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Abstract: Student assessment has increasingly been recognized for its importance in determining students’ approaches to learning and for its significant global impacts on the general quality of teaching across universities. However, to date, there has been little systematic investigation of the topic in the context of Vietnam. In order to contribute to literature on student assessment practices in Vietnamese higher education, this qualitative research was conducted to develop insights into the values, attitudes, and assumptions about student assessment that are held by teachers and academic administrators at a medium-size university in the South of Vietnam. Of interest also is the question of how these values, attitudes, and assumptions impact on their teaching practices. The study focused on why, what and how to assess student learning. Research findings indicated that the recent student assessment focusing on formative assessment has had benefits and drawbacks in comparison with typical student assessment practice focusing on summative assessment prior to the introduction of the new policy of student assessment in 2010. The results lead to recommendations about necessary conditions so that real, authentic formative student assessment can occur at the university. The recent study also recommended conducting further research on student assessment fairness. 
With the importance of student assessment in teaching and learning, over the past two decades there has been a remarkable growth in the volume of scholarly literature on the topic, with questions of why, what and how to assess all being addressed in great detail (see, for example, Rowntree, 1987; Black & Wiliam, 1998; Joughin, 2009)
. However, today, there has been little systematic research on the topic in Vietnam. This situation is regrettable because it is evident that teachers in the higher educational system in Vietnam rely almost exclusively on a very traditional assessment method, that is, the mandatory final examination. This form of assessment is always desirable to administrators due to its efficiency, although it has a somewhat exclusive and generally very narrow focus on the ability of students to memorize knowledge and skills. The reasons why university teachers in Vietnam rely so heavily on examinations are at this stage a matter for speculation.
The purpose of this investigation is to seek to understand the phenomenon at some depth. Specifically, the investigation is focused on developing insights into the values, attitudes, and assumptions about student assessment that are held by teachers and academic administrators at a medium-sized university located in the Mekong Delta region of Vietnam. There is also a need to explore how these values, attitudes, and assumptions impact on teaching practice.

Background

Researchers have affirmed that student assessment is a central component in teaching and learning in higher education Nightingale et al., 1996(; Ramsden, 2003)
. The scope of student assessment in recent times, in Ramsden’s (2003, p.177)
 description, is outlined below:
Assessment is about several things at once. It is not about simple dualities such as grading versus diagnosis. It is about reporting on students’ achievements and about teaching them better through expressing to them more clearly the goals of our curricula. It is about measuring student learning; it is about diagnosing misunderstanding in order to help students to learn more effectively. It concerns the quality of teaching as well as the quality of learning; it involves us in learning from our students’ experiences, and it is about changing ourselves as well as our students. It is not only about what a student can do; it is also about what it means he or she can do.
Purposes of assessment in higher education

Researchers identified three main purposes of student assessment. The first overarching purpose of assessment is to support the learning process through: the design of assessment tasks that engages students in rich learning activities that develop students’ skills, knowledge and competence; giving students feedback on their performance of tasks; and providing teachers with feedback to evaluate their teaching approaches Sadler, 1989(; Black & Wiliam, 1998; Joughin, 2009)
. The second key purpose of assessment is to maintain disciplinary or professional standards. During a course, students are assessed on their achievement of essential knowledge, skills and attributes in order to identify whether they are ‘safe’ and ‘capacitive’ to continuously work in their professions Morgan, et al., 2004(; Joughin, 2009)
. The third primary purpose of assessment is to judge student achievement of essential knowledge and skills. Within this purpose, assessors are exercising their professional judgment about students’ mastery of essential knowledge and skills rather than measuring them Morgan, et al., 2004(; Joughin, 2009)
. 
Summative and formative assessment

