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Abstract

English language education in Thailand is rated poorly internationally and needs
improvement. Research identifying the reasons for the | highlights assessment as a key
concern since assessment has washback effects on learning. However, little is known
about the assessment practices teachers use. This paper has three goals: to identify
the assessment practices used, to identify the reasons underlying teachers’ decisions
about assessment, and to promote assessment practices likely to have positive
washback. A survey of 329 teachers found that two-thirds of students’ scores came
from tests, but that all teachers used some form of continuous assessment. From
interviews with 29 teachers, teachers used tests to reduce their workload and to
prepare students for the national ONET exams, while using continuous assessment to
motivate students and to prepare them for real-world uses of English. Based on
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Englishlanguage  evidence that continuous assessment is more likely to promote positive washback, 303

?r(}ill;iclﬁ(én‘ assessment activities designed by teachers were analyzed for potential benefits. Rating
the activities on five criteria, 39 assessment activities with potential positive washback
were identified, designed into attractive formats, and disseminated to teachers. Using
these activities with positive washback is likely to have beneficial effects on English
language education in Thailand.

1. Introduction

Thailand has gained an unfortunate reputation for the quality of its education, especially
English language education. Evidence for this can be found in Thailand’s low placement on
international rankings of countries for education. Following Watson Todd (2015) in using
normalized rankings where 0 is the lowest ranked country and 1 is the highest, some recently
published reports give Thailand rankings of 0.20 for overall education quality, 0.22 for education
results, 0.30 for language skills (all from IMD, 2020), 0.29 for performance on the TOEFL® test (ETS,
2020), and 0.26 for English language proficiency (English First, 2019). These rankings show
Thailand as being in the bottom 30% of countries on several different aspects of education.

There have been numerous attempts to identify the reasons underlying Thailand’s poor
performance in English language education. For example, a report from Chulalongkorn University
in 2000 (see Foley, 2005) identified several contributing factors including too much content in the
curriculum, teachers’ heavy workload, inadequate teaching media, large class sizes, and too many
multiple-choice tests. Similar lists can be found in Thongsri et al. (2006) and Noom-Ura (2013). The
last of these factors, assessment, is rated as a serious problem in these studies and is also shown
to affect teachers’ classroom behaviors (Fitzpatrick, 2011). The most recent UNESCO report on
Thai education (OECD, 2016) also identifies an over-reliance on testing focusing on “the
reproduction of discrete knowledge” (p. 165) as a key problem, and proposes a move towards a
broader mix of assessments as a solution. This report, however, adds the caveat that there is no
clear data available on the actual assessment practices of Thai teachers. One of the goals of the
current study is to provide such data.

Given the likelihood that assessment practices are at least partly responsible for Thailand’s
poor educational performance and that little is known about teachers’ actual assessment
practices, our first goal in this paper is to identify what assessment practices teachers use in
schools. Based on washback models of how student assessment affects teaching practice (see
Cheng, 2014), from these results we may be able to posit the impacts of the assessment practices.
Especially if teachers are using assessment practices with potentially negative effects, it would be
useful to know why teachers choose to use the practices that they do. Therefore, our second goal
is to report the reasons underlying teachers’ decisions about assessment. Our third goal is to
promote positive practices by collecting and disseminating model assessment activities which are
likely to have positive washback. Given that each of these three goals requires different
methodologies, in this paper we will report the research as three separate sequential studies.
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2. Review of Literature
2.1 The Impacts of Assessment

Assessments can serve a wide variety of purposes. The Thai Basic Education Core
Curriculum (Basic Education Commission, 2008) lists the main purposes as informing students of
their progress, providing information for improvement, providing input into policies, and issuing
documents of educational qualifications. The last of these serves Brown’s (2013) gatekeeping
function of assessment which appears to dominate in Thailand with assessment results
underpinning decisions to allow students to progress through the various levels of education and
gain employment. The prioritizing of the gatekeeping function has two major impacts. First,
students start believing that gaining the highest marks on assessments is more important than
actually learning (Watson Todd, 2008). Second, assessments with high reliability are valued over
those with high learning validity (Tomlinson, 2005).

The high value placed on reliability of assessments leads to types of assessment for which
reliability levels can be clearly demonstrated, such as multiple-choice tests, being preferred over
types of assessment for which the reliability is unclear, such as developmental portfolios. The use
of these different types of assessment can have different impacts on the teaching and learning
process. These effects of assessment on teaching and learning are termed washback (see Brown,
2005).

