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Abstract

VSTEP (Vietnamese Standardized Test of English Proficiency) is a proficiency test in line with the Six-level
framework for foreign language proficiency in Vietnam (VNFLPF), equivalent to the CEFR, issued by the MOET dated
March 3, 2015. Of the versions for different target groups, the VSTEP 3-5 level is undoubtedly the most wide-spread so
far, and common in multiple institutions of higher education in Vietnam. This article is to describe and critically
evaluate the issued scoring rubrics of the two productive skills — Speaking and Writing; and basing on an analysis and
modification of the descriptors, to propose revised versions of the marking rubrics. The product represents the more
concise and clearer rubrics. The revised versions are of practical significance to the practice of English language
teaching for graduates and post-graduates, the issue of training the assessors of the two productive skills, and/or the
endeavor of self-improvement on the part of instructors of English in order to ensure standardized quality in assessment.

Keywords: VSTEP; VSTEP 3-5; scoring rubrics; Six-level framework for foreign language proficiency in Vietnam.
Tém tit

VSTEP (Vietnamese Standardized Test of English Proficiency) 1a ky thi danh gia ning Iyc tiéng Anh theo Khung ning
luc ngoai nglt 6 bac dung cho Viét Nam (tuong duong véi trinh 40 Al, A2, Bl, B2, CI,CZ), dugc BO GD&DT ban
hanh vao thang 03 nam 2015. Trong nhiing phién ban cia VSTEP, danh cho nhiing doi tugng khac nhau, thi bai thi
VSTEP béc 3-5 1a pho bien hon ca va dang duge str dung rong réi trong cac truong dai hoc ¢ Viét Nam hién nay. Bai
viét nay nham muyc tiéu miéu ta va danh gia b ti€u chi danh gia hai ky nang Noi va Viét cua ky thi nay, va dua trén
nhitng két qua phan tich va chinh stra ngoén tur, két qua I}ghién ctru dgl cho ra 2 b ti€u chi dénh gia ngan gon, suc tich, va
15 rang hon. Hai b tiéu chi danh gia méi ¢6 y nghia doi voi thyc tién day-hoc tiéng Anh béac dai hoc, sau dai hoc, ciing

nhu véi thuc té boi dudng doi ngli can by cham thi hai k¥ ning Noi, Viét, hay/va thuc té tu bdi dudng cua gidng vién
tiéng Anh dé bao dam chat lwong trong qua trinh chim thi huéng dén cac chuén quc té.

Tir khoa: Ky thi danh gia nang luc tiéng Anh ciia Viét Nam; Ky thi danh gia nang luc tleng Anh cta Viét Nam bac 3-5;
Tiéu chi cham thi; Khung nang lyc ngoai ngit 6 bac dung cho Viét Nam.
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1. Introduction

The Vietnamese Standardized Test of
English Proficiency (VSTEP) was released
according to Decision No. 729/Qb-BGDDT,
dated March 11, 2015 [1]. It is claimed that this
‘first-ever made-in-Vietnam standardized EFL
tests’ was developed ‘intensively with utmost
effort and energy’ [2, p. 74]. There are five
VSTEP variants for different targeted groups,
of which the VSTEP 3-5 level is the most
influential. This multi-level test is aimed to
cater for the certification needs of a large
number of groups. Many institutions in
Vietnam have made use of this specification to
award the B1-Cl1 English proficiency
certificates to multiple target groups in recent
years. It has widely been used in colleges and
examination bodies in Vietnam because it is
well developed, reliable, and economical in
comparison to the international tests.

Given the wide-spread use of this nation-
wide test, this article is to argue that the scoring
rubrics of the two productive skills of VSTEP
3-5 is far from practical and to propose a
revised version of the rubrics. In this article,
the currently-circulated scoring rubrics for
the two productive skills will first be
described in terms of superficial textual
features and practicality. The paper will then
go on to describe how the rating scales have
been revised - the features modified and the
procedures, which is followed by the
presentation of the revised products. The final
section concerns itself with the factors to
consider in order to assure scoring quality of
these tests.

