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Abstract
This article critically examines the growing interest in “no-exam” classrooms within the transition from English as a Foreign Language (EFL) to English as a Second Language (ESL) in Vietnam. While traditional exam-based assessment is increasingly viewed as misaligned with communicative and context-sensitive language use, alternative approaches that emphasize continuous, evidence-based assessment are often presented as inherently superior. Drawing on perspectives from language testing, sociocultural theory, and contemporary assessment scholarship, this paper argues that the shift from exams to evidence does not resolve longstanding tensions in assessment but rather redistributes them. In particular, issues of validity, reliability, learner agency, and institutional accountability remain central. The paper proposes a reconceptualised assessment framework that integrates multimodal evidence, feedback processes, and evaluative judgement to navigate the inherent trade-offs associated with these constraints. It concludes that the future of TESOL assessment lies not in abandoning exams, but in developing hybrid systems that acknowledge and negotiate the tensions between pedagogical relevance and institutional credibility.
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1. Introduction
The ongoing shift from English as a Foreign Language (EFL) to English as a Second Language (ESL) in Vietnam necessitates a fundamental reconsideration of how language learning is assessed. As educational priorities increasingly emphasize communicative competence, real-world language use, and functional multilingualism, traditional assessment systems, which have been largely dominated by high-stakes examinations, appear increasingly misaligned with these goals (Fulcher, 2010). While exams have historically been associated with objectivity, comparability, and institutional accountability, their capacity to capture the dynamic, socially situated, and developmental nature of language use remains contested (Messick, 1989; Fulcher, 2010).
This misalignment reflects a deeper epistemological tension between the nature of language and the logic of assessment. Language is not a static body of knowledge to be reproduced under time pressure, but a socially mediated and evolving capacity shaped through interaction, feedback, and meaningful communicative practice (Vygotsky, 1978). Yet, exam-based systems continue to conceptualize language as discrete, decontextualized knowledge, privileging accuracy and performance under constrained conditions. As a result, learners may succeed in examinations while remaining unable to use language effectively in authentic contexts.
This tension is further reinforced by the institutional functions of assessment. In many systems, including Vietnam, exams serve not only pedagogical purposes but also certification, selection, and social mobility. Their deep entrenchment within educational structures makes them resistant to change, even when their limitations are widely acknowledged.
In response, a growing body of scholarship in TESOL and educational assessment has questioned the dominance of summative testing, advocating for formative and sustainable approaches to assessment that extend beyond immediate performance (Boud & Falchikov, 2007; Carless, 2015). More recent work highlights learner engagement in assessment, particularly through co-regulation of learning and learners’ capacity to make evaluative judgements (Andrade & Brookhart, 2019; Tai et al., 2018). Within this broader shift, “no-exam” classrooms have emerged as a provocative alternative.
However, such approaches are often framed in overly optimistic terms. Rather than treating them as solutions, this article argues for a reconceptualization of assessment itself, one that seeks to manage its enduring tensions rather than to resolve them. By critically examining the shift from exam-based to evidence-based assessment, it explores both the potential and the limitations of no-exam classrooms in the context of the EFL-to-ESL transition.
2. Rethinking Assessment: From Exams to Evidence
The notion of “no-exam” classrooms is frequently interpreted as a rejection of assessment. In practice, however, it represents a transformation in how assessment is conceptualized and enacted. Rather than eliminating evaluation, these approaches redistribute it across time, tasks, and interactions, shifting from a single, high-stakes event to an ongoing process of evidence collection and interpretation. This shift can be conceptualized as a movement from a “snapshot” model of assessment to a longitudinal, evidence-based model, as summarized in Table 1. The two outer columns are presented as contrasting ideal types rather than mutually exclusive options; the third column sketches a hybrid model that draws selectively on both and anticipates the integrated framework developed in Section 4.
Table 1. 
From Snapshot Testing to Longitudinal Evidence
	Traditional Exam Model
	Evidence-Based (No-Exam) Model
	Hybrid (Integrated) Model