Washback from assessment to teaching and learning can apply at all levels. The impact of
national-level assessments in Thailand, such as the ONET exams (Ordinary National Education
Tests), has been the focus of a substantial amount of research, most of which highlights negative
impacts (Prapphal, 2008). The national-level ONET exams comprise multiple-choice items only and
thus their impact can be monitored fairly clearly. The potential impacts of multiple-choice testing
in ELT include focusing on language knowledge (i.e., vocabulary and grammar), an emphasis on
receptive skills, promotion of rote learning, and a shift away from higher-order thinking (Brown,
2005; Burke, 1999). There is some evidence that the ONET exams have these negative washback
effects (Nonthaisong, 2015). In addition, the national-level exams are often used as models for
school assessments in Thailand (Watson Todd, 2008), and thus their impact may be even more
far-reaching. The emphasis on receptive skills encouraged by the ONET exams means that writing
and speaking are under-represented in school assessments creating negative washback
(Jianrattanapong, 2011; Poonpon, 2012). Although much of the research into the impacts of
assessments in Thailand provides a bleak picture, teacher-made assessments for use in their own
classrooms can also have washback, and these assessments can have positive washback effects
leading to beneficial teaching and learning practices. For example, several types of progressive
continuous assessment (by which we mean non-test assessments which are likely to have positive
washback impacts) have been shown to support more effective student learning (Cheng, 2014).

This brief summary of washback in Thai ELT is somewhat simplistic as not all multiple-
choice testing is necessarily negative, not all continuous assessment is necessarily positive, and
there are numerous other factors in addition to washback effects that need to be taken into
account in making decisions about assessment (Spratt, 2005). Nevertheless, a context with an
over-reliance on multiple-choice testing and under-use of progressive continuous assessment is
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likely to create negative washback. It is therefore important that we know what assessments are
being used in Thai schools to see what the potential washback effects are.

3. What Assessments Are Used in ELT in Thai Schools? (Study 1)

As noted in the UNESCO report on Thai education, little is known about how teachers
actually assess their students’ learning in Thai schools. There is, however, a plethora of advice on
the issue. Both the National Education Act of 1999 and the Core Curriculum recommend that
teachers should use a variety of methods with the former suggesting that students should be
assessed “through observation of their development; personal conduct; learning behaviour;
participation in activities and results of the tests” (Office of the National Education Commission,
1999, Section 26). Some research shows that teachers are aware of these recommendations but
still predominantly use multiple-choice tests (e.g., Nonthaisong, 2015).

Previous research investigating English teachers’ assessment practices at Thai schools in
depth are Piboonkanarax (2007) and Narathakoon et al. (2020). Surveying the practices at 78
secondary schools, Piboonkanarax (2007) found that exams accounted for 60% of secondary
school scores on average, with 90% of the marks on these exams coming from multiple-choice
items. Progressive continuous assessment practices, although widely used, made minor
contributions to students’ overall scores. For example, portfolios accounted for 5% of scores on
average. Focusing on primary school teachers, Narathakoon et al. (2020) asked teachers to rate
how frequently they used various assessment methods and how effective they believed them to
be. The most frequently used methods were final exams and mid-term exams, both of which were
rated highly for effectiveness as well.

Since multiple-choice tests often have negative washback impacts, Piboonkanarax’s
findings are worrying. However, both the context and the teachers’ practices may have changed
in the time since the survey was conducted. The first goal of this article, therefore, is to replicate
Piboonkanarax’s study to see what ELT assessment practices are currently used in Thai schools.

3.1 Methodology (Study 1)

To identify teachers’” assessment practices, a questionnaire similar to that of
Piboonkanarax was designed. The questionnaire consists of three sections: background
information (such as location and level of school), details of how scores are assigned for one
course, and details of one assessment activity (this section was used to address the third goal of
this study). The questionnaire is available at shorturl.at/nDTU6. The course score data is the main
data source for the first research goal with the background information analyzed as variables
potentially influencing how scores are assigned. Institutional ethics approval was obtained for
conducting the survey (as well as for the other stages of the research project).

E-mails were sent to 4,020 English language teachers at both primary and secondary
schools throughout Thailand, and 347 responded, of which 329 responses were usable (the
discarded responses included inconsistent or invalid information). These return rates are
reasonable for unsolicited e-mails from unknown senders. Frequencies and means were
calculated for the different assessment types. Point biserial correlations were calculated to
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compare the percentages assigned to the broad assessment types with some of the background
variables using a probability value of less than 0.05 as significant.

