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Abstract 
The purpose of this independent project was to enhance the understanding of teachers’ 
experiences and perceptions concerning some problematic aspects related to the 
processes of grading and assessing English as a foreign language. More specifically, 
these aspects refer to subjective assessments, the Swedish grading system and national 
tests. In order to fulfill the purpose of the study, qualitative semi-structured interviews 
were used to discover in-depth experiences and perceptions of six EFL teachers in year 
7-9 at three different secondary schools in Sweden.  
 
Basic findings in this study indicated that the teachers perceived problematic aspects 
related to assessing and grading that could have negative influences on the reliability 
and validity. Grading and assessing student performances are perceived as subjective 
processes which are experienced to be amplified by the openness and insufficiency of 
guidance in the Swedish criterion-referenced grading system. Some actions were 
perceived to increase the reliability, validity and equivalence of assessments and grades. 
For example these were external assessments, collegial collaborations and teachers’ 
experience. However, these actions are not always implementable due to a lack of time 
and resources which might negatively influence the function grades have in terms of 
comparing students in the selection process for higher education or employment. 
Consequently, inconsistencies discovered in terms of levels of reliability, validity and 
equivalence perceived and experienced by teachers imply that there is a need for 
consensus between teachers and schools concerning assessments and grading. This 
could be improved by clarified directions from the Swedish National Agency for 
Education. 
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1 Introduction 
 
Assessment is a fundamental aspect to consider in the process of teaching and learning 
English as a school subject. It is a complex process with contradicting functions. On the 
one hand, it should be used to support students to progress on their path of learning. On 
the other hand, assessments can be used to measure what students have learned in the 
form of results. It is often said that grading and assessing should be done with reference 
to both theoretical understanding and practical experience. However, this might cause 
problematic situations for new and inexperienced teachers, especially with a grading 
system included as part of the current Swedish syllabus (LGR11) where teachers have 
the autonomous responsibility for grading students. Törnvall (2001:178) claims that no 
tests exist which can provide all the information necessary; the best instrument of 
assessment is rather the expertise and experience of teachers.  
 
Assessment and grading are controversial issues in today’s society and have several 
possible implications. Lundahl (2012:483) points out that what teachers emphasize in 
their assessment and grading gives an indication to students of the importance of what is 
being assessed. It is therefore important to assess carefully, continuously and 
consistently since students adjust to what the teacher signals to be essential knowledge. 
Brown and Abeywickrama (2010:319) emphasize the effect grading has on a person’s 
self-esteem and come to the conclusion that the subjective aspect of assessment 
influence grades and assessments too much. Standards of grading and assessing differ 
between teachers, institutions, school systems and cultures. Grettve, Israelsson and 
Jönsson (2014:9) argue that teachers have to deal with conflicting directives when they 
are assessing and grading students. 
 
In Sweden, a criterion-referenced grading system is currently used which according to 
Tholin (1996:23) is very much dependent on teachers’ expertise in grading and 
assessing. Additionally, it depends on the clarity of the conditions the system provides 
teachers with in order for them to ensure equivalent and consistent grading. However, 
the Swedish National Agency for Education (2007:79-80) argues that the grading 
system has a high level of local freedom and the knowledge requirements in the 
syllabus are open for teachers’ interpretations. The Swedish national tests which are 
used with the purpose to assist teachers’ interpretations while grading and to ensure 
equivalent assessments are also found to be problematic. The weighting of the National 
Test performance in relation to the final overall grade is for instance not defined and is 
an addition to the list of what teachers need to decide autonomously. 
 
Gustafsson, Cliffordson and Erickson (2014:7) claim that assessments of individuals’ 
knowledge in the form of grades and national tests are important to both students and 
educational development. However, the problem of equivalence in the national tests is 
highlighted, especially where students are supposed to write longer texts as an 
assessment of their written proficiency. This complexity of assessing longer texts which 
is often done in the English school subject is also argued by Grettve, Israelsson and 
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Jönsson (2014:120) who state that these assessments are more open for subjective and 
differing opinions. Gustafsson, Cliffordson and Erickson (ibid: 27) further explain that 
teachers’ assessments of national tests did not correspond with the external revisions in 
2010 and 2011 which might undermine their function in the measurement of 
educational development. 
 
