

et al.’s (2010) study perceived that the results of large-scale tests in Canada were used to judge the 

effectiveness of administrative and instructional staff. Therefore, they believed that preparing 

students for these tests was necessary. In Vietnam, Grade 12 students took the GEDE before leaving 

school, and they were granted a certificate only if they passed the examination. Only students who 

passed the GEDE were allowed to take the NUEE to enter a university or college. The principals in 

this study perceived that passing these examinations was both the evidence and the target of 
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students’ learning. The principals also believed that the rate of students who passed these 

examinations, especially the NUEE, influenced the schools’ reputations. Therefore, it was not 

unusual for the principals to regard familiarising their students with these examinations to be an 

important part of assessment in their schools. 

Similar to the principals, most teachers in this study perceived that they needed to prepare 

their students for the national examinations. Some teachers perceived that passing these 

examinations was their students’ learning target and preparing students for these examinations was 

an important part of the schools’ activities. Preparing students for tests and examinations was also 

perceived to be a purpose of assessment by teachers in other studies. In Kahn’s (2000) study of the 

materials developed to assess their students, the English language teachers in a secondary school in 

the Midwest of the USA reported that they prepared their students for school and district tests 

because this preparation helped them maintain students’ attention and cooperation. Grade 4 to 7 

teachers in South-eastern US in Davis and Neitzel’s (2011) study perceived that they needed to 

familiarise their students with the content and format of state-mandated tests because these tests 

were high-stakes and district-level and state-level administrators expected them to prepare their 

students for these tests. In a study of Hong Kong secondary teachers’ perceptions of school-based 

assessment, Qian (2014) found that the English language teachers perceived that when results of 

school-based assessments were used as a component of the Hong Kong Certificate of Education 

Examination, a high-stakes examination in Hong Kong, the assessments became high-stakes. In 

addition, they perceived that their students treated school-based assessment as an additional 

examination rather than an opportunity for them to develop their language ability. Therefore, they 

believed that they needed to spend a lot of time preparing their students for these school-based 

assessments. The finding in this present study about the teachers’ perception of preparing their 

students for the GEDE and the NUEE indicated that the teachers considered that the preparation of 

students for tests and examinations was an important part of assessment in their classrooms and 

schools. This was especially the case when they perceived that tests and examinations were high-

stakes for their students, for themselves, and for the reputation of their schools. 

Third, the participants in the present study perceived that assessment had accountability 

purposes. Specifically, the principals believed that assessment helped them control teaching and 

learning in their schools and thus made teachers and students accountable for their work. In a study 

of how elementary, middle, and secondary school principals in a school district in Michigan, the 

USA, most of the 16 principals participating in the interviews reported using student achievement 

data for making teachers accountable for their teaching (Shen et al., 2010). Similarly, the principals 

in Newton et al.’s (2010) study perceived that the data gathered from large-scale tests were used to 
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evaluate the effectiveness of administrative and instructional staff. In Hong Kong, where 

assessment was expected to be implemented to support teaching and learning and school-based 

assessment results were expected to be used for school self-evaluation, principals believed that 

policy-makers wanted to make schools accountable through school-based assessment results (Ngan 

et al., 2010). The finding in this study and those in other studies suggested that principals in various 

contexts perceived that assessment was used to make students, teachers, and school administrators 

accountable for their work. 

The teachers in the present study perceived that assessment made both teachers and students 

accountable. They also reported that they used marks as rewards and punishment. The perception 

that assessment made schools, teachers, and students accountable was held by teachers in various 

contexts. In a study by G. T. L. Brown (2004), primary teachers in Auckland, New Zealand, 

perceived that assessment made schools and teachers accountable, but they did not believe that 

assessment made students accountable. The researcher argued that these primary teachers did not 

agree that assessment made students accountable because assessment in elementary schools in New 

Zealand was low-stakes and was intended for supporting and improving teaching and learning (G. 

T. L. Brown, 2004). In a study of perceptions of assessment held by teachers in 12 primary schools 

and 3 secondary schools in Hong Kong, Brown, Kennedy et al. (2009) found that the teachers 

believed that assessment made schools, teachers, and students accountable. These researchers 

argued that Hong Kong teachers agreed more with this perception than primary teachers in New 

Zealand and Queensland, Australia. This was because assessment in Hong Kong schools was high-

stakes, while assessment in primary schools in New Zealand and Queensland at the time of the 

study was low-stakes. The finding about accountability purposes of assessment perceived by the 

teachers in the present study consolidated the findings in previous studies. 

Similar to the principals and teachers, the students in the present study perceived that 

assessment made them accountable for their learning. They thought that their teachers used 

assessment to monitor and control their learning. Students in previous studies held similar 

perceptions. In Moni et al.’s (2002) study, Grade 8 students in Queensland perceived that their 

teachers used assessment to monitor their learning. In responding to questionnaires about students’ 

perceptions of assessment in studies by Brown and Hirschfeld (2008) and Brown, Irving et al. 

(2009), secondary students in New Zealand believed that assessment made schools, teachers, and 

themselves accountable.  Brown, Irving et al. (2009) argued that students believed that assessment 

made schools, teachers, and students accountable when they perceived that assessment had high-

stakes consequences for them. This argument could be used as an explanation for the perception 
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held by the students in the present study who perceived that their assessment results were used to 

rank them and had consequences for themselves, their teachers, and parents. 

The last finding about the perceptions of assessment purposes held by the participants in this 

study was that the principals, teachers, and students in the present study perceived that assessment 

had managerial purposes. The principals reported that assessment results helped them make 

decisions about facility investment, professional development for their teachers, and collaboration 

with students and parents in order to help students learn better. They also reported that assessment 

results were reported to parents to inform them about their children’s learning. The principals in the 

study by Shen, et al. (2010) reported that they relied on student achievement data obtained from 

standardised tests and classroom assessments for making decisions. Specifically, these principals 

used student achievement to make decisions about school improvement, to identify students’ 

weaknesses, to help teachers improve their teaching, and work with parents and the community. 

Similarly, the principals in the elementary schools in Newton et al.’s (2010) study believed that data 

collected from large-scale assessments helped them identify students’ strengths and weaknesses and 

to place students in special programmes. These Canadian principals also reported that results of 

large-scale assessments informed their school-based planning and priority-setting. When assessment 

results were used as data for managerial decisions, they should be accurate measures of students’ 

learning outcomes. However, in the schools under investigation, marks were perceived not to reflect 

students’ learning outcomes. Therefore, the administrators in these schools relied on unreliable data 

for making decisions. 

The teachers in the present study perceived that assessment meant generating marks for 

ranking students and reporting to parents, and some teachers perceived these to be the most 

important purposes of assessment in their contexts. Pryor and Lubisi (2002) reported that Grade 4 to 

6 teachers in South Africa perceived that assessment was administered to obtain marks for reporting 

to parents, principals, and inspectors. Secondary Hong Kong teachers in Cheng’s (2006) study held 

a similar perception. Additionally, these Hong Kong teachers believed that they would get support 

from parents when they reported students’ learning outcomes to them. In contexts where teachers 

perceived that the main purpose of assessment was to generate marks for ranking students and 

reporting to parents, they may try to raise their students’ marks as the teachers in the present study 

did. 

The findings about the perceptions of assessment purposes held by the participants in this 

study were consistent with findings in previous studies. They add some knowledge about 

principals’, teachers’, and students’ perceptions about purposes of assessment in different contexts. 

In addition, these findings indicate that the participants in this study perceived that the improvement 



-187- 

 

purposes of assessment were not incompatible with preparing students for the national 

examinations, making teachers and students accountable, and generating marks for decision-

making, ranking, and reporting. The findings about the participants’ perceptions of the 

improvement purposes of assessment suggested that a culture of assessment existed in these 

schools. However, their perceptions of examination preparation, accountability purposes, and 

managerial purposes of assessment indicated that a culture of testing was deeply rooted in their 

schools. In addition, their concerns about marks, accuracy of marks, objectivity, and fairness 

suggested that elements of a culture of testing dominated those of a culture of assessment in these 

schools. The perceptions about the purposes of assessment held by the participants in this study 

suggested that assessment of learning and assessment for learning should not be considered as two 

dichotomies. Rather, they may co-exist in contexts where assessment of assessment was still 

dominant while assessment for learning was promoted. 