2. The study

2.1. A critical analysis of VSTEP 3-5 scoring
rubrics

There are three rubrics altogether - one for
Speaking test, and two for Writing test - Task 1

and Task 2 [3]. It is claimed that the
development of these rating rubrics was based
on the Vietnamese six-level language
proficiency framework and the other CEFR-
aligned rating schemes such as IELTS and
Cambridge English exams such as PET, FCE,
and CAE.

These analytic scales contain five features for
Speaking test - Grammar, Vocabulary,
Pronunciation, Fluency, Organization - and four
features for Writing test - Task completion,
Organization, Vocabulary, Grammar. All
four/five analytical criteria are shared across the
whole test and equally weighted. The number of
criteria is, thus, within limit [4, p. 193].

Each of the feature has descriptors for 11
points - ascending from O to 10. The descriptors
are intended to focus the readers’ attention on
the test-takers’ strengths, not on their
deficiencies. That there are up to 11 points
presents a marked weakness. Pollitt (1990,
cited in [5, p. 123]) points out that it is ‘overly
optimistic to expect a test of writing to be able
to distinguish reliably between five scale points
or more.” In addition, although the benefits of
analytical scoring are to provide valuable
diagnostic information for test-takers, only the
overall score is reported, which means ‘a good
deal of information provided by the analytic
scale is lost’ [5, p. 120].

It should also be noted that the rules for
deriving the overall score are rather complicated:
first, each feature is marked on a 11-point scale;
then, each score is converted to the assigned
level: 4-5.5 equals Level 3; 6-8 equals Level 4;
8.5-10 equals Level 5); finally, the overall score
reported is decided, basing on a combination of
the four/five individual scores.

A close analysis of the rubrics of two writing
tasks reveals that they are different in only the
feature of Task completion. Another minor
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difference can be seen in Organization,
concerning paragraphing, restricting to one
descriptor in the middle scores.

One noticeable weakness of these rubrics
lies with the layout. That they are written in
Vietnamese and there are too many columns
and rows due to the large number of points
highly obscures differentiation between the
band scores. Lack of meticulous attention to the

layout also results in the ever-highest number
of pages of all rubrics we can refer to so far;
each rubric takes up five pages. As Luoma [6,
p. 81] states, to be useful, the scale descriptors
need to be practical, because if they are not
brief, it is hard to memorize and use the scale
consistently. Table 1 summarizes the
superficial textual features of these three
scoring rubrics.

Table 1: Textual features of three scoring rubrics

Features SPEAKING scoring  WRITING TASK 1 WRITING TASK 2
rubric scoring rubric scoring rubric

No. of column 12 5 5

No. of row 6 12 12

No. of word 2,230 1,259 1,423

No. of page 5 5 5

No. of features 5 4 4

To be practical, these weaknesses need
taking into consideration and modifications are
highly mandated.

2.2. Methodology
The procedures were as follows:
(1) The PDF files were converted to Word;

(2) For each feature, the points and the
associated descriptors were set in lines, not in
columns. For example:

1. Phdt ém twong doi ré rang nhiing tir va
cum twr don gian nhung do doi khi kho nghe nén
nguwoi doi thoai van phdi yéu cau nhdc lai.

2. Phdt am ré rang va dé hiéu nhitng tir va
cum tir, tuy con mdc khd nhiéu 16i vé cic am
don 1é va cdc 1oi vé am khdc.

(3) The number of levels were reduced:
Basing on the rules of converting from 11-point
scale to 3-5 levels, I combined points 10 and 9
to produce Level 5, points 8, 7and 6 to produce
Level 4, points 5 and 4 to produce Level 3,
leaving all the lower points to “Khbng xét”
(unqualified for any levels of 3-5).

(4) The descriptors
grouped into four levels.

were accordingly

(5) Basing on Vietnamese grammar, |
conducted a discourse analysis of the group of
descriptors in each level and modified the
descriptors. Specifically,

¢ eliminating the repeated descriptors;

e reordering some syntactic elements so
that distinctions between the levels would
be easier to identify, understand, and
remember;

e deleting unnecessary words (mostly modal

words, such as ‘chi’, ‘dugc’, ‘mdt cach’...);

e rewording confusing words and expressions

if any.

For example:

Original: Chi sur dung dwoc mét cdach han
ché mot so cau truc ngir phap va
mau cau don gian da hoc.