Although assessment has many purposes as mentioned above, it is commonly recognised as having two main forms and purposes: summative and formative. Summative assessment is referred to assessment of learning that usually takes the form of examinations at the end of a teaching period (a unit/course). Its primary purpose is to measure the sum of students’ performance or to grade or rank students’ achievement Morgan, et al., 2004()
. Summative assessment is also referred to as ‘high-stakes’ testing which provides teachers with incentives to “teach to the test” (Looney, 2011). In short, summative assessment does not help students develop their learning because it is not at the level of detail needed to diagnose individual student needs and not delivered in a timely enough manner to have influenced on learning of students tested (Looney, 2011). Thus, there needs to be a numerous of assistance and encouragement from educational managers for teachers to shift their assessment practice from being test-oriented to being learning-oriented.
In contrast to summative assessment, formative assessment, seen as assessment for learning, encompasses all those sorts of assessment tasks that support the further development of student learning and provides sufficient and formative feedback to students on progress. It also provides teachers with information to identify their strengths and weaknesses of teaching practice in order to adapt their teaching to help students reach the desired learning outcomes Black & Wiliam, 1998(; Joughin, 2009)
. Formative feedback is seen as a central element of formative assessment and links to deep learning Black & Wiliam, 1998(; Rushton, 2005)
 because feedback is viewed as “the life-blood of learning” (Rowntree,1987, p. 24)
. Sadler (1989) defined sufficient and formative feedback as a tool to aid students in bridging the existing gap between the desired goals of performance and their current knowledge and competence. 
Issues of formative assessment implementation

Although the various benefits of formative assessment have been identified by scholars, such as Black and Wiliam (1998
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, and teachers have generally accepted the concept of formative assessment, the integration of teaching, learning and assessment in practice still carries a challenge for most teachers. The main issues are the size of large classes and the extensive and sometimes excessive curriculum requirements in educational systems OECD, 2005(; Marsh, 2007)
. This has become a challenge for the implementation of formative assessment internationally. Another issue concerns teachers’ expertise, professional knowledge and skills. When teachers are experienced in a range of summative tests and have relied upon the popular, traditional didactic form of teaching over the years, they are less comfortable with formative assessment and more learner-centred activities (Marsh, 2007). Some teachers would not be willing to invest the time and effort of implementing formative assessment unless they could clearly see its positive results. The implementation of formative assessment also may be seen as having a cultural context. Kennedy and Lee (2008)
 indicate that formative assessment has been popularly implemented in Western societies while it has been taken up at the policy level by only few Asian nations such as Hong Kong and Thailand. Thus, assessment reform in the Asian region has been generally prolonged and is not an easy task.

Student assessment of learning in Vietnam

Ministry of Education and Training (MOET) of Vietnam (2006, 2007) published regulations to guide higher education institutions in assessing student learning. Each university is free to develop their own applications suiting their perspectives, but they must be based on MOET’s requirements. According to the MOET Regulation (2007), teachers have the right to choose the appropriate assessment methods to assess their students’ learning in the teaching and learning process. However, in the researcher’s experience, teachers have not sought out appropriate assessment forms to assess student capacity and performance. Teachers often require greater memorisation from their students in the final exams, overlooking the importance of formative assessment and of engaging students in meaningful learning activities, such as group projects during their courses. Particularly, teachers do not tend to emphasise formative assessment due to overloading teaching and learning activities. Therefore, in reality, teachers and learners focus on the final exam and consider it vital to concentrate on the final assessment task. 
To make matters worse, Dau (2011) observed a side-effect of final examinations, namely that learners accept they must ‘cram’ for the exams. Eventually, students learn to cram as a strategy learned for coping with final exams. While various testing forms have been recommended in the Regulations to suit international developments in education and student assessment and learning in particular, students remain at risk of cramming and forgetting what they have memorised (Dau, 2011). Instead of assessing important learning outcomes including student presentations, authentic and critical reviews, reports and so on, teachers and educational managers focus primarily upon grades from the final exams, so students are not motivated to engage in deeper learning, engaging tasks during their courses. Dau (2011) comments that students simply concentrate on cramming during the last two-three weeks of their study program to prepare the exams. While some students achieve higher marks in the final exams and are seen as successful students, there is no evidence that they have achieved deep learning outcomes such as problem solving to make them ready for a job. 
In order to enhance assessment activities in Vietnam, Dau (2011) suggests that student assessment should include diverse formative forms such as student projects, classroom problem solving, multiple tests, essays, presentations and evaluating and writing reports. She argues that assessment activities need to include more emphasis on formative assessment and teacher feedback during the course. 