9.2.1.2. Marks-driven assessment. 

The participants’ perceptions of marks, the accuracy of marks, and the teachers’ views about 

objectivity and fairness in testing indicated that assessment in these schools was marks-driven. 

Specifically, the teachers and students were concerned about marks. In addition, the principals, 

teachers, and students were concerned about the accuracy of marks as measures of learning 

outcomes, and thus they were concerned about tests and procedures for test administration. The 

principals’ and the teachers’ concerns about marks were associated with their concerns about 

objectivity and fairness in assessment. However, the findings about teachers’ and students’ 

perceptions of marks, accuracy, objectivity, and fairness indicated that these qualities were not 

achieved in their contexts. 

9.2.1.2.1. Teachers’ concerns about marks and their perceptions of other stakeholders’ 

concerns about marks. 

Many of the teachers expected their own students to obtain high marks from tests because 

they perceived that marks had high-stakes consequences for their students and themselves. Most 

teachers reported that marks were used to rank, promote, and retain their students. A few teachers 

perceived that their teaching was judged according to their students’ marks. Moreover, the teachers 

perceived that marks were reported to parents. Some teachers believed that students’ marks 

influenced parents’ social status in their communities. These findings indicated that when teachers 

perceived that marks had consequences for their students, themselves, and parents, they expected 

their students to obtain high marks. 
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The majority of the teachers in the present study thought that the principals, teachers, and 

students were concerned about marks. They believed that the principals and parents expected 

students to obtain high marks. In addition, they perceived that in assessment their students were 

mainly concerned about marks. The teachers’ belief that principals and parents expected students to 

obtain high marks and students cared a great deal about marks was another new finding in studies 

about teachers’ perceptions of assessment. As such it suggests that in a context where assessment is 

administered to generate marks for high-stakes consequences, teachers believe that other 

stakeholders expect students to obtain high marks. 

When teachers perceive that marks have important consequences, they may improve their 

students’ marks by any means (Stobart, 2008). Therefore, some teachers in this study reported 

constructing 15-minute tests according to their students’ competence and modifying test difficulty 

so that their students could obtain higher marks. 

9.2.1.2.2. Students’ concerns about marks and their perceptions of other stakeholders’ 

concerns about marks. 

Many students in the present study perceived that marks were not accurate measures of their 

learning outcomes because of cheating, random choice, test anxiety, and teachers’ favour for those 

students who took private lessons in teachers’ homes. Some students in a study conducted in 

Queensland, Australia, perceived that marks did not accurately reflect learning outcomes (Moni et 

al., 2002). These Australian students believed that marks were influenced by teachers’ personal 

feelings about individual students (Moni et al., 2002), while the students in the present study 

attributed the inaccuracy of marks to students’ cheating, random choice, test anxiety, and teachers’ 

favour for those students who took private lessons in teachers’ homes. 

The majority of the students in the present study admitted that they were very concerned 

about marks. A number of students reported that they tried to obtain high marks by any means. 

Many students perceived that their marks had consequences for themselves, their teachers, and their 

parents. Specifically, most students thought that their learning was judged solely by marks. 

Additionally, they perceived that marks were used to rank them, and the ranking shaped their image 

in other people’s minds. They stated that their marks influenced their parents’ behaviour towards 

them (i.e., rewarding or scolding). Some students also thought that marks were part of the 

competition among students, thus they influenced how students judged each other. This finding was 

similar to a finding in Smith and Gorard’s (2005) study. Some students in Smith and Gorard’s study 

reported comparing their marks with peers’ marks. 
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The students’ concerns about marks and their perceptions of the consequences created by 

marks were new findings in studies about students’ perceptions of assessment. When the students 

were mainly concerned about marks and they perceived that their marks had consequences not only 

for themselves but also for their teachers and parents, cheating for high marks was very likely 

because they tried to obtain high marks in order to avoid or mitigate these consequences. 

Most students in the present study expressed preference for multiple-choice tests, even 

though they believed that multiple-choice tests could not assess their learning as accurately as 

teacher observations, peer observations, and direct teacher-student interactions. Some students 

preferred multiple-choice tests because they perceived that it was easier for them to complete these 

tests by asking their peers for answers or guessing and ticking answers randomly. Many students 

did not like open-ended tests and oral tests because they were not confident that their English was 

good enough for these types of tests. These findings were similar to the findings in Yildirim’s 

(2004) study. The students in Yildirim’s (2004) study thought that short-answer tests did not 

accurately measure their performance. Similar to the students in the present study, these Turkish 

students liked multiple-choice tests. However, the Turkish students liked the multiple-choice format 

because it was used in university entrance examinations in Turkey. Like the students in the present 

study, the Turkish students thought that they could complete multiple-choice tests by guessing 

answers. The Turkish students did not like open-ended tests because they thought that unfairness 

may occur when teachers marked their test papers without fixed criteria. Moreover, these students 

thought that it was more difficult to answer open-ended questions and they felt uncomfortable when 

orally responding to teachers’ questions in front of their peers. The students’ mention of cheating as 

a reason for their preference of multiple-choice tests suggested that they were more concerned about 

completing tests and obtaining high marks than demonstrating their competence and learning 

through assessment. 

Many students in the present study perceived that their teachers and parents expected them 

to obtain high marks. A number of students thought that their marks influenced how their teacher’s 

teaching was judged. Several students perceived that their marks made their parents proud of them 

and even provided their parents with a social status within their home community. This finding 

challenged a finding in a study by Smith and Gorard (2005), which found that students were 

concerned about marks, even though they did not perceive that marks had high-stakes 

consequences. 
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9.2.1.2.3. Principals’, teachers’, and students’ concerns about accuracy, objectivity, and 

fairness. 

The principals in this study expected that marks were accurate measures of students’ 

learning outcomes. They believed that 45-minute tests and end-of-term tests should have a broad 

coverage of knowledge. In addition, they thought that tests needed to be based on the MOET’s 

standards of knowledge and skills so that test results accurately reflected students’ learning 

outcomes. Indeed, no single test can cover all domains that need to be assessed because each test 

can only assess a sample of knowledge in a domain (Harlen, 2007). Therefore, the expectation that 

tests should have a broad coverage of knowledge was too ambitious. In addition, test results are 

influenced by a multitude of factors (Estaji, 2011; Must & Must, 2013; Torff & Sessions, 2009). 

Therefore, the principals’ expectation that test results were accurate measures of the students’ 

learning outcomes indicated that the principals cared much about measuring learning outcomes 

against standards and were concerned about marks. While the principals in the present study were 

concerned about standards in assessment, the American principals in a study by Militello, Bass, 

Jackson, and Wang (2013) reported that they did not care about aligning their assessments with 

state standards. Therefore, this finding extended the understanding about principals’ perceptions 

assessment. Like the principals, a number of teachers in the present study valued the accuracy of 

marks. This concern was associated with their perceptions of the consequences of marks for their 

students, themselves, and parents. 

Unlike the principals and the teachers, the students in the study did not express concerns 

about the accuracy of marks. Instead, most of the students perceived that marks were not accurate 

measures of their learning outcomes, even though a few students believed that marks were accurate 

measures of learning outcomes of good students only. Most of the students believed that marks 

obtained from multiple-choice tests did not reflect their learning outcomes because some students 

cheated and they could have guessed and ticked answers randomly. Many of them believed that 

anxiety caused by the pressure to do well in tests influenced their test results. Students in previous 

studies (Moni et al., 2002; Yildirim, 2004) also believed that marks were not accurate measures of 

students’ learning outcomes. 