Consequently, there are several problematic aspects involved in the process of 
assessment and grading in English as a foreign language (henceforth EFL). As a teacher 
trainee, and for other inexperienced teachers, it seems important to acquire an enhanced 
understanding of these conflicting issues in order to develop and improve one's 
professional expertise as a teacher in English. This further understanding of the grading 
process will not merely have an effect on personal expertise but also on students’ 
conditions and the development of English teaching. 
 
1.1 Purpose 
The purpose of this independent project is to enhance the understanding of teachers’ 
experiences and opinions concerning the processes of grading and assessing English as 
a foreign language. More specifically, the project aims at attaining a further 
understanding of problematic aspects of subjective assessments, the Swedish grading 
system and national tests. 
 
1.2 Research questions 
The project sets out to investigate the following research questions: 
 

v How do EFL teachers perceive the subjective aspect of assessing and grading 
language?  

v What are EFL teachers’ opinions and experiences of grading and assessing in 
relation to the criterion-referenced grading system in Sweden? 

v How do EFL teachers perceive and experience the relation between the national 
test and the final overall grade? 
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2 Theoretical background 
 
The theoretical background which constitutes the scope of the research is described in 
the following section. This includes an overview of the historical background of 
assessments and grades, definitions of basic concepts and the CEFR as well as 
descriptions of aspects associated with a Swedish perspective on grading and assessing. 
 
2.1 Historical background of assessment and grading 
An historical background on assessing knowledge is according to Lundahl (2014:255-
262) helpful in increasing the comprehension of how these assessments are affected and 
adapted by developments in society and schools. This perspective can also offer an 
insight into different kinds of assessment and the implications of these assessment 
modes on individuals and schools. Informal assessments of knowledge and proficiency 
have been made for thousands of years all over the world, even before schools existed. 
From a societal perspective, assessments were primarily used with the selective 
intention to qualify an individual for a specific position and to verify that they had 
received an adequate education. A psychological perspective on assessment 
subsequently evolved where individuals’ aptitude was furthermore in focus. 
Classifications of individuals’ previously invisible differences in aptitude became an 
important part of the selection process for higher education and employment. 
Additionally, a pedagogical perspective was eventually disseminated which was 
manifested in a formative perspective on assessment as a part of the learning process. A 
personal relationship with the individual being assessed was necessary and it was 
claimed that children develop and change over time and should therefore be assessed on 
a regular basis and not solely on the basis of one testing occasion.  
 
Wedman (1983:10-11) describes an increasing demand for equality in grading and the 
comparability of grades between Swedish schools and classes as grades were becoming 
more crucial in the selection for higher education and occupations. When admission 
tests were revoked in the 1930s, it therefore became more important to use nationally 
distributed tests, leading to the establishment of a collective view on grading. Lundahl 
(2014:286-290) claims that during the late 1990s, when the Swedish school system was 
decentralized and directed towards being criterion-referenced, demands arose for a 
national test to control grading and ensure equivalent assessment. According to 
Wikström (2005:25), Sweden has a different approach to assessment and grading 
compared to other countries. In the present, teachers have the overall responsibility to 
accurately assess and grade students in relation to stated objectives and performance 
levels in the syllabus. Tholin (2006:23) claims that the Swedish grading system depends 
to a large extent on teachers’ expertise in grading and assessment. Additionally, grading 
depends on the level of consistency among teachers in terms of how to ensure 
equivalence and fair grading. A report from the Swedish National Audit Office (2004:7) 
claims that teachers and schools have not received appropriate training from the public 
authorities to be able to grade consistently.  
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2.2 Basic concepts 
Bachman (1990:18) claims that it is vital to define the characteristics of different terms 
associated with assessment in order to properly understand them and consequently 
develop the treatment of these terms in practice.  
 
2.2.1 Assessment 
Brown and Abeywickrama (2010:3-8) argue that assessment is an ongoing estimation of 
the level of an individual’s learning attributes. Teachers continuously appraise students 
subconsciously and intentionally. There are both informal and formal aspects of 
assessment. Informal assessment refers to unplanned comments and feedback which 
aims to ‘coach’ the student rather than recording and judging the performance. Formal 
assessment is conversely the planned sampling of students’ performances in order to 
judge their performance achievement. Lundahl (2012:484) defines assessment as 
different methods of collecting and documenting students’ abilities in relation to 
specified criteria. Assessments can be more or less objective according to Bachman 
(1990:76). Objective assessments do not involve any subjective decisions and are 
entirely determined by predetermined criteria. Subjective assessments are based on the 
assessors’ interpretation of the criteria. The more objective the assessment is the greater 
is the agreement between different scorers becomes. 
 
