
IN SEARCH OF APPROPRIATE 

LANGUAGE TESTING TECHNIQUES 

FOR EFL TERTIARY TEACHERS 

IN VIETNAM 

By 

LEDUC LONG 

A Field Study Report submitted in partial 

fulfilment of the requirements for the Degree 

of Master of Arts (TESOL) in the Canberra College 

of Advanced Education. 

October 1985 



i. 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS. 

I am indebted to Mr. Ralph Wingfield, my 

supervisor, for allowing me to draw fully on his wisdom 

and experience during the course of this Field Study. 

Without his guidance, suggestions, criticism and 

encouragement, this Study Report would not have been 

completed. 

I am also grateful for the valuable suggestions 

given by Dr. Patricia Denham, Mrs. Leonie Cottrill and 

all Vietnamese English teachers who have attended my 

project seminar. 

I also wish to thank all those who have kindly 

given me their advice and helped me with source materials 

during the writing of this study. 

I 



ii. 

ABSTRACT 

This Field Study Report concentrates on the 

appropriate language testing techniques for EFL tertiary 

teachers in different foreign language institutions and 

centres in Vietnam. It falls into five chapters. 

The first chapter is a brief introduction and 

an overview of the problems with EFL testing and assess

ment in Vietnam. It describes the need for this study, 

its general testing terminology. It also describes some 

general problems, problems with specific testing tech

niques and problems with testing assessment. 

The second chapter discusses the role of class

room language testing, the relationship between language 

teaching and testing and the use of different kinds of 

tests. 

In the third chapter, four qualities of a good 

test and instructions to the testee are considered. 

After discussing the use of various kinds of 

tests, the Study Report examines different EFL testing 

and assessment techniques in chapter IV. This chapter 

focuses on the pros and cons of major language testing 

and assessment techniques such as translation, e~say 

writing, oral interviews, multiple-choice items, short

answer items, cloze tests, dictations, terminal assess

ment. Critical comments on these techniques are also 

given. 
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In the final chapter, some practical suggestions 

and proposals for EFL testing and assessment in Viet

nam are made. 

It is hoped that these suggestions and proposals 

will help to improve the present language testing situ

ation in Vietnam. 
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1. 

CHAPTER 1. 

INTRODUCTION AND AN OVERVIEW 

OF THE PROBLEMS 

WITH EFL TESTING IN VIETNAM 

1.l Introduction 

In Vietnam, although testing has a long history, 

language testing, especially EFL testing has been neglect

ed. This Field Study deals with the basic techniques for 

testing and assessing English as a foreign language and 

tries to find appropriate language testing techniques 

for EFL tertiary teachers in Vietnam. It considers some 

of the problems in testing and assessing EFL in Vietnam 

and gives practical suggestions for possible solutions 

to them. 

1.1.1 Why this project was chosen 

In the past 30 years, a number of new methods 

of testing language have come into existence. It is e

vident that these new methods require suitable modes of 

evaluation and testing. Because of this, various types 

of language testing and assessment have been introduced 

and applied. It is advisable that teachers of English as 

a foreign language become aware of efficient ways to 

assess their students, to measure the learners• progress, 

achievement, proficiency as well as language competence 

and what kinds of tests are appropriate for them to em

ploy in their institutions or centres. 

I 
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Changes have taken place in teaching objectives 

and methods in Vietnam but almost no research has been 

done on testing .In other words, testing is still left 

behind. A great number of EFL teachers have never had 

any training in language test construction. When the 

time for the end~of-the-semester test or the-end-of-the 

-school-year examination comes, teachers often ask 

themselves why they are going to test and how they are 

going to construct the test. The immediate answer for 

many teachers is that such tests are always given, 

that the administration demands it,and that they are 

simply a necessary evil because teachers have to give 

the students a grade for the work they have been doing. 

With these requirements in mind, many teachers with no 

training in the principles of language testing cons

truct poor tests. In many cases, the tests prepared by 

Vietnamese EFL teachers do not test what the students 

have been taught and yet expose them to failure. As a 

result, a number of students find themselves in serious 

trouble. In addition, it is difficult for anyone to know 

whether or not the students have made any progress. This 

prevents tests from giving a positive aid to teaching 

and learning by means of feedback which they ought to 

be providing. 

In short, at present in Vietnam, both teacher 

and student benefit very little from tests.This situation 

needs improvement and that is why the project was ch9sen. 
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1.1.2 General Testing Terminology , 

Since a great number of EFL teachers are still 

unfamiliar with modern language testing and assessing 

techniques, to avoid confusion some important terms 

frequently used in this study are defined below.These 

definitions are based on those given by testing experts 

such as Lado (1961}, Valette (1977), Harris (1969), 

Riley (1973), Heaton (1975) and Anderson (1976). 

Acceptable replacement score·: With the acceptable 

replacement metho d a subject is given credit if he 

replaces a blank with acceptable words or the exact 

words deleted. 

Achievement testing : A measure of what has been.•. 

learned from the content of a particular course or 

series of courses. 

Alternative (Option): Alternative is a term used to 

refer to the choices from which testees select the 

answers in multiple-choice items. 

Assessing technique: This term is used to refer to 

the way in which a learner's performance is measured. 

Blank Blanks are used to denote the deletion of words 

Cloze item: A cloze item refers to the blank used to 

denote the deletion of a word. Cloze tests may contain 

varying numbers of cloze items. 

Cloze procedure : Cloze procedure consists of a set 

of rules for constructing cloze tests over samples of 

writte n materials, administe ring these t e sts to subj e cts 
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and scoring them; and finally determining from the 

cloze scores the degree of comprehension of the written 

materials. The rules specify the deletion system, the 

length of blanks and the scoring methoa. 

Cloze test: This term is used to refer to those tests 

in which certain language elements in a written passage 

are deleted for subsequent reconstruction by testees. 

Deletion s y stem: This term is used to refer to the 

procedure for deleting words. 

Diagnostic test: Diagnostic tests are used to find 

out the weaknesses and strengths of individual learners 

and also to find out the areas in which remedial teach

ing may be needed. 

Discrete-point testing Testing of one point at a time 

i.e, only one element from one component of language 

in one skill. 

Distractor An alternate incorrect response choice 

is intended to attract students who are not sure of 

the right answer. 

Exact rep lacement score: This term is used to denote 

a scoring method by which a subject is given credit 

if he replaces a blank with exactly the same word that 

was deleted. 

Gap: Gap is a term used synonymously with blank. 

Practicality : Practicality is used to refer fo the 

ease of adminis tration and economy of a test. It includes 

consideration of costs, time , administratio n r equireme nts, 
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ease of scoring, staffing and equipment provision. 

Pragmatic testing : Testing of the ability to use the 

target language in simulated or actual communication 

contexts. 

Proficiency test: A measure of the learner's global 

command of a language. Proficiency tests are not limited 

to any course, curriculum or particular skills in the 

language. 

Quiz: A short class test of locally prepared materials, 

e.g.,a quiz may just check for ability to use certain 

target language words in a sentence. 

Reliability : This term is used to refer to the degree 

of consistency and dependability of the results of the 

test. 

Scoring of test: Determining the number of points that 

each item or procedure is to receive, and then the value 

or weighting of these points with respect to the total 

test or quiz. 

Standardized test A measure that has been piloted 

(usually on a large sample, representing different 

types of respondents) and for which interpretive data 

such as norms, reliability and validity coefficients 

have been provided. 

Subjective test: A subjective test is one in which 

there may be many acceptable responses to each item. 

The scoring of such tests ofte n varies from one examiner 

to a nother since it depe nds on individual preferences 
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and dislikes, as, for example, with essays and oral 

interview scores. 

Target language: The language that is being acquired 

as a second or foreign language. 

Test: A formal measure of skill, announced in advance 

and requiring predetermined amount of time to complete. 

Testing point: Any feature or form that a given item 

elicits, including both the points intended to be tested 

by the item, as well as the full range of point actually 

elicited by a given item. 

Test item: One entry or question on a test or quiz. 

Validity : Validity is used to denote the degree to 

which a test actually measures what is intended to 

measure .. 

1.2 An Overview of the Problems with 

EFL Testing in Vietnam 

1.2.1 Historical Background 

Testing has been long in existence in Vietnam. 

In 1070, Quoc Tu Giam - the first national university 

was founded in Thang Long ( now called Hanoi). In 1075/ 

the first nationwide examination was held. Its purpose 

was to choose talented and competent people to serve 

the country. Very often scholars with high scores 

became senior government officials. By 1918 the feudal 

education had tr&ined i, 000 scholars with Ph. D degrees 

Among them 30 was Trang Nguyen (Top candidates at the 



7. 

Royal Examinations). During that time, examinations 

were very important especially for those who wanted 

to have high positions in the feudal government adm~

nistration. 

In 1858, the French colonialists began to invade 

Vietnam. Their domination ·lasted for nearly 100 years. 

The French .colonialists set up in Hanoi a few univer

sities and colleges for the whole of Indochina .Every 

year, entrance examinations were held but only about 

200 students .were selected. Many of them were French 

students. French was then used as the instruction 

medium in all tertiary institutions. Almost all teachers, 

lecturers and profetsors were French (about 50). It 

was said that all these examinations were for the French 

children and children of the rich in Indochina. 

1.2.2 EFL Testing in Vietnam. 

After the liberation of the South in 1975, 

communication between Vietnam and other English speaking 

countries increased intensively and extensively. There 

has been an upsurge in international commerce,diplomacy 

scientific and technological assistance, cultural and 

educational exchanges. This results in a great demand 

for training a large number of people who will have a 

good knowledge of English and in future will work as 

teachers of English, translators, interpreters and 

tourist guides etc. 
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To ensure that these people have good quali

fications in their future work, testing is very important 

in the process of their education. 

At the present time, in Vietnam, those who want 

to become full-time students of English in a college 

or university have to sit for an entrance examination 

in English. This examination, in general, consists of 

two· parts. The first part focuses on grammar and the 

second part on translation. Translation is subdivided 

into English-Vietnamese Translation and Vietnamese

English Translation. Speaking skill is not tested. All 

those who have high scores in this examination and two 

other compulsory examinations will be selected and 

will study English as major subjects for 4 or 5 years. 

Each academic year falls into two semesters. Although 

the student has to take a mid-semester test, he is 

assessed only on the end-of-the-semester test. In other 

words, the result of the end-of- the-semester test is 

the only indicator of his progress and achievement 

during the whole semester. Similarly, the result of 

the test at the end of the school year will give ass

essment for the entire school year. After four or 

five years of studying, the student has to take state 

graduation examinations. The results of these exami

nations are extremely import.ant. They show how much 

the student has acquired during theyears he was at 

the college. They may also affect his future work. 
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Let's take the Foreign Languages College of Hanoi for 

example. If a student wishes to become a tertiary English 

teacher, he must obtain at least grade 9 on a 10 point

scale in all his state graduation examinations at the 

end of the course. Special priority will be given to the 

student who occupies the top place in the examinations. 

He is allowed to choose any kind of work in any govern

ment and administration office. 

In brief, at the present time, in Vietnam, testing 

and assessment play a very important part in EFL t eaching 

and learning, but it is in its infancy and still has many 

problems. 

1. 2~. 3 General Problems . 

It is evident that for quite a long time, in 

Vietnam, EFL testing has been neglected. As a matter of 

fact, EFL teachers are always more concerned with the 

improvement of their own English language and teaching 

methods than testing techniques. 

Recently, although various language testing 

techniques have been introduced and applied in different 

foreign language institutions, the effectiveness of these 

techniques has not been seriously and carefully considered. 

Almost all EFL teachers, including dozens of teachers 

who several years ago had their post-graduate education 

in Great Britain, Australia and India have not had any 

training in language t esting. They are not aware of 

I 
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the basic criteria of effective EFL testing and the theo

ries on which it depends.Many of them even do not try to 

keep themselves informed .of recent developments in test

ing techniques and have the tendency to accept the new 

techniques without bothering to learn whether they are 

suitable and reliable or not. In Vietnam, no standardized 

tests are used. ~11 language tests are designed by indi

vidual classroom teachers. Very often they are found un

satisfactory. Let's take the achievement test in the 

Foreign Languages College of Hanoi for example. Achieve

ment tests consists of four subtests: listening, speaking, 

reading and writing. It is common knowledge that each tea

cher in the teaching group is assigned a subtest to cons

truct, for which he is fully responsible. As a rule, be

fore the construction of the subtests, a discussion is held 

among the teachers to decide what is to be tested. Such a 

discussion will provide each teacher with general ideas 

about what to include in his test. The detailed contents 

and items of the subtest are left for the teacher to .de

cide. After all subtests have been constructed, they are 

combined into one big test.Such a combination of individual 

work is often said to be unsatisfactory and the quality of 

the whole test cannot be @tlaranteed' since the level of 

difficulty of items included in the whole test is not 

consistent. Experience has shown that some teachers 

write far more difficult items than others and, since 

there is no one responsible for carefully checking 
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each item and each subtest, many poor items and 

duplications may appear in the test whereas -some 

significant areas may be left out. The validity of the 

whole test is clearly questionable, and results cannot 

really be considered reliable. 

Another general testing problem in Vietnam is 

that teachers cannot distinguish among different kinds 

of tests. They have, in fact, not realized what role 

each type of test plays. Thus tests designed by them 

are often not valid. For instance, in designing an 

achievement test, the content of the test is sometimes 

found unrelated to the course objectives and it is not 

uncommon that in an achievement test some items which 

have not been covered are included. 