Revised: Sir dung han ché mét sé cdu tric
don gian.

Original: Pdp g ddy dii va hiéu qua cdc
Yéu cau cua dé bai.
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Revised: Pdp tng cdc yéu cau cia dé bai

day du, hiéu qua.

Original: Mot s6 16i vé sw khéng thong nhat

va khong phu hop trong giong van.

Revised: Mét s6 16i vé tinh thong nhdt, phi

hop trong giong van.

Finally, 1 combined the two rubrics for two
tasks of the writing test into only one scale. The
only feature which presents to be different,
namely Task completion, was categorized into
the subscales for Task 1 and those for Task 2.
Furthermore, the descriptor associated to

paragraphing was maintained as a feature for
both tasks because paragraphing also must be
observed in this functional genre.

3. Findings and discussion

The time-consuming procedures have
resulted in the revised versions which bear out
many strengths in comparison to the original
versions: they are shorter, clearer, more user-
friendly, and accordingly more useful and
practical (Table 2 and Table 3). Table 4
compares the two versions.

Table 2: Scoring rubrics for speaking test (Tiéu chi cham diém bai thi Néi)

BAC NGUPHAP TUVUNG PHAT AM BO CUC
PHAM VI PHAM VI AM DON LE NQI DUNG
DOCHINH  KIEMSOAT  TRONG AM, PHAT TRIEN
XAC NGU PIEU CHU PE
MACH L4C
LIEN KET
Khoéng =Cau trac don = T, ngit: = Po chinh xac: =Tir, ngir: (rat) = Lién két: giita

Xét gian, han ché/

théng dung vé thap/ tuong dbi

ngan/ cau da cac tu, ngi;

chinh xac; chu d& (rat) rdrang/rérang hoc thuéc; = Tra 1oi cau hoi:
=C6 thé thé quenthudc;  /d&hiéu; =Roi rac/ ngdp khong phu hop/
hién ¥; = CO thé lap tir, *Ngudi  nghe: nging/ cham tuong dbi phu hop
= L5i: co ban, ngir; thiy kho hiéu / chap; = Phuong tién lién
hé théng/ = Ping chinh yéu ciu nhic *Co6 thé noi két: két tir thong
nhiéu. ta / dang thac. lai; Vép, nhic lai; dung - “va”,
= [5i: am don 1é, » Y don gian, “nhung”, “vi”’; co
kha nhiéu. hau nhu thé lap
khong  dién = Phat trién y: hau
dat dwoc y nhu khong/ han
phuc tap. ché, dung tir goi ¥
trong dé, liét ké
= Cau don: = Tir, ngii: vé = Tu, amdon1é: = Y don gian: = Lién két: c6 lién
chinh xac / cha dé quen  rd rang, dé troi chay; két giira cac
3 it 18i; thuoc/ khong  hiéu; = Y phtctap: = Tra 10i cau hoi:
= Cau phtrc: quen thuge; = Loi: am don 1é, cham, ngap phu hop,
6 thé ¢6 = Poi luc lap trong am; mot  ngung, do phai = Phuong tién lién
nhiéu 13i. tur, ngir; s6/ nhiéu tim cau trac va  két: mot sd/ da
= C6 thé thé = L5i: mots6/ =Co6nhén trong  tir vung. dang phuong tién
hién y: 13 nhiéu; 16i két  am tir. = COthéphat don gian / phirc
rang. hop tir, dién trién cAu tra  tap; co thé thé

dat y.

161 bang cac
cum ttr, cau
don;

hién quan h¢ lién
két chua chinh
xac; doi khi 1ap.
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= Cac dang

= T, ngtr: vé

cau don: chinh hau hét cac

xac, linh hoat;
= Cau phtrc:
mot s6/ kha
nhiéu;

» L3i: mot sb,
khong hé
théng, c6 thé
tu stra, khong
gay hiéu
nham.

= Nhiéu cu tric
cau: da dang,
linh hoat,
chinh xac;

= Loi: kho phat
hién/ hau nhu
khéng.

cha dé quen
thudc/ khong
quen thudc;

= L3p tu, ngir: it
khi, véi cac
chu dé khong
quen thudc;

= Két hop tir,
dién dat: twong
dbi chinh xac;

= Chinh ta / dang
thire tir: (tuong
dbi) chinh xac
(cao);

= Co tur, ngir it
thong dung;
cum tir ¢d dinh,
thanh ng.