In Vietnamese higher education, numerous educators such as Nguyen (2006) and Dau (2011) have raised their concerns about the assessment regimes, but these concerns are anecdotal rather than empirically evident. Thus, in order to contribute to enhancing learning and assessment methods, as well as to fill the existing gap between Vietnamese education and other systems in the world, further empirical research to identify issues, claims and concerns about assessment practice in Vietnamese universities is now needed. More importantly, a pilot study in one Vietnamese university to identify key issues, claims and concerns and to be published for international consumption would be a valuable contribution to the literature.
Methods
This investigation, conducted in May 2012, involved interviewing four teachers and two academic administrators at the medium-sized university on their values, attitudes, and assumptions about student assessment. 
Procedure

After gaining Expedited Ethics Approval from the Southern Cross University (SCU) Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC), the researcher asked the Rector of the university for permission to conduct this study in the university. Then, the researcher contacted the participants via emails in order to invite them to participate in the research. A general background description of this study, some information for participants and a list of open- ended interview questions were also attached to the email. After receiving agreement from the participants, the researcher implemented interviews with them, and the interviews all took approximately one hour. The data gathered in the interviews was manually analysed, using thematic analysis including open coding and then axial coding of main themes, as described by Flick (2009)
.
Instrument

The main data collection method was semi-structured ethnographic interview Spradley, 1979(; Patton, 2002; Flick, 2009)
, which is characterised by three most important ethnographic elements: explicit purpose, ethnographic explanations and ethnographic questions (Spradley, 1979).. According to both Patton (2002) and Flick (2009), a semi-structured interview offers maximum flexibility to pursue information in whatever direction reveals appropriately, depending on what emerges from the interview with participants. There were two lists of open-ended interview questions, one for the teachers and one for the academic administrators. In the interviews, open-ended questions were asked in unstructured ways and in settings familiar to the participants so that they could provide more meaningful information and they felt comfortable if they faced any unexpected issues.
Findings and discussion
When answering the semi-structured interview questions, the teachers and the academic administrators at the site university described their recent student assessment practices in comparison with typical student assessment practice prior to the introduction of the new policy of student assessment in 2010. 
Traditional student assessment
Student assessment at the site university prior to 2010 was unilaterally summative assessment. This kind of assessment took the form of examinations at the end of a semester, and was “organised and managed by the university’s Examination Council” or the Testing and Quality Assurance Office (Academic administrator 2). Under this regime, individual teachers did not have responsibility for conducting examinations. They did, however, have the important responsibility of designing exam questions before the exams took place, as well as responsibility for grading the cohort once the exams were completed. Upon reflection on the traditional assessment regime, teachers reported that their workload demands in relation to student assessment were not too onerous and the system was well accepted and stable. One typical teacher reported:

In the past, when the final, end-of-semester examinations remained dominant, teachers only had to submit the test questions to the Testing and Quality Assurance Office so that they could copy the test questions and organise the exams ... (so) my job was much less: I only submitted the test questions to the Testing and Quality Assurance Office (Teacher1).
The teachers, such as this one, did not have the responsibility of implementing the whole process of student assessment, so they did not play a full role in the assessment process. The overall responsibility fell to the Teacher and Quality Assurance Office, which meant that complaints were rare and mostly students were satisfied with their results. At the same time, though, teachers felt that they did not have full responsibility for the teaching and learning process because they were not responsible for all aspects of assessment. An academic administrator perceived this situation as diminishing the extent to which teachers could be seen as leaders in the learning experience:

This summative assessment did not promote teachers’ and students’ dynamics in teaching and learning; especially (because), teachers themselves gave the lectures, but they were separated away from the process of their students’ assessment. Such a separation between teaching and assessment indicated that, to a certain extent, we did not respect to the teachers’ roles and positions (Academic administrator 2).
The examinations led to a situation where measuring performance focused on measuring students’ memorization ability. This kind of assessment led students at the university prior to 2010 developing primarily “surface approaches to learning” Marton, et al., 1997()
. Marton et al., (1997) demonstrated that when students perceive a learning task to require memorizing, that is the approach that students will adopt. An unfortunate consequence of a surface approach to learning in the site university, as Dau (2011) also observed, was that, instead of concentrating on learning throughout the semester, students put all their energy into learning by rote and preparing for the end-of-semester exams. Dau (2011) described the common situation in Vietnam, where students are at risk in the short period before examinations of losing their short-term memories of events, facts, concepts, theory, and so forth. Clearly this problem was also endemic at the site university, as one educational administrator explained:
In the past, with summative assessment, students only concentrated and put their whole energy to learn and prepare for the tests around two-three weeks before the tests took place. Moreover, it was cumbersome for them because they had to learn many subjects/units at the same time, so the failure rate (not pass the tests) was high (Academic Administrator 1)

To sum up, this kind of assessment did not help to improve students’ learning during a semester because it was not at the level of detail needed to diagnose individual student needs and not delivered in a timely enough manner to have influence on learning of students tested, as Looney (2011) notes. Further, the traditional form of assessment also provided teachers with little insight about the effectiveness of their teaching during the semester. Recognising all of these issues, and considering the huge range of research on the importance of formative assessment, the university’s leaders and policy makers reformed the assessment regime and established a new student assessment policy, called ‘Regulation 975’, in 2010. The new 2010 policy has been implemented at this university since that time.
Recent student assessment
The participants in the present investigation explained how Regilation 975 has worked in practice at their university.

