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Background and rationale 

• Project 2020 calls for reform in 3 main areas of ELT: 

 Teacher training (pre-service and in-service) 

 Curriculums and teaching materials 

 Testing and assessment  establishment of a 

strong English assessment system which will 

create a positive impact on the quality of ELT in 

Vietnam 



Background and rationale 

• 4 critical elements of a strong assessment system: 

validations; secured assessments; classroom-

embedded assessments; composite records (Lewin 

and Shoemaker, 2011:4) [1] 

• Increasingly, the importance of classroom-based 

assessment is recognised. It is the only element in an 

assessment system “that enhances, empowers, and 

celebrates student learning” (Farrant, 1980). [2] 

• Project approval document and interim reports show 

that classroom-based assessment (CBA) seem to be 

left out (see next slide). 



Background and rationale 

The Project approval document, known as Decision 1400/QD-

TTg signed in 2008, states the following aims 

Paragraph 7, Section II, Article 1: 

- Innovation of testing and assessment methods in language 

education; 

- Construction of test item banks to support the assessment of 

foreign language proficiency of learners; 

- Improved efficiency and effectiveness of proficiency testing 

and quality assurance of foreign language education. 



Background and rationale 

• Is it possible that the low quality and effectiveness of ELT in 

Vietnam has been the result of a lack attention and expertise 

in CBA? 

• Do Vietnamese teachers of English know the important role 

of CBA in promoting student learning, and do they have the 

ability to conduct effective CBA in their own classroom? 

 

 These questions, which have never been thoroughly 

researched and answered, points to a big gap in ELT research 

in Vietnam. This study is an attempt to fill that gap. 



Research questions and methodology: 

Overview 

Aims 
Explore beliefs and practices of assessment of English 

language teachers in HCMC. 

Research 

questions 

How is CBA conducted in the Vietnamese classroom?  

What beliefs underlie the current practices? 

What difficulties do teachers have in conducting CBA in their 

own teaching context? 

Subjects 
15 high school teachers from 11 high schools in HCMC, 5 

teachers from 3 universities in HCMC 
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Interviews 
Semi-structured one-to-one interviews with 

teachers 

Document 

review  

 Interim tests created by the teachers  

 Course syllabi  

 Course books 



Selection of Subjects 

• Voluntary participation, a total of 20 teachers 

• 15 high school teachers from 11 high schools in 

HCMC, categorised into low- and high- SES 

schools based on locations 

• 5 university teachers from 3 private universities, 

categorised into low- and high-SES universities 

based on tuition fees 

• The teachers vary in teaching experience and 

managerial role  

 



Subjects (high schools)  

• 15 high school teachers from 11 high schools in 

HCMC 

• Categorised into 2 groups based on social 

economic status 

• Vary in teaching experience and managerial role  

 

Group Teacher District Description 

1 A 5 Head teacher; 15 years of teaching experience 

1 B 5 4 years of teaching experience 

1 C 5 2 years of teaching experience 

1 D 3 Head teacher; 22 years of teaching experience 

1 E 3 5 years of teaching experience 

1 F Binh Thanh 3 years of teaching experience 

1 G Phu Nhuan 4 years of teaching experience 

2 H Go Vap Head teacher; 17 years of teaching experience 

2 I Go Vap 3 years of teaching experience 

2 J Tan Binh 6 years of teaching experience 

2 K Tan Binh 8 years of teaching experience 

2 L Thu Duc 2 years of teaching experience 

2 M Binh Tan 3 years of teaching experience 

2 N Phu Nhuan 9 years of teaching experience 

2 O 7 3 years of teaching experience 



Subjects (universities) 

Group Teacher University Description 

3 P 1 15 years of teaching experience 

3 Q 2 Dean, 23 years of teaching experience 

3 R 2 11 years of teaching experience 

4 S 3 8 years of teaching experience 

4 T 3 6 years of teaching experience 



Data collection: Interviews 

• Conducted with individual teachers. 