* L.3i: mot sb;
16i két hop tir,
dang thuec tr,
dién dat y.

= Tu, ngt:
phong ph; c6
tur, ngir thudc
tan so sir dung

thép; thanh ngft; =

= Lap tu, ngir:
hiém khi; c6
thé con con
ngap ngung
khi tim tir, ngtr
thay thé;

= L[5 101: d6i khi/
hau nhur khong;

= Ldi: nho; mot
vai / khéng.

= Ttr, am don 1é:

(hau nhu) 6
rang, chinh
xac, tu nhién,
dé hiéu;

* Trong am tu:

tuwong d6i
chinh xac;

= C6 nhén trong

am cau;

= C6 thé hién

ngilr di¢u cau.

= T, am don

1é: r0 rang,

chinh xac, tu

nhién, d& hiéu;
Trong am tur,

cau: chinh xac;

thay d6i dé the
hién céc sic
thai y nghia
khac nhau;

» Ngir di¢u cau:

phu hop; thay
doi dé the hién
cac sac thai y

nghia khac nhau.

121

» Ldi: c6 thé
méc khi néi
cac doan dai;
biét sira 13i.

= Phat trién y: liét
ké / twong dbi d&
dang;

= M6 rong y:
chua 16 / lap / véi
(nhing) chi tiét,
vi du minh hoa
phu hop;

» Y dongian = Phuong tién lién

va phtrc tap: két: nhiéw/ da
giao tiép dé8  dang; thé hién
dang, tuong (kh4) 16 rang mbi
dbi/khaluu  quan hé gita cac
lot; y

= Cothéndi =
cac doan dai:
c6 thé lap tir;

= Ldi: co thé
méc mot s6
16i nho/
khong hé
thong, co6 thé
stra 10i;

= Ngap
ngung: thinh
thoang, khong
qua lau.

Phét trién y: dé
dang;

= M6 rong y: voi
nhiing chi tiét, vi
du minh hoa phu
hop.

= Poan dai: dé
dang, luu loat,
tu nhién;

= Lap tu, stra
16i: d6i khi,

» Phat trién, mé
rong y: dé dang,
(kha) tuong tan,
v6i nhitng chi tiét,
vi du minh hoa

hiém khi; phu hop; két luan
®"Ngdp ngung:  phu hop;

hau nhu = T6 chirc ¥: 15

khong; chi khi  rang, mach lac,

dién dat mot s6 céu trac chit ché;

chitdé/khai = Phuong tién lién

niém kho. két: (kha) thanh
thao, da dang céac
phuong tién.
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Table 3: Scoring rubrics for Writing test (Tiéu chi chdm diém bai thi Viét)

BAND
—
X
%)
<
=
T
=
<
o0
I
=z
<
I
—
p
<
o
I
O
=)
O
=
=
N
X
7}
<
-

Khéng xét
= Khong dap ung

bai;

= Bai viét hoan
toan khong phu
hop, khong thé
hiéu duoc;

» Trinh bay dugc
rat it y, phan 16n

3

* Pap rng mot ntra
yéu cau nao cua dé hay mot phan yéu

cau cua dé bai;

» Thé hién muc dich

bai viét khong 1&

rang (¢ mot s chd);
» C6 thé nham lan y
chinh véi thong tin

chi tiét;

nhitng ¥ nay khong = Mot sé phan c6

phu hop, 1ap lai.

= Bo thi / Khong

viét tir nao/ Viét lai

mot bai theo tri
nhd/thude long;

= Bai hoan toan
khong phu hop/
khong thé hiéu
duoc;

= Hau nhu khéng
dap Gmg yéu cau
nao cta dé bai;

= Quan diém
khéng duoc thé
hién;

= Khong tra 101
day du bat ctr yéu
cau nao clia dé
bai;

* Trinh bay 1-2y
chinh nhung
(phan 16n) khong
duoc phat trién.

thé khong r rang,

khong phu hop
hoac lap lai;

= C4c diém chinh c6
thé khong duogc trink

bay day di; co xu

huodng tap trung vao

nhiing chi tiét;

= C6 thé mac mot so

18i vé tinh thng

nhat, phu hop trong

giong van.