Finally, in the present period, there is a lack 

of research work in language testing. Although, 

occasionally, EFL teachers apply new techniques to their 

testing situation, they do it by themselves. None of 

the foreign language institutions, including the Foreign 

Languages College of Hanoi and the Teachers Training 

Foreign Language College - the two largest and most 

important institutions of this kind have done any 

theoretical or practical research on language testing. 

1.2.4 Problems with Specific Testing Techniques, 

(1) Dictation is a traditional test in Vietnam 

but it is only applied to beginners, secondary school 
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students and the first year students at college level, 

The emphasis is on spelling. It is not expected to 

measure other areas of language such as pronunciation, 

grammar, vocabulary and listening etc. Marking dictation 

is completely traditional and easy. One point is taken 

off for each incorrect word. 

(2) Oral interviews play a very important part 

in language testing in Vietnam. They are used for all 

types and all levels of students. In oral interviews, 

one of the most common techniques still used in many 

institutions is that of the teacher asking the student 

to retell or to make an oral summary or to answer ques

tions on the texts he has learned in class. This does 

not mean communicative competence at all, but the 

student has to spend hours memorizing the texts. It is 

said that such a test has become a recitation contest, 

Marking oral interviews is extremely subjective. Very 

often teachers do not use any marking schemes.Therefore, 

the scores are mainly based on the teacher 1 s subjective 

judgement. Subjective judgements are not in themselves 

bagprovided the person marking them is an expert judge 

of the standards involved. Unfortunately this is so 

with very few of our teachers. 

(3) Composition writing has been long in 

existence in language testing in Vietnam. Today it is 

still common in all schools. Its purpose is to measure 

the writing ability of the language student. The most 

frequently used type of composition in Vietnam is free 
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composition.Most of the instructions given to students 

tend to be too general. For example: "Write a short 

composition about your college", With this instruction 

in mind, each student may write his composition in a 

different way, and the length of each composition may 

also differ greatly. Is a three-hundred word composition 

a short composition? Also, scoring it is a big problem, 

How can the teacher give credit and make comparisons 

b~tween a three-hundred word composition with a five

hundred word composition? Can the same marking scheme 

be applied to many extremely different compositions? 

In short, marking such compositions is subjective and 

is usually unreliable. 

(4) Some other types of testing techniques are 

also commonly used, such as short-answer items, true

false statements and blank-filling. Multiple-choice 

items and cloze procedures are sometimes used but are 

confined to just a few language institutions. Many 

teachers, chiefly those who have not taken a course in 

TEFL or TESOL, are still not clear about cloze proce

dures. They often get confused between cloze tests and 

blank-filling items. In many cases, Vietnamese teachers 

delete only function words as they often do in blank

filling. items. Some cloze tests prepared by teachers 

have contexts that are not suitable for · the students 

for whom they are intended. 
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1.2.5 Problems with Testing Assessment 

Terminal assessments are given in all tertiary 

foreign language schools and institutions. Although 

students have to take a mid-semester test, they are 

assessed only by the final examination. The result of 

the final examination is the indicator of the student 1 s 

progress and achievement during the semester or the 

whole school year. Many teachers and students have 

shown a strong belief that terminal assessment is not 

adequate and unfair to the students. It should be re

placed by continuous assessment. 
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CHAPTER II. 

THE ROLE OF LANGUAGE TESTING IN 

THE CLASSROOM AND THE CLASSIFICATION OF LANGUAGE TESTS 

2.1 The Role of Languag e Testing in the Classroom 

2.1.1 The Relationship between Language Teaching and 

Testing 

Some language teachers claim that testing is 

quite separate from teaching and learning, both theo

retically and in practice. For them a test is a necessary 

but unpleasant imposition from outside the classroom. It 

helps to set standards but uses up valuable class time. 

Consequently, in the past, many language tests and 

examinations have led to a separation of testing from 

teaching. 

On the other hand, many language teachers and 

experts believe that far from being divorced from each 

other, testing and teaching are closely interrelated. 

We cannot work in either field without being constantly 

concerned with the other. A test should be seen as a 

natural extension of classroom work. It provides teachers 

and students with useful information that can serve 

each as a basis for improvement. 

The usefulness of the. information given by a 

test will much depend upon the amount of care that is 
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taken during its preparation. There appears to be a 

common belief that good tests are only produced by 

experts and specialists who are familiar with technical 

concepts, statistics and have much experience. But once 

it is accepted that testing is an integral part of 

teaching, it follows that the person who is in the best 

position to set up the test is the teacher. What he still 

has to learn is how the principles and techniques of the 

testing differ from those of teaching and how to apply 

them (Harrison, 1983). 

Tests should be conceived as teaching devices 

and therefore, as a natural step in the educational 

process. They should be used with a twofold instructional 

purpose acting as a guide to both the teacher and the 

student as well (W. Rivers, 1968). Testing should serve 

as a check for the relationship between what is taught 

and what is learned. In the past, testing often encourages 

teaching about the language. 

In short, language teaching and testing are 

two things, but they have a close relationship. 

Language teachers cannot achieve good results, cannot 

fulfil their teaching task without a thorough mastery 

of language testing principles and techniques. 

2.1.2 Achieving Course Objectives and Measuring 

Students' Achievement 

It is obvious that different types of tests have 
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different purposes and a different influence on the 

student· .Tests are often involved with what is to be 

assessed and how to obtain good results. Through language 

tests, the teacher can achieve the objectives of the 

course. For example, if the course lays much emphasis 

on listening and speaking and the tests cover these two 

skills, the students will tend to concentrate on prac

tising the two above-mentioned skills. By appropriate 

testing, the teacher will not only accomplish the par

ticular objectives of the course, but also find out 

how much his students have learned and how well they did 

on the material tested. Each test should help the student 

by indicating to him the level of achievement he is 

expected to have reached, the level he has actually 

reached and the discrepancy between the two. In this 

waY, he is able to see where he has mastered the material 

and where he still has some learning ~o do. Tests can 

also help the teacher to check whether each of his 

studentsis ready to move to the next course or next part 

of the course. 

2.1.3 Evaluating the Effectiveness of Instruction, 

Curriculum and Teaching materials 

As mentioned in a previous section, teaching 

and testing are closely interrelated,many teachers, 

especially experienced teachers, often use tests to 

measure the effectiveness of their methods of teaching, 
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to revise their materials, and to improve their curri

culum and their teaching as it goes along. Tests could 

serve as a guide to the teacher, showing him the areas 

in which his teaching has not been effective, areas 

which the students are finding particularly difficult 

and those parts of work for which the students have notbeen 

given adequate practice. So that the teacher can decide 

whether extra teaching or help might be needed. Poor 

results on a test challenge the good teacher to a re

consideration of his method of presentation of a 

particular aspect of the work with a view to a more 

illuminating and efficient presentation on a future 

occasion. Through testing the teacher may find out 

which methods of teaching are more effective than others, 

which areas of the curriculum are presenting more dif

ficulty to the leaners and, as a result, necessary 

changes may be made to the course curriculum. 

Appropriate tests can also point out the degree 

of suitability of the teaching materials. For instance, 

the aims of the course are to develop the learner's 

communicative ability in listening and speaking skills, 

but if the material contains more practice on the 

linguistic forms of the language, it will affect the 

results of tests measuring such skills. And therefore 

the material is not suitable for such a course. In other 

words, the content included in the teaching material 

and the aims of the course are not in harmony. Here 
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some sort of material revision is certainly required. 

2.1.4 Stimulating Student Progress 

It is often said that tests frighten students. 

Indeed, students have fears of tests, even of quizzes, 

partly because they fear that they may forget what they 

have learned for the test. They are also fearful about 

the consequences, the fear of being put to the test, of 

possibly being exposed as failures. 

The following discussion will, it is hoped, 

help EFL teachers in general and classroom teachers in 

particular, reduce their students 1 fears and furthermore 

stimulate their students 1 progress. 

First of all, the objectives or the aims of 

the test should be made known and c1early explained to 

students,so that they do not have to spend time guessing, 

If the students do not know what they need to prepare 

for, they will be distracted from their learning task. 

And if they know what is being tested they may be able 

to relate this t o their needs. This, of course, will 

help motivation. In spite of the fact that students 

often have complaints about having to take tests, in 

realit~ they benefit from tests in several ways. 

First, tests encourage students to pay more 

and closer attention, and give more thought and time 

to the materials, particularly if the teacher announces 

at the outset that there will be a test on the material 

■ 
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about to be presented (Krypsin and Feldhusen, 1974) . 

It is also that the probability of a test provides 

students with an inducement to review materials, to put 

their notebooks in good order, to pick out and classify 

grammatical rules, structural, sentence patterns and 

vocabulary or to revise anything that they may think 

necessary for their test. During the test, students have 

a good chance to show how well they are able to perform 

what they have learned. This leads to feedback. When 

the teacher has scored and evaluated the test, students 

will have feedback· related to their performance in the 

test. For classroom tests the teacher should announce 

the results and evaluation of the test as soon as 

possible, so that students can learn something about 

their areas of strength and weakness. For revision and 

adjustment they should be encouraged to spend time 

dealing with the weaknesses that were revealed. 

2.2 The Classification of Language Tests 

2.2.1 Tests and Quizzes 

As far as t e aching a nd learning a foreign l a nguage 

are concerned, both tests and q uizzes play an important 

part, especially in the classroom. The distinction between 

tests and quizzes is one of dimension and purpose rather 

than of item content. Cohen (1980) points out that freq uent 

checks, on. learning are often r e f e rred -to as quizze s. Some 

cla s s r o om t e ache rs give a 5 t o 10 minute t est to the i r 
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students before or after every lesson. The merit of 

conducting a quiz at the beginning of class is that it 

can serve as a check on what was learned in the previous 

lesson. It also helps students to settle into the class 

session. An advantage of having a quiz at the end of 

class lies in the fact that it keeps students' attention 

high throughout the class session. Therefore, the class

room teacher should be free to choose a suitable time 

for the quiz. The important notion is testing while 

teaching - that testing can and should be seen as an 

interim activity (Cohen, 1980). 

Quizzes and tests have some different features~ 

The quiz is very brief and is therefore easier to cons

truct, to administer, to score than a test. A quiz may 

relate just to the highlights of the day's assigrunent 

and class activities {Brook, 1967). It can be conducted 

without any announcement. Frequent quizzes encourage 

students to spend time regularly on their language study 

and on many occasions they provide feedback to improve 

students' mastery of a new language. A quiz may serve 

to acquaint students with types of items and questions 

that will subsequently be used in tests (Valette, 1977). 

Another advantage of a quiz is that it is easier to 

evaluate than a test and its shortness may be used as 

an encouragement for teachers to look closely at how 

well the quiz tests what was taught and learned. How

ever, for the sake of convenience, I shall use the term 
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test to include quiz-type classroom questioning. 

As distinct from the quiz, a test may look like 

a series of quizzes put together. It may cover a specific 

unit of instruction. It may be part of a lesson or several 

lessons. Very often, a test is more important than a 

quiz. It should be announced in advance and given every 

few weeks, each semester or trimester. Tests may be 

constructed to last the whole class period or even longer. 

Therefore, in order to do the test well, students need 

time for reviewing the work of several class periods. 

2.2.2 Teacher-made Tests and Standardized Tests o 

According to Harris, in any consideration of 

educational testing, a distinction must be made between 

two types of tests - teacher-made tests and standardized 

tests. A teacher-made test is as its name suggests, 

constructed by the teacher. It is rather informal and 

always intended by the teacher for classroom use. Stan

dardized tests are not prepared by classroom teachers 

but often by professional testing services: Standardized 

tests are formal, used on a large scale to assist va

rious institutions in the selection, placement and 

evaluation of students. 

Generally speaking, teacher-made tests or class

room tests are prepared, administered and scored by 

one teacher. The objectives of the test can be based 

directly on the objectives of the course and test content 
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derived from specific course content (Harris,1969). And~ 

since instructor, test writer, and evaluator are all 

the same teacher, the students know quite well what they 

are expected to do in the test and what standards are 

likely to be applied in the scoring scale and the inter

pretation of results as well. Very often the scoring 

standards keep reasonably consistent from paper to paper 

and from test to test. The teacher will ultimately 

evaluate his students through a number of tests and 

other measures, not just one. Since the number of students 

to be tested is rather small, the teacher is not limited 

to quickly scorable item types but may, if he wishes, 

make full use of essay-type questions and other testing 

techniques. 

Quite different from teacher-made tests are 

standardized tests. Standardized tests are, on the one 

hand, not constructed, administered and scored by one 

teacher bµt by a group of experienced teachers or very 

often by a team of testing specialists, who have no 

personal knowledge of the examinees and no opportunity 

to check the consistency of individual perfonnance. On 

the·other hand, standardized tests are likely to be 

conducted on a large scale involving thousands and some

times hundreds of thousands of examinees. 

In Vietnam, almost all language tests are 

teacher-made tests. Only the University Entrance Exa

mination may be cal led a standardize d test as it is 

• 
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prepared, administered,and scored by the Ministry of 

Higher and Secondary Vocational Education and the Ministry 

of Education. This examination involves many different 

educational insititutions, hundreds of teachers, admi

nistrators and thousands of examinees. Every year this 

exmination costs the state a lot of money. 

2.3 Types of Tests 

According to Harrison (1983), one of the arguments 

for an approach to testing through teaching and learning 

is that the teacher is in the best position to know which 

tests are appropriate for his class. The appropriateness 

of a test is largely determined by purpose: Why is a 

test needed at a particular stage in the students• learning 

and what use will be made of the results? Generally 

speaking, language tests fall into five basic types 

Aptitude tests, progress tests, achievement tests, diag

nostic tests and proficiency tests. 