• Aim to explore teachers’ beliefs and current 
practices of classroom-based assessment 

• The main questions are on assessment 
practices, based on the three dimensions of 
McNamara & Hill’s (2011) framework (5 
questions on Evidence, 4 questions on 
Interpretation, 3 questions on Use – 12 in total) 

• Another 4 questions to probe the beliefs that 
underlie teachers’ assessment practices 
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Data (What is 

assessed?) 

• What do you focus on when conducting classroom-based 

assessment? (eg. grammar, vocabulary, listening, 

speaking…) 

Approach (How 

is evidence 

collected?) 

• How often do you assess students? 

• What types of assessment tasks are used?  

Target (Who is 

assessed?) 

• Do you assess individual students, groups of students, or 

the whole class?  

Agent (Who  

assesses)? 

• Does anyone else besides yourself conduct assessment of 

your students? 
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Reflection  
• Do you reflect on the results of assessment?  

• What do you do with the reflection? 

Criteria  

• How do you interpret/attach meaning to the scores that 

students receive?  

• Do your students share the same understanding? 

Interviews questions (1) 
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Purpose (How is 

evidence used?) 

• For what purpose do you use the results of 

assessment? 

• Do you discuss the results with your students? 

Agent (By 

whom?) 

• How do people you inform about the test results 

usually behave?  

Interviews questions (2) 



• Do you think that classroom-based assessment 
has an important role in promoting student 
learning?  

• Are you satisfied with your current practices? 

• What changes would you make in conducting 
classroom-based assessment if you had the 
opportunity?  

• Are there any obstacles which prevent you from 
conducting classroom assessment in the way 
you would like to? 

Interviews questions (3) 



Findings: CBA Practices (1) 
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What is 

assessed? 

• What do you focus on 

when conducting 

classroom-based 

assessment?  

How is 

evidence 

collected? 

• How often do you assess 

students? 

• What types of assessment 

tasks are used?  

Who is 

assessed? 

• Do you assess individual 

students, groups of 

students, or the whole 

class?  

Who  

assesses? 

• Does anyone else besides 

yourself conduct 

assessment of your 

students? 

1. Formal classroom-based assessment 
(eg regular interim tests) is tightly 
controlled by the system. Informal 
assessment tasks are left entirely in the 
hands of teachers, and not paid enough 
attention to. 
- High school teachers follow assessment 
regulations imposed by DOET. The number 
of tests per semester, when to conduct the 
tests, time allocation for each test are 
already dictated. 
- Universities set their own regulations, 
but the control is just the same for 
teachers.  













Findings: CBA Practices (2) 

2. The discrete-point, multiple choice 
format dominate classroom-based 
assessment in both high school and 
university environment. Interestingly, 
younger teachers who have less experience 
and do not have added administrative 
responsibility usually employ more diverse, 
innovative task types compared to their 
senior colleagues. 

 

3. Everywhere, the main focus is on 
vocabulary, grammar and reading. At 
university level, listening and writing are 
added, usually in final exams. High school 
tests, especially at grade 12, faithfully reflect 
what is in the National High School 
Graduation Examination.  

 

4. Only individual students are assessed, 
and only teachers are assessors. No group 
testing, no peer assessment.  
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What is 

assessed? 

• What do you focus on 

when conducting 

classroom-based 

assessment?  

How is 

evidence 

collected? 

• How often do you assess 

students? 

• What types of assessment 

tasks are used?  

Who is 

assessed? 

• Do you assess individual 

students, groups of 

students, or the whole 

class?  

Who  

assesses? 

• Does anyone else besides 

yourself conduct 

assessment of your 

students? 
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Refl
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• Do you reflect on 

the results of 

assessment?  

• What do you do 

with the 

reflection? 

Crite

ria  

• How do you 

interpret/attach 

meaning to the 

scores that 

students receive?  

• Do your students 

share the same 

understanding? 

Findings: CBA Practices (3) 

5. No reflection on assessment results seem to 
exist at high school level.  At university level, if 
assessment results are not as good as expected, the 
problem is believed to be either the students (their 
levels are too low) or the course books (the course 
books are too difficult or too boring).  
 