= Pap ing mot
phan yéu cau cta
dé bai;

= Nhitng ¥ chinh:
trinh bay mot $0,
c6 thé lap, phat
trién khong day
du voi nhitng chi
tiét phu hop/
khong phu hop;

*» Quan diém thé
hién khong han
r0 rang trén toan
bai; c6 thé khong
rat ra két luan.

4

= Dap ung (gan nhu)
day du yéu cau cua
dé bai;

= Thé hién myc dich
viét (nhin chung) 6
rang;

= Dang thuc bai viét
¢6 thé khong phu
hop ¢ mot s6 chd;

= C4c diém chinh:
dugc trinh bay (gan
nhu) day du;

= Phat trién y: hau
hét thong tin chi tiét
pht hop; 1-2 diém
chinh c6 thé can
phat trién hon nira;

= C6 thé méc 1-2,
mot s6 161 (nho) vé
tinh thong nhat, phu
hop trong giong van.

= Pap ung (gin
nhu) ddy du cac
yéu cau cua dé bai;
* Nhing y chinh:
phat trién gan nhu
day du, véi hau hét
thong tin chi tiét
phu hop;

» Quan diém thé
hién nhin chung rd
rang trén toan bai,
c6 thé lap/ khong
13 & mot sé phan/
phan két luan.

= Dap ung cac yeu
cau cua dé bai day
du, hi¢u qua;

= Phat trién diém
chinh day du véi
(tat ca) thong tin chi
tiét phu hop;

» Thé hién muc dich
viét o rang, hiéu
qua; giong van
thong nhat, phu
hop.

= Pap tng day du
/ hiéu qua cac yéu
cau cua dé bai;

= Nhitng y chinh:
phat trién day du,
phu hop, duo¢ méd
rong/ ching minh
day du;

» Quan diém thé
hién rd rang trén
toan bai.
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» Phuong tién lién ké= Chia doan khong
nhitng tir n6i co bar hop 1y, hoac

thuong gap;
= T6 chure thong tin,

12p ludn: khong co,

han che.

= Su dung pham
vi tir (rat) han
ché.

» St dyng tur, ngir
roi rac;
=Mic (rdt) nhiéu
1i, 18i ¢6 thé lam
thay d6i nghia;

= Viét mot vai t,
ngtr da hoc thudc
trudc;

= Khong viét
duoc thanh cau;

= Cau trac don
gian: mot vai, str
dung chinh x4c;

= (Nhiéu) 13i co
ban, lam thay doi
nghia;

= Loi xuat hién
rat nhiéu va lam
thay d6i nghia.

khong viét theo
doan;

*Phuong ti¢n lién
két: sir dung diing
mot so tir ndi,
phuong tién co
ban, thuong gap, o
trong cau, lién
cau; ¢6 thé lap,
thiéu chinh xac;

»T6 chirc thong tin,
1ap luan: mach lac.

= St dung pham vi
tir hep theo chil dé
bai viét; ¢6 xu
huéng 1ap mot sb
tur;

* Chia doan (tuong * Chia doan du va hop
dbi) logic; If:

= Phuong tién lién két: = Phurong tién lién két:
trong cau, lién cau; phong phu, linh hoat.
nhiéu; pht hop; c6  hiéu qua;
thé qua nhiéu/ it/ 361 = T6 chuc thong tin,

khi con sai; 1ap luan: 16-gic,

* T6 chirc thong tin, mach lac, hi¢u qua.
1ap luan: hop ly,
mach lac.

= S dung duoc dai tr = Str dung dai tr rat
rong rong, bao gdm

= Sir dung mot s tir it nhimg tir it thong
thong dung, ngit cd dung, ngit cd dinh;
dinh, c6 thé mac 16i;  chinh x4c, linh hoat;

= Sir dyng tir, ngit co = Dung tir tuong d6i = Dung tir (nhin chung

ban;

phu hop phong cach; phu hop phong cach;

= Mac (kha nhicu) 16i,* (Rat) it 15i hé thong, = (Hiu nhu) khong

thinh thoang gay
kho hicu.