Additionally, Harmer (2015:408) argues that the term should be divided into summative 
and formative assessment. Summative assessments are carried out to measure and 
evaluate the knowledge or ability of an individual at a particular time. Erickson 
(2013:84) mentions assessment of learning as another term used synonymously for 
summative assessment. It focuses on what has been learned which differs from the 
emphasis on the future in formative assessments according to Harmer (ibid:408). 
Students’ performances are measured in order to be used as a part of their learning 
process. This formative assessment, also known as assessment for learning, supports 
individuals’ progression towards the attainment of a goal or criterion. It is important for 
teachers to be constructive because assessments have profound effects on students’ 
emotions and motivation for learning. 
 
2.2.2 Testing 
Brown and Abeywickrama (2010:3-4) claim that testing is often regarded as a synonym 
for assessment but it is different since testing is subdivided under assessment. It is a 
method used to measure an individual’s performance, knowledge or ability in a 
particular domain. Bachman (1990:20) argues that tests are a type of measurement 
which is specifically intended to elicit a particular sample of performance. Constructing 
adequate tests is problematic according to Brown and Abeywickrama (ibid:3-4) because 
it is easy to unknowingly include and measure more than the criterion within the given 
domain. Testing can have both beneficial and harmful effects on teaching and learning 
according to Hughes (1999:1-2). This effect is called backwash. Negative or harmful 
backwash could for instance occur if the content or methods used in the test is 
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inconsistent with the course objectives. Beneficial or positive backwash refers to the 
practice where tests are used to enhance teaching and learning. 
 
Brown and Abeywickrama (2010:9-11) define a variety of tests with different purposes 
of assessment. Achievement tests are frequently used to assess students’ abilities in 
relation to certain objectives which have been processed before the test. Börjesson 
(2012:126) mentions that these tests can for example consist of a vocabulary or 
grammatical test. The purpose of achievement tests is to find out if the teaching has 
been effective rather than testing the abilities which is why this should not be used 
while grading. Brown and Abeywickrama (ibid:9-11) explain that a proficiency test 
aims to assess overall ability and does not focus on particular abilities or objectives. 
Börjesson (ibid:129) holds up  the Swedish national tests in English as an example of a 
proficiency test. According to Brown and Abeywickrama (ibid:9-11), measuring an 
individual’s general capacity to learn a language beforehand is done by using aptitude 
tests. Bachman (1990:72) claims that the contents of these tests relate to the acquisition 
of language rather language use. Diagnostic tests are rather used to identify language 
aspects that students need to improve in the future. Hughes (1999:13-14) claims that it 
tests a student’s weaknesses and strengths which asserts what teachers have to include 
in their forthcoming education. Placement tests are used in order to place students at 
different levels which are furthermost appropriate for the individual’s abilities.  
 
2.2.3 Measurement and evaluation 
Brown and Abeywickrama (2010:4-5) state that measurements refer to the process 
where individuals’ performances are quantified in either quantitative form (for example 
a grade using an A-F letter scale) or qualitative form (for instance using descriptions). 
Bachman (1990:18-19) defines measurement as “the process of quantifying the 
characteristics of persons according to explicit procedures and rules”. It is about 
assigning numbers and rank to both physical and mental characteristics. Quantifying 
mental abilities is a complex task and the general assumption is that different degrees of 
ability can be determined by measuring the level of difficulty or complexity of 
performances. The degrees are defined by a set of rules and procedures which ensure 
that the assessment is measuring the same characteristics. 
 
On the contrary, evaluation occurs when information is interpreted according to Brown 
and Abeywickrama (2010:4-5). It is when the teacher values tests or other results and 
communicates the worth and meaning of the performance to the person who is being 
evaluated. In contrast, Bachman (1990:22-23) defines evaluation as a process of 
decision-making with reference to a systematic collection of information. These 
decisions are dependent upon the abilities of the person making the decision as well as 
the quality of the information available. 
 
The relationship between the different terms defined and discussed above is visualized 
in figure 1. The totality of what has been taught is not assessed but assessments are 
based on what the students have learned from previous teaching. Assessments are an 
ongoing process which can include different measurements and tests but can also be 
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made without these procedures. Tests are one approach to measure and quantify an 
individuals’ performance or characteristics. These different terms provide information 
to be interpreted and used in decision-making; that is to say, the components are 
evaluated (Brown and Abeywickrama, 2010:3-6). 
 