· Advantages of recent student assessment practice

Instead of only assessing students’ learning at the end of a semester as previously, by following the Regulation 975, the teachers are now required to assess their students at least three times during a semester. This requirement is intended to promote a minimum of two formative assessments during the semester and a summative assessment at the end of the semester. According to the policy, the final grade should consist of the formative and summative assessment grades averaged together. The new assessment regime is intended to go some ways towards achieving formative assessment, which can have a range of purposes to aid learning, according to Black and Wiliam (1998) and Joughin (2009). These different purposes include providing feedback on student progress to teachers, providing feedback to students on their progress so that they know what they should improve, and informing teachers about the quality of their teaching. Not surprisingly, one of the academic administrators claimed the new assessment regime did indeed bring with it formative improvements. The importance of formative feedback to students was also widely recognized by the teachers. One spoke for others in explaining:

In accordance with the current assessment policy of this University, the teachers are required to assess their students’ learning outcomes (both) during a semester and at the end of a course. In the past, student assessment was only done at the course end (summative assessment, not formative assessment). At present, formative assessment is compulsorily implemented at least twice. (Academic administrator 1)

Teachers also expounded the importance of formative feedback, with one experienced teacher reporting:

I usually assess students three or four times depending on the credit points, across a semester (Teacher 1).

Focusing more on formative assessment at the university has created more opportunities for its students to receive feedback on their learning progress and may have reduced “fears of exams” and “pressures of test situations”, as identified by McDonald (2001). All four of the teachers in this study agreed that the new assessment regime was a distinct improvement on past practice, with one reporting:

The (new) Regulation on the student assessment of this university has (meant that assessment practices are now) much (more) open. ... Recently, the student assessment has been changed. I am personally in favour of this reform (Teacher 2).

Overall, the teachers agreed that the inclusion of formative assessment was a positive step forward, bringing many advantages for teachers as well as their students. The teachers and the administrators identified teachers having more says in what was assessed, and having access to students’ answers gave them a better picture of how their students’ learning was progressing. They further felt that they were better informed about areas in which their students needed more help, and they believed they could learn from students’ formative assessment how to improve their teaching practices.

· Teachers’ responsibility for implementing student assessment
In comparison with traditional student assessment practices, teachers believed that student assessment practice had become more considered, and many felt that the inclusion of formative assessment tasks were important. All four teachers recognized that the new assessment regime empowered them as teachers because they had authority over the whole process of student assessment, including formative and summative assessment tasks. This means that individual teachers had explicit responsibility for the success or failures of students in the university. The following comments are representatives of their view:

Currently, teachers are assigned full authority to implement student assessment in the line with teaching many classes and developing their professional areas (Teacher 2)... and

The failure or success of student assessment largely depends on teachers’ performance. (Teacher 3)

This view was corroborated by one academic administrator:

The current student assessment becomes most effective if it is implemented by experienced teachers. (Academic administrator 2)

· Informing teachers about their students’ learning progress
The teachers were in agreement that the new formative assessment requirements gave them a better picture of their students’ learning progress during a semester, a process, which did not exist under the old student assessment regime prior to 2010. Teachers felt that they could identify the degree of achievement during the course and could categorise their students into high-achieving or low-achieving groups in order to could provide appropriate learning supports to each group in a timely enough manner to improve their students’ achievement. This role of formative assessment has widely been highlighted in the existing research on student learning and assessment in higher education (Sadler, 1989, 1998a, 1998b; Black & Wiliam, 1998). It has also been observed since the introduction of formative assessment in Vietnam (Nguyen, 2006; Dau, 2011). In this way, the teachers took greater responsibility for their students’ learning, with reporting:

The main assessment purpose is to identify whether or not students achieve expected learning outcomes including knowledge and skills (Teacher 4).

(Formative assessment) helps teachers identify students who have not yet gained learning outcomes sufficiently in order to assist them to improve their learning. It also helps to investigate whether students have already obtained good learning objectives to better support them (in their) develop(ment) (Teacher 2).