3.2 Results (Study 1)

In focusing on the likely washback impacts of the assessment practices in Thai schools, the

issues of particular relevance are:

1. The proportions of scores assigned to various broad assessment types (i.e., final exams,
mid-term exams, quizzes, and continuous assessment).

2. The proportions of scores assigned to various broad assessment approaches (i.e., closed
assessment where there is a single correct answer, open assessment which is usually
productive, and non-linguistic behavior such as participation).

3. The proportions of scores assigned to different task formats (e.g., multiple-choice, gap-fill,
role-plays, portfolios). Those task formats used by at least half of all teachers are reported.
For each of these we can report the proportion of teachers who use each category and the

proportion of the total score for a course assigned to each category. These findings are shown in
Table 1.

TABLE 1
Teachers’ Use of Different Categories of Assessment

Category of assessment % of teachers using this % of total score assigned to this
category category
Broad assessment types
Continuous assessment 100 35.6
Final exam 100 26.6
Quizzes 91 20.0
Mid-term exam 92 17.8
Broad assessment approaches
Closed assessment 100 58.1
Open assessment 94 27.1
Non-linguistic behavior 90 5.3
Task formats
Multiple-choice 97 37.4
Presentations 85 10.1
Homework 86 9.3
Reports/projects 75 9.0
Role-plays 75 6.8
Portfolios 77 6.5
Gap-fill 74 6.4
Matching 63 3.8
Short-answer 62 3.7
External reading 61 3.7

From a washback perspective, Table 1 presents a mixed picture. Worryingly, about two-
thirds of the assessment comes from tests in the form of exams or quizzes, over 60% of the
assessment measuring language performance is closed, and multiple-choice is by far the most
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common item type. These categories of assessment are those most likely to promote rote learning
and the teaching of simplistic knowledge and least likely to promote the productive skills and
higher-order thinking. However, there are some positive results as well. All teachers use some
form of continuous assessment and the majority use progressive assessment practices such as
projects, portfolios and external reading. In other words, practices that are more likely to promote
deep thinking, reflection and broad-based language goals are frequently used by teachers. These
findings show some improvements since Piboonkanarax conducted her survey in 2007. Both
surveys show test-dominated assessment schemes with high use of multiple-choice and some
minor use of continuous assessment practices, but our survey shows a slightly greater use of
assessment practices likely to be associated with positive washback than was the case in 2007.

Teachers responding to the survey worked at all levels of school education and came from
around the country. Comparing their places of work with the percentages given to some of the
most highly used key categories, Table 2 shows whether there are any differences in assessment
practices between different types of schools.

TABLE 2
Patterns of Assessment in Different Types of Schools

Assessment category reb (point biserial p (probability) Interpretation
correlation)
Comparison between primary (N = 131) and secondary schools (N = 189)

% from final exam 0.13 0.02 Secondary schools rely more on
final exams

% from mid-term exam -0.23 <0.01 Primary schools rely more on mid-
term exams

% from continuous assessment 0.10 0.07 Not significant

% from multiple-choice -0.19 0.01 Primary schools rely more on

multiple-choice items
Comparison between schools in Bangkok (N = 39) and upcountry schools (N = 281)

% from final exam 0.14 0.01 Schools in Bangkok rely more on
final exams

% from mid-term exam -0.01 0.86 Not significant

% from continuous assessment -0.07 0.21 Not significant

% from multiple-choice 0.01 0.89 Not significant

Table 2 shows that, for many assessment categories, different types of schools are similar
in their assessment practices. For the differences, secondary schools in Bangkok make the most
use of final exams, perhaps because these are the schools where the heaviest emphasis is placed
on preparing students for ONET exams. Primary schools give greater weight to mid-term exams
and multiple-choice items, findings for which the reasons are unclear.

Overall, the survey findings suggest that assessment practices likely to have negative

washback are prevalent, but that all teachers use some open-ended continuous assessment. It
does not appear to be the case that teachers disregard progressive assessment; rather, it is more
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likely that there are factors pressuring teachers to use certain types of assessment leading to an
overall imbalance in assessment methods. To find out what such factors might be, and to find out
why, say, primary school teachers rely on multiple-choice, we need to investigate the reasons
underlying teachers’ decisions about assessment, the second goal of this study.

4. Why Do Teachers Use These Assessment Practices? (Study 2)

The assessment systems for ELT courses at Thai schools are not fixed, theoretically giving
teachers a substantial amount of control in deciding how students are assessed on a given course.
The survey findings show that teachers use a mix of assessment methods but also that the
assessment mix is dominated by methods likely to have negative washback impacts. If teachers
have control over assessment practices, why are so many potentially negative assessment
methods being used? We might posit three possible reasons. First, teachers might not be aware
of the consequences of their choices. Second, other potential benefits accruing to the methods,
such as a need to show high levels of reliability, may outweigh the washback effects. Third,
teachers may actually be constrained in what assessment methods they can use. In this study, we
will focus on the third of these reasons, but our findings will also shed light on the other two
reasons.