The principals in the present study were concerned about their teachers’ objectivity and 

fairness in assessment. These concerns were manifested in the procedures that they mandated for 

test administration. They mandated that the teachers use the schools’ tests for 45-minute tests and 

end-of-term tests, even though the principals perceived that these mandates deprived the teachers of 

the opportunities to use assessment for supporting and improving teaching and learning. The 

sacrifice of the teachers’ autonomy to use assessment to improve teaching and learning suggested 
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that in contexts where assessment results were high-stakes, the desire for objectivity and fairness 

subordinated the use of assessment for formative purposes. 

Similar to the principals, some of the teachers valued objectivity and fairness in assessment. 

They reported supporting the schools’ procedures intended for ensuring that these qualities were 

achieved. There have been many studies about teachers' perceptions and practices of assessment. 

However, teachers in previous studies did not express concerns about objectivity and fairness in 

assessment. Therefore, this is a new finding of the present study. 

Although accuracy, objectivity, and fairness concerned the principals and many teachers, 

these qualities were not achieved in assessment in these schools. The principals thought that their 

teachers did not construct tests, especially 15-minute tests, according to the MOET’s standards. 

They believed that the teachers constructed tests according to their own expectations of the students 

and according to their beliefs about the students’ competence. The principals’ perceptions of the 

teachers’ test construction indicated that the marks obtained from the teacher-constructed tests were 

not accurate measures of students’ learning outcomes against the MOET’s standards. 

The teachers’ accounts about the way they constructed 15-minute tests further indicated that 

accuracy, objectivity, and fairness were not achieved in these contexts. Most teachers admitted 

constructing 15-minute tests according to their own expectations of the students’ abilities and the 

students’ marks from previous tests. Some teachers reported adjusting the difficulty of their 15-

minute tests so that their own students could obtain higher marks. A number of teachers reported 

using marks to encourage their students to participate in classroom activities and to punish them for 

not doing homework. When different teachers based their tests on their own standards rather than 

on agreed standards, the difference in marks obtained by different students was not likely to be a 

reflection of the students’ abilities. Unfairness resulted from the way the teachers constructed tests 

and the way they used marks for reward and punishment. Therefore, the way the teachers 

constructed tests was problematic. This often resulted in control from policy-makers and principals. 

9.2.1.3. Control, compliance, and distrust. 

Evidence of control, compliance, and distrust in assessment in these schools was pervasive 

in the principals’ and the EFL teachers’ perceptions. The principals valued their teachers’ 

compliance with the MOET’s, the DOET’s, and the schools’ regulations and mandatory procedures 

for assessment. Additionally, the principals equated teachers’ knowledge and skills in assessment 

with their compliance with the regulations. Therefore, the teachers in this study were treated as 

technicians who implemented regulations issued by the MOET, the DOET, and the school 

administrators. 
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The principals’ expectation of their teachers’ compliance resulted from their distrust of the 

teachers’ professional competence, professional commitment, and fairness in assessment. They 

perceived that the teachers had restricted knowledge and skills in constructing multiple-choice tests 

and using assessment to identify students’ knowledge gaps. They also thought that the teachers’ 

command of English was not very good. In addition, the principals believed that the teachers did not 

provide the students with quality feedback because they were not committed to their job. Further, 

the principals distrusted some teachers in constructing tests and marking students’ test papers. They 

thought the teachers were being unfair and attributed this unfairness to some teachers’ offering 

private lessons in their homes. Researchers have argued that beliefs in each other’s competence, 

responsibility, dependability, and reliability are necessary for trusting relationships (Moye, Henkin, 

& Egley, 2005). However, the principals in the present study did not regard their teachers to be fully 

competent and responsible. Principals’ distrust of teachers’ knowledge and skills in assessment has 

been found in other studies such as that of Yildirim (2004). However, the finding about the 

principals’ distrust of the teachers’ professional commitment and fairness was unique to this study. 

Most of the teachers perceived that the school administrators controlled their assessment. 

The teachers thought that they had some autonomy in implementing oral tests and 15-minute tests, 

but they had to follow the format and timing mandated by the school administrators. In addition, 

they perceived that the school administrators controlled the construction, administration, and 

marking of the 45-minute and end-of-term tests. This finding was consistent with a study by 

Yildirim (2004). The teachers in Yildirim’s study reported that their principals controlled the format 

of their tests and the way they implemented assessment in their classrooms. However, the teachers 

in Kahn’s (2000) study were allowed to design assessments and use tests from different sources. 

The teachers reported that they complied with the regulations and procedures. This was 

because they perceived that compliance was a social norm that they should follow and it ensured 

security in their job. The finding about the compliance of the teachers in the present study 

consolidated a finding in Yildirim’s (2004) study. The teachers in Yildirim’s study complied with 

their principals’ expectations around assessment. 

Some teachers distrusted other teachers’ fairness in testing. They believed that other 

teachers gave their students easier 15-minute tests. This distrust was understandable because many 

teachers perceived that marks were used to judge their teaching and had high-stakes consequences 

for their students. 

The students also expressed distrust of their teachers’ fairness in assessment. A number of 

students thought that in test construction, some teachers may favour the students who took private 

extra lessons in the teachers’ homes. Some students believed that their teachers may give an 
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advantage to their own students when they marked their students’ test papers, and this was 

especially the case for those who took private lessons with these teachers, The secondary students in 

Moni et al.’s (2002) study believed that marks may be influenced by teachers’ personal feelings 

about individual students. However, the students in the present study distrusted their teachers' 

fairness mainly because some teachers gave private lessons in their homes. 

Two important conclusions could be drawn from the findings in the present study related to 

the first research question. First, marks strongly influenced the participants’ perceptions of 

assessment in their contexts. Assessment in the schools in this study was administered mainly to 

generate marks. Most students and teachers perceived marks to have high-stakes consequences for 

students, teachers, and parents. Such perceived consequences of marks made teachers and students 

concerned about marks. Such consequences also made the principals, teachers, and students 

concerned about the accuracy of marks and teachers’ objectivity and fairness in testing. The 

perceived consequences of marks, however, resulted in cheating. In addition, some teachers 

manipulated their tests and used marks as rewards and punishment. Second, the principals’ 

expectation of their teachers’ compliance due to the principals’ distrust of the teachers’ competence, 

commitment, and fairness restricted the teachers’ autonomy in assessment. In these schools, 

assessment for learning was a secondary purpose because the principals emphasised accuracy, 

objectivity, and fairness and expected their teachers to comply with the regulations and procedures 

in assessment. In addition, for job security, the teachers strictly complied with these regulations and 

procedures, even though they perceived that these regulations and procedures restricted their 

autonomy in assessing their students for learning improvement. Some of the students expected 

feedback that would assist their learning improvement, but most were more concerned about their 

marks. 

9.2.2. The EFL teachers’ assessment practices. 

The classroom observations revealed that the EFL teachers in the study relied on the 

exercises in the textbooks for classroom assessment. The primary thinking skill that was assessed in 

the classrooms was recall of factual information, vocabulary, and grammar rules. The teachers’ 

feedback included direct corrective feedback and praise. In addition, the teachers used marks as 

rewards, punishment, and threats. 

9.2.2.1. Reliance on textbooks. 

Apart from occasional quizzes used for assessment purposes, the EFL teachers in this study 

relied on the exercises in the textbooks when they implemented assessment in the observed 

classrooms. This assessment practice was different from the assessment practice in EFL classrooms 
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in the study of primary schools in Vietnam (Pham, 2013). Pham (2013) found that EFL teachers in 

three primary schools in Hanoi used various assessment methods in their classrooms. However, it 

should be noted that assessment in these primary schools was low stakes, and the teachers had 

considerable autonomy in deciding the content, timings, and assessment methods (Pham, 2013). 