2.3.1 Aptitude Tests 

Aptitude tests are used to measure the student 1 s 

probable performance in learning a foreign language, 

indicating whether he has any special aptitude for learn

ing a new language. According to Heaton (1983), language 

learning aptitude is a complex matter consisting of such 

factors as intellegence, age, motivation, memory, phono

logical sensitivity and sensitivity to grammatical 

patterning. Aptitude tests are generally given before 
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the student begins language study, and could be used to 

select students for a certain language course or to place 

students in classes appropriate to their ability. In 

recent years, several language aptitude tests have been 

developed to he~p identify students who will learn a 

foreign language with some facility. Although some 

progress has been made, these tests have not yet proved 

reliable as prognostic tests. 

2.3.2 Progress Tests 

The progress test is designed to measure how much 

the student has learned in a specific course of instruction. 

As a matter of fact, most of classroom tests take the 

form of progress tests. Most teachers are, at some time 

or other, required to construct such tests. The formats 

of progress tests qften reflect the various components 

of the curriculum. Progress tests are usually given to 

provide student motivation. They also give the language 

teacher a good chance to assess the degree of success of 

his teaching, helping him to find out areas of weakness 

or difficulty. Furthermore, they help him to find out 

whether the content of his teaching is suitable, whether 

the time allocated to each lesson or to each part of a 

lesson is sufficient and rational, so that he can, if, 

necessary,readjust his methods and techniques of teaching 

2.3.3 Achievement Tests 

The Achievement test (sometimes called attainment 
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test) is similar to the class progress test in that it 

is generally based on a syllabus and measures what has 

been taught and learned. However, it is rarely prepared 

by the classroom teacher for a particular class and it 

looks back over a longer period of learning than the 

progress test, for example a year's work, or a whole 

course, or even a variety of different courses. The 

achievement test is intended to show the standard which 

the students have reached in relation to other students. 

This standard may be worldwide, as with the Cambridge 

Examination in EFL, or established for a country, as 

with school-leaving certificate, or it may relate to an 

individual school or group of schools which issues 

certificates to students attending courses. The Stand

ards of achievement tests remain constant as far as 

possible from course to course and from year to year. 

In Vietnam, annual school examinations, school

leaving tests and University Graduation Examinations 

are tests of this kind. 

2.3.4 Diagnostic Tests 

The term diagnostic test is widely used, but 

few tests are constructed as diagnostic tests. In 

language testing, achievement and proficiency tests, 

however, are frequently used for diagnostic purposes. 

The diagnostic test is said to be a useful device for 

the classroom teacher to discover the learning diffi-
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culties which are common to a number of students in 

his class and their individual problems. It can offer 

the teacher guidance to direct his or her students to 

a more efficient way of learning. When using diagnostic 

tests, the teacher should be fully aware of what he is 

attempting to diagnose. Diagnostic tests also help to 

check on the student's progress in learning particular 

elements of the course and, as mentioned above, it helps 

the teacher to identify specific areas of weakness and 

difficulty, so that he is able to make plans for appro

priate remedial work. 

2.3.5 Proficiency Tests 

Harris (1983) claims that the aim of a proficiency 

test is to assess the student's ability to apply in actual 

situations what he has learned. For example, does a student 

know enough English to follow a particular course given in 

the medium of English; or to carry out a specific task 

requiring the use of English? This type of test is not 

related to any particular course, syllabus or teaching 

programme because it is concerned with the student's 

current standing in relation to his potential performance 

and future needs. Several language testing experts hold 

that the proficiency test is the most suitable vehicle 

for assessing English for Specific Purposes (ESP). Pro

ficiency tests are often administered to students from 

different schools, countries and ·even la:p.guage· '.l;>ackgrounds. 

• 
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CHAPTER III. 

WHAT MAKES A GOOD TEST? 

3.1 Qualities of a Good Test 

A test can be good or bad. It can be economical 

or very expensive. It may serve as a useful device for 

both teaching and learning. One of the great problems 

with EFL testing in Vietnam is that the majority of EFL 

teachers do not know what a good test is, and most of 

them have little knowledge of test construction and 

evaluation. 

According to Harrison (1983) and some other 

testing experts, such as Valette (1967) and Heaton (1981), 

all good tests possess four qualities: Reliability, 

validity,practicability,and discrimination and comparison. 

A teacher who is unaware of the relationship between the 

content of a test and the consistency of its result is in 

danger of writing tests which produce misleading infor

mation about his students. This chapter will focus on 

the four above-mentioned qualities of a good test. 

3.1.1. Reliability 

It is said that no test is valid if it is 

unreliable. Magoon and Garrison (1976,p. 371) point out 

that reliability is essential to validity. A test can 
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be reliable without being valid but it can only be as 

valid as it is reliable. 

The reliability of a test is the consistency and 

dependability of the test scores. Tests should not be 

elastic in their measurement (Harrison, 1983). To have 

confidence in a measuring instrument, one would need to 

be assured that approximately the same results would be 

achieved: (a) if a student took a test on Tuesday ins

tead of Monday; (b) if he took one version of a test or 

another; (c) if the test was marked on Tuesday instead 

of Monday, or (d} if two or more competent scorers 

scored the test independently. Reliability is of primary 

importance in the use of public achievement as well as 

proficiency and classroom tests. According to some 

language testing specialists (Harris, 1969; Heaton,1975), 

test reliability is affected by a number of factors. 

(1) A test will lack reliability if the samples 

are not sufficient. In other words, the more samples of 

the student's performance we take, the more reliable will 

be our assessment of their knowledge and ability. For 

example, a grammar test which contains only five or six 

items cannot tell how good the student's grammar is. 

Again, a teacher cannot tell how good his students' 

vocabulary is if he only includes a few vocabulary items 

in the test. It is because of this principle that the 

result of a test consisting of many items is naturally 

more reliable than a test made up of only a few items. 
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However, it is impossible for the teacher to test all 

items in a language and the teacher should decide how 

many samples are likely to give him a reasonable picture 

of the candidate's proficiency. For the student's mastery 

of a complex body of knowledge to be reliably evaluated, 

they must be given enough opportunities to demonstrate 

their familiarity with the various skills and subskills 

of the language. Learning a foreign language involves, 

as we know, four separate major skills: listening, 

speaking, reading and writing. A language test should 

cover itself with only one or several of these skills 

and ID\lSt be long enough to provide a generous sample 

if the skill or skills which are to be tested in order 

to produce a reliable result. 

It is also very important that there be a wide 

spread in the level of difficulty of items. A test should 

start with some easy items and finish with some difficult 

items. It is believed that a 75 item test containing 

items of similar difficulty will be less reliable than 

a test of equal length that contains a variety of level 

of difficulty. 

The example given on the table on page 31 will 

clarify this essential concept (Valette, 1979). 
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Table 1 

A desirable spread of difficulty. 

Student Test A. Test B. Test C. 
100 items 20 items 100 items 

1 97 20 85 

2 92 20 86 

3 80 20 85 

4 73 19 84 

5 66 20 85 

6 60 17 83 

7 52 17 82 

8 42 18 80 

The results of test A were much more reliable 

because there was a much greater range in the scores than 

in tests Band C. This result was attributed to the fact 

that test A contain ea a wide range in the le·vel of diff i 

culty of the items it contained. 

(2) The circumsta nces in which the test is taken 

may also affect its reliability. A test carried out in 

a dark, noisy room filled with stuffy air may make a 

negative impact on the performance of the students. In 

order to ensure test reliability, testing must be conducted 

in a quiet, well-lighted room which is located where there 

will be a minimum of outside noise and inteference. The 

testing room should be large e nough to permit the seating 

I 
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of examine.es at a reasonable distance from one another, 

but, on the other hand, it should not be so large that 

examinees cannot hear directions clearly or the teacher 

cannot keep a close watch over all examinees. It is 

advisable to remember that whenever the test includes 

the _use of recordings, the size of the testing room is 

of great importance. If the room is large, theexaminees 

may not hear the recorded stimuli in the same way and 

there might be inteference from echo, or if the volume 

of the cassette player is turned too high, distortion 

is likely to result. For such types of tests, it is 

better to use two or more small or medium-sized rooms 

than one large room. 

(3) The reliability of a test is also dependent 

on the consistency in its scoring. If a scorer gives a 

high mark for a paper, but another scorer rates it· low 

the scoring is said to be inconsistent, and as a result, 

the test reliability is reduced. Tests,such as 

essay writing, translations and oral interviews, have 

been claimed to be the most unreliable in scoring. 

Test reliability may be checked in a number of 

ways. The simplest way would be to retest the same 

individuals or the same group of examinees. The intervals 

in between the two testings should be neither too short 

nor too long. If it is too short, the examinees'memories 

of their previou.s. -responses may provide two performances 

spuriously consistent and thus lead to an overestimate 
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of test reliability . But if the time interval is too 

long, it will minimize the memory factor of the examinees. 

And perhaps some personal factors such as motivation and 

differential maturatio n may be involved. All these things 

may lead to an und~restimate o f test reliability. Some 

people argue that the ideal interval in between the two 

testings should b e a week. The test is said to be r e liable 

if the scores obtained by the s ame student on the two 

testings are simila r. 

The second method of finding out the reliability 

of a test is giving the same group of students two pa

rallel tests at the same time. In this case, parallel 

tests mean two different versions of the same test which 

are equivelent in length, level of difficulty, time limit 1 

format, and all other such aspects. This method, though, 

it sounds easy, is quite difficult for classroom teachers 

to devise. Another thing is that it seems to be impractical 

as the teacher has to prepare two tests when only one is 

n e eded. 

The third method fo r estimating the reliability 

of a test is called split-half method (Heaton, 1975) . 

By this method, a single administration of one form of 

the test is given and then the items of the test are 

divided into two halves, usually the even numbers are 

taken away from the odd numbers. After that the results 

on the even numbered items are compared with those on 

the odd numbered items. I f the results indicate that 

• 
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those who do well on even numbered items also do well on 

odd numbered items, the test is said to be reliable. This 

method appears to be more practical, especially for class

room teachers. 

3.1.2 Validity 

A valid test is one which actually tests what the 

teacher or designer of the test intended it to test (Rivers 

1968). How to gain validity in foreign language tests is 

a matter of importance. It cannot be achieved without a 

great deal of thought and careful analysis before the test 

constructed. There are several kinds of validity, but only 

t~o are of vital importance for the teacher setting his 

own tests: Content validity and face validity. 

The test's contents are the main factors in 

achieving its validity. Content validity is concerned 

with what goes into the test. The content of a test should 

be decided by the purposes of the assessment. If a test 

is set up to measure mastery of a specific skill or the 

content of a particular course of study, we should expect 

the test to be based on a careful and detailed analysis 

of the skill or an outline of the course. The items in

cluded in the test should also be expected to test 

various elements in natural combinations. If, for example, 

designing a test to measure the student's command of 

English structures, the test-designer must first of all, 

make an analysis of the language itself and then make 
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decisions on which matters needed to be tested and in 

what proportions. 

The second validity of a test is face validity. 

Face validity is concerned with what teachers and students 

think of the test. Does the test provide a reasonable way 

of assessing the students' ability and performance? The 

face validity may be found out by asking the teachers and 

students who are engaged in the test for their opinions, 

either formally by means of a questionnaire or informally 

by discussion in class or in the staffroom. If the test 

does not have face validity, it is extremely difficult for 

the test to be adopted, and very often does not provide 

sufficient motivation for the students. It is said that 

language tests which have been designed primarily for one 

country and are adopted by another country may lack face 

validity. Therefore, it is advisable for those who often 

use imported tests to be aware of this. 

3.1.3 Practicability. 

A test may be a highly reliable and valid instru

ment. But it may be that we cannot use it as it is too 

expensive and beyond facilities. Thus, before the test 

is constructed, a number of things should be taken into 

account. For example: Is the test well organized? How 

long does it take to get the administration and scoring 

done? How many classrooms are needed? What special arrange

ments have to be made? What equipment is needed? ( tape 

recorder, language laboratory, overhead projector etc. 

How many administrators and scorers are involved? 

-
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How much paper, time, stationery is required? Is it 

easy to administer and score? All these things are very 

important. They neea careful consideration. Otherwise, 

the test could be impractical. 

3.1.4 Comparison and Discrimination 

According to Harrison (1983), all language 

assessment is based on comparison and discrimination. 

This is true for both teacher-made tests and standard

izea tests. A good language test should be able to dis

criminate between a student and others taking the same 

test, or between the student as he is at the beginning 

of the course and as he is at the end of the course, or 

between the student's capability and the task the test 

requires him to do. If the test is too easy or too 

difficult, it will not show any discrimination between 

students. For example, suppose student A is weak in 

English grammar and in a grammar test of 55 items, the 

whole class including student A get 54 correct items, 

then the test is evidently too easy as it fails to dis

criminate between student A and other students in his 

class. Another example would be if in a language test 

of 75 items, only 5 students out of 30, including the 

best ones,get just 4 items correct. This test is said 

to be too difficult as it also fails to discriminate 

between the bright students and the slow ones. 

To overcome this problem, it is argued that 
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test items should have different levels of difficulty. 

In a test there should be some simple and easy items 

to motivate weak students and there should also be some 

challenging items to extend the best students. One more 

thing which should be borne in mind is that not all language 

tests require the same extent of discrimination, but 

this depends on the purpose of the specific test. For 

instance, in a classroom test, the teacher is much more 

concerned with finding out how well his students have 

mastered what they have been taught. He would not object 

to have about 80¾ or 90¾ of his students correctly fi

nishing all the items included in the test. On the other 

hand, for a selection test in which, say, about 1000 

students take the test, but the examining board intends 

to select only 200 students, the level of difficulty 

of items in the test must be fairly high because the 

test needs to show up the best students very clearly. 