	Single high-stakes performance
	Continuous, low-stakes evidence
	Periodic anchor points set within continuous evidence

	Time-limited, decontextualized tasks
	Contextualized, interaction-based tasks
	Authentic tasks under partly standardized conditions

	Focus on accuracy and correctness
	Focus on communicative effectiveness
	Accuracy and communicative effectiveness weighted together

	Product-oriented
	Process + product oriented
	Process and product, with selective benchmarking

	One-time measurement
	Development over time
	Development tracked through recurring checkpoints



Traditional exam-based assessment operates within a measurement paradigm, assuming that language ability can be quantified through standardized tasks administered under controlled conditions. This approach prioritizes reliability and comparability, ensuring that all learners are assessed using the same criteria. However, such standardization often requires the simplification of complex constructs, reducing communicative competence to discrete, measurable components (Fulcher, 2010).
This reduction has important consequences. By focusing on what can be easily measured, exams may neglect aspects of language use that are more difficult to quantify, such as interactional competence, pragmatic appropriateness, and strategic communication. As a result, there is a risk of construct under-representation, where the assessment fails to capture the full range of abilities it claims to measure (Messick, 1989).
In contrast, evidence-based assessment models expand the range of evidence used to evaluate learning, incorporating spoken interactions, written outputs, reflective accounts, peer feedback, and teacher observations. This allows for a more comprehensive and context-sensitive representation of language ability. However, this shift from measurement to evidence introduces new challenges. Unlike exam scores, which produce clear and comparable outcomes, evidence-based assessment relies on interpretive judgment, raising questions about reliability, transparency, and fairness.
Furthermore, this shift redefines assessment as an interpretive and context-dependent practice rather than a purely technical process of measurement. In traditional systems, knowledge is treated as something that can be sampled and generalized across contexts, aligning with a positivist view of assessment. However, when assessment is based on multiple forms of evidence, this epistemological foundation becomes less stable.
One key issue is the problem of commensurability. Different forms of evidence, such as interaction, written production, and reflection, do not easily translate into a single metric. Unlike test scores, which are designed to be comparable, these forms of evidence are inherently heterogeneous. This raises the question of whether assessment should prioritize comparability or embrace the richness and contextuality of evidence, even at the expense of standardization.
This tension is particularly salient in ESL-oriented contexts, where language use is situated and context-dependent. If communicative competence varies across contexts, interlocutors, and purposes, then reducing it to a single score may be inherently reductive. Evidence-based approaches respond to this by embracing variability rather than controlling for it, but this also complicates decision-making in institutional settings where comparable outcomes are required.
Another critical issue concerns the temporal dimension of assessment. Traditional exams capture performance at a specific moment, whereas evidence-based assessment tracks development over time. While this allows for a more nuanced understanding of learning, it raises questions about what counts as representative performance, that is, whether assessment should privilege peak performance, typical performance, or improvement.
Finally, the redistribution of assessment across time and contexts alters the relationship between assessment and learning. In exam-driven systems, assessment often functions as a terminal event. In evidence-based models, it becomes embedded within ongoing activity. While this integration is pedagogically desirable, it also blurs the boundary between formative and summative assessment, raising questions about how and when evaluative judgments should be made.
3. Theoretical and Critical Perspectives
The move toward no-exam assessment is often justified through established theoretical frameworks, including sociocultural theory, constructivism, and Assessment for Learning. While these perspectives provide strong support for alternative approaches, they also reveal underlying tensions that complicate their implementation.