Researchers have found that teachers’ assessment practices are influenced by a variety of 

factors. First, teachers’ assessment practices are influenced by the assessment methods that are 

prioritised in the contexts in which they work (Cheng, 2006; Kahn, 2000). Second, teachers’ 

knowledge and skills about assessment, especially their knowledge and skills about formative 

assessment, affect their assessment practices (Inbar-Lourie & Donitsa-Schmidt, 2009). Third, 

teachers’ assessment practices are influenced by the subjects that they teach (McMillan, 2001). The 

high-stakes tests and examinations used in specific settings also exert a strong influence on 

teachers’ assessment practices (Kahn, 2000; McMillan, 2001). Teachers’ perceptions of the value 

and effectiveness of a certain method of assessment have a powerful impact on their assessment 

practices (Gattullo, 2000). Last but not least, school administrators’ expectations influence teachers’ 

assessment practices in their classrooms (Yildirim, 2004). The teachers’ reliance on the exercises 

and tasks in the textbooks may derive from their compliance with the MOET’s and the DOET’s 

regulations about how they should use the textbooks. The MOET and the DOET require teachers to 

complete all the exercises in the textbooks. This reliance may also be due to a lack of knowledge 

and skills in assessment as remarked on by the principals in the study. This may be the case because 

training in assessment was not provided to pre-service teachers and the professional development 

documents did not describe how in-service teachers should use assessment for teaching and learning 

improvement. 

9.2.2.2. Assessing lower-order thinking skills. 

The EFL teachers in the present study focused on assessing students’ lower-level thinking 

skills. Specifically, they assessed students’ recall of factual information, vocabulary, and English 

grammar rules. Teachers in previous studies have also focused on students’ memory and recall 

(Kahn, 2000; Pham, 2013) and comprehension (Gattullo, 2000; McMillan, 2001). Brookhart (2010) 

has argued that teachers’ focus on assessing students’ lower-order thinking skills, especially recall 

of factual information, is a “prevalent” (p. 2) phenomenon because questions that elicit this thinking 

skill are the easiest for teachers to ask. This argument may be used to explain why the teachers in 

the present study mainly assessed their students’ recall of facts, vocabulary, and grammar rules. 

These teachers’ focus on students’ recall may also have been influenced by the exercises in the 

textbooks, which mainly assessed lower-order thinking skills. It may also have been influenced by 
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the thinking skills officially assessed in the schools’ tests. The skills that had to be assessed were 

knowledge, comprehension, and application of knowledge (see Chapter 5). Another reason was that 

the teachers had to prepare their students for high-stakes tests and examinations, which often focus 

on lower-order thinking skills (Harlen, 2007). Anderson and Krathwohl (2001) argue that 

teaching/learning for retention and teaching/learning for transfer are “[t]wo of the most important 

educational goals” (p. 63). By retention they mean students can remember what they have learned, 

while transfer means students can use what they have learned in new situations and this is 

associated with “meaningful learning” (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001, p. 63). In other words, 

teaching/learning for retention focuses on lower-order thinking skills, while teaching/learning for 

transfer focuses on higher-order thinking skills. These authors argue that teaching/learning for 

transfer is more desirable than teaching/learning for retention. The focus of assessment on the 

students’ recall of factual information, vocabulary, and grammar rules indicated that the EFL 

teachers in this study focused on retention rather than on transfer.  

9.2.2.3. Providing direct corrective feedback and praise. 

Feedback has a powerful influence on student learning and achievement (Hattie & 

Timperley, 2007), and different students benefit from different types of feedback (Frey & Fisher, 

2011; Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Shute, 2008b). However, the vast majority of the feedback 

provided by the teachers in the present study comprised direct corrective feedback. That is, the 

teachers indicated students’ errors and provided correct answers to their students. This type of 

feedback was also the most common feedback given by the Hong Kong secondary English language 

teachers in Lee’s (2003) study. Researchers have shown that direct corrective feedback is not as 

effective as feedback that shows students how to do a task (Hattie & Timperley, 2007; Shute, 

2008b). Identifying students’ errors and providing correct answers may be more time-saving than 

asking students to explain how they approach a question and how they come to an answer. 

However, direct corrective feedback does not help students see why they made an error and what 

they need to do to improve their learning. Therefore, many students in this study expressed 

dissatisfaction with their teachers’ feedback. They expected their teachers to give them feedback 

that helped them know why they made an error and how to correct it. Instead, the teachers provided 

them with marks, ticks, crosses, and correct answers. 

In addition to direct corrective feedback, the students in the observed classrooms were 

praised as individuals. Black and Wiliam (1998a) have argued that praise is not effective for 

learning per se, although it may positively influence students’ attitudes towards learning. Other 

researchers have found that praise, together with rewards and punishment, is the least effective 
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feedback for learning improvement (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). Perhaps the teachers believed that 

praise made their students confident, just as they thought that giving the students pass marks would 

make them confident and motivated to learn. The teachers’ use of praise as feedback indicated that 

they valued students’ performance goals rather than learning goals. When valuing students’ 

performance goals, teachers encourage their students to learn in order to receive praise, positive 

evaluation, and rewards from other people (Lens, 2001; Shute, 2008b). In contrast, if they value 

students’ learning goals, teachers encourage their students to learn knowledge and skills and master 

them in new situations rather than to learn for rewards and praise (Lens, 2001; Shute, 2008b). The 

negative side of using praise as feedback is that students often tried to avoid difficult tasks and 

challenges because they were afraid of failure (Shute, 2008b). In addition, students’ learning is 

motivated and controlled by extrinsic rewards and praise rather than the desire to construct and 

master knowledge and skills (Lens, 2001; Shute, 2008b). In short, the feedback that the EFL 

teachers gave their students in the observed classrooms indicated that they did not have the 

knowledge and skills in using feedback of various types in order to help the students improve their 

learning. This practice, according to the principals, was also because the teachers were not 

professionally committed. 

9.2.2.4. Using marks as rewards, punishment, and threats. 

In the observed classrooms, the teachers used marks to reward those students who 

voluntarily participated in classroom activities and to punish those students who did not do their 

homework. Using marks as rewards and punishment indicated that marks were measures of the 

students’ effort rather than measures of their learning outcomes. However, when the teachers 

implemented 15-minute tests to generate marks, they provided all the students in the classroom with 

the same testing conditions in order to ensure fairness. In addition, they prevented and stopped their 

students who asked peers for answers. Some teachers threatened to deduct marks from the marks 

that the students obtained from the test if they cheated when taking a test. These observed activities 

suggested that some teachers perceived that their students were concerned about marks. Therefore, 

they used marks as a tool to exercise their power in controlling students’ behaviours. 

The classroom observations indicated that even though the elements of a culture of 

assessment existed in these schools (i.e., some assessments were embedded in instruction, and 

feedback was given when learning was occurring), the elements of a culture of testing were 

prominent. Specifically, marks were used to reward and punish students. In addition, tests were 

implemented to generate marks. Tests were used because the teachers thought that they needed to 

provide their students with equitable conditions and prevent cheating. However, this was not the 
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case because some students reported that students engaged in cheating. In addition, cheating 

occurred in the classroom tests when some students asked their peers for answers. 

9.2.3. Negotiating the multiple purposes of assessment. 

The findings of the study indicated that there were contradictions between what the 

principals, the EFL teachers, and the students in this study perceived they were expected to do, what 

they valued, what they reported doing, and what they did in assessment. Although these 

stakeholders perceived that assessment had multiple purposes, they emphasised the purposes of 

assessment that were typical of a culture of testing. 