Teaching has been described as applied decision making, with decision making being the
most basic teaching skill underpinning all others (Shavelson, 1973). Shavelson’s theory has been
applied extensively to explain teachers’ classroom practices (e.g., Smith, 1996) but has rarely been
applied to assessment practices. A key exception is McMillan and Nash’s (2000) model of teacher
decision making in assessment and grading practices. “The main tenet of the model holds that
there was a tension between teachers’ internal beliefs and values, and the realities of the
classroom and other external factors imposed on them” (p. 6). The fact that teachers use some
potentially beneficial assessment practices (which might match their beliefs), but rely more on
practices with potentially negative washback (which might be imposed externally) suggests that
this model may apply in the context of ELT assessment at Thai schools. Some support for this view
is provided by Narathakoon et al. (2020) who found that teachers’ assessment decisions were
influenced by contextual factors, including educational policy, excessive workload, and time
constraints.

To find out if McMillan and Nash’s model applies, we gathered data on teachers’ decision
making and the reasons behind their choices of assessment practices. Since the reasons for any
individual teacher are not easy to predict, we used open-ended data collection methods to allow
teachers to express their own reasons. We therefore decided to use semi-structured interviews
to investigate the teachers’ decisions underpinning their use of assessment practices.

4.1 Methodology (Study 2)

To allow teachers freedom in their responses, a semi-structured interview protocol was
constructed. This was organized around four topics to be covered in the interviews, namely, the
teachers’ beliefs about assessment, the reasons for their choices in assessment practices,
constraints and resources affecting their choices, and descriptions of and reasons for an innovative
assessment activity. (This last topic concerns the third goal of this research which is covered in
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Study 3). Each topic had suggested sub-topics, and interviewers were free to cover the topic in
whatever sequence felt natural in the context of a particular interview and to add further topics
and sub-topics as appropriate. Interviewer training in active listening techniques for interviews
was conducted (see Louw et al., 2011). The overall goal of the interviews was to encourage the
teachers to express themselves as freely as possible within the general area of assessment
decisions.

From the survey responses in Study 1, 29 teachers who were representative of the English
language teacher population in Thailand were chosen for interviews. This cohort comprised both
primary and secondary school teachers from around the country. Interviews were conducted face-
to-face in Thai (to allow teachers to fully express themselves) and were recorded. Each interview
lasted 30 minutes on average giving nearly 15 hours of data, which, when transcribed, comprised
about 120,000 words.

Given the size of the data set, a corpus analysis approach was used. Using AntConc v3.5.8
(Anthony, 2019) as the corpus tool, word frequency analysis, collocation analyses and ngram
analyses were conducted to identify key words and phrases in the data which were likely to be
indicative of themes. Concordance lines for these words and phrases were checked to confirm the
meanings and uses of these key words and phrases. Finally, stretches of text containing words with
similar meanings were grouped into themes.

Two categories of themes were identified from the data: assessment practices and
decision-making factors. The themes in the first category included proportions of scores assigned
to different broad assessment types, task formats used, types of continuous assessment used,
beliefs about purposes of assessment, and stakeholders involved in assessment. In this paper, we
will focus on the first three of these assessment practice themes as the ones most likely to be
related to washback effects. We will also distinguish assessment practices likely to create positive
washback from those likely to create negative washback. The second category of theme that was
identified from the data concerns factors which influence decision making, such as Ministry
regulations, the need to prepare students for ONET exams, the desire to help students develop
and be motivated, teacher workload, and students’ future real-world needs.

The corpus was coded for the two types of themes separately so that co-occurrence of
themes from the different types could be identified. This allows us to link the assessment issue
themes with the decision-making factor themes to identify the reasons underlying teachers’
decisions about assessment that could have positive or negative washback effects.