From a sociocultural perspective, learning is inherently social and mediated through interaction (Vygotsky, 1978). Language competence emerges through participation in communicative practices, where meaning is co-constructed between individuals. This challenges the validity of traditional exams, which isolate learners from interactional contexts. However, it also complicates the notion of individual assessment. If performance is co-constructed, it becomes difficult to determine the extent to which it reflects individual ability. This raises important questions about attribution, fairness, and the role of assessment in evaluating individual learners.
Constructivist theory further conceptualizes learning as an active process of meaning-making (Piaget, 1970; Boud & Falchikov, 2007). Knowledge is not reproduced but constructed through engagement with tasks and experiences. This challenges the epistemological assumptions of exam-based assessment, which often treats knowledge as stable and transferable. However, constructivism also implies that learning is inherently variable, shaped by individual experiences and interpretations. This variability complicates the application of standardized assessment criteria and raises questions about how consistency can be achieved without oversimplifying the learning process.
Assessment for Learning (AfL) emphasizes the central role of feedback in supporting learning (Black & Wiliam, 1998). Carless (2015) extends this perspective by highlighting dialogic feedback, where learners actively engage with feedback processes. More recent work emphasizes learners’ capacity to interpret and use feedback effectively, particularly through the development of evaluative judgement (Tai et al., 2018). These perspectives support the integration of assessment into learning processes and align with the principles of no-exam classrooms.
However, they also introduce new challenges. The emphasis on learner agency assumes that learners possess the skills and dispositions necessary to engage with feedback. In contexts where students are accustomed to exam-driven systems, this assumption may not hold. Without explicit support, learners may struggle to interpret feedback or to translate it into meaningful action. As a result, the effectiveness of no-exam approaches may depend on the development of new forms of assessment literacy among both teachers and students.
From a validity perspective, Messick (1989) argues that assessment must accurately represent the construct it claims to measure. In communicative language teaching, this construct is inherently complex and context-dependent. While no-exam approaches attempt to enhance construct validity by incorporating multiple forms of evidence, they simultaneously reduce standardization. This creates a tension between validity and reliability that cannot be fully resolved.
Moreover, the shift toward evidence-based assessment reconfigures power relations within the classroom. Traditional exams position teachers as evaluators and students as subjects of evaluation. In contrast, no-exam approaches emphasize collaboration, reflection, and shared responsibility. While this may be pedagogically desirable, it also challenges established roles and may create uncertainty for both teachers and learners.
Taken together, these theoretical perspectives suggest that no-exam assessment is not a straightforward solution, but a reconfiguration of existing dilemmas. It foregrounds issues of interpretation, agency, and context, while introducing new challenges related to consistency, scalability, and institutional alignment.
A further layer of complexity emerges when these theoretical perspectives are considered not only as justifications for alternative assessment, but as lenses for critique. While sociocultural theory emphasizes interaction and mediation, it does not necessarily provide clear guidance on how to evaluate individual performance within collaborative contexts. If learning is distributed across participants and tools, then assessment must account for this distribution. However, most educational systems continue to require individual certification, creating a structural tension between theory and practice.
The same critique applies to constructivist accounts. Because they treat learning trajectories as individualized, they support personalized, process-oriented assessment but sit uneasily with the notion of common standards. If learning is inherently individualized, then the application of uniform assessment criteria may risk misrepresenting learners’ achievements. This raises a critical question: to what extent should assessment prioritize comparability over representational accuracy?