Figure 1: Interrelationship between teaching, assessment, measurement, testing and evaluation 
in accordance with Brown and Abeywickrama (2010:6). 
 
2.2.4 Validity and reliability 
Harmer (2015:409) states that validity and reliability are essential characteristics of 
equivalent assessments and grades. Validity refers to the correspondence between the 
extent of what is measured to what is intended to be measured. Gronlund (1998:226) 
claims that validity concerns “the extent to which inferences made from assessment 
results are appropriate, meaningful, and useful in terms of the purpose of the 
assessment”. It is therefore important to avoid the inclusion of irrelevant variables while 
assessing according to Brown and Abeywickrama (2010:30-34). Content validity 
implies that a test covers the contents and criteria that are intended and which students 
have shared in advance. Harmer (ibid:409) argues that criteria used to assess tests 
should produce similar results as other objectives testing the same ability in order to 
embody criterion validity. Construct validity relates to the test giving an accurate 
representation of the knowledge or ability being tested. 
 
Reliability is according to Brown and Abeywickrama (2010:27-29) about the 
consistency and dependability of a test or an assessment. If a test is reliable, it would 
generate the same or similar results irrespective of who assesses the test and if the test 
was done again under similar circumstances. Reliable assessments are dependent on 
clear directions for scoring and evaluating performances which has to be applied 
consistently. The test itself can be a factor that affects the reliability. Some test items 
could for example be ambiguous or discriminating to some students. Reliability can be 
influenced by student-related issues that could have a negative effect on their 
performance temporarily. This could refer to different physical and psychological 
factors such as illness or anxiety. The assessor can also affect the grading process. Inter-
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rater reliability is about the consistency of the score of a performance between different 
assessors. If two or more scorers assess a test equally, inter-rater reliability is achieved. 
The National Agency for Education (2011b:38) claims that this aspect of reliability can 
be promoted while assessing and grading in schools by performing assessments together 
with colleagues or exchanging students. Assessments are also increasingly reliable if 
students’ performances are anonymous, if examples of assessments are used, if clear 
directions for assessments are given and if teachers practice their abilities to assess.  
 
2.2.5 Criterion-referenced and norm-referenced grading systems 
Davidsson, Sjögren and Werner (1995:67) explain that grades in a criterion-referenced 
grading system are related to students’ knowledge on a specific level. Every grade 
represents a prescribed level of knowledge. Similarly, the Swedish National Agency for 
Education (2007:9) claims that students are graded in relation to established and 
predetermined knowledge requirements when a criterion-referenced grading system is 
used. In theory, this system would not need any additional testing but in practice, it 
might be necessary in order to maintain the equality of grading. Tholin (2006:21) argues 
that criterion-referenced assessments can be more or less connected to grading students. 
Internationally, it is common to complement these assessments with some kind of final 
examination test or an admission test which makes the overall grade less connected to 
the formative grading process. This is however not done in the Swedish criterion-
referenced grading system where grades are based entirely on criterion-referenced 
assessments and these assessments are therefore more connected to the grades. 
 
Criterion-referenced assessment has, according to Tholin (2006:20-21), received 
international support and has been widely disseminated due to its non-comparative 
focus. This kind of assessment does not promote students being compared to one 
another and therefore, students have more similar chances to succeed. At first, criterion-
referenced assessments were only thought to be useful while making formative 
evaluations but it can also be used in the grading process. Additionally, criterion-
referenced grading was not regarded as being useful when selecting students for higher 
education because of its difficulties to assure valid and equal assessment and grading.  
 
Wikström (2015:14-16) describes the norm-referenced system to be based on a 
comparison between students rather than a measurement of skills, knowledge or 
performances in relation to criteria. Hughes (1999:17) argues that a norm-referenced 
system relates the performance of one individual to the performance of another student. 
Students’ language proficiency is not in focus since proficiency only describes whether  
the individuals’ ability is of superior or inferior quality compared to someone else. 
Gustavsson, Måhl and Sundblad (2012:114) claim that with a norm-referenced system 
students’ grades are influenced by the average performance of the class. Only a certain 
percentage of the individuals in a class can receive the highest grade for example. 
 