The difficulty of an item can be measured by 

the following formula: 
R 

F.V =-
N 

R represents the number of correct answers and N the 

number of students taking the test. F.V is the index of 

difficulty (or the facility value) of an item. It indi

cates how easy or difficult the particular item proved 

in the test. The index of difficulty (F.V) is generally 

expressed as the fraction (or percentage) of the students 

■ 
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who answered the item correctly. 

For example, if 23 out of 30 students tested 

got the correct answer for one of the items, that item 

would have an index of difficulty of .76 or 76¾. 

F.V = 
23 

30 
= .76 

In this case, the item is fairly easy since 76¾ of the 

students taking the test answered it correctly. 

According to Heaton (1975), there are various 

methods of measuring an item's discrimination ability. 

All involve a comparison of those students who performed 

well on the whole test and those who performed poorly 

on the whole test. Among them, the simplest one is that 

first arrange the scripts in rank order of total scores 

and divide into two groups of equal size (i.e the top 

half and the bottom half). And then count the number of 

those students in the upper group answering the parti

cular item correctly, then count the number of lower 

group students answering the item correctly. After that 

apply the following formula: 

Correct U - Correct L 
D = 

n 

(D = Discrimination Index; n = number of students in 
one group; U = Upper half and L = Lower half). 

Discrimination indices can range (Heaton, 

1975) from +1 (= an item which discriminates perfectly) 
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through 0 (= an item which does not discriminate in any 

way at all) to -1 (= an item which discriminates in 

entirely the wrong way). For example, if all 30 students 

in the upper group answered a certain item correctly and 

all 30 students in the lower group got the wrong answer, 

the item would have a discrimination index of 1.0. If, 

on the other hand, 15 students on the upper group got 

the item correct and 15 students on the lower group also 

got the item correct , the discrimination index would be 0. 

However,if none of the 30 students in the upper group got a 

correct answer and all the 30 students in the lower group am

swered it correctly,the discrimination of the item is -1.0. 

3.2 Instructions to the Testee 

Test instructions are very important. Several 

language testing experts argue that many students taking 

tests are working under certain mental pressures , so it 

is essential that all instructions or rubrics should be 

clearly written and examples given. The test will. be 

neither reliable nor valid unl~ss all testees are able 

to folJ_ow the instructions. But the writing of clear 

and concise instructions is not an easy job, chiefly for 

EFL teachers who are new-comers to the profession or 

those who have not got much experience in using lang

uage testing techniques. To deal with this problem, it 

is very useful for EFL teachers to take the following 

things into consideration before writing any test ins

tructions: 

• 



40. 

Firstly, grammatical terminology should be avoided 

A student may be able to do all the required tasks wi

thout having any knowledge of formal grammar and since 

his knowledge of formal grammar is not being tested ,all 

references to grammatical terms should be avoided. 

For example, the following instruction needs to 

be improved: "Write the correct pronoun in the blanks". 

In this instruction the word "pronoun" can be avoided by 

rewriting the instruction as "Write an appropriate word 

(e.g. he, she, they, we etc.,) in each blank. An example 

follows". This principle does not apply only to gramma

tical items. If the· testee is instructed to put a tick, 

a cross, a circle or underlining somewhere to show the 

correct answer, an example of what is meant by the word: 

"tick, cross, circle, or underlining" should also be 

given. It is said that from time to time, it is extremely 

difficult to avoid writing long, complex and clumsy rub

rics. It is also suggested that a possible way to avoid 

this is to write the instruction in short sentences -

clearly and briefly. E.g.,As you can see, each question 

has 4 possible answers and you must choose the answer 

that seems best to you, bearing in mind what you have 

heard in the lecture. For example, in question 1 you 

would know from the lecture that answer C is correct, so 

you should draw a circle around the letter C as shown 

below: 
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When Westland traders arrived in a new country 

they 

A. took over part of the existing towns. 

B. traded their goods, then departed. 

@ established their own settlements. 

D. set up military bases. 

The above example was taken from the Australian 

Government Short Selection Test. 

Secondly,some teachers insist that their students 

already know what to do on a test so it is not necessary 

to provide examples in instructions. Their argument may 

possibly be applied, to certain extent, to classroom 

tests where the teacher is present so that he can explain 

the rubrics to the students when they have problems with 

them. But it is a great trouble when it occurs in stand

ardized achievement and proficiency tests where the teacher 

is not available to offer such help. In the course of 

writing a rubric, the teacher or test-writer has to 

consider each word very carefully. Let's take the word 

"best" for example. In certain cases, it can be used in

stead of "correct" on the ground that a great number of 

test items,especially those in test of vocabulary may 

contain several answers which could be correct in certain 

unusual contexts but only one is really acceptable in the 

particular situation given and clearly the one required 

here. 

Thirdly, if new testing techniques are being 

applied on a large scale for the first time, in other 
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words, if students are completely unfamiliar with the 

new testing techniques, it is essential for the test

writer to construct sample items and rubrics to send 

to EFL institutions well in advance together with suf

ficient information about the new procedures. Otherwise, 

the test will not be valid. 

Finally, the test paper should not include nu

merous different rubrics. If a class test is composed 

of some short-answer items, some multiple-choice items, 

some transformation items and some word-order items etc., 

it certainly needs several different rubrics and several 

types of examples. It is believed that such kinds of 

test will not only confuse students but will largely 

become tests of reading comprehension. 
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CHAPTER IV. 

CRITIC.AL REVIEW OF LANGUAGE TESTING TECHNIQUES 

AND ASSESSMENT 

4.1 Critical Review of Lang uag e Testing Techniques 

4.1.1 Subjective Tests 

Until the first part of this century, human 

beings knew little about language acquisition. In other 

words, during this time, very little research was done 

in this field. Teaching emphasis was on the written 

language. Therefore language learning during that period 

used to focus on reading, writing and translating skills. 

As a result, languagz tests like composition, essay 

writing and translation were widely used. One of the 

most prominent features of these types of tests is that 

scoring is highly subjective and they can be marked 

only by human beings with the necessary linguistic 

knowledge, skill and judgement. In the first part of 

this chapter , three types o f commonly used subjective 

tests: translation, composition/essay writing and 

oral interviews are dealt with. 

4.1.1.1 Translation Tests 

Formerly, translation was one of the most im

portant and common t eaching and t est ing devices, 

• 
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especially during the pre-scientific period. Even today 

it still remains quite popular in many parts of the 

world. Translation requires the learner to rewrite a 

sentence, a passage or sometimes a whole article from 

one language into another. In Western countries such as 

America, the United Kingdom, France and Australia, 

translation used as a language testing technique has 

been strongly and severely criticized. Language experts 

and specialists (Heaton, Lado, Rivers) believe that 

translation possesses a number of disadvantages. 

In the first place, translation is in reality 

a very specialized and highly sophisticated activity 

and one which neither develops nor demonstrates the 

basic skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing 

(Harris 1969). In other words, translation does not 

measure the learner's language competence. Indeed, 

many EFL teachers notice that the most proficient 

students do not translate when they use the target 

language to communicate. Translation often has a bad 

influence on the learner, since native language inter

ference prevents him from communicating effectively. 

Secondly, translation is highly subjective. It 

is very difficult to assess. Lado (1961) points out that 

there are several ways to translate and judge a trans

lation. The criteria and standards for judging a piece 

of translation depends on the values of the scores. 

The grading; of translation tends to be unreliable 
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because different learners may translate the same sen

tence or the same passage in different ways, and dif

ferentscorers may give different grades for the same 

piece of translation. 

And finally, translation is slow as a test. 

Unless the learner has achieved some special training, 

very o~ten a good student takes longer to translate a 

a letter than to write one himself. In the time that it 

takes him to translate a part of an article he can be 

tested over a greater range of material by using other 

techniques. 

In Vietnam, about 10 years ago, all EFL students 

had to learn translation. They had to spend time deal

ing with translation right in the first year they entered 

college and throughout the course. Translation was then 

considered as one of the major subjects in the curricu

lum. Consequently, at the end of each semester and at 

the end of each academic year, students had to sit for 

a translation examination, which usually lasted for 

about 3 hours. 

Nowadays, changes have taken place in teaching 

objective and methods. Translation is not as common as 

it was, students learning at the Foreign Languages 

College of Hanoi and students learning at the Teachers' 

Training Foreign Language College are not expected to 

do translation during their first two years. They 
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spend these two years developing their basic language 

skills of listening,speaking, reading and writing. Be

cause after they finish higher education, most of them 

will have to do some translation so that in their last 

two or three years at the college, they are given a lot 

of time to practise translating. As a matter of fact, 

in these colleges, translation is an integral part of 

the syllabus for advanced students. To assess their 

ability to translate, at the end of the course, they 

have to take translation as one of the state graduation 

examinations. Although, translation has long been used 

as one of the teaching and testing techniques in Viet

nam, the scoring of translation is very controversial. 

In fact, it is a big problem to all Vietnamese EFL 

teachers. Some of the commonest ways of marking a piece 

of translation in Vietnam are: 

- The teacher compares the student's version 

with a model. This method of scoring is not reliable as 

a translation can be done in different ways. 

- The teacher compares the student's version 

with his own. This method is neither reliable nor 

adequate because of the following reasons: 

It is said that the student is placed in a po

sition of having to conform with the teacher's value 

judgements. Furthermore, the student has to do his tran

slation under pres.sure and tension while the teacher 

can spend as much time and give as much thought to the 
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translation as he wants. Finally, the teacher is not a 

native speaker so that it cannot be assumed that the 

teacher's version iS the most acceptable. The teacher's 

translation may be grammatically correct, but might not 

be accepted by native speakers. 

To overcome the problem of scoring translation, 

it is advisable that several teachers join forces to 

work out an appropriate version. This version can be 

used for reference but not as the only key. In scoring 

translation, the teacher should be expected to accept 

all reasonable versions. In this way, the teacher may 

give an incentive to the student 1 s creativity in the 

process of acquiring a new language. Before scoring a 

piece of translation, a check list should be made. In 

the check list, various areas such as effective trans

lation of idioms and expressions, registers, modalities, 

cultural components, grammatical structures and so on, 

ought to be checked and evaluated.It would be ideal if 

EFL teachers take part in researching suitable tech

niques for manking translation and, making it valid and 

reliable. 

In short, although translation as a testing 

device has seve·ral disadvantages, it has a useful place 

in the curriculum. In modern language departments, 

advanced level courses in translation are a practical 

necessity. 
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4.1.1.2 Composition/ Essay Writing 

. Like translation in the past, composition or 

essay writing was a very com.mon device in language test

ing. It was strongly believed that composition writing 

actually tested the student's ability to write. And 

historically the ability to write was used to be the 

sign of learning. Many language experts such as Lado 

(1961), Valette {1967), Heaton (1975), Stiggins {1982) 

have insisted that essay writing is the most direct way 

of measuring the student's ability to write. In defend

ing the use of essays and compositions as useful tests, 

they have pointed out that composition tests force the 

student to organize what he knows and express it in his 

own words and structures. In consequence, composition 

tests·make a contribution to promoting writing ability 

effectively. Compos.n:.ion tests often provide motivation 

for the student to improve his writing skills. For ex

ample, if writing is not part of examinations, students 

will certainly neglect the development of the skill. 

Secondly, it is easier and quicker to prepare 

composition tests than to prepare objective tests. This 

may offer the busy classroom teacher some relief. 

It is, however, held that composition tests 

have a number of limitations. 

First of all, composition tests are unreliable 

measures because a single composition is usually a poor 
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sample of sentence patterns of the language, its voca

bulary, and the problem of spelling and punctuations. 

And then a single,composition is also a poor sample of 

the student's ability to organize his thought or to 

deal with different topics on different occasions and 

at different times. And in the course of writing com

positions, the student is free to use his own structures 

and vocabulary so that he can cover up weakness by try

ing to avoid difficult items. But in a well-prepared 

objective test, he cannot do so. 

The second limitation of composition writing is 

that its scor,ing is a very complex problem. It is not 

reliable. Like translation different scorers may give 

different grades to the same composition. Even the same 

teacher or scorer may give different merits to the same 

composition if he marks it at different times and on 

different occasions. 

Finally, scoring compositions, unless based on 

an impression work is time consuming. For this reason, 

composition tests could be expensive in large scale 

testing. 

To improve the scoring of composition tests, it 

is useful to evaluate different aspects of the language 

separately. For instance, the scorer may place vocabulary
1 

grarrunatical structures, spelling, punctuations, the in

fonnation it conveys etc. into different categories and 

then assess them separately. Before scoring the compo-

• 
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sition, it may be useful to aetennine a marking grid 

such as the one below. 

Table 2. 

Marking grid for essay/composition writing 

Conveying Spelling 
informa- Paragraph Grammar Usage. Punctua-

tion tion 

50% 15% 15% 10% 10% 

This marking grid indicates that the marker lays 

most emphasis on the information the essay conveys. After 

the marking grid has been established it is advisable for 

all marking teachers to have a short meeting, at which 

they mark together a few compositions as samples and 

discuss the results of their sample marking. Another 

method of scoring composition is of several samples of 

writing from each student read by two or more scorers. 