· Informing teachers about their teaching
Another way in which the student assessment can indirectly support student learning is through informing teachers about the effectiveness of their teaching, as many researchers have identified (see, for example, Black & Wiliam, 1998; Joughin, 2009). This benefit has also been observed as an outcome of formative assessment in Vietnam, according to Nguyen (2006) and Dau (2011). In particular, assessment results can enable teachers to identify weaknesses in their teaching, such as failing to explain new knowledge or giving inadequate practice on tasks. Previously, the teachers at the site university had only one opportunity to reflect on their teaching, and this was at the end of a semester, based on the results of exams. In contrast, under the formative assessment regime, the teachers could reflect on their practice both during and at the end of their teaching a course. As a result, they could modify their teaching both for a current semester and for a subsequent semester.

The aim of the assessment is to identify whether or not teaching and learning is effective so that I can make changes (in a) timely and appropriate (manner) for improvement of teaching and learning (Teacher 3).
· Implementing formative assessment
In reality, for theoretical units, the teachers were generally in favour of using writing, oral and/or multiple-choice tests for both formative and summative assessment. Dau (2011) notes that this is the common practice in Vietnamese universities, because they are a more efficient use of teachers’ time. All of the teachers were eager to save time and effort by using assessment forms such as multiple-choice and oral tests. They commented on the efficiency that such methods permitted, but they did not seem to be concerned with the amount or quality of formative feedback. They variously reported:

For theoretical assessments, I use multiple-choice tests (Teacher 1).

I use multiple-choice, writing or oral tests. I do like the multiple-choice test because it remains highly objective. However, oral tests are also important because these help evaluate the ability of students’ communication skills (Teacher 4).

In terms of theoretical assessments, I use multiple-choice or writing tests (Teacher 3).

The third [assessment] form is oral tests to theoretical units/subjects which students do not have much time to write down (Teacher 2).

Only one of the four teachers combined these assessment forms (writing, oral and multiple-choice tests) with some other assessment forms such as asking questions, writing essays and presentation to assess his/her students in what could be called ‘authentic’ formative assessment (Morgan et al., 2004). As a result, this teacher encouraged “deep approach to learning”, as described by Marton et al. (1997), in which students were required to solve problems, and apply learned knowledge to new domains. The teacher reported:

In my classes, I usually ask students questions and encourage them to question me, in order to explore whether they understand the lessons or not. The second assessment form is to ask students to write essays. The third form is oral tests to theoretical units/subjects which students do not have much time to write down. The last assessment form is that students collaboratively or individually present their key assignments by using PowerPoint slides. (Teacher 2)

In more practical units, the majority of the teachers assessed their students through observing, grading, and providing feedback on students’ performance. In line with this, some teachers also implemented oral tests after observing students’ performance and before grading students’ work, in order to assess their underlying knowledge as well as their communication skills. It appeared that in practical subjects, the teachers provided their students with more opportunities to demonstrate their learning capability. Two teachers explained:

For practical units, when students are manipulating on computers, I observe them, and then I give them feedback on their work, for example, how fast or low they performed. (Teacher 4)

For practical assessment, I both observe students’ practice with machines and, immediately after that, organise oral tests for them. I focus on students’ communication skills during the oral tests. (Teacher 3)

Assessing students through asking them questions and encouraging them to question their teachers in classrooms, observing and giving feedback on their manipulation and products can indicate that there was a great change in the teachers’ teaching as a result of the formative assessment. Teachers also had better knowledge about their students’ learning.

· Giving students feedback on their learning
The importance of teacher feedback to students about their learning is emphasised by many noteworthy researchers (see, for example, Black & Wiliam, 1998; Joughin, 2009). Effective feedback from teachers enables their students to identify gaps between the actual and desired task achievement and shows their students how to improve their weaknesses and build upon their strengths. With the introduction of formative feedback, all of the four teachers at the site university recognised the importance of their feedback in improving their students’ learning. Teacher 2 commented that feedback could help students to “review the knowledge they have learned, thereby adjusting their learning methods and learning attitudes”. The teachers were all aware that they needed to provide their students with oral and written feedback during teaching or when they graded students’ assessment tasks. They variously commented:

I provide students with feedback on their strengths and weaknesses of learning attitude and professional knowledge. I directly give them oral feedback in front of the classroom in a friendly environment so that they are not afraid of receiving feedback on their weaknesses. The feedback has to be constructive to help students improve their learning. (Teacher 2)