9.2.3.1. How the principals negotiated the purposes of assessment. 

The principals perceived that assessment had multiple purposes but they prioritised the 

purposes and the elements that were typical of a culture of testing. On the one hand, they thought 

that assessment provided information about the effectiveness of the teachers’ teaching and the 

students’ learning outcomes. They believed that this information was necessary for the modification 

of the teachers’ teaching and the improvement the students’ learning. This was consistent with the 

purposes of assessment in a culture of assessment in that assessment was an integral part of 

instruction for the purpose of improving teaching and learning. On the other hand, they restricted 

the teachers’ autonomy in implementing assessment for these purposes. The principals perceived 

that this restriction deprived the teachers of the opportunities to use assessment for gathering 

information about the students’ learning so that they could modify their teaching and provide timely 

feedback for the students to improve their learning. Specifically, the principals did not allow the 

teachers to construct 45-minute tests and end-of-term tests for their own students, even though they 

believed that allowing the teachers to do so would help them identify the students’ knowledge gaps 

and provide the students with timely feedback. 

The principals’ restriction of the teachers’ autonomy resulted from the principals’ emphasis 

on the accuracy of marks and their distrust of teachers’ objectivity and fairness in assessment. The 

principals expected that tests accurately measure students’ learning outcomes. In addition, they 

wanted their teachers to be objective and fair to all students. However, they thought that some 

teachers may favour some of their students if they were allowed to construct 45-minute tests and 

end-of-term tests. The principals mandated that the students in the same grade in the school take the 

same test at the same time. These tests were chosen from the schools’ test banks. Moreover, the 

principals required that students’ test papers be marked anonymously. 

Perhaps the principals’ emphasis on accuracy, objectivity, and fairness was a response to the 

MOET’s call for these qualities in testing rather than the principals’ genuine expectations. Indeed, 
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they expected that their students obtain high marks. Specifically, they expected their teachers to 

ensure that marks obtained by students in different classes were similar, even though the students 

had different abilities. Some teachers perceived that their principals expected the students to obtain 

high marks. In addition, they reported that the principals set a percentage of students with pass 

marks. The teachers perceived this target to be related to the principals’ expectation of the teachers' 

manipulation of tests and marks in order to raise the students’ test results. 

In short, the principals perceived that assessment served various purposes, but they regarded 

it mainly as a tool to generate marks instead of a means to support and improve teaching and 

learning. Their expectation of the students’ marks indicated that the emphasis on accuracy, 

objectivity, and fairness was a way to respond to the MOET’s expectation rather than their own 

expectation. 

9.2.3.2. How the EFL teachers negotiated the purposes of assessment. 

Similar to the principals, the EFL teachers perceived that assessment had multiple purposes. 

One of the purposes that the teachers perceived was that assessment provided information about 

their teaching and students’ learning. They believed that this information was helpful for them to 

modify their teaching and improve the students' learning. They also thought that marks needed to 

accurately reflect the students’ learning outcomes. In addition, they expressed agreement with the 

schools’ procedures intended for ensuring objectivity and fairness in assessment (e.g.,  using the 

schools’ tests for 45-minute tests and end-of-term tests, giving all the students in the same grade the 

same 45-minute test or end-of-term test at the same time). 

However, they reported that they manipulated tests to raise their students’ marks. They 

admitted that they wanted their students to obtain high marks from tests because they perceived that 

their students’ marks had consequences for the students, parents, and themselves. With this 

perception of the high-stakes consequences of their students’ marks, the teachers reported that they 

manipulated 15-minute tests in order to raise their students’ marks. The teachers in the study 

reported that they constructed 15-minute tests according to their students’ competence. They also 

reported reducing the difficulty of their tests if their students obtained low marks from previous 

tests because they did not want their students to be disadvantaged compared with their colleagues’ 

students. In addition, the teachers perceived that their principals expected them to give their 

students high marks. Some teachers acknowledged that marks were not accurate measures of 

students’ learning outcomes because they used marks as rewards for the students’ voluntary 

participation in classroom activities rather than as measures of the students’ quality of work. The 

teachers’ manipulation of tests were understandable because the high-stakes consequences attached 
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to students’ marks drove the teachers to improve their students’ marks in ways that may be 

inconsistent with what they really wanted to do (Madaus, Russell, & Higgins, 2009; Stobart, 2008). 

In short, the teachers reported that they strictly complied with the regulations and procedures 

for assessment. These were mainly intended for ensuring that accuracy, objectivity, and fairness 

were achieved. However, the teachers implemented assessment mainly to generate marks for 

ranking students and reporting to parents. They had their own way to raise their own students’ 

marks because they perceived that their students' marks had consequences for their students and for 

themselves. 

9.2.3.3. How the students negotiated the purposes of assessment. 

Like students in other contexts (G. T. L. Brown & Hirschfeld, 2007; G. T. L. Brown, Irving, 

et al., 2009), the students in the present study perceived that assessment had various purposes. 

However, they were mainly concerned about marks. Perceiving that marks had consequences for 

themselves, their teachers, and their parents, they were more concerned about completing tests and 

obtaining high marks than about demonstrating what they knew and could do in order to receive 

feedback to improve their learning. Specifically, they preferred multiple-choice tests because they 

perceived that it was easier to complete these tests. When taking multiple-choice tests, they had 

more opportunities to ask their peers for answers and they may have more chances to respond to 

given answers correctly and they may obtain high marks. The students’ perceptions of the 

high-stakes consequences attached to marks and the pressure to do well in tests to obtain high marks 

drove some of them to cheat when they took tests. These reasons for the students’ cheating in tests 

were consistent with researchers’ argument that the likelihood of cheating was in proportion to the 

consequences attached to test results (Estaji, 2011; Madaus et al., 2009). 

In summary, the principals, teachers, and students in this study were concerned about marks, 

and they paid more attention to raising test results than to using assessment for supporting and 

improving teaching and learning. Therefore, the principals, teachers, and students in this study 

emphasised the accountability and managerial purposes rather than using assessment for formative 

purposes. 

9.3.  Limitations of the Study 

Some limitations of this study are acknowledged. First, due to the participant teachers’ busy 

schedules, interviews following up the classroom observations could not be conducted. Such 

interviews might have been useful for the researcher to investigate the EFL teachers’ articulation of 

their reasons why particular practices were followed, for example, why they relied on the exercises 

in the textbooks rather than designing their own assessments or using tests from other sources, why 
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they focused on lower-order thinking skills, and why they only gave direct corrective feedback and 

praise. 

Second, this study was conducted in only two schools in one city in Central Vietnam, and 

the sample of participants was small. Therefore, the findings in this study cannot be generalised to 

other schools in Vietnam. The findings related to the assessment practices in the observed EFL 

classrooms in this study cannot be generalised to assessment practices in the classrooms of other 

subjects.  

Third, as a study for a PhD thesis, there was no funding for inter-reliability checks to be 

undertaken and therefore these reliability checks were not carried out to make sure that the 

classroom observations truly reflected what the EFL teachers did in their classrooms.  

Fourth, the percentage of the observed lessons was small (i.e., 15%) compared with the total 

lessons that the teachers taught in one school year. Hence the observed lessons may not have 

comprehensively reflected the teachers’ classroom assessment. Intra-reliability checks were also not 

carried out. This is a limitation of the study. 

9.4.  Implications for Future Research 

This study investigated the contexts of assessment in EFL classrooms in two high schools in 

Vietnam by looking at the principals’, teachers’, and students’ perceptions of assessment; the EFL 

teachers’ assessment practices; and the ways these stakeholders negotiated the multiple purposes of 

assessment in their schools. Based on this study, future research could explore the perceptions held 

by teachers of other subjects and their assessment practices in schools in Vietnam.  

Although policy-makers have promoted assessment for learning at the school level in 

Vietnam, the professional development documents did not provide teachers with knowledge and 

skills in assessment for learning and the teachers in the present study had difficulty administering 

assessment for formative purposes in their classrooms. Future studies could focus on the challenges 

that EFL teachers in Vietnam have in implementing classroom assessment and what kind of support 

they need for implementing assessment for learning.  

The analysis of the professional development documents indicated that assessment for 

learning was not part of professional development for EFL teachers in Vietnam. Future research 

could investigate teachers’ professional training in assessment for learning and its impact on their 

perceptions and practices of assessment. 