6. Scores have fixed and absolute meaning and 
reflect how well students do on a particular test. 
On a scale of 10, 10 means excellent, 9 means very 
good, 8 means good, 7 means fair, 6 means average, 
5 is borderline, 4 and 3 are weak, 2 and 1 mean fail. 
The interpretation is not linked to the intended 
learning outcomes (which, in turn, is very rarely 
referred to). Everyone shares the same 
understanding.  
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Purpose 

(How is 

evidence 

used?) 

• For what purpose do 

you use the results 

of assessment? 

• Do you discuss the 

results with your 

students? 

Agent (By 

whom?) 

• How do people you 

inform about the 

test results usually 

behave?  

Findings: CBA Practices (4) 

7. Results are used to inform students 
of their progress and to report to the 
administration. It is NOT used to guide 
teaching. 
 
8. Results are rarely discussed with 
students. Students receive their results 
to see how well they did on a  particular 
tests. Some teachers correct mistakes 
that many students make and provide 
some further practice, but most don’t.  



Findings: Teachers’ beliefs 

• Do you think that 

classroom-based 

assessment has an 

important role in 

promoting student 

learning?  

• Are you satisfied with 

your current practices? 

• What changes would 

you make in 

conducting classroom-

based assessment if 

you had the 

opportunity?  

• Are there any 

obstacles which 

prevent you from 

conducting classroom 

assessment in the way 

you would like to? 

1. Good classroom-based assessment really promotes 
student learning, but teachers do not have enough 
time to create good assessment due to the heavily-
loaded and tightly controlled curriculum. 

2. Not really. If students need further help, there is no 
time for it. It feels frustrating. 

3. More time to talk about mistakes that students 
make in their tests, and to re-teach what students 
have not learned. 

4. Obstacles are many and different for different 
groups (see next slide). 



Findings: Teachers’ beliefs 

• Do you think that 

classroom-based 

assessment has an 

important role in 

promoting student 

learning?  

• Are y satisfied with 

your current practices? 

• What changes would 

you make in 

conducting classroom-

based assessment if 

you had the 

opportunity?  

• Are there any 

obstacles which 

prevent you from 

conducting classroom 

assessment in the way 

you would like to? 

4. Obstacles are many and different for different 
groups. 

- For high schools, esp. low-SES schools:  students 
need more time to learn what is in the 
curriculum; have low motivation because of 
repeated low scores on tests; big class size and 
heavy workload makes it hard for teachers to 
focus more attention on giving feedback and 
support to students; parents, students and 
school administration only care about passing 
tests and having good scores. 

- For high-SES schools and universities: students in 
the same class are at different proficiency levels; 
low motivation because class work is boring and 
not directly related to exit exams (eg, general 
English curriculum followed by TOEIC or IELTS as 
a gate-keeping exam?) 

 



Findings: Teachers’ beliefs through difficulties 

If I include writing or speaking skills which are not test in the [National] 

Graduation exam [in my test], my students may not have enough time to 

study grammar and vocabulary which are more important for them.  

Managers only care about the test scores of my students. If the scores of 

my students are low, I  will certainly have trouble [with my manager]. 

Including writing in your tests means [you are] committing suicide. I 

know it’s good, but it is not necessary. Training your students to answer 

multiple-choice questions on grammar and vocabulary is enough. Full 

stop. 

When I first started teaching in this school, I asked my students to make 

presentations for all 15-minute tests as I believed this would help them 

use English. Some liked it while others [who were at low level] and the 

head teacher didn’t. I was severely critised and accused of being lazy 

[by the head teacher]. Why should I do something different from others?  

#1: “I don’t dare or need to change my CBA practice!” 

Teacher  

D 

Teacher  

E 

Teacher K 

Teacher  

H 



Findings: Teachers’ beliefs through difficulties 

Some teachers cannot even read or writing well in 

English, so how can they design a good writing task? 