The concept of feedback literacy further complicates this picture. While Tai et al. (2018) emphasize the development of evaluative judgement, which underpins learners’ ability to interpret and use feedback effectively, this capacity cannot be assumed and must be explicitly taught and scaffolded. In contexts where students have been socialized into exam-oriented systems, the transition to feedback-rich environments may require significant adjustment. Without such support, learners may struggle to engage with feedback, leading to superficial or ineffective use of assessment information.
Moreover, the emphasis on learner agency in no-exam approaches may obscure the continued influence of institutional and cultural structures. While students may be encouraged to take ownership of their learning, their actions remain shaped by broader expectations, including grading systems, curriculum requirements, and future opportunities. In this sense, agency is not simply a matter of individual choice, but is mediated by systemic constraints.
From a critical perspective, it is also important to consider how power operates within assessment systems. Traditional exams centralize authority in the hands of institutions and examiners, while no-exam approaches redistribute some of this authority to teachers and learners. However, this redistribution is not neutral. It may create new forms of inequality, particularly if learners differ in their ability to engage with reflective and self-directed processes. Students with stronger metacognitive skills or greater access to support may benefit disproportionately, raising concerns about equity.
Finally, the shift toward evidence-based assessment can be understood as part of a broader movement toward what Boud and Falchikov (2007) describe as sustainable assessment. This approach emphasizes the development of learners’ capacity to evaluate their own work beyond formal education. While this represents an important goal, it also requires a redefinition of success in education, with a shift from performance on tests to the ability to engage in ongoing learning. This has far-reaching implications not only for assessment practices, but for the purposes of education itself.
4. Toward a Reconceptualised Assessment Framework
Rather than framing the debate as a binary choice between exam-based and no-exam approaches, a more productive perspective is to reconceptualize assessment as a system that integrates multiple forms of evidence while remaining responsive to institutional and pedagogical demands. The question is therefore not whether exams should be retained or removed, but how different assessment practices can be combined to better reflect the complexity of language learning in ESL-oriented contexts.
This reconceptualization requires a shift from viewing assessment as a tool for measurement to understanding it as a system of practices that mediate learning, evaluation, and decision-making. In traditional exam-based models, assessment is largely separated from instruction and designed to produce standardized outcomes. In contrast, evidence-based approaches embed assessment within learning processes, emphasizing development, interaction, and feedback. However, as the previous discussion has shown, neither approach is without limitations.
At the core of this issue lies a set of persistent tensions that cannot be fully resolved, but must instead be managed. One such tension lies between validity and reliability. While evidence-based assessment enhances construct validity by capturing authentic and context-sensitive language use, it often reduces standardization, making it more difficult to ensure consistency across learners (Messick, 1989). Conversely, traditional exams achieve high reliability through controlled conditions, but risk under-representing the construct of communicative competence.
A related tension exists between authenticity and comparability. Tasks that closely resemble real-world language use are inherently variable, shaped by context, interlocutors, and purpose. While this variability reflects the nature of language, it complicates efforts to compare learners on a common scale. Similarly, there is a tension between flexibility and accountability. Evidence-based systems allow for adaptation to learners’ needs and trajectories, but institutions often require clear, comparable outcomes for purposes of certification and progression.
Rather than attempting to eliminate these tensions, a reconceptualised approach to assessment makes them explicit and seeks to balance them through principled design. To address these tensions, a reconceptualised framework for ESL assessment can be proposed, integrating key principles that balance validity, reliability, and pedagogical relevance (see Table 2).
Table 2. 
A Reconceptualised Framework for ESL Assessment: Key Design Principles and Implications
	Principle
	Description
	Implication