The principals in the present study tried to control their teachers’ assessment practices but 

they did not mention how they helped their teachers improve knowledge and skills in assessment. 
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Future research could investigate what they do to help their teachers improve knowledge and skills 

in assessment, especially assessment for learning, and how they do it. 

The findings in this study indicated that marks were the cause of students’ cheating, 

teachers’ test construction that did not follow the MOET’s standards, and distrust among teachers 

and principals’ and students’ distrust of teachers. Future research could investigate whether or not 

marks positively influenced teachers’ teaching and students’ learning. 

It was strange that none of the students in the present study mentioned preparation for the 

national examinations as a purpose of assessment in their schools, even though passing or failing 

these examinations had high-stakes consequences for them. Future research could investigate 

Vietnamese high school students’ perceptions of these examinations and how they prepare for them.  

9.5.  Implications for Policy-Makers and Practitioners 

The findings in this study suggested that if assessment for learning is to be promoted in EFL 

classrooms in high schools in Vietnam, policy-makers need to provide these teachers with 

knowledge and skills in how to implement classroom assessment and how to use data gathered from 

classroom assessment to support and improve teaching and learning.  

Policy-makers may also need to reconsider how fairness is understood in Vietnamese high 

schools. This study found that principals and teachers thought that fairness was related solely to 

providing students with the same standardised testing conditions. While it might be argued that the 

use of standardized test conditions is necessary, policy-makers may wish to refer to a broader or 

alternative conceptualization of fairness. Such a viewpoint may mean that fairness is understood as 

providing students with ample opportunities for learning prior to assessing their knowledge and 

skills. In turn, this may maximise students’ learning potential. 

Principals have an important role in providing teachers with knowledge and skills in 

assessment, in deciding how assessment in their schools is implemented, and in using assessment 

data for different purposes. Therefore, with respect to implications for practitioners, principals 

themselves should develop their knowledge and skills in assessment, especially assessment for 

learning. Principals also should encourage teachers to implement assessment for the purpose of 

supporting and improving teaching and learning and allow teachers to have more autonomy in 

assessment. 

Further, with reference to practitioners, the findings in this study indicated that these 

teachers lacked knowledge and skills in assessment, especially assessment for learning. Therefore, 

assessment literacy needs to be part of pre-service teacher training at colleges and universities in 

Vietnam.  Teachers also need to improve their knowledge and skills in using multiple methods of 
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assessment, in providing quality feedback to students, and in using assessment data to modify their 

teaching and to help their students learn better. Collaboration among teachers in designing 

assessments and using assessment data may be key to developing teachers’ knowledge and skills in 

assessment for learning. Teachers should involve their students in classroom assessment and help 

students assess themselves and their peers. The teachers in this study also relied on textbooks for 

their classroom assessment and their assessment mainly focused on assessing lower-order thinking 

skills. This suggests that EFL teachers need knowledge and skills in assessing students’ higher-

order thinking skills.  

Students should be encouraged to be more responsible and active in assessment. They need 

support in using information from teacher feedback to improve their learning. In addition, they 

should be provided with guidance on how to assess themselves and their peers and get feedback 

from peers for learning rather than solely relying on teachers’ assessment and feedback. 

The students in this study reported that they wanted feedback that helped them improve their 

learning and they were not happy with the feedback that their teachers gave them. This suggests that 

quality feedback is welcomed by EFL students and they may benefit from this feedback. EFL 

teachers should develop knowledge and skills in assessment for learning in general and feedback in 

particular in order to help students improve their learning. 

The students reported that they preferred multiple-choice tests because they thought that it 

was easier for them to complete them. However, they believed that other methods of assessment 

could measure their learning outcomes more accurately. This suggests that EFL students welcome 

various methods of assessment as long as they are not high-stakes. Therefore, EFL teachers should 

use various methods of assessment in their classrooms in order to help students improve their 

learning. 

9.6.  Concluding Remarks 

This study found that in these two schools assessment was high-stakes and the principals, 

teachers, and students perceived it to have important consequences for students, teachers, and 

parents. When assessment was used and perceived this way, assessment results were the main 

concern for all stakeholders. The principals, teachers, and students were concerned about marks, 

thus they were concerned about the accuracy of marks and the teachers’ objectivity and fairness. 

The concern about accuracy, objectivity, and fairness was so great that the teachers’ autonomy in 

using assessment for supporting and improving teaching and learning was considered to be less 

important than ensuring that these qualities were achieved. However, the sacrifice of the teachers’ 

autonomy in using assessment for supporting teaching and improving learning for accuracy, 
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objectivity, and fairness was not compensated. The teachers’ test construction and use of marks as 

rewards and punishment and the students’ cheating in testing made these qualities unachievable in 

these schools. 

This study suggested that in contexts where assessment results were used for and perceived 

to have high-stakes consequences for students, teachers, and parents, it was difficult to develop a 

culture of assessment, even though policy-makers, principals, teachers, and students wanted it to be 

developed. As indicated by the findings of this study, assessment reform in Vietnam’s high school 

education in general, and English instruction in particular, has not been very effective to date 

because major obstacles with respect to both perceptions and practices have not been tackled and 

removed. Reform of assessment in Vietnam has led to some changes in the methods of assessment 

rather than changes in the purposes of assessment. If the purposes of assessment are not changed 

and EFL teachers are not persuaded to change and provided with knowledge and skills in 

administering assessment for the purposes of enhancing teaching and learning, assessment of 

learning will continue to be prioritised and assessment for learning will be difficult to develop, no 

matter how much this is called for by policy-makers.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A. Protocol for the Interviews with the Principals 

PROTOCOL FOR THE INTERVIEWS WITH THE PRINCIPALS 

(Interview questions for the principals) 

 

Date: 

Time: 

Place: 

Interviewee: (pseudonym) 

Warm-up: 

- Greet the interviewee. 

- State the purpose of the interview: I would like to know about (a) your perceptions of 

assessment, (b) assessment in your school, (c) your expectations of the EFL teachers’ 

assessment, and (d) your support of the EFL teachers in your school. 

Questions to be asked: 

1. What do you think about when you hear the word “assessment”? What does the term 

mean to you? 

2. Could you please tell me about assessment in your school? 

3. Why do you expect your EFL teachers to assess their students? 

4. How do you expect your EFL teachers to assess their students? 

5. What are the influences on the assessment practices used in your school? 

6. What do you think about your EFL teachers’ knowledge and skills in assessment? 

7. What have you done to support them in assessment? 

8. How much freedom do your EFL teachers have in making decisions about 

assessment in their classrooms? 



-220- 

 

Appendix B. Protocol for the Interviews with the EFL Teachers 

PROTOCOL THE INTERVIEWS WITH THE EFL TEACHERS 

(Interview questions for the EFL teachers) 

 

Date: 

Time: 

Place: 

Interviewee: (pseudonym) 

Warm-up:  

- Greet the interviewee. 

- State the purpose of the interview: I would like to know about (a) your perceptions of 

assessment, (b) your assessment practice, and (c) the influences on your implementation of 

assessment in your classrooms. 

Questions to be asked: 

1. What do you think about when you hear the word “assessment”? What does the term means 

to you? 

2. Please tell me about assessment in your school. 

3. Please tell me about assessment in your classroom. 

4. How do you think assessment should be carried out? 

5. How do you implement assessment in your classroom? 

6. Why do you assess your students? 

7. What are the influences on assessment in your school? 

8. What are the influences on assessment in your classroom? 

9. What are the expectations around assessment of the Ministry of Education and Training? 

10. What are the expectations around assessment of your principal? 

11. What are the expectations around assessment of your students? 

12. What are the expectations around assessment of the parents of your students? 

13. How do you meet the expectations of these different groups? 
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Appendix C. Protocol for the Classroom Observations 

PROTOCOL FOR THE CLASSROOM OBSERVATIONS 

 

Date:    Time:    Place: 

Class:     Lesson:   Teacher: (pseudonym) 

Total number of students:     Number of absentees: 

 

Page 1: Map of the classroom (space, objects, teacher, students) 

Page 2 (and more pages when necessary): 

 

Time 

(start and 

end time of 

assessment 

activities) 

Descriptive notes 

(records of teacher's and students’ words, activities, interactions, 

feelings, purposes of assessment) 

Resources 

(handouts, task 

sheets, etc.) 