Teachers need to give feedback to students during the teaching process. ... I grade and point out mistakes or areas which students should be cautious to further improve. ... I explain to [students] why they went wrong and provide some suggestions for their improvement. If many students make the same mistakes, I will provide further assignments that focus more on those areas. (Teacher 4)

Although the teachers provided effective feedback, the effectiveness of formative assessment depends upon the students’ accurate recognition of the gap and their motivation to close the gap (Sadler, 1998a). Therefore, students need enough opportunities to ‘digest’ feedback, as Weaver (2006)
 argues, and they need feedback that is appropriate and fair. Some teachers at the university went further, providing “(their students) with opportunities to respond to feedback and to judge whether they do or do not agree with (the teachers’) correction (or feedback)” (Teacher 3). This freedom given to students is a novel idea for Vietnam, where students traditionally do not question the judgment of teachers. Thus, it was remarkable that one teacher claimed: “if some students complain about their marks.... (I) will explain why they [students] receive such scores, or probably re-mark their tests” (Teacher 1).

· Drawbacks of the student assessment practice
Although the four teachers and the two academic administrators reported on the advantages of the new formative assessment regime, they also pointed out two main drawbacks that they have faced, as follows:

· Increasing teachers’ workload
When formative assessments are compulsory, teacher workloads increase, because creating effective formative assessment tasks requires teachers to spend considerable time and effort to design authentic assessment tasks, i.e., assessment tasks that mirror real-world situations, in order to develop their students’ deep approaches to learning (Morgan, et al., 2004, p. 19). Furthermore, teachers’ time and energy is also required for them to provide timely, appropriate and constructive feedback on their students’ work.

At the site university, whereas previously the teachers needed only to submit test-question sets to the Testing and Quality Assurance Office and the testing of student performance was carried out for them, under the new assessment regime, however, the teachers now have to do all work to design, develop, implement, then grade assessment tasks for each and every one of their students in each of the areas they teach. The result, as the teachers in this study confided, is  that they have been over-loaded with the extra work. The following responses are representative of their concerns:

In the past, when student assessment only focused on the final end-of-semester tests/exams, my job was much less: I only submitted the test questions to the Testing and Quality Assurance Office so that they could organise the exams. Since the past two years, since the day of following the Regulation 975, I have myself implemented the whole student assessment process. Thus, I have spent more time and effort and been more responsible for student assessment than I did before. (Teacher 1)

Teachers are now overloaded because they have to do many assessment jobs at the same time. For example, teachers have to conduct three assessments by themselves. (Teacher 4)

The problem of increasing teacher workloads due to extra assessment requirements is a glaring problem in Vietnam. Teachers earn very low incomes and most need to earn extra incomes from other sources. It is not unusual for teachers to take second jobs or open small businesses in order to support a reasonable quality of their life. One of the teachers explained:

Teachers have to spend much time and effort for student assessment, but (they) receive low payment for this work. ... Teachers now themselves have to do everything for both formative and summative assessments. Therefore, they have spent more time and effort than they did before, but the payment for these jobs was just equal to the fees that they previously received. ... This has discouraged teachers to try their best for teaching and assessing activities. (Teacher 1)

According to Nguyen (2006), in order to have enough income for their life, teachers are forced to teach extra classes, and as a result, they do not have enough time and responsibility for implementing effective formative student assessment. One of the teachers had this to say: “I have to teach almost weeks long. Thus, I do not have enough time to implement (formative) student assessment effectively” (Teacher 1). One teacher had his own coffee shop as a second income, and it was in this setting that the interview between the researcher and him took place. Evidently having a second income is commonplace. Indeed, even one of the academic administrators reported: “although the (formative) student assessment has been encouraged, some teachers do not take it into consideration due to their busy time and overloaded work” (Academic administrator 2). 

Due to increasing workloads, the majority of the teachers in the present study stated that they preferred to use writing, oral and/or multiple-choice tests for both formative and summative assessment. Implementing the multiple-choice tests with the supporting tools is one of methods to reduce workloads for the teachers in marking and assessment, as asserted by Morgan, et al. (2004). In addition, due to being over-loaded, some of the teachers reported only ‘working to rule’ when undertaking student assessment; this means that they implemented second and third assessment tasks, but they did not provide formative feedback to their students because of their heavy workloads. The teachers still “fulfill their tasks, but lack accountability in the assessment task”, according to Teacher 2.