The scorers gra de all papers without knowledge of the 

writer. This prev e nts bias from entering into grading 

procedures. If the score rs know who wrot e t he paper, 

their appraisal of him as an individual and student may 

influence their scoring either at a conscious or un

conscious level. In this way, the scoring of compositions 

will become less subjective and to some extent, relia

bility will b e improve d. 
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The last method of improving composition tests 

is that students are tested in controlled compositions 

in which students are expected to fill in words and 

complete sentences. Sometimes their task is to write 

dialogues or paragraphs under certain guidelines. It 

is said that this may reduce true communication activi

ties, for the students are told what to do, and thus 

restrict the student's free self-expression. But in 

controlled compositions, every student is supposed to 

produce more or less the same paragraph and as a result, 

marking is easier and fairly reliable. 

4.1.1.3 Oral Interviews 

The oral interview has played an important part 

in language testing. In many parts of the world where 

foreign languages are taught and learned, oral inter

views have been used as a device for assessing the 

student's oral competence. In Vietnam, oral interviews 

are applied not only to beginners but also at advanced 

level. Although the oral interview has occupied a very 

important and prominent status in testing the student's 

speaking ability, its scoring is quite a problem to all 

EFL teachers. It is considered to be highly subjective 

and thus sometimes has only low reliability. A number 

of factors may affect its reliability. 

Like translation and composition writing diffe

rent teachers or examiners rate the same oral interview 

• 
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but may give it different grades. Even if the same 

teacher scores it at different times he may reward it 

with different scores. On the other hand, the persona

lity of the teacher and student and the relationship 

they have with one another may also tend to influence 

the test grade. The third factor which may affect the 

scoring of oral interviews is that the performance of 

a student in a particular interview may not accurately 

reflect his true ability to speak a language because 

he is tested under unnatural conditions. Finally, oral 

interviews are difficult for administration and time 

consuming for teachers. It is frequently impossible to 

test a large number of students because of the 

time involved. As a result, oral interviews tend to 

be made so short that they may become useless. 

The scoring of oral interviews can be improved 

by putting students at ease by pleasant social chat at 

the start of the interview. This will also indicate 

whether or not the student can interact in such a situ

ation. 

The scoring of oral interviews may range from 

an impression mark to a mark arrived at on the basis 

of a fairly detailed marking scheme (showing accuracy 

of pronunciation, stress and intonation, grammar, vo

cabulary and fluency and ease of speech). Before the 

interview takes place, all examiners should meet toge

ther to decide on interview methods and _rating standards. 
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For each interview, at least two, teachers/raters are 

needed. It is advisable for teachers to spend approxi

mately the same amount of time on each interview (for 

detail see part 6.3). Another factor that may have a 

bad effect on the result of the interview is the place 

where it is conducted. It is evident that if the inter

view is carried out in a noisy and stuffy place, it will 

certainly impose an unfair burden on the student and 

thus this will influence the reliability and validity 

of the ratings. 

4.1.2 Objective Tests 

Objective tests came into existence during the 

psychometric structuralist period. According to psycho

metric structuralists, language can be divided into 

small pieces or units. In other words, language consists of 

small bits or elements which can be tested by means of 

objective tests, although all objective tests do not 

necessarily confine themselves to simple language items. 

In the 5Os and the 60s, objective tests had further de

velopment. Nowadays, they are still very common in use 

as language testing devices. 

Heaton (1969) s t ates that all tests are cons

tructed subjectively by the t e ste r. He decide s which 

areas of language he is going to test. How he is going 

to test those particular areas and what kinds of items 

he will include in the test. Therefore, it is not 

I 
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correct to say that the construction of the test is 

objective. On the contrary, it is only the scoring of 

the test that can be described as objective. This means 

the student will obtain the same mark, no matter which 

teacher marks his test. Since objective tests usually 

have only one correct answer, the teacher does not have 

to spend much time marking them, and they can be marked 

by computers. Another merit of objective tests is that 

a large range of samples of grammar, lexis, phonology 

and so on can be included in an objective test, while 

this cannot be done in a subjective one. Objective tests, 

however, are frequently attacked on the ground that they 

are easier and simpler to answer than subjective ones. 

The truth is that whether the items included in ari ob

jective test are easy or difficult depends mostly on 

the test-constructor. The test constructor can make a 

test as easy or as difficult as he wishes. The final 

objection put forward by some experts and EFL teachers 

is that objective tests,specially of the multiple-

choice type, often provide encouragement to the student 

in guessing the answer.But as matter of fact, 4 or 5 

alternatives for each item are sufficient to limit the 

effect of guessing, reducing it to statistically neg

ligible importance. 

If we take a careful look at objective tests, 

we may find that they have a great disadvantage. They 

are not easy to construct. Very often, in order to have 
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a good test, the teacher or the test-constructor has 

got to have an expert knowledge of language testing and 

he has to spend plenty of time on and give a lot of 

careful thought to each test item. This may cause prob

lems to many classroom teachers, since the majority of 

classroom teachers are busy people. 

4.1.2.1. Discrete-point Testing 

In 1961 Lado did a major research in language 

testing. His research was based on the assumption that 

language could be divided into its component parts and 

these parts could be taught and tested separately. He 

called the new type of language testing discrete-point 

testing. The basic tenet of the discrete-point approach 

involved each point of language (grammar, vocabulary, 

pronunciation, or other linguistic properties) being 

tested s.eparately. The proponents of this approach also 

viewed language as a system composed of an infinite 

number of items, and they felt that testing a represen

tative sample of these hypothetical items would ppovide 

an accurate estimate of the student's language profi

ciency. Examples of suitable subjects for discrete

point tests are grammar, vocabulary and auditory dis

crimination. Most discrete-point items use true-false 

and multiple-choice formats. These can be marked objec

tively. 

I 
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4.1.2.2 Multiple-Choice Tests 

Multiple-choice tests were developed to overcome 

several weaknesses of the composition test that we have 

discussed earlier. Most multiple-choice tests are used 

to test specific skills and areas of language learning. 

They can, however, be also employed to test integral 

areas. For example, in a reading comprehension test, 

multiple choice items can be included to test grammar 

and vocabulary together. With multiple-choice, students 

cannot avoid difficult syntactical constructions as they 

often can in composition tests. Multiple-choice tests 

are easy to mark and to administer. As each item has 

only one correct answer, the teacher can rapidly mark it 

as correct or incorrect and it can also be marked me

chanically. It is evident that the student does not need 

much time to answer each item in the multiple-choice 

test, so that the teacher or test-constructor may in

clude a large number of sample of items in the test 

section. And, as mentioned earlier, because there is 

only one correct answer for each item, multiple-choice 

tests are said to be highly objective and also have 

good reliability. 

Multiple-choice tests are now widely regarded 

as being one of the most useful of all objective test 

types. They, however, require a lot of time and effort 

from the teacher constructing them. It is said that 
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inexperienced classroom teachers, particularly those 

who have not got any experience and knowledge in language 

testing are not in a position to compose good tests.Accor

ding to Lado (1961) and Heaton (1983), before construct

ing any test items, the following things should be 

carefully considered. 

The teacher or test constructor must first of 

all determine the actual areas to be covered by the 

items in the test. The test should be neither too long 

nor too shorto If it is not long enough, it does not 

provide a true picture of the student's performance. 

The items included in the test will vary according to 

the level of difficulty, the nature of the areas being 

tested, and the purpose of the test. In many tests, 

items are usually arranged in a rough order of increas

ing difficulty and it is argued that it is necessary to 

include a few simple and easy items at the beginning of 

the test to encourage less able students. 

In view of the many constraints involved in the 

construction of such tests, the writer feels that they 

should be left to national construction bodies. And if 

the individual class teachers attempt to construct tests 

of this kind, their tests should be carefully checked by 

experienced testing experts. 

Traditionally, the multiple-choice item. is com

p o sed of a stem or lead and four or five options/res

ponses/alternatives. This stem of the item is a direct 
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question or an imcomplete statement. The options are 

choices from which the student selects his._~answers. 

Generally speaking, only one option is the correct an

swer while other options are distractors. 

For ex~ple: 

Did you hurt yourself while you ••. football? 

A. had played C. have played 

B. are playing D. were playing 

The stem of this item is "Did you hurt yourself while 

you ..• football?". Although the stem should be short, 

it would provide enough information to show the basis on 

which the student should select the correct option. The 

correct option should be approximately the same length and 

approximately the same level .of difficulty as the dis

tractors. Otherwise it will provide a good opportunity 

for the student to guess the answer. Distractors or 

incorrect options should be so worded that they seem 

attractive to the uninformed or poorly informed student. 

Good distractors are usually based on known or expected 

areas of confusion or misunderstanding. 

For example: 

They are discussing their family problems. 

A. about C. on 

B. D. in 

For this item Bis the correct answer. But 

poorly informed Vietnamese students may choose A. as 

the correct answer, since in their mothertongue, they 
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often say they are discussing ab£Ut their family prob

lems. If the distractor is so clearly wrong that it is 

never selected, it will not discriminate. It should be 

taken out and a more suitable alternative substituted. 

4.1.2.3 True-False Items 

A true-false item consists of a declarative 

statement which the student judges to be either true or 

false. True-false items share many of the advantages of 

alternative-choice items. They can be scored rapidly 

and objectively. They can be subjected to item analysis, 

and a wide content sampling can be included in a test. 

Generally speaking, true-false items are shorter than 

multiple-choice items, thus more true-false items can 

be presented in a given period of time. Furtherernore, 

it is held that true-false items are easy to construct. 

This makes them useful and suitable for the EFL testing 

situation in Vietnam. 

True-false items also have some limitations. 

First, according to Brown (1972), they are restricted 

to testing unambiguous factual materials. Another limi

tation is that reliability may be lowered by guessing 

which can play a large role, since there are only two 

possible responses. Because of these limitations, many 

test constructors and experienced EFL teachers prefer 

multiple-choice to true-false items. 
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4.1.2.4 Matching Items 

A matching item is basically a series of multiple

choice items, each having a common set of alternatives . 

In general, the item is composed of two parallel lists 

One containing stimulous words or phrases, the other res

ponse alternatives. The student is expected to match the 

terms on the two lists. According to some experts, match

ing items should contain from five to eight stimuli, 

with slightly more responses. Each response can be used 

only once or more than once according to the rubrics . 

Like true-false items matching items share the rapid and 

objective scoring features of alternative-choice items. 

They are believed to be more efficient than multiple

choice items, as they can avoid repetition of alterna

tives. The most important consideration in matching items 

is that the content be heterogeneous. In constructing 

matching items, a common error often made is to include 

heterogeneous content on one or both lists. This enables 

students to rule out obviously inappropriate responses. 

4.1.2.5 Short-Answer Items 

As has been said in the previous sections, al-

thoughcomposition and multiple-choice tests have several 

advantages, they also possess some disadvantages. In 

order to overcome these limitations, a new type of test

ing has come into existence. This kind of testing is 

called short-answer tests. Short-answer tests combine 
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some of the merits of both multiple-choice and compo

sition tests. The iten1.s included in the test are short 

and very often highly structured. But they still give 

the student a good chance to compose his own answer. 

In language testing, short-answer items usually require 

the student to complete the sentence or to write out 

one of his own answers according to the specific ins

tructions. This kind of test is very suitable for EFL 

testing in Vietnam because, first of all, it is easy 

and quick to construct. It does not require a lot of 

effort from the teacher. Moreover, it is very useful 

for informal classroom testing \Harris, 1969). Another 

thing is that the teacher does not have to spend much 

time scoring it as he often does on composition and 

essay tests. 

Here are two examples of short-answer items 

- Directions: Change the following into a 

question starting with "Didn't ... " 

They learned English ten years ago. 

- Directions :Complete each sentence by writing 

the correct form of the words which are given 

in brackets 

He broke his leg while he ••. (play)foot

ball. 

Like all other kinds of tests, short-answer 

tests also have some problems. First, they take longer 

time to score than multiple-choice items. Because each 

item may have a number of possible right answers. 
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Instructions Fill in the blank with the appro-

priate form of the word in parenthesis. 

- His father saw him •.. (go) into the garden. 

In this case, 'go' and 'going'are equally 

acceptable answers. 

4.1.3 Integrative Skill Tests. 

In recent years the notion of discrete-point 

testing has fallen into disfavour among theorists. They 

believe that discrete-point testing has a number of 

disadvantages. 

In the first place, it provides very little 

information on the students' ability to perform in ac

tual language-using situations. Secon~ly, it is extremely 

difficult for EFL teachers, particularly for inexpe

rienced classroom teachers to decide on which points to 

test. And finally, in the past, testing points have been 

determined partly by a contrastive analysis of differences 

between the target language being tested and the students' 

native language. But according to several language ex

perts: Spolsky (1968), Stols and Bruck (1976), the con

trastive approach is too limited. Oller (1973b) states 

that the greatest disadvantages of discrete-point test 

in general is that they, in many cases, do not reflect 

actual language usage. Usually they require the student 

to perform highly artificial tasks and, on the basis of 

his performance, attempt to infer his level of competence 
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for a different sort of task altogether. Owing to the 

above-mentioned limitations of discrete-point testing, 

in 1972, J.B. Carroll suggested using a new type of 

test which lays emphasis on the total communicative 

language performance of the students. This type of test 

is termed integrative-skill testing. Integrative skill 

tests are said to measure global language skills. In 

1972, Oller claimed that cloze as well as dictation 

were integrative tests and very useful for measuring 

overall skills of the language learner. 

4.1.3.1 Cloze Tests 

In 1953, in an academic journal called Journa

lism Quarterly, Taylor introduced cloze procedure. Its 

purpose was to assess the difficulty of reading texts 

for native speakers. A few years later, the technique 

was used to measure reading comprehension in the first 

language and their progress and achievement in these

cond language and foreign language reading as well. In 

the 70s, the cloze test became widely utilized and one 

of the most talked about tests in the field of language 

testing (Jones, 1977). Today, this technique is commonly 

applied to EFL testing in all Western countries, but in 

Vietnam, it is still novel to a large number of EFL 

teachers. 