4.2 Results (Study 2)
The most frequent co-occurrences of assessment practice themes and decision-making
factor themes were identified and these are shown in Table 3. The keywords most associated with

each match between an assessment practice theme and a decision-making factor theme are
shown together with their frequencies.
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Co-occurrences of Assessment Practices and Decision-making Factors
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Overall proportions of curriculum (nangas)
scores (58)
assign (fwua) (85)
final (dawne) (42)
score (azunw) (39)
proportion (gasw) (24)
Use of closed task choice (fand) (114) exam (fasau) (386) exam (fasau) (386)
formats multiple (sadwa) (49) choice (fasd) (114) score (nzuuw) (39)
subjective (aasiv) (14) multiple (da@ia) (49) convenient (szaan) (13)
Use of open task subjective (dasin) (14) write (1@aw) (450)
formats subjective (aasin) (14)
Use of continuous criterion (#d3a) (65) scores from CA azuun portfolio (wasalwala)
assessment (CA) score (azuuu) (39) Wiu (69) (37)

develop (waiw) (44)
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From Table 3, we can see that the factor most frequently mentioned as influencing
teachers’ decision making is Ministry regulations. These include the National Education Act, the
Basic Education Curriculum, specific Ministry policies, and local policies. The frequency of mention
of Ministry regulations implies that Thai education is controlled in a top-down fashion. These
regulations appear to lack consistency in that they promote both continuous assessment and
closed exams. We have already seen that the National Education Act and the Basic Education
Curriculum promote a mix of assessment practices with an emphasis on continuous assessment.
The most recent large-scale reform by the Ministry includes the Excellence Individual
Development Plan which aims to reduce the number of exams for students and replace them with
portfolios (Mala, 2020). On the other hand, in the interviews the teachers stated that the Ministry
promoted the use of exams: “The Office of the Basic Education Commission assigns the teachers
teaching Mathayom 3 and 6 [Grades 9 and 12] to make use of ONET as a guideline for their tests”
(Teacher 12). A key issue here is that the number of regulations and requirements issued by the
Ministry of Education is enormous. For instance, Watson Todd (2015) lists 11 initiatives by the
Ministry in a three-month period that teachers were expected to follow, including promoting
critical thinking, using portfolios, and preparing students for national tests. Many of these
initiatives are contradictory, a point teachers are aware of (e.g., “You asked us to do
Communicative Language Teaching focusing on communication but the tests you designed are not
for communication at all” (Teacher 18)), but they still appear to influence teachers’ decision
making about assessment.

In the interviews, many of the teachers identified a shared set of overriding purposes
guiding their decision making. Clearly dedicated to doing the best for their students, the teachers
generally saw their key responsibilities as first, to help the students to develop and to motivate
them in their learning; second, to prepare the students for their future real-world uses of English;
and third, to prepare the students for the national exams such as ONET.

The first two of these responsibilities encourage teachers to use continuous assessment with
positive washback impacts on their teaching as the following quotations show:

“By doing this activity, students will get participating marks. Even Mathayom 3 [Grade 9]
students like this sort of activity, they have a chance to walk and talk to their classmates.
They enjoy participating in the activities. If we only stand in front of the class and teach,
the students will always feel sleepy.” (Teacher 10)

“In terms of continuous assessment, it is not only end-unit quizzes, but also other kinds
of work and reports. We do this to help students, and sometimes they ask their friends
to help them too. We need to think back and ask ourselves about our teaching objectives
first — do we want to help students really communicate in English or just want them to
pass the course and be able to do nothing?” (Teacher 16)

The third responsibility of preparing students for national exams appears to be perceived
as a necessary evil that results in assessment decisions with negative washback impacts on
teaching. The focus on ONET exams forces teachers to change both what and how they teach:

“In the past, we faced big problems about ONET in terms of the content and the
constructs of the test. When we planned to teach, we didn’t care about ONET that much.
We followed our lesson plans and focused on the learning outcomes. Therefore, we
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required students to perform real-world tasks when we wanted to assess their abilities.
However, what we did doesn’t match with ONET. We therefore had to change our
teaching strategies, and so we designed a test whose task formats correspond with ONET
from the Mathayom 1 level [Grade 7].” (Teacher 12)

“What is in the test is clearly against OBEC regulations which aim to promote students’
communication skills. The test is full of grammar items and any mistake is penalized, even
mistakes such as adding —ed or —s after the verb. They [regulations and tests] are not
similar at all. And then, teachers are blamed since they keep teaching and focusing on
grammar rules. So look at the tests, they are different to what teachers want to teach;
it’s a huge conflict.” (Teacher 19)

Despite their desire to do their best for students (even if this involved using grammar tests
with negative washback), the teachers were constrained by an excessive workload. With
numerous administrative responsibilities in addition to teaching, teachers find that they do not
have the time to either design or mark the kinds of assessment activities they would like to use:

“There are high expectations that the students will be able to create some written work.
But the thing is teachers teaching at high schools usually skip this kind of work, because
the teachers need to check a lot of homework, so they refuse this kind of work. Only crazy