There is clearly a problem facing university teachers such as those at the site university. Either they spend the time and effort implementing effective formative assessment, or they use their time to earn a second and possibly third income to support their families. At the moment, solving this problem is left to the university leaders.

· Fairness and appropriateness of assessment tasks

While only four teachers were interviewed, they spoke openly about assessment practices among their colleagues. A major theme emerging from the study was the ways in which teachers reportedly took ‘short-cuts’ in assessing their students, as a way to save time and energy. One of the ways in which the teachers in this study were able to save time in assessing their students was to reduce the amount of formative feedback they provided their students. Teachers did this in several ways. One method was to use summative tests during the semester, such as multiple choice or verbal tests, which do not require feedback to students. Another was to grade their students by averaging the two formative assessments and one summative assessment results as one teacher reported:

I grade students’ assignments and tests on the basis of marking criteria. ... The first assessment is at the a-third of the teaching process; the second is at the two-third of the teaching process. The average scores of the first and the second assessment are considered as the scores of formative assessment. The final assessment is the end-of-semester examination (summative assessment). Thus, the final grade of the unit is the average scores of both formative and summative assessments (Teacher 1).

However, other teachers saved time by only implementing one formative assessment. In order to not violate the Regulation 975, these teachers reportedly used the grade of the one formative assessment averaged with the grade for the summative assessment. A teacher explained:

Due to over-workload, some teachers assess students only one time for the whole teaching process, but the grades of that test/assessment are also used for the second formative assessment (Teacher 4).

Yet, another short-cut described by teachers was to not really implement any formative assessments, but to assign grades for formative assessments based on students’ class attendance or participation. A teacher explained:

Some teachers who do not take the student assessment into consideration would normally give grades for formative assessment based on students’ class participation (Teacher 2).

When suffering heavy workloads, the teachers had to choose methods of assessing their students that do not consume too much of their time and energy. Yet, another short-cut described was to use norm referencing as a quick way to cohort reference a group of students without in reality applying professional judgment about standards of performance.

All of the above short-cuts represent practices that compromise fairness in assessment, yet short-cuts such as these are understandable when one considers that at stake is the family quality of life for the teacher concerned.

According to Welch (2000) and Berry (2008), assessment is fair if individuals are treated in the same way. In the present study, the teachers did not always implement the same methods as their colleagues, and in some cases, they did not use the same methods for all of their students. Recently, Flint and Johnson (2011, p. 37-38) addressed the issue of assessment fairness. They argued that “If students perceive that they have the opportunity to demonstrate their capability, they view assessment as fair”, and “students judge whether capability has been recognized by the mark they receive for assessment item. If students perceive that their capability has not been recognized (...), they view assessment as unfair”. It is clear that at the site university, different approaches to taking assessment short cuts were used, and that the grades awarded did not always reflect students’ actual performance. While the actions of the teachers are understandable, such an approach is certainly unfair to the students.
Conclusion and Suggestion
The results show that the resent student assessment regime has been changed for the better in comparison with the student assessment regime prior to the Regulation 975 established in 2010, focusing more on formative assessment. The research findings indicate that student assessment, while it may be used to measure summative performance, is a powerful tool in directly or indirectly supporting student learning through providing students with feedback for their improvement and informing teachers about the effectiveness of their teaching. The results of the research also show that the teachers recognize the important responsibility they are given under the new regime to  implement formative student assessment, and they recognize that the broader conception of student assessment help them monitor their student learning progress.

However, the drawbacks of the recently introduced, formative student assessment policy are also identified. Not only do teachers’ workloads increase, but fairness in assessment also becomes  an issue. The teachers still define student assessment as measuring student performance, even though they claim that formative assessment is pivotal to deep learning. They are concerned that formative assessment takes too much time, which they do not have. Therefore, they are caught in an interesting conundrum, and one that is not specific to Vietnam, but is probably widespread wherever teachers face heavy workloads and assessment responsibilities. Either teachers invest the effort to assess for learning, which in effect means that there is ample effective formative feedback during a semester, or teachers seek to reduce their workloads. This problem means that real, authentic formative assessment cannot occur until the university’s leaders and policy makers realise that formative assessment takes more resources.