The construction of a cloze test is fairly simple. 

It is possible for classroom teachers to design tests 
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for their own use, since it does not need any special 

training. Its basic form is that a text or a passage of 

general content or with content of more technical nature 

but relevant to the group of students wh:om the test is 

intended for is chosen. After that a word is taken out 

of the passage at regular intervals. There are several 

arguments about the ideal interval between deletions, 

There are advocates for 5th, 6th and 7th word deletions. 

Occasionally, 8th, 9th or even 10th word intervals are 

recommended on the basis that then a more difficult 

passage can be selected. However, sometimes the regular 

word~deletions may be varied for the sake of avoiding: 

a) too many repetitions of a lexical or gramma

tical item:.. 

b) a word that would be too difficult or impo

ssible to derive from the context such as a proper name, 

number, date etc. 

c) a word which has a very poor possibility of 

discrimination. For instance, one of the many adjectives 

indicating approval. 

The task for the · student is to complete the text 

with appropriate words, one only for each gap or blank. 

In order to give the student a good chance to become 

familiar with the author's style and approach to the 

subject of the text, some experts advocate that it is 

useful to provide a 11 lead-in11
• In other words no dele

tions should be made in the first sentence of the text 
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or the passage. 

The following is an example of deleting every 

5th word: 

People today are quite astounded by the rapid 

improvement in medicine. Doctors ____ (!)becoming 

more specialized and (2)drugs are appearing 

on the ___ (3) daily. At the same time ( 4) 

are dismayed by the inaccessibility (5) 

doctors when they are needed. ---~)doctors' 

fees are constantly on (7)rise, the quality 

of medical (S)has reached an abysmal low. 

The a ppropriate words 

1. are 5. of 

2. new 6. whereas 

3. market 7. the 

4. people 8. care 

According to Harrison (1983), there are two kinds 

of gaps.The first kind is the function gap ( such as pre

positions, articles, particles etc.). Generally speaking, 

function gap has only one correct filler or response. 

As a result, scoring is easy and entirely objective.Let's 

take gap 7 for example, "the" is the only correct answer , 

The second kind of gap is the semantic gap or content gap 

(nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs). Very often, se-

mantic gaps can be filled with any one of a number of 

alternatives. 

Before constructing a cloze test, the teacher 

has, it is said, to take several factors into 
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account since they may affect the result of the test 

and the level of difficulty of the text. 

The first factor is the length of the text. 

Heaton (1973) suggests that the length of the text should 

be roughly about the same as that of the text used for 

multiple-choice reading items. That is to say about 400 

words long. The second factor is the nwnber of word de

letions in a text .,Some experienced language testing spe

cialists (Taylor, Heaton, Harrison) insist that the 

reasonable number of deletions in a text should be a

round 40 or 50 blanks. The more blanks are included in 

a text the more difficult the test will seem to be. But 

it is also more reliable. The third factor is the length 

of the interval between deletions. It is suggested that 

a test with every 5th word deleted is more difficult 

than a test with every 10th word deleted. Some other 

factors which should also be considered are the suita

bility of the text and the time available for the test. 

For scoring acloze test, a number of methods 

have been introduced ·. and applied. The first method gives 

one mark to each exact replacement of a deleted word. 

The second method is termed alternative word score. 

According to this method each exact replacement of a 

deleted word is given one mark and also to each response 

se.mantically, stylistically and syntactically as accep

table as the original which it replaces. However, some 

people have argued that only a half mark should be given 
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to each of such responses. The third method of marking 

a cloze test is called the grammatical class score. For 

this method, the scorer gives one mark to each exact 

replacement of a deleted word and also to each response 

of the same grammatical class as the deleted word, in

cluding its number or tense, regardless of whether or 

not the response is semantically or stytistically ac

ceptable. In the same way, s,:>me people say that only a 

half mark should be given to each response of the same 

grammatical class as the deleted word. 

In order to make it easier for classroom teachers 

to understand, Harrison, Heaton and Valette have regroup

ed the above-said methods into two methods. They call 

the first one the exact word method. This means that only 

the orginal word is counted as correct and, because there 

is only one right answer, the scoring is objective and it 

can be done by anyone who can read handwriting and match 

word to word and add up at the end of the test. These

cond method is the "acceptable word method". In an accep

table word marking system, teachers have to make deci

sions about whether the student's offering is good enough 

to be regarded as correct or not. Experiments and re

searches have found that both methods of marking produce 

similar results and are reliable. However, some argue 

that the second method is fairer than the first one, 

since native speake rs and fluent EFL students often 

suggest fillers which are as good as or even better than 

• 
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the original. 

As has been mentioned earlier, a great number 

of EFL teachers in Vietnam are still unfamiliar with 

cloze tests. Precisely speaking, some Vietnamese EFL 

teachers do try to construct and give cloze tests to 

their students, but they often get confused between 

cloze tests and blank-filling ones. They think that 

they are the same. But, in fact, they are quite diffe

rent from eash other. In blank-filling tests, word de

letions do not follow any rule at all. They are selected 

totally subjectively by the teacher or test-constructor 

and because the teachers do not have a good knowledge 

in language testing, most of the tests composed by them 

are poor in quality and have low reliability and vali

dity. 

According to testing research and experience, 

the construction and marking of cloze tests are simple 

and easy. Their administration is also simple. It does 

not require any kind of equipment or machine, and the 

most important thing is that cloze tests are a highly 

reliable and valid device for measuring EFL proficiency, 

therefore they are very suitable and convenient for the 

language testing in Vietnam. 

4.1.3.2 Dictation Tests 

Like composition, in the past, dictations widely 

served as a teaching technique and a testing device as 
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well. Language teachers used dictation tests to see 

whether their students could spell in their nativ~ -l~_n,g~age 

or in another language. In other words, dictations were 

formerly used to test only the learner's spelling. The 

traditional format of such tests is that a passage of 

about 150 words long is chosen and then it is subdivided 

into relatively small chunks. Each chunk consists of 

around 3 - 5 words and the teacher reads these chunks at 

a slow, purposely,unnatural speed so that students can 

have a chance to focus their attention on correct sp,2lling 

forms and pronunciation. 

Although, dictation tests were widely employed 

they were strongly criticized by many language testing 

experts, especially by Lado. Lado advocates that dic

tation measures very little of language. It does not test 

vocabulary because the examiner gives the words. It does 

not test sound discrimination sharply, because firstly, 

the context often gives away the difficult words and 

finally, the tester frequently repeats the reading. 

During the 70s, however, some other experts 

such as Oller and Streiff did major research on dicta

tion. They found that dictations test not only spelling 

but also other areas of language: Aural perception, 

grammar, vocabulary, etc., that dictations indeed mea

sure overall language proficiency. Pragmatic dictation 

tests can be used as good predictors of total performance 

on a language proficiency battery (Oller, 1972). Oller 
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also claims that dictation tests are also very useful 

to indicate whether or not the person being tested has 

sufficient mastery of the language system to discriminate 

between grammatical inflexion which the ears would not 

always perceive unaided. EFL teachers have found dic

tation to be diagnostic of different types of learner 

problems with English language structures such as verb 

tense (Cohen, 1975a). They have also found that in the 

area of language testing, dictation works quite well, 

since the whole family of auditory tasks that it com

prises faithfully reflects essential aspects of the very 

activity that one must normally perform in processing 

discourse auditorily. In a dictation, the student's 

errors often offer the teacher a good chance to diagnose 

areas for which remedial work is required. 

In short, many testing experts have come to the 

conclusion that dictation can be used to test different 

kinds of skills in learning a foreign language. 

Thanks to the results of Oller's research and 

of some others, recently dictations have regained their 

position as a common and useful language testing tech

nique in almost all parts of the world. 

In foreign language classrooms, dictations fall 

into two kinds. The first kind is called partial dicta

tion and the second full dictation. In a partial dicta

tion, the student is given a printed copy of a selected 
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passage. In the passage, the student is expected to fill 

in the blanks with the missing words he has heard. This 

kind of dictation has been said to possess two distinct 

advantages. First, it can be conducted more rapidly and 

scored more oblectively than full dictation. Second, the 

teacher has qn opportunity to test only the problem 

areas, so that the student does not have to spend time 

writing what he has already mastered relatively accu

rately. However, this kind of dictation requires acer

tain amount of preparation in advance from the teacher. 

In full dictation, the student has to write out 

every word in the passage. As a result, its administra

tion and scoring need more time than partial dictation. 

But ibis said to provide a more valid and reliable 

measure of global language ability. 

Constructing a dictation test is not a p40blem. 

The teacher, however, has to consider the purpose of 

the dictation test that he is going to develop. Some 

experts argue that if the dictation primarily tests the 

mastery of the writing skill, it may be based on familiar 

materials or it may simply be a selected passage from a 

textbook dialog or reading. But if it is designed to test 

general language proficiency,it should be taken from 

texts or materials which are unfamiliar to the student. 

The length of the passage is ideally about 100: words. 

After the passage has been selected, it is subdivided 

into small chunks or sense groups. According to Heaton 

I 
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and Oller, each chunk should be composed of 5 - 7 words. 

The length of each chunk depends on the level of the 

target group. The passage should be read three times~ 

First, the whole passage is read at normal speed. The 

students are told not to write, just to listen carefully, 

Then the passage is read a chunk at a time, also at normal 

speed. This time. the students have to write down what 

they have heard and finally, the entire passage is read 

again with the same speed. After the third reading, the 

students .are given a few minutes for final revision. If 

a large number of students take a dictation test at the 

same time and in different classrooms, it is advisable 

for a tape to be played, since different teachers may 

have different accents. Also, it is extremely hard to 

control whether all teachers read the passage at the 

same and normal speed. 

Constructing a dictation test is easy, but scor

ing is still a controversial question. In the past and 

at the present time as well, in several parts of the 

world, dictation is scored as follows: One point is 

given for each correct word or one point is taken away 

from each incorrect word. All spelling mistakes are 

counted. 

For example, the student hears: I have no books 

and if he writes: I have~ books, he will automatically 

loose one point since 11 noe" is considered incorrect. This 

traditional scoring method is very simple and easy but 
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it is believed to be inappropriate because in fact, , 

according to many experts, dictation is an integrative 

skill test. It measures the student's overall 1=anguage 

proficiency, not only spelling. 

To overcome this problem, during the recent 

years, a number of researches have been done on dicta

tion scoring. Cohen (1980) points out that scoring dic

tations is relatively easy because it has fixed struc

tures. There is only one area where "acceptable answers" 

become a problem. That is the area of spelling. He in

sists that the pragmatic dictation does not test for 

spelling because of the following_reasons: First of 

all, even native speakers have trouble with spelling, 

especially in English where sound symbol correspondence 

is not always close. Secondly, general spelling errors 

may not be so numerous in comparison with other types 

of errors. If it is argued that the pragmatic dictation 

is not scored for spelling, the problem is how to dis

tinguish between a spelling error and a semantic or 

structural error. For example, if the student writes 

"ride" instead of "right" in the phrase "has the right 

of way", is this a spelling error or not'? This is a ra

ther complicated question. To make it simpler, some me

thods of scoring dictations have been suggested. The 

easiest and most common method is 1 point off for each 

incorrect or omitted word. For instance, the student 

hears "there are four birds in the front garden" but 
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he writes it out as "there are for birds in -front 

garden". He will loose two points, one for the omitted 

word "the" and the other for a spelling error in the 

word "four". The second method is½ point off for each 

recognizable word with a spelling error, one point off 

for each omitted word or unrecognizable word. The word 

"for" in the student I s version is regarded as a recqg-ni

zable word with a spelling error. But if he writes 

11 fuore" instead of II four", it is an unrecognizable word • 

The third method is¼ point off for each incorrect or 

omitted accent or apostrophe (cafe instead of cafe or 

students instead of student's, in the English language, 

only a few words have accents but apostrophes are common), 

½ point off for a . mi spelled but recognizable word, 1 

point off for each omitted or unrecognizable word. The 

fourth method is like the third, but with l point off 

for a word with a morphological or syntactic error such 

as an incorrect verb or pronoun. 

For all the four methods, if the student happens 

to add a new word or phrase in writing his version of 

the dictation, this addition is cbnsidered as an error 

and 1 point is taken away from t~e student's score. And 

if a word or a phrase is written~ in the wrong order, it 

is also regarded as an error and again, 1 point comes off. 

If we take a close look at the four methods of 

marking dictations, we see that the first method lays 

emphasis on perfection. The student who has a word almost 
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right receives no more credit than the student who 

omits the word. Methods 3 and 4 are more complicated 

and their marking takes more time. 