’

teachers would do that. The normal ones normally say ‘no’.” (Teacher 4)

We posited three possible reasons why teachers may use potentially negative assessment
methods. The interview findings show that the first of these, that teachers might not be aware of
the consequences of their choices, does not apply. Rather, teachers are constrained in their
choices of assessment methods by Ministry regulations and excessive workload, and they are
forced to use some methods with potentially negative washback impacts so that they can achieve
the goal of preparing students for national exams. These findings that suggest that McMillan and
Nash’s (2000) model of assessment and grading practices decision making applies to English
language teachers at Thai schools. In deciding what assessment practices they should use,
teachers are juggling numerous conflicting factors including their own beliefs about best practices,
Ministry requirements and potential constraints. While teachers want to use assessment practices
with positive washback impacts, the reality of assessment at Thai schools is less than ideal.

5. How can positive assessment practices Be Promoted? (Study 3)

Although the assessment practices used in Thai schools are less than ideal, we saw that all teachers
use some form of continuous assessment and that teachers are dedicated to doing their best for
students. The key question we need to consider is how we can encourage teachers to use more
assessment practices with potential positive washback to improve ELT at Thai schools. In one way,
doing this should be fairly straightforward as it appears that such practices match the teachers’
beliefs. The common problem of innovations not matching the teachers’ beliefs (e.g., Carless,
2003) should therefore not be an issue in this context. What is preventing the teachers from using
positive assessment practices are the situational constraints, and these need to be addressed. In
the research report written for the project described in this article which was submitted to the
Ministry of Education (Watson Todd et al., 2020a), we included recommendations addressing the
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constraints. For example, one recommendation stated “The National Institute of Educational
Testing Services should consider altering the format of national exams such as ONET so that they
do not rely exclusively on multiple-choice testing”. Another stated “When promulgating new
regulations or guidelines, authorities should consider the potential impact of the new regulations
on assessment practices, and, where possible, regulations should be designed to promote
assessment practices with positive washback”. Addressing these factors relies on interventions by
the authorities and is beyond the control of teachers.

The one factor that can be addressed is workload. Although the number of responsibilities
assigned to any teacher is a school or Ministry decision, resources can be provided that allow
teachers to achieve their goals without needing to devote an excessive amount of time. We saw
that excessive workload prevented some teachers from designing the assessment activities they
wanted to use, an issue which providing appropriate resources may alleviate. A potentially
valuable approach, then, is to create a database of freely available relevant assessment activities
that teachers can download and use, allowing them to gain the benefits of the assessment
activities without requiring them to devote time to designing the activities. If we create such a
database, the activities offered must have two essential characteristics: they must be relevant and
they must be beneficial.

The clearest way to ensure that the assessment activities are relevant is to offer activities
that Thai school teachers designed themselves, since these are the activities most likely to match
the specific context. In the survey described in Study 1, one section asked teachers to give the
details of one assessment activity that they were proud of. 303 of the survey respondents
answered this section of the questionnaire giving us a large pool of potential activities to choose
from. The key issue, then, is how we can judge which of these activities are likely to be beneficial.

The differential effects of various assessment practices have been examined in previous
research with the vast majority of studies suggesting that continuous assessment is more likely to
allow progressive learning objectives to be reached than tests. For example, continuous
assessment is more likely to promote meaningful, authentic and creative communication (Brown,
2016), to promote learner autonomy (Everhard, 2015), and to lead to greater proficiency gains
(Ross, 2005). These findings imply that we should focus on those activities suggested by teachers
which can be considered continuous assessment, an implication that is not very useful since the
vast majority of the 303 assessment activities submitted by the teachers in the survey are
continuous assessment activities. With no clear guidelines in the literature beyond the potential
benefits of continuous assessment as a whole, we needed to identify the aspects of assessment
activities that make them more likely to be beneficial.

5.1 Methodology (Study 3)

To identify the characteristics associated with potentially beneficial assessment activities,
we used two sources of data. First, we examined the interviews with the teachers. One part of the
interviews concerned the teachers’ reasons for choosing the activity they had submitted in the
survey. The relevant responses in the interviews were analyzed for recurring mentions of
particular characteristics (a frequency measure) and for insightful quotations (a saliency measure).

Second, using a representative sample of 18 activities submitted by teachers in the survey,
eight judges with expertise in materials or test design were asked to rank these activities into six

LEARN Journal: Vol. 14, No.2 (2021) Page 638



Watson Todd et al. (2021), pp. 627-649

groups (i.e., the ‘best’ three activities, the next ‘best’ three activities etc.). After ranking the
activities, they were asked to give brief justifications for their higher rankings. These justifications
were analyzed for frequency of concepts indicative of the characteristics of preferred activities.