= Cau tric don
gian: st dung
chinh xéc;

= Cau trac phuc
tap: co thé sir dung
sai;

= C6 thé (twong
déi nhiéu) 1i,
nhung khong,
hodc thinh thoang
gay kho khan cho
nguoi doc;

101 co thé gay méc 16i, hodc 1-2 16
khong gay kho hiéu.
= C4u trac: don gian va = Cau trac: da dang
phtrc tap; - don gian va phuc
» Pa sd céac cau khong  tap; chinh xéc, linh
¢6 10i; hoat;
= C6 thé méc 16i khong = Gan nhu khong
hé thong, hau nhu mic 16i, hodc 1-2
khong gay khé hiéu,  18i khong hé thong,
hiéu nham. khong gay kho
hiéu.
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Table 4: The original scoring rubrics vs. The revised

Features SPEAKING scoring rubric WRITING scoring rubric
ORIGINAL REVISED ORIGINAL REVISED
No. of column 12 6 10 (five each) 5
No. of row 6 5 24 (12 each) 9
No. of word 2,230 856 2,682 (1259 + 931
1423)
No. of page 5 2 10 (5 each) 2
No. of levels 11 4 11 4
No. of 5 5 4 4
features

Luoma [6, p.80] maintains the number of
levels in a scale is one of the ‘central questions
in scale development’, adding that ‘the lower
the number of levels, the more consistent the
decisions.” The basic rules to have been
followed when | revised the descriptors are
“brief, clear, definite, and comprehensible
independently” [4, p. 205-207]. Brevity makes
these scales user-friendly, for assessors, who
may use the scales as a reference during the
rating process, and for assessor-trainers, who
need to facilitate the trainees in training
workshops. Clarity refers to simple wordings
and sentence structures to help readers
understand the descriptors more quickly and
easily.

In order to assure scoring quality, every
effort should be made to maintain high
reliability in assessing these two productive
skills, such as:

- Conducting seminars on assessment,
VSTEP, CEFR and/or Vietnamese 6-level
framework, when the trained, experienced
assessors returning from workshops can train
the others in the staff;

- Regarding the scoring rubrics, there should
be extensive training so that would-be raters
come to an understanding of the criteria
through repeated discussion and exposure to

multiple sample scripts/ oral performances that
exemplify points on the scale. It is believed that
“only when all raters are in close agreement on
the scores for these samples that reliable
scoring can take place.” (White, 1984, cited in
[5, p. 128]

- As far as the speaking test is concerned,
each candidate’s performance must be recorded
for the second independent rating.

- As for the writing test, there can be a
number of other measures. First, each script
must be scored independently by two raters.
The first rating can be done on a rating sheet,
which is hidden from the second rater; they are
allowed neither to write any comments nor to
underline errors when scoring scripts. A third
rater is invited to adjudicate in cases of
discrepancy. Second, rating must be done in a
“controlled reading” - “readers meet together
to grade scripts at the same place and time” in
order to eliminate unnecessary sources of error
variance and to form a positive social
environment helping to maintain the assessing
standards (White, 1984, cited in [5, p. 128]. An
additional measure is randomly checking the
results by senior assessors to ensure individual
raters have followed the agreed-upon standards
for grading of the ongoing assessment. This
step is also aimed to keep records on the level
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of expertise of the raters so that decisions can
be made on whether each can be kept on,
retrained, or dropped.

4. Conclusion

In this article, to my best knowledge, for the
first time, the scoring rubrics of the VSTEP 3-
5, is critically analyzed and described from the
perspective of Vietnamese grammar and a
revised rubric is proposed, which is far more
concise, linguistically ~ grounded,  and
undoubtedly useful to users.

Weigle (2020) states:

the scoring rubric is critical, as it represents
as explicitly as possible the definition of the
skill(s) that the test is intended to measure...It is
not enough for a rubric to be clear and explicit: it
must also be useable and interpretable, certainly
by raters, and preferably by any and all
stakeholders in the testing process, particularly
test takers and decision makers. (p. 122)

VSTEP 3-5 has had a positive reception
among students, lecturers, and other community
members. | hope that the revised versions are of
some practical significance to the endeavor of
the stakeholders in order to bring excellence to
EFL education and assessment.
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