Now a problem arises, which method should the 

scoring teacher choose? Many experts argue that it 

depends on the teacher's actual situation. He may select 

one of the four above-mentioned methods. But the impor

tance is that it is advisable for him to employ one me

thod for all dictations, so that, by comparing perfor

mance he may reliably assess the progress of the class 

and the improvement of each student during the semester 

or the school-year 

4.1.4 Communicative Competence Tests 

It goes without saying that in recent years, a 

new approach has been introduced into EFL teaching. This 

approach is based on the premise that learning to use a 

language involves a great deal more than acquiring some 

grammar, vocabulary, and a reasonable pronunciation. It 

involves the competence to suit the language to the 

situation, the participants and the basic purpose. Con

versely, and equally important, it involves the compe

tence to interpret the intentions of other speakers to 

the full. This approach of teaching focuses on the 

learner's communicative competence, the learner's ability 

to use the target language in actual contexts and in 

daily real-life acts. Since the learning of English as 

I 
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communication has taken over more and more from tradi

tional approaches,language teachers, language testing 

experts and language test-designers are turning their 

attention to the new development in language teaching 

and attempting to compose tests which can measure the 

learner's ability to use the language effectively in 

communication. These tests are called communicative 

competence tests. Communicative competence tests are 

concerned with the learner's ability to communicate in 

specific situations. The student or the learner is not 

marked on linguistic accuracy but on his or her ability 

to produce or comprehend a specific message. In this 

context, linguistic errors are counted only if they in

terfere with communication. 

E.g., the office of the manager's secretary. 

She is dealing with a visitor who has an appointment 

with her boss. 

V1sitor: I have an appointment with Mr. Smith at 

10 o'clock. 

Secretary: (a} All visitors are required to remain 

in this office initially. You are allowed 

to sit down because Mr. Smith may keep 

you waiting a while. 

(b} Please do be sitting here. I'm not 

thinking that you'll have to be waiting 

too long. All right? 

(c} Oh, please sit down, I'm sure Mr. 

Smith won't keep you waiting long. 

{This example was taken from A Training Course 
for TEFL1 Oxford, 1984). 
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Responses (a) and (c) are grammatically accep

table. That is to say both show the evidence of ling

uistic competence. Response (b) has obvious errors, but 

what the secretary says is appropriate and socially ac

ceptable. In this case it can be said that she has shown, 

unlike the speaker of (a), evidence of reasonable com

municative competence. 

Some language testing experts claim that com

municative competence can be assessed through global 

or integrative tests such as cloze and dictations, while 

others have a quite different opinion. In 1979, Keith 

Morrow said 

"Both cloze and dictation are fundamental tests of 
language competence. Both have their uses in deter
mining the basic level of language proficiency of 
a given candidate. Both sample a wide range of 
structural and lexical items in a meaningful context , 
But they neither give any convincing proof of the 
candidate's ability to actually use the language, 
to translate the competence (or lack of it)which he 
is demonstrating into real performance in ordinary 
situations i.e., actually using the language to 
read, write, speak or listen in ways and contexts 
which correspond to real life 11

• 

Theoretically, communicative competence tests 

are ideal language tests, since they mainly concentrate 

on the student's competence to use the target language 

in real situations. In practice, how to measure commu

nicative competence is a difficult and controversial 

matter. It has been held that recently a number of 

language testing experts have done some researches on 
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communicative competence of the language learner, and 

how to write a good, valid and reliable test which mea

sures it. They found that writing instructions for com

municative tests is very complicated. EFL teachers in 

general, and classroom teachers whose English is not 

too good orwhose experience in language testing tech

niques is not up to the mark in particular will be un

able to construct their own tests for communicative 

competence. Another problem with communicative compe

tence testing is its scoring. In many cases, one item 

may have a certain number of possible answers. 

For example: Are you doing anything tonight? 

(a) Jack 1 s coming round. 

(b) What have you got in mind? 

( c) Mind your own busrbne ss. 

(a), (b) and (c) are three possible answers, 

each for its own particular context of situation. They 

display different interpretations. Answer (a) considers 

"Are you doing anything tonight?" as a question seeking 

information. Answer (b) treats it as a preinvitation, 

predicting that some other question, request, invitation 

or whatever will follow. Answer (c) regards it as prying, 

and rejects the preconditions for asking the question. In 

this context, different teachers or examiners may rate 

the same item in different ways. Therefore, scoring com

municative competence tests is said to be subjective. 

In short, during the past decades, there have 
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been several changes in the field of language testing. 

Various new language testing techniques have been . in

troduced and applied but many of the old techniques 

continue in use, 

4.2 Assessment Techniques 

In EFL teaching and learning, assessment is 

very essential. All people involved, such as students, 

teachers, administrators, consider it as a necessary 

and continuous component of their work. The teacher must 

plan and evaluate his assessment methods in relation to 

the ·purposes he is pursuing. The following modes of 

assessment are normally used 

- Formal and informal; 

- Formative and summative; 

- Continuous and terminal; 

- Internal and external. 

In this part of the Field Study Report, however, 

only terminal and continuous assessment will be dealt 

with. 

4.2.1 The Distinction between Terminal and Continuous 

Assessment 

This distinction usually refers to the frequency 

rather than the purpose of the assessment (Rowntree,1972} 

and is not very clear. What the distinction seems to 

b e is whe ther·the student is to be assessed off-and-on 
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throughout his course or whether he is to be assessed 

only at the end of it. It is believed that the length 

of course makes a great difference to the significance 

of this distinction. For instance, if the course lasts a 

whole year, then a terminal assessment relating to the 

whole course when completed would be a very different 

assessment experience than if the student were assessed 

after each individual and sequential course component 

he completed. That is why, assessment, say, every two 

months might seem to deserve being called continuous• 

And if assessment covers each section within a course 

as the student completes it, students could be assessed 

monthly or even more frequently. In this case they could 

be truly continuous. 

4.2.2 Problems with Terminal Assessment 

According to Jenifer Platt (1972), it is common 

knowledge that in real life, if one wants to know how 

good and experienced a doctor is at his profession, 

one should not judge him on ·a single case he diagnoses 

or treats but on his diagnosis and treatment of a number 

of cases over a long period of time. In the same way, 

the teacher cannot judge his student on the results of 

a final test or examination lasting an hour or two 

because several factors may affect the results of such 

a test. In many cases, the results would not do justice 

to the students. 
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Students do not always complete the test satis

factorily for a number of psychological and/or physiolo

gical reasons. For example, on the day of taking the test 

the student may feel unwell and tired; he may not have 

a good sleep the night before just because he worried 

too much or overworked for his test; or because one of 

his neighbours had a party and made a lot of noise; or 

perhaps he had a disturbing letter from home. 

As far as the teacher is concerned, in the pro

cess of scoring the test, he could make errors or allow 

external factors to influence subjective judgement. 

Sometimes he may make errors because he has to mark too 

many test papers. He may feel exhausted after long hours 

of scoring papers or perhaps, he is in a great hurry. 

The second problem with terminal assessment is 

the learning styles. It is believed that different people 

have different tastes and . similarly, different students 
I 

have different learning styles. Brown (1980)says that some 

students are more reflective, some more impulsive, some 

more convergent and some more divergent. These different 

learning styles may lead to different performances in a 

test. In the course of assessing the students, if the 

teacher bases results only on a single test, he may fail 

to do justice to his students,just because some learning 

styles may enable the student to do better than others 

on a particular test form. Let's take a speed test for 

example. For those who have a tendency of reflectivity 
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in learning, such tests are said to be very difficult. 

Since, according to Brown (1980), a reflective student 

may require patience from the teacher, who must allow 

more time for the student to struggle with responses. 

For divergent students, open-ended tests, such as com

position or essay writing, may be easier and will give 

them an opportunity to organize their ideas,write on 

their own and create for themselves, whereas convergent 

students may find a clearly-defined task, such as 

multiple-choice, true-false, matching and short-answer 

items much easier. 

The third problem with terminal assessment lies 

in the fact that the sample of items in a single test 

is often not sufficient ~o assess the ability and per

formance of the students. The teacher or test-constructor 

cannot include too many items in just one test. He can

not provide satisfactory evidence of how good the stu

dent's language ability is. And because the teacher 

;cannot test all areas of the language in a terminal 

test, terminal assessment is assumed to have an adverse 

backwash in the process of learning (Rowntree, 1977) . 

Generally speaking, students often pay attention to 

those areas to be measured and ignore those not to be 

tested, although they could be very important. This 

idea is supported by Jenifer Platt. In 1972, Jenifer 

Platt describes a new pattern of final-year assessment 

at the University of Sussex. Platt is sure that students 
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often neglect non-assessed course work and favour of 

work that is assessed. Some testing experts have pointed 

out that there are some language aspects which are easy 

to test. Because they are easy to test, they are often 

overtested and overtesting leads to overlearning. 

Finally, terminal assessment may cause stress to 

students, since they know they are only assessed on the 

results of the terminal test. In other words, the re

sults of the terminal test are the only indicators of 

the student's achievement for the whole course. That is 

why the student often feels nervous when he does the 

test. It is not unusual that in an interview or oral 

test, a fluent student sometimes stumbles over his own 

words or becomes tongue-tied, or simply sits still just 

because he forgets all that he has learned. All these 

things may happen because of the tense atmosphere and 

pressure of the examination room. 

In brief, terminal assessment has many weak

nesses. In order to make sound assessment of students, 

better assessment techniques are needed. 

4.2.3 Continuous Assessment 

Nowadays, in Western countries such as the 

United -States of America, the United Kingdom of Great 

Britian,Australia, irance and Canada etc., continuous 

assessment is very common in use. It is claimed to be 

one of the most popular assessment techniques. In 1974 
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Rogers said: 

"Continuous assessment is based on the assumption 
that evaluation of individual-students is best 
achieved by breaking down the students' total per
formance throughout the whole course". 

In his opinion, in continuous assessment, 

learners are assessed not only for the important test 

at the end of the semester or at the end of the school 

year, but also for their class activities, home-assignments 

and field-work. Continuous assessment keeps the teacher 

continuously aware of the development and ability of his 

students. It is a process which occurs over a long period 

of time. It is a gradual build-up of a cumulative judge

ment about performance. A teacher who uses continuous 

assessment is looking for signs which indicate the deve

lopment of thinking process and the growth of the various 

abilities towards which his teaching is aimed. 

It is said that continuous assessment has several 

advantages over terminal assessment. 

4.2.3.1 Advantages of Continuous Assessment 

Rowntree (1977) and Macintosh (1973) points out 

that continuous assessment is a positive aid to learning. 

Students are held to benefit from the way in which re

gular assignments and other gradable tasks structure their 

time for them. Furthermore, students are assessed steadily1 

regularly and systematically throughout the course. This 

may seem a mild form of coercion, but one that a great 
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number of students will appreciate .as encouraging them in 

systematic work habits. In addition, continuous assess

ment will penalize those who have been used to studying 

very hard only for the few weeks before the terminal ex

amination. 

Continuous assessment will give more opportuni

ties to the student to demonstrate his ability in the 

subject he is doing. The student does not have to be 

quite as worried about an unsuccessful test, since it is 

not fatal to his chances of success. But for terminal 

assessment if the student fails, his work for the whole 

semester or academic year will be considered unsatisfac

tory. Furthermore, continuous assessment, it is advocated 

takes individual differences into account. It shows up 

individual strengths and weaknesses. For instance, some 

students are good at grammar but may be weak in essay 

writing. According to Rogers (1974), this assessing 

technique is in harmony with current educational ten

dency which greatlyemphasizes the individual student and 

creates procedures and practices in order to recognize 

and take advantage of individual differences. 

As has been said earlier, in continuous assessment 

the student is assessed not only upon an important test 

or examination at the end of the semester or school-year 

but also upon other tasks: daily assignments, classwork, 

homework, field work and so on. This will give each 

student a better chance to demonstrate what aspects of 



86. 

the subject he is particularly competent in. 

Although continuous assessment has several ad

vantages it also has some disadvantages. 

4.2.3.2 Disadvantages of Continuous Assessment 

It is evident that continuous assessment gives 

the classroom teacher much more work to do. Besides pre

paring and giving lessons, the teacher has to spend time 

helping his students in class activities, correcting 

homework, assignments and suggesting projects or field

work for the students on which he can base his assessment, 

The teacher has to follow up weaknesses that are revealed . 

He also has to be always aware of his students' perfor

mance throughout the course. But we know that most tea

chers are busy people, and continuous assessment will 

place additional demands on their time. 

The second problem with continuous assessment, it 

is claimed by some testing experts, is that it deprives 

the student of his freedom in learning. The student must 

always busy himself with various assignments and other 

gradable tasks so that he is under constant pressure. In 

addition, he cannot concentrate on the aspects of his 

subject that he is particularly interested in. 

Finally, according to Macintosh (1973), conti

nuous assessment may increase tension between teachers 

and students. Being both teacher and assessor at the 

same time can be difficult and stressful for the teacher. 
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Also if the teacher has prejudice against his student, 

this might colour his judgement about the student's 

performance during the course of study. 

~any experts believe that there is a tendency 

among teachers to overvalue assessment. Resolving 

student's difficulties and choosing the most effective 

teaching methods are of far grec3.ter importance than that 

students are subjected to constant and often discouraging 

assessments. 

■ 
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CHAPTER V. 

PRACTICAL SUGGESTIONS AND PROPOSALS 

FOR EFL TESTING IN VIETNAM 

Due to the present situation in EFL teaching and 

testing in different foreign language institutions, based 

on the discussions of the use of various testing tech

niques and the discussions of testing assessment, in this 

chaptersome practical suggestions and proposals are intbo

duced. It is hoped that those Vietnamese EFL teachers and 

others who are interested in the topic may find some va

lue in them. It is also hoped that these suggestions will 

help to improve the present testing situation, making it 

more effective and reliable, and result in improvement in 

EFL teaching in Vietnam. 

5.1 Teacher Training in EFL Testing 

It is evident that many of the EFL teachers now 

working in various language tert:j...q.ry institutions came 

from the Hanoi Foreign Languages College. Some had their 

English training in foreign countries such as the Soviet 

Union, Rumania etc. Most of these teachers in general 

haven't had any teacher-training education - either in

formal or formal. Owing to the needs of the country, very 

often after a fou,r·-year full-time English course at the 

Hanoi Foreign Languages Co llege o r a five-y~ar English 
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course from overseas, they,by chance, became teachers of 

English. Among them a great number have never been abroad, 

let alone to an English speaking country. It is, however, 

believed that these teachers have made great efforts. 