Teacher Students 

 

 

(Plenty of space for notes) (Plenty of space for notes) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Last page: Reflections (the researcher’s thoughts, hunches, and insights) 



-222- 

 

Appendix D. Protocol for the Interviews with the Students 

PROTOCOL FOR THE INTERVIEWS WITH THE STUDENTS 

(Interview questions for the students) 

 

Date: 

Time: 

Place: 

Interviewee: (pseudonym) 

Warm-up:  

- Greet the interviewee. 

- State the purpose of the interview: I would like to know about (a) your perceptions of 

assessment, (b) assessment in your classroom, and (c) your expectation of the EFL teacher’s 

assessment. 

Questions to be asked: 

1. What do you think about when you hear the word “assessment”? What does the term 

mean to you? 

2. Could you please tell me about assessment in your classroom? 

3. How does your EFL teacher assess your learning? 

4. How do you want your EFL teacher to assess your learning? 

5. What types of assessment would you prefer if you could choose the types of 

assessment? 

6. Why do you prefer your EFL teacher to use these types of assessment? 

7. Why does your EFL teacher assess your learning? 
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Appendix E. Consent Form for Interviewees 

CONSENT FORM FOR INTERVIEWEES 

 

Title: The contexts of assessment in EFL classrooms in two high schools in Vietnam 

  

NOTE: This consent form will remain with the researcher for his records. 

 

I agree to take part in the research project specified above.  I have had the project explained 

to me, and I have read the Participant Information Sheet.  I understand that agreeing to take part 

means that: 

I agree to be interviewed by the researcher       Yes   No 

I agree to allow the interview to be audio-taped      Yes   No 

I agree to make myself available for a further interview if required    Yes   No 

I understand that I will be given a transcript of data concerning me for my approval before it 

is included in the write up of the research. 

I understand that my participation is voluntary, that I can choose not to participate in part or 

all of the project, and that I can withdraw at any stage of the project without being penalised or 

disadvantaged in any way. 

I understand that any data that the researcher extracts from the interview for use in reports or 

published findings will not, under any circumstances, contain names or identifying characteristics. 

 

 

Participant’s name  Signature  Date 

 

 

-----------------------  -------------------- --------------- 
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Appendix F. Consent Form for the Classroom Observations 

CONSENT FORM FOR THE CLASSROOM OBSERVATIONS 

 

Title: The contexts of assessment in EFL classrooms in two high schools in Vietnam 

  

NOTE: This consent form will remain with the researcher for his records. 

 

I agree to take part in the research project specified above.  I have had the project explained 

to me, and I have read the Participant Information Sheet.  I understand that agreeing to take part 

means that:  

I agree to allow the researcher to observe my classrooms     Yes   No 

I agree to allow my lessons to be audio-taped      Yes   No 

I understand that my participation is voluntary, that I can choose not to participate in part or 

all of the project, and that I can withdraw at any stage of the project without being penalised or 

disadvantaged in any way. 

I understand that any data that the researcher extracts from the observations for use in 

reports or published findings will not, under any circumstances, contain names or identifying 

characteristics.   

 

 

Participant’s name  Signature  Date 

 

 

-----------------------  -------------------- --------------- 
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Appendix G. Consent Form for Parents 

CONSENT FORM FOR PARENTS 

 

Title: The contexts of assessment in EFL classrooms in two high schools in Vietnam 

  

NOTE: This consent form will remain with the researcher for his records. 

 

I agree to allow my child to take part in the research project specified above. I have read the 

Participant Information Sheet.  I understand that agreeing to allow my child to take part means that:  

I agree that s/he will be interviewed by the researcher      Yes   No 

I agree to allow the interview to be audio-taped      Yes   No 

I agree to make my child available for a further interview if required    Yes   No 

I understand that my child’s participation is voluntary, that s/he can choose not to participate 

in part or all of the project, and that s/he can withdraw at any stage of the project without being 

penalised or disadvantaged in any way. 

I understand that any data that the researcher extracts from the interview for use in reports or 

published findings will not, under any circumstances, contain names or identifying characteristics. 

 

 

Student’s name 

 

 

 

-------------------------------------- 

 

 

Parent’s name   Signature  Date 

 

 

-----------------------  -------------------- --------------- 
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Appendix H. Participant Information Sheet 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 

(For principals, EFL teachers, and students) 

 

Title: The contexts of assessment in EFL classrooms in two high schools in Vietnam 
 

The purpose of the study  

The study aims to examine high school principals’ and EFL teachers’ perceptions of the 

context of assessment in their school, how EFL teachers implement assessment in their classrooms, 

and how they negotiate the multiple purposes of assessment in their classrooms. 

This study is being conducted by Le Nhan Thanh as part of the requirements for the PhD 

degree at the University of Queensland under the supervision of: 

1. Associate Professor Dr. Christa van Kraayenoord 

2. Associate Professor Dr. Karen Moni 

Participation and withdrawal 

Participation in this study is completely voluntary and you are free to withdraw from this 

study at any time without prejudice or penalty. 

What is involved 

Participants are asked to allow the researcher to interview and observe their classrooms. 

Risks 

There is no foreseeable risk. 

Confidentiality and security of data 

All data collected in this study will be stored confidentially. Only the researcher will have 

access to identified data. All data will be coded in a de-identified manner and subsequently analysed 

and reported in such a way that responses will not be able to be linked to any individual. The data 

you provide will only be used for the specific research purposes of this study. 

Ethics Clearance and Contacts 

This study has been cleared by one of the human ethics committees of the University of 

Queensland in accordance with the National Health and Medical Research Council's guidelines. If 

you would like to speak to an officer of the University not involved in the study, you may contact 

the Ethics Officer on 3365 3924. 

If you would like to learn the outcome of the study, you can contact me at 

lenhanthanh2001@yahoo.com after 2014, and I will send you an Abstract of the study and findings. 

 

Thank you for your participation in this study. 

 

Le Nhan Thanh 
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Appendix I. Information Letter to the Head of the DOET 

          Date: 

INFORMATION LETTER TO THE HEAD OF THE DOET 

 

To: Head of the Department of Education and Training of XYZ Province, 

 

My name is Le Nhan Thanh. I am currently a PhD student at the School of Education, the 

University of Queensland, Australia. I am seeking permission to conduct the following PhD study. 

The title of my dissertation is “The contexts of assessment in EFL classrooms in two high 

schools in Vietnam”. 

The study aims to examine principals’, EFL teachers’, and students’ perceptions of the 

context of assessment in their school, how EFL teachers implement assessment in their classrooms, 

and how they negotiate the multiple purposes of assessment in their classrooms. 

I can be contacted at (+84) 0912181716, or lenhanthanh2001@yahoo.com 

My supervisors:  1. Associate Professor Dr. Christa van Kraayenoord 

   2. Associate Professor Dr. Karen Moni 

This study has been cleared by one of the human ethics committees of the University of 

Queensland in accordance with the National Health and Medical Research Council's guidelines. If 

you would like to speak to an officer of the University not involved in the study, you may contact 

the Ethics Officer on 3365 3924. 

To collect data for my study, I will interview the principals of two high schools, three EFL 

teachers and 36 students in each school. I will also observe classrooms of six EFL teachers in these 

high schools in a period of four months. 

I am aware that my presence in the schools and classrooms may cause some inconvenience 

for the principals, teachers, and students, so I will try to minimise the possible inconvenience. 

The principals, the EFL teachers and their students will participate in the study on a 

voluntary basis. They may withdraw at any time without any consequence. 