I wasn’t taught how to write a good question for a test when training at 

university. I first knew nothing and learnt by observing and replicating 

my colleagues. Also the [National Graduation] test keep changing very 

year. How can we have a reliable test? 

Most teachers cannot understand 4 criteria of the test 

matrix and they cannot measure their test questions 

#2: “I don’t know how to design my tests!” 

If we change all multiple-choice tests to free writing, how 

can most teachers give an accurate score? 

Teacher  
A 

Teacher  
O 

Teacher  
H 

Teacher  
B 



Findings: Teachers’ beliefs through difficulties 

Some teachers cannot even read or writing well in 

English, so how can they design a good writing task? 

I wasn’t taught how to write a good question for a test when training at 

university. I first knew nothing and learnt by observing and replicating 

my colleagues. Also the [National Graduation] test keep changing very 

year. How can we have a reliable test? 

Most teachers cannot understand 4 criteria of the test 

matrix and they cannot measure their test questions 

#2: “I don’t know how to design my tests!” 

If we change all multiple-choice tests to free writing, how 

can most teachers give an accurate score? 

Teacher  
A 

Teacher  
O 

Teacher  
H 

Teacher  
B 



Teachers’ beliefs through difficulties 
#3: “My students are so incapable and they don’t want 

to study English!” 

My students only care if they get 3.5 or not. They don’t choose English as a 

subject for their [National] Graduation exam. They even don’t listen to my 

feedback. How can I assess them when they have no motivation? 

My students are very bad at English. How can I change to 

assess them speaking or writing? 

Students of Science “bloc” don’t see the importance of English. 

There is no use to test their speaking or writing. 

The assigned scores for Listening make up a tiny part, only 2 out of 

10, when almost all of my students need a 5 only. They don’t study 

listening skills even when I test it. 

Teacher  
N 

Teacher  
M 

Teacher  
B 

Teacher  
I 



Teachers’ beliefs through difficulties 

#4: “I have too many students to assess!” 

Dare you mark 45 or 50 writing papers for a 15-minute test. 

That’s such a waste of time! 

You cannot focus on individual students. I have 40 students of 

different levels. If I did something other than “traditional” tests, 

there would not enough time for preparation and teaching 

Teacher  
J 

Teacher  
N 



Teachers’ beliefs through difficulties 

I have so much paperwork to complete. My time for teaching 

accounts no more than 40%. How can I change my existing tests  

I’m a new teacher to my school. I have to take responsibilities for 

the Youth union work in my school. Also, other workloads for a 

main teacher of a class occupy most of my time. 

Teacher H 

Teacher L 

#5: “I have so many things to do” 

I think teachers now are working like a babysitter. We must care for every 

single thing of our students. If you were a teacher in high school, you 

would know that teaching well is not enough.  

Teacher E 

We cannot teach and assess every individual student regularly. 

They have only 3 periods [of English] per week while there are so 

many things to teach according to the syllabus. 

Teacher B 



• Most teachers think the current practices are not 

effective, but they are reluctant to change as they 

think it may be too risky.  

• The final, high-stakes exams (eg, National High 

School Graduation Exam or the gate-keeping 

proficiency tests for university students) heavily 

dominate and negatively affect what goes on in the 

classroom.    

 

 

Discussions 



• It is very clear that all teachers need help doing 

better CBA. Assessment literacy appears to be 

extremely important for all teachers to help them 

design and create good assessment tasks, including 

class tests.  

• Motivation of students greatly affects the 

effectiveness of CBA practices. 

• Huge workload, limited teaching hours and big class 

size prevent teachers from improving their CBA 

practices.    

 

 

 

Discussions 



Conclusion 

• The current practice of CBA is mainly of learning 

(summative) rather than for learning or as learning 

(formative). 

• Constructing a better summative test for the National 

High School Graduation examination is of great 

importance to improve CBA. 

• Extra training is necessary for teachers to be able to 

construct good tests with validity.  

• Greater support from managers is expected to 

encourage teachers to promote good CBA practices. 
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