Progress, improvements and achievements have been made in 

the course of their teaching . Although EFL teachers in 

Vietnam have to work under unfavourable conditions such 

as lack of suitable textbooks, books on modern language 

teaching and testing theories, shortage of teaching aids, 

teaching equipment, poorly-equipped classrooms,non-English 

environment, they have displayed eagerness and determina

tion .for progress in pursuing their interesting and useful 

career. Many of them have indeed tried to keep themselves 

well informed of the basic theories of language testing. But 

they are,however,left behind and still unfamiliar with the 

basic principles of language testing,the theories related to 

them and the recent development of new language testing tech

niques in the world. 

In order to overcome the above problem, it would 

be advisable if the Foreign Languages College of Hanoi 

and the Teacher's Training Forefgn Language College -

the two largest and most important foreign language in

stitutions in Vietnam regularly organized teacher-training 

courses or seminars on language teaching and testing. The 

aims of these courses and seminars could include bring

ing to the EFL teacher's mind the basic principles and 

theories of language testing, the basic standard score 

terms and other useful information in testing statistics. 
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In other words, these courses and seminars could make 

EFL teachers aware of why they test, when to test, what 

to test, how to test and how to evaluate a test. 

This can·be achieved by inviting foreign experts 

in language teaching and testing to deliver lectures or 

talks at these courses and seminars .In the past, such 

activities were confined to teaching techniques only. But 

inviting foreign experts could be very expensive. To 

save foreign currency, Vietnamese teachers who are 

highly qualified and experienced in modern teaching and 

testing or those who have done TEFL, TESOL or seminar 

course from Great Britain, Australia and India could be 

invited to give lectures and talks on these subjects. 

This could also be achieved by setting up lang

uage clubs. These clubs depend on the size and ability 

of each foreign language institution~If it is possible, 

one or two inter-institution languageclubs ought to be 

established. In these clubs, periodical lectures or 

seminars could be organized. A wide range of topics 

concerning language teaching and testing might be dis

cussed among teachers of English. 

To make the seminar successful, deep thought and 

careful preparation are needed. For example, every month 

or every two months, a seminar might be held in which 

one topic is dealt with. In order to give a good chance 

to all EFL teachers to take part in the discussion, the 

speaker or the organizer of the seminar would be exp·ected 



91. 

to have prepared for the topic in advance. At the sernina~ 

he would give a short talk on the topic, say on testing 

linguistic competence and communicative competence, intro

ducing its theory, relevant research and recent develop

ments etc. Other EFL teachers, having been informed of 

the topic some weeks before the occuirence ofthe seminar, 

are supposed to give their own opinions on the topic be

ing discussed. In doing so, all teachers, not only ex

perienced but also newcomers to the profession can bene

fit from the seminar. And it would also provide an oppor

tunity for the teacher to broaden their knowledge. Also, 

research work on EFL is improved and strengthened in this 

way. 

5.2 Establishing Language Testing Research Group s 

Among Institutional Staff 

Although the teaching and learning of foreign 

languages have been long in existence in Vietnam, little 

attention has been paid to the field of language testing. 

No language testing research groups or centres exist now 

in any institution in Vietnam. But, as both teaching 

and testing are so closely interrelated that it is vir

tually impossible to work in either field without being 

concerned with the other, the establishment of research 

groups on language testing and teaching among institu-

tional staff is very necessary and important. English de

partments in each foreign language college or centre 

could set up a research group. This group would be com-
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posed of all those who are concerned and interested in 

methodology and language testing. The research group would 

not only conduct the necessary research, experiment with 

modern EFL teaching methods and techniques but would also 

be responsible for: 

(a) Checking the quality of testing in general, 

and that of teacher-made tests in particular. 

(b) Providing advice and offering help to teach

ers in constructing their tests and choosing standardized 

tests. 

(c) Helping teachers to carry out testing expe-

riments. 

(d) Introducing new trends and theories in modern 

language teaching and testing into their institution. 

(e) Exchanging experience, knowledge and results 

of research with other groups. 

(f) If possible, establishing relations and ex

changing information with institutions of language test

ing in the world. 

(g) Sending some competent and experienced t ea

chers abroad to pursue a study tour or to follow a course 

on modern language testing. After finishing the course, 

these teachers will come back to Vietnam as key teachers 

in modern language testing. 

5.3 Making Tests Le ss Sub j ective 

At the present time, in Vietnam, most of EFL 
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tests are dictations, translations, compositions, essay 

writing and oral interviews. All of these types of tests 

are said to be subjective. Some objective tests are also 

employed such as multiple-choice items, short-answer 

items, cloze tests and so on. However, these are excep

tions rather than the rule. Almost all Vietnamese EFL 

teachers believe that now is the time for a change in the 

language testing system. But changing it is not as easy 

a job as it may be expected. It cannot be changed over

night, or even in a month. As a matter of fact, it needs 

time, effort and careful thought. That is why for the 

time being, two categories of tests may have to be used 

side-by-side: subjective tests and objective ones 

To achieve a relatively fair assessment of the 

testees and make testing more effective and reliable, 

it is desirable for tests to become less subjective. This 

can be done in several ways. 

First, the test scoring system should be improved. 

For classroom tests and quizzes, a single scoring system 

is needed but for midterm, end-of-the-term tests and 

school-year examinations, a double scoring system might 

be applied. When the entire test has been constructed .a 

scoring scheme should be determined. For tests involving 

writing, such as dictations, translations and essay 

writing etc.,and where several scorers are involved a 

policy for marking should be mutually agreed on. 

For an interview test, before it takes place, 
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scoring -teachers should meet together to discuss and 

agree upon the general method of conducting the inter

view and specific basis for scoring. All measures should 

follow the same general procedures (by devoting approxi

mately the same length of time to the average interview, 

speaking to each student at about the same rate of speed, 

trying to maintain approximately the same level of diffi

culty in the questions they ask) and applying the same 

rating standard. 

Secondly, all directions to tests should be simple, 

clear and easy to understand. The purpose of this is to 

offer all testees an opportunity to begin the test onan 

equal footing. Linguistic terminology should be avoided 

in test rubrics. All possible ambiguities should not be 

included in the test. 

Finally, we would also ensure that for all kinds 

of tests, external factors which may distract the test

ee's attention are avoided. 

5.4 Widening the Scope for Objective Tests 

As it has been previously pointed out, some types 

of objective tests have been used in Vietnam by Viet

namese EFL teachers, but they are still few in number and 

poor in quality. In Western countries such as the United 

States of America, Great Britain, Australia, Canada and 

so on, objective tests have long been in existence and 

have made a tremendous impact on modern language teaching. 
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In the context of teaching English as a foreign 

language in Vietnam, in order to widen the scope for ob

jective tests, the following considerations are worth 

examining 

a) It -would be of great value if the objective 

tests available to tertiary institutions in Vietnam 

could be increased in number and in quality as well. Un

til recently,only a small number of objective tests have 

been used. Most of them were constructed by those who had 

post-graduate training in foreign countries such as Eng

land, Australia and India. The distribution of these 

teachers is not equal among foreign languages institu

tions. According to statistics issued by the Ministry of 

Higher and Secondary Vocational Education, 1984, 90¾ of 

them are teachers of the Foreign Language College of Ha

noi and the Teachers Training Foreign Language College. 

As a result, several institutions· and centres tqday are 

still unfamiliar with objective tests. It is held that 

some teachers have tried to prepare objective tests for 

their own classroom use. But on the one hand, they lack 

experience and on the other hand, they have not had any 

training in test construction, so that their tests are 

often ill-constructed and very poor in quality. In other 

words, the tests made by them do not have a high degree 

of reliability and validity. To find a solution to this 

problem, it is advisable for all foreign language insti

tutions to use objective tests. EFL teachers could be 

I 
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encouraged to join forces in constructing and trialing 

objective tests. All EFL teachers who have had no train

ing in language testing should be trained in this field 

and those who have had language testing training long ago 

ought to follow a refresher course or seminars on the topic. 

In this way, EFL teachers would be in a position to cons

truct objective tests themsevles. Teachers working with 

classes at the same level could exchange personally con

structed materials to reduce the burden of preparation 

and to ensure greater supply of suitable tests. A well

constructed questionnaire or a good test may be kept and 

used for a number of occasions, provided that students 

have not been allowed to take copies away from the class

room. Language testing research groups could be p:L'oneeFs in 

constructing objective tests and collecting tes:ts com

posed by foreign experts and then keeping them in an 

item bank, so that EFL teachers could have a good oppor

tunity to select suitable tests or test items for · their 

own use in the classroom. 

5.5 Importing Standardized Tests 

There are many reasons why it is necessary to 

import standardized tests. In Vietnam, almost all lang

uage tests used are teacher-made tests. All Vietnamese 

EFL teachers are required to construct tests for their 

own classroom use. But as has been mentioned before, ma

ny of these teachers have never had any training in 
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constructing language tests, so that their tests are 

often poorly prepared and have low reliability. Most 

teachers do not have the time to construct their own 

tests. Another reason is that it is not likely many Viet

namese teachers would know how to set about designing a 

test for a particular purpose. They often get confused 

with different kinds of tests. Test items, such as mul

tiple - choice items which are extremely difficult to 

construct, should be left, some experts say,to language 

testing construction bodies. 

For all these reasons, for the time being, the 

importation of standardized tests is a necessity for our 

EFL testing situation in Vietnam. But as importing such 

tests involves foreign currency, before buying any stan

dardized test, administrators and teachers will have to 

make sure that the test is of the highest quality. The 

following questions need to be answered. Has the test been 

tried out? Has it undergone item analysis? Can we be 

sure that the test is reliable and valid, and have checks 

been carried out to ensure this? Has the test been stan

dardized? If the test has been standardized it is much 

more useful to the teacher. Cultural differences which may 

exist in standardized tests should be also taken into con

sideration. EFL teachers should carefully study the test 

to see if there are cultural aspects which may cause a 

distortion in the results. It is claimed , that tests 

which have been compose d and standardized for one country 
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sometimes cannot be used for other countries. For example, 

students may not be familiar with the vocabulary used 

in the tests or their rubrics. The pictures used may not 

be easily recognized. For instance, a 'British' cow does not 

look like a 'Vietnamese' cow. 

If there are only minor problems of this kind, 

educational administrators might decide to produce a 

modified version of the test for Vietnam. 

5.6 Application of Continuous Assessment 

In Vietnam, terminal assessment has long been in 

use and nowadays, it is still very common in almost all 

EFL tertiary institutions. But it goes without saying that 

terminal assessment has several limitations. In may cases 

it fails to benefit either teacher or student. To ensure 

that the assessment of students is more reliable, efficient 

and fair it would appear that terminal assessment should 

be replaced by continuous assessment. Continuous assessment, 

during the semester or school-year, would ensure that the 

students are assessed on various tasks such as mid-semester 

tests, final tests, class activities, home assignments 

and field-work. However, the percentage of marks given to 

each of these tasks ought to be carefully considered. By 

using continuous assessment, the teacher will encourage 

his students to keep up their effort throughout the course 

and do each task to the best of their ability. 

In Vietnam, _generally speaking, EFL tertiary 
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students at low level ( students in the first and 

second year) have to attend four kinds of classes: 

listening, speaking, reading and writing. Every semester 

and every academic year, these skills have to be assessed. 

In listening classes, students are expected to 

do two types of work :Classwork and homework. In general, 

emphasis is laiQ on classwork. A colleague of mine 

produced the following suggested marking scheme for 

assessing his students' listening skills. 

Marking Scheme for. Listening Assessment 

Mid-term Final Class- Home-
test test work work 

25% 25% 40% 10% 

~ 

Similar tables can be prepared for other skills to 

be assessed. 

For speaking skill assessment, students in the 

elementary and in-tet.mediate l evels have to be assessed 

on two major tests, classwork and homework. But for 

advanced students (students in the fourth and fifth year) 

assessment of fieldwork has also to be included. For 

example, in the last two years at the college, students are 

sent away for one month to work as teachers, interpreters 

I 
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or tourist guides. This is looked upon as field-work. 

The teacher who is responsible for fieldwork will count it 

as part of the students' speaking skill assessment. 

Reading skill is composed of two parts : intensive 

and extensive. The main difference between them lies in 

the fact that intensive reading involv,es careful and 

thorough study of a rather small amount of materials 

whereas extensive reading focuses on reading a relatively 

large variety of materials. These two types of reading 

should not only be assessed in tests but also in class 

activities and home-assignments. Since most of the reading 

is done at home it would seem reasonable to give greater 

weighting to home-assignments. 

For writing skill assessment, besides classwork, 

homework and tests, a project report for advanced students 

should also form part of the evaluation. 

It is important to give careful consideration to the 

way the marks for different aspects of continuous assess

ments are distributed; since this distribution is most 

likely to affect the students' motivation and direction of 

their time and efforts. 

CONCLUSION 

In order to improve the testing assessment 

procedure at present operating in Vietnam, the writer has 
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tried in this Field Study Report to put forward some 

suggestions for arriving at techniques of testing which, 

in his opinion, are likely to be suitable for and effective 

in the Vietnamese context. The writer has also atte..~pted 

to outline a number of methods which are likely to improve 

assessment. He has, in particular, stressed the many 

advantages of continuous assessment as well as the need to 

avoid highly subjective scoring methods. 
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