	Multimodal Evidence
	Combines product, process, and interaction
	Reduces reliance on single performance

	Longitudinal Assessment
	Tracks development over time
	Reflects learning as progression

	Analytic Criteria
	Uses clear rubrics
	Enhances transparency and consistency

	Feedback Integration
	Embeds feedback in learning cycles
	Supports continuous development

	Learner Agency
	Involves reflection and self-assessment
	Promotes self-regulated learning



Table 2 outlines a reconceptualised assessment framework that seeks to balance competing demands within ESL-oriented contexts. Rather than privileging a single form of evidence, the framework emphasizes multimodality, drawing on product, process, and interactional data to provide a more comprehensive representation of language ability. This approach aligns with calls to enhance construct validity by capturing the complexity of communicative competence.
At the same time, the inclusion of analytic criteria and structured rubrics reflects the need for transparency and consistency in evaluation. While evidence-based approaches often prioritize authenticity, without clear criteria they risk becoming opaque or inconsistent. Analytic frameworks therefore play a crucial role in mediating between flexibility and standardization, providing a shared basis for interpretation while allowing for contextual variation.
The integration of feedback as a central component of assessment further shifts the focus from judgment to development. Rather than functioning solely as an evaluative endpoint, assessment becomes part of an ongoing cycle of feedback and improvement (Carless, 2015). However, as noted earlier, this shift depends on learners’ capacity to engage with feedback effectively. The emphasis on learner agency must therefore be accompanied by explicit support for the development of evaluative judgement (Tai et al., 2018).
Importantly, the framework does not resolve the tensions identified earlier, but redistributes them. For example, increasing the use of authentic, interaction-based tasks may enhance validity but reduce comparability across learners. Similarly, promoting learner autonomy may support engagement, but also introduce variability in how assessment is enacted. These trade-offs are not shortcomings of the framework, but inherent features of assessment in complex learning environments.
In practice, this suggests the need for hybrid models that combine elements of both traditional and alternative approaches. Rather than eliminating exams entirely, they can be repositioned within a broader system of evidence, where their role is complemented by ongoing, process-oriented assessment. Such models allow for the retention of standardization where necessary, while also incorporating richer forms of evidence that better reflect communicative competence.
A brief scenario illustrates how such a model might convert heterogeneous evidence into a defensible final grade. Suppose an institution requires a single end-of-term mark for an ESL speaking course. A teacher might allocate that mark across three weighted strands: 40% to interactional evidence gathered over the term (recorded pair and group tasks, judged against an analytic rubric for fluency, interactional management, and pragmatic appropriateness), 30% to a portfolio of process evidence (drafts, self-assessments, and responses to feedback), and 30% to a standardized end-of-term task that satisfies the institution’s demand for comparability. Because the interactional strand is the least standardized, it is the one most in need of safeguards: at least two interaction samples are rated, a second rater reviews a sample of borderline cases, and the rubric is shared with learners in advance so that judgements remain transparent. Where the standardized task and the interactional record diverge sharply, the discrepancy is not averaged away but flagged for review, prompting the teacher to ask whether the exam under-represented the learner’s communicative competence or whether the continuous evidence was inflated by uneven task conditions. The final grade is therefore not a precise calculation but a principled, auditable judgement, with the weighting scheme making explicit how interactional data and institutional metrics have been balanced.
Ultimately, a reconceptualised approach to assessment requires a shift in how assessment is understood: not as a problem to be solved through technical refinement, but as a practice that must be continually negotiated in relation to changing educational goals and contexts. In ESL-oriented environments, where language use is inherently dynamic and situated, this negotiation becomes central to the design of meaningful and credible assessment systems.
5. Conclusion: Reframing Assessment in the EFL-to-ESL Transition
The transition from EFL to ESL contexts represents more than a shift in language policy; it entails a fundamental rethinking of what it means to know and use a language. As communicative competence becomes the central goal of language education, assessment practices must evolve to reflect this shift. Traditional exam-based systems, while efficient and standardized, may no longer be sufficient to capture the complexity of language use in real-world contexts.
No-exam classrooms offer a compelling response to this challenge by emphasizing continuous, evidence-based assessment aligned with learning processes. However, as this paper has argued, they should not be viewed as a complete replacement for exams, but as part of a broader reconceptualization of assessment. They highlight important limitations of traditional systems, but also introduce new tensions related to reliability, workload, learner readiness, and institutional constraints.
In the context of the EFL-to-ESL transition, the key challenge is not whether to retain or remove exams, but how to design assessment systems that are both pedagogically meaningful and institutionally viable. This requires a shift from viewing assessment as a tool for measurement to understanding it as a complex, context-dependent practice that supports learning while maintaining credibility.
Ultimately, the future of TESOL assessment lies not in choosing between exams and no-exam approaches, but in developing integrated systems that balance competing demands. By acknowledging and engaging with these tensions, rather than attempting to eliminate them, language educators can move toward more valid, equitable, and sustainable forms of assessment in ESL-oriented contexts.
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