Given the issue of assessment fairness raised by the present study, further research should explore students’ experiences and perceptions of fairness in assessment, since students, as Morgan et al. (2004) indicate, are the primary stakeholders in assessment. Finally, the data generated in the present study may not be as rich as was intended. Vietnam remains highly influenced by Confucianism, so the participants may not have been as candid with the researcher as would be ideal. It is, therefore, recommended that any further research of this area only be undertaken once a strong rapport has been developed, over sufficient time, with each of the participants. Overall, however, the findings tell a very useful story about how powerful student assessment practices is in driving students’ approaches to learning tasks. There is no substitute for authentic formative assessment.
References
Berry, R. A. W. (2008). Novice teachers' conceptions of fairness in inclusion classrooms. Teaching and Teacher Education, 24, 1149-1159. 

Black, P., & Wiliam, D. (1998). Assessment and classroom learning. Assessment in Education, 5(1), 7-75. 
Dau, T. H. (2011). Doi moi hinh thuc, phuong phap kiem tra danh gia la nhan to quan trong de phat trien tu duy doc lap sang tao va doi moi phuong phap hoc tap trong sinh vien Dia ly, truong Dai hoc Su pham Da Nang (Innovation of methods of assessment is the key factor for developing independent and creative thinking as well as learning method of pedagogy students of Da Nang University). Retrieved from www.kh-sdh.udn.vn/zipfiles/So18/17_hoa_dauthi.doc
Flick, U. (2009). An introduction to qualitative research (4th ed.). London: SAGE Publications.

Flint, N. R., & Johnson, B. (2011). Towards fairner university assessment: Recognising the concerns of students. London & New York: Routledge.

Joughin, G. (2009). Assessment, learning and judgement in higher education: Springer.

Kennedy, K. J., & Lee, J. (2008). Changing schools in Asia: Schools for the knowledge society. London: Routledge.

Looney, J. W. (2011). Integrating formative and summative assessment: Progress toward a seamless system? OECD Education Working Papers, 58. 

Marsh, C. J. (2007). A critical analysis of the use of formative assessment in schools. Education Research Policy Practice, 6, 25-29. 

Marton, F., Hounsell, D., & Entwistle, N. (1997). The experience of learning: Implications for teaching and studying in higher education (2nd ed.). Edinburgh: Scottish Academiac Press.

McDonald, A. (2001). The prevalence and effects of test anxiety in school children. Educational Psychology, 21(1), 89-101. 

Morgan, C., Dunn, L., Parry, S., & O'Reilly, M. (2004). The student assessment handbook: New directions in traditional and online assessment. London & New York: RoutledgeFalmer.
Nguyen, K. (2006). Danh gia, kiem tra va thi cu trong giao duc Vietnam (Test, examination and assessment in Vietnamese Education): Center for Assessment & Accreditation Education-Ho Chi minh City University of Pedagogy.
Nightingale, P., Wiata, I. T., Toohey, S., Ryan, G., Hughes, C., & Magin, D. (1996). Assessing learning in university. Sydney, Australia: University of New South Wales Press.

OECD. (2005). Formative assessment: Improving learning in secondary classroom. Paris: OECD.

Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research and evaluation methods (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications.
Quy che 25/2006 ve dao tao Dai hoc va cao dang he chinh quy ngay 26 thang 6 nam 2006 (Regulation 25/2006 on the training in higher education) (2006).

Quy che 43/2007 ve dao tao Dai hoc cao dang he chinh quy theo quy che tin chi ngay 15 thang 8 nam 2007 (Regulation 43/2007 on training based on credit system in higher education) (2007).
Ramsden, P. (2003). Learning to teach in higher education (2nd ed.). London & New York: Routledge.

Rowntree, D. (1987). Assessing students: How shall we know them? London: Kogan Page.

Rushton, A. (2005). Formative assessment: a key to deep learning? Medical Teacher, 27(6), 509-513. 

Sadler, D. R. (1989). Formative assessment and the design of instructional systems. Instructional Science, 18(1), 1-25. 

Sadler, D. R. (1998a). Formative assessment: revisiting the territory. Assessment in  Education, 5(1), 77-84. 

Sadler, D. R. (1998b). Letting students into the secret: Further steps in making criteria and standards work to improve learning. Paper presented at the Queensland Studies Authority Annual Conference for State Review panels and District panel chairs, Brisbane, Australia. 

Spradley, J. P. (1979). The ethnographic interview. New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston.

Weaver, M. R. (2006). Do students value feedback? Student perceptions of tutor's written responses. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 31(3), 379-394. 

Welch, A. B. (2000). Responding to student concerns about fairness. Teaching Exceptional Children, 33(22), 36-40. 



PAGE  
1