5.2 Results (Study 3)

In the interviews with teachers, the adjective most frequently associated with ideal
assessment activities is real most usually in the phrase real-world use implying that activities must
be practical. The next most frequently used adjectives are fun and varied (the latter matching the
recommendations of the National Education Act). The need for assessment activities to be fun
reflects the teachers’ awareness that assessment practices have affective impacts on the students
and these need to be considered in addition to the traditional concerns of reliability and validity:

“For assessment and evaluation, if it concerns language, what assessment method should
we use to help learners? First, personally, attitude needs to be improved. The first priority
is the attitude. Positive attitude towards English subjects needs to be improved.”
(Teacher 4)

Such concerns with the affective impacts of assessment activities do not mean that teachers
are not concerned with validity. One reason that teachers favor the use of continuous assessment
is that it has content validity that exams lack:

“For our purpose, we want students to communicate, to be able to communicate in
English. However, the exam does not focus on communication, but on grammatical
accuracy. For communication, if they talk with foreign students, they must be able to
speak. But, the test does not include any part which students are interviewed or are
engaged in a conversation task that will allow them to use their communication skills.”
(Teacher 18)

The judges’ rankings of the 18 representative assessment activities were relatively
consistent. For example, the highest ranked activity was ranked in the top group by 7 of the 8
judges, and the lowest ranked activity was ranked in the lowest group by 7 of the 8 judges. Half of
the activities had a standard deviation of ranking of less than 1 (suggesting very high levels of
agreement between judges), and only 4 of the activities had a standard deviation of ranking of
more than 1.5 (with a maximum of 1.69). This level of consistency suggests that common criteria
allowing us to identify quality assessment activities do exist.

Turning to the judges’ justifications of their rankings, the adjectives most frequently used to
describe higher-ranked activities were interesting (5 of the 8 judges), challenging (5 judges), and
practical (3 judges). In addition, 4 judges used phrases related to authenticity (e.g., “The teacher
brings real-life issues to English class”) and related to achieving curricular goals (e.g., “serves the
indicators in the curriculum”). Most importantly for our purposes, 4 judges mentioned points that
can be related to positive washback impacts from the activities onto teaching (e.g., the students
learn how to “organize their script ... consult with the teacher, ... and learn how to edit”).
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5.3 Implementation

From the interviews and the rankings, the characteristics associated with beneficial
assessment activities are 1. Practicality; 2. Interest and fun; 3. Validity in meeting curricular goals,
especially communication; 4. Challenge; and 5. Authenticity. Using these characteristics, we
evaluated the 303 assessment activities submitted by the teachers in the survey to identify the
most beneficial activities that could be shared so that students throughout Thailand could benefit
without having to devote substantial amounts of time to develop their own activities.

Looking through the submitted activities, some could not be considered as the description
provided was too perfunctory for a judgment about the quality to be made, while a few did not
use continuous assessment which, as we have seen, is most likely to be beneficial. The remaining
activities were informally rated for the extent to which they exhibited the desired characteristics,
until we had a small pool of activities remaining. From this, we created a database of 39 activities
which covered both primary and secondary education and which met a range of learning
objectives.

For each of the activities in this database, the teacher who had originally submitted the
activity was contacted for permission to use the activity and to elicit more details. The full details
of the activity were then redesigned into an attractive format for dissemination.

To illustrate the progression from original submission in the survey to final version for
dissemination, we will use two activities as examples. Table 4 shows the original information about
these activities which was submitted in the survey.

TABLE 4
Information about Two Activities Submitted in the Survey

Type of information

Activity 1

Activity 2

Name of activity of
which you are proud

Food and Drink

Mobile phone user survey

Materials needed for
the activity

1. Teacher gives an example of making a
particular food or drink

2. Students bring their own favorite
recipes from home

Worksheet
Images
PPL

Assigning marks

1. Self-assessment
2. Peer assessment
3. Teacher assessment

Report: 5 points
Presentation: 10 points

Activity details

1. Divide students into groups of 4-5
2.Each group of students works together
on a recipe for their favorite dish,
sequencing the steps in easy-to-
understand English

3. Each group presents a simulation of
the preparation and cooking process in
front of class

4. Students’ presentations are assessed

1. Read the article entitled ‘Are cell
phones safe?’ as a reading circle.
Complete the vocabulary and
comprehension activities