The information about the schools, the principals, the teachers, and the students and the 

information that they provide will be kept confidential. Specifically, the name of the schools and the 

participants will not be used in any of my documents, including my dissertation. 

In return for the principals’ and teachers’ participation in my study, I will provide the 

schools and teachers with some materials about assessment, and I will hold a workshop on 

assessment for the teachers in these schools if they request me to do so. 

I do hope that you will give me permission to conduct my PhD in two high schools in your 

province. 

 

Sincerely yours, 

 

    

Le Nhan Thanh  Associate Professor Dr. Christa van Kraayenoord 

PhD student   Principal supervisor 
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Appendix J. Information Letter to the Principals 

          Date: 

INFORMATION LETTER TO THE PRINCIPALS 

 

To: Principal of High School XYZ, 

 

My name is Le Nhan Thanh. I am currently a PhD student at the School of Education, the 

University of Queensland, Australia. I am seeking permission to conduct the following PhD study. 

The title of my dissertation is “The contexts of assessment in EFL classrooms in two high 

schools in Vietnam”. 

The study aims to examine principals’, EFL teachers’, and students’ perceptions of the 

context of assessment in their school, how EFL teachers implement assessment in their classrooms, 

and how they negotiate the multiple purposes of assessment in their classrooms. 

I can be contacted at (+84) 0912181716, or lenhanthanh2001@yahoo.com 

My supervisors:  1. Associate Professor Dr. Christa van Kraayenoord 

   2. Associate Professor Dr. Karen Moni 

This study has been cleared by one of the human ethics committees of the University of 

Queensland in accordance with the National Health and Medical Research Council's guidelines. If 

you would like to speak to an officer of the University not involved in the study, you may contact 

the Ethics Officer on 3365 3924. 

To collect data for my study, I will conduct one interview with you about assessment in your 

school. I will also observe 21 classrooms of three EFL teachers in your school and interview them 

in a period of four months. In addition, I will interview six groups of 36 students in the EFL classes 

about their perceptions of assessment in their classroom. 

I am aware that my presence in your school and classrooms may cause some inconvenience 

for the teachers and students, so I will try to minimise the possible inconvenience. 

You and the EFL teachers and students will participate in the study on a voluntary basis. 

You and the EFL teachers and students may withdraw at any time without any consequence. 

The information about yourself, your school, teachers, and students and the information that 

you and the teachers and students provide will be kept confidential. Specifically, your name, the 

school’s, teachers’, and students’ name will not be used in any of my documents, including my 

dissertation. 

In return for the teachers’ and students’ participation in my study, I will provide your school 

and teachers with some materials about assessment, and I will hold a workshop on assessment for 

your teachers if you request me to do so. 

I do hope that you will give your permission to collect data for my study in your school. 

 

Sincerely yours, 

 

    

Le Nhan Thanh  Associate Professor Dr. Christa van Kraayenoord 

PhD student   Principal supervisor 
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Appendix K. Information Letter to the Principals as Participants 

          Date: 

INFORMATION LETTER TO THE PRINCIPALS AS PARTICIPANTS 

 

To: Mr/Ms XYZ, 

 

My name is Le Nhan Thanh. I am currently a PhD student at the School of Education, the 

University of Queensland, Australia. 

The title of my dissertation is “The contexts of assessment in EFL classrooms in two high 

schools in Vietnam”. 

The study aims to examine principals’, EFL teachers’, and students’ perceptions of the 

context of assessment in their school, how EFL teachers implement assessment in their classrooms, 

and how they negotiate the multiple purposes of assessment in their classrooms. 

I can be contacted at (+84) 0912181716, or lenhanthanh2001@yahoo.com 

My supervisors:  1. Associate Professor Dr. Christa van Kraayenoord 

   2. Associate Professor Dr. Karen Moni 

This study has been cleared by one of the human ethics committees of the University of 

Queensland in accordance with the National Health and Medical Research Council's guidelines. If 

you would like to speak to an officer of the University not involved in the study, you may contact 

the Ethics Officer on 3365 3924. 

To collect data for my study, I will conduct one interview with you about (a) your 

perceptions of assessment, (b) assessment in your school, (c) your expectation of the EFL teachers’ 

assessment, and (d) your support to the EFL teachers in your school. 

The information about yourself and your school and the information that you provide will be 

kept confidential. Specifically, your name and your school’s name will not be used in any of my 

documents, including my dissertation. 

I am grateful for your agreement to participate in my study. 

 

Sincerely yours, 

 

    

Le Nhan Thanh   Associate Professor Dr. Christa van Kraayenoord 

PhD student    Principal supervisor 
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Appendix L. Information Letter to the EFL Teachers 

          Date: 

INFORMATION LETTER TO THE EFL TEACHERS 

 

To: Mr/Ms XYZ, 

 

My name is Le Nhan Thanh. I am currently a PhD student at the School of Education, the 

University of Queensland, Australia. I am seeking your agreement to participate in my PhD study. 

The title of my dissertation is “The contexts of assessment in EFL classrooms in two high 

schools in Vietnam”. 

The study aims to examine principals’, EFL teachers’, and students’ perceptions of the 

context of assessment in their school, how EFL teachers implement assessment in their classrooms, 

and how they negotiate the multiple purposes of assessment in their classrooms. 

I can be contacted at (+84) 0912181716, or lenhanthanh2001@yahoo.com 

My supervisors:  1. Associate Professor Dr. Christa van Kraayenoord 

   2. Associate Professor Dr. Karen Moni 

This study has been cleared by one of the human ethics committees of the University of 

Queensland in accordance with the National Health and Medical Research Council's guidelines. If 

you would like to speak to an officer of the University not involved in the study, you may contact 

the Ethics Officer on 3365 3924. 

To collect data for my study, I will observe seven of your classrooms in a period of four 

months. I will also conduct one interview with you and two focus group interviews with two groups 

of your students, each with six students. 

I am aware that my presence in your classrooms may cause some inconvenience for you and 

your students, so I will try to minimise the possible inconvenience. 

You will participate in the study on a voluntary basis. You may withdraw at any time 

without any consequence. 

The information about yourself, your school, and your students and the information that you 

and your students provide will be kept confidential. Specifically, your name, your school’s and 

students’ name will not be used in any of my documents, including my dissertation. 

In return for your participation in my study, I will provide you with some materials about 

assessment and pay you for spending time on the interviews (personally negotiated). 

I am grateful for your agreement to participate in my study. 

 

Sincerely yours, 

 

    

Le Nhan Thanh  Associate Professor Dr. Christa van Kraayenoord 

PhD student   Principal supervisor 
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Appendix M. Permission to Conduct Research from Head of the DOET 

Date: 

 

PERMISSION TO CONDUCT RESEARCH FROM THE HEAD OF THE DOET 

 

To Whom It May Concern. 

The purpose of this letter is to inform you that I give Mr. Le Nhan Thanh permission to 

conduct the research titled The contexts of assessment in EFL classrooms in two high schools in 

Vietnam in [Name of School(s)] 

 

Sincerely, 

 

[Signature] 

 

[Name of Signatory] 

[Title of Signatory] 
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Appendix N. Table Used in Data Analysis 

Reference  Text Segment Category Theme Cluster 

MOET. (2010e). 

Professional 

development document 

on constructing tests 

and test banks for 

administrators and 

teachers: English 

language in high 

schools (Internal 

circulation document).  

Ha Noi: MOET. 

The reform in 

assessment was “a 

requirement that needs 

to be fulfilled when the 

reform in the methods 

of teaching and learning 

and the reform in 

education [in general] 

are undertaken” (p. 4). 

Integral part 

of reform in 

school 

education 

The need for 

reform in 

assessment 

Reform in 

assessment  

MOET. (2010e). 

Professional 

development document 

on constructing tests 

and test banks for 

administrators and 

teachers: English 

language in high 

schools (Internal 

circulation document).  

Ha Noi: MOET. 

 

“. . . reform in methods 

of teaching and learning 
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