2. Gain an understanding of the ‘Mini
Survey on Mobile Phone User Behavior’
and practice using the survey which
consists of 12 questions on 5 issues.
Students work in groups of 3 (mixed-
ability)

3. Spend 2 weeks outside the classroom
conducting interviews of other students
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based on the survey and bring the data

to class to calculate means as a summary

4. Learn how to give presentations;

practice the presentations; give the

presentations (7 minutes per group)

5. Peers and the teacher give feedback
Learning objectives Being able to explain the sequence of Interviewing and presentation skills

steps in cooking

From Table 4, we can see that different teachers had slightly different understandings of the
nature of the information about the activities requested. Nevertheless, with more detailed
information collected from the teachers directly, a standard format for the activities could be
constructed. For each activity, 11 categories of information were presented:

1. Summary of activity

2. Language skill(s) (e.g., speaking, listening)

3. Language function (e.g., asking and answering personal questions)
4. Type of activity (e.g., role-play, presentation)

5. Class organization (e.g., pairwork, individual work)

6. Time for the activity

7. Learning objectives

8. Materials required

9. Stages in running the activity

10. Performance evaluator (e.g., teacher, peers)

11. Scoring criteria

This information was then designed in attractive formats for dissemination. The final
disseminated versions of the activities given in Table 4 are shown in Figures 1 and 2.

Figure 1 shows an assessment activity created by Ajarn Wasana Kamhuayhan from Chiang
Rai. The activity aims to assess students’ speaking skills when giving a cooking demonstration.
Students in Pathom 4-6 (Grades 4-6) work together in groups of 4 or 5. Using real ingredients, they
prepare a dish they have chosen. While doing this, the students explain the instructions as in a
cooking demonstration. They are marked for the appropriacy of their explanation and for their
pronunciation (5 marks each) with both their peers and the teacher scoring their presentation.

Figure 2 shows an assessment activity created by Ajarn Rattapol Srichaiwong from Chiang
Mai. Designed for students in Mathayom 4 to 6 (Grades 10-12), the activity aims to assess
students’ oral presentation through a 4-skills integrated task. Working in pairs or small groups,
students prepare and conduct an interview survey on mobile phone user behavior and present
their findings. The students work step-by-step through a series of assigned activities, such as
reading a text about cell phones, summarising the text, practicing pronunciation, and developing
interview questions. After analyzing their interview data, students need to write a short report
and give a presentation. During the oral presentations, the students’ peers act as commentators,
while the teacher’s role is to give constructive feedback. Students are graded for both their report
(5 marks) and their presentation (10 marks). Their presentations are marked for five criteria,
namely, vocabulary, grammatical accuracy, fluency, comprehensibility and effort to communicate.
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The final versions of the 39 selected assessment activities were disseminated in two
formats. First, a book (Watson Todd et al., 2020b) containing all of the activities as photocopiable
sheets plus guidance on how to use them was published and distributed to 1,000 schools
throughout Thailand. Second, a website containing downloadable versions of the activities was
created (http://sola.pr.kmutt.ac.th/assessments/). The website allows the database to be
searched by education level, language skill and class organization. Within the first 80 days after
the website was uploaded, there were over 22,000 visits from over 2,800 individual visitors,
suggesting that beneficial assessment activities have now become available for teachers to use
with potential positive impacts on ELT in Thailand.
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FIGURE 1. Disseminated Version of Food and Drink Assessment Activity
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FIGURE 2. Disseminated Version of Mobile Phone User Survey Assessment Activity
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6. Conclusion

The low quality of education, especially English language education, in Thailand is a cause
for concern. There is a clear need for innovations to improve the situation, but the history of
innovations can be seen as a litany of failures with only a scattering of successes (Kirschner et al.,
2004). For an innovation to have a chance of succeeding, it needs to be relevant, acceptable and
feasible (Markee, 1997).

From the findings in Study 1, the fact that all teachers use some continuous assessment
activities, although perhaps not enough to have major washback impacts, suggests that these
activities are acceptable and feasible. From the interviews in Study 2, the factors that appear to
be preventing teachers from using more such activities are regulations, the need to prepare
students for ONET exams, and excessive workload. Preparing activities that teachers can use easily
can reduce some workload concerns, especially if the activities are designed by teachers in similar
contexts ensuring relevance. Study 3, then, made 39 teacher-designed assessment activities with
potentially positive washback effects freely available to Thai school teachers. We believe that
changing assessment practices at schools to include more activities likely to promote positive
washback, such as progressive continuous assessment activities, has a good chance of leading to
meaningful change in Thai education.
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