According to Wikström (2005:32-37) there has been an increase in the average grade in 
upper secondary school since the grading system changed to criterion-referenced from 
the previously norm-referenced system. It has been stated that this increase is not due to 
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the fact that student's achievements have been improved but rather because the 
standards of grading have dropped. This is an indication of grade inflation. 
Additionally, Enö (2009:30) and the National Agency for Education (2009:67) also 
argue that there is a noticeable problem which concerns grading in secondary school 
where teachers grade students with higher grades even though the knowledge 
requirements have not been attained. It has also been claimed that approximately half of 
all the students failing the national test are nevertheless graded with an E. 
 
2.3 CEFR 
The National Agency for Education [www] defines the Common European Framework 
of Reference for Languages (henceforth CEFR) as a collective foundation for grading 
and assessing the language learning process throughout the European countries. The 
framework describes knowledge and abilities that are necessary for  successful 
communication. Börjesson (2012:117-118) argues that the framework is based and 
directed towards actions. It portrays learners as social actors who are using and learning 
language through communicative activities. Different countries in Europe apply this 
framework to their syllabuses in different ways and degrees.  
 
Criteria used to describe language proficiency and complex language skills are 
categorized into different levels (see figure 2). Levels A, B and C are, in accordance 
with the National Agency for Education [www], a traditional division of levels entailing 
all aspects of language performance from the basic to the proficient language abilities. 
Although further adjustments were made in the most recent Swedish syllabus to the 
levels in the CEFR, different grade stages in the syllabus have not yet been fully attuned 
with the CEFR. For example, there are six different levels in the CEFR while the 
Swedish syllabus has seven stages. However, Börjesson (2012:118) claim that if a 
student passes English at year 9 in the Swedish school, it is almost corresponding to the 
B1.1 level on the CEFR scale.  

Figure 2: The CEFR subdivision of the three levels of language proficiency into six reference 
levels (source: Modulo Language School, [www]). 
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2.4 Swedish perspective on grading and assessment 
The following section relates the learning context of English in Sweden to a number of 
aspects of grading and assessing as set out in the Swedish syllabus for English at 
secondary level (LGR11).  
 
2.4.1 Learning context in Sweden 
Kachru (1985:11-34) describes an ‘inner circle’ of countries where English is generally 
used as a first language. This inner circle consists of countries like Australia, Canada, 
the United Kingdom and the United States. India, Nigeria, Singapore and South Africa 
are countries included in the ‘outer circle’ where English is used as a second language. 
English as a second language (ESL) is defined by the Oxford Advanced Learner’s 
Dictionary (henceforth OALD) (2010:515) as “the teaching of English as a foreign 
language to people who are living in a country in which English is either the first or 
second language”. Countries in the ‘expanding circle’ are responsible for teaching 
English as a foreign language according to Kachru (ibid:11-34). However, the language 
still has an important part in education, industry, science and tourism and refers to 
countries like Sweden, Germany, the Netherlands and East Asian countries. The OALD 
(ibid:487) defines English as a foreign language (EFL) as “the teaching of English to 
people for whom it is not the first language”.  
 
English is taught as a foreign language in Sweden and has according to the report from 
Education First [www] the highest proficiency in English compared to 69 other 
countries where English is not a native language. However, English is not entirely 
perceived as a foreign language anymore by young people in Sweden and is rather 
considered as a natural phenomenon in society (Swedish National Agency for 
Education, 2005:82). The Swedish National Agency for Education (2011a:34) states in 
the syllabus that the English language is encountered on an everyday basis. Since it is 
used in areas such as business and finance, education and politics it is also important to 
learn English to be able to participate in social and cultural contexts as well as in studies 
and work.  
 
2.4.2 The Swedish criterion-referenced grading system 
According to the National Agency for Education (2007:9), the current Swedish grading 
system is criterion-referenced where students are graded in relation to established and 
predetermined knowledge requirements. In theory, this system would not need any 
national testing but in practice, it is necessary to maintain the equality of grading. 
Grettve, Israelsson and Jönsson (2014:31-37) describe the use of performance standards 
in the Swedish grading system which focuses on students’ abilities to apply their 
knowledge. It is however difficult to ensure reliable assessments since it is a complex 
process to identify the qualities in a performance and teachers tend to value these 
qualities differently. It is therefore of importance to access detailed assessment criteria 
and to implement several assessments of the same ability with a variation of methods. It 
is important according to Björklund Boistrup (2011:118) and Kjellström (2011:189) to 
provide students with a variety of situations and exercises to be assessed. The Swedish 
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National Agency for Education (2011b:36-37) also argues that assessments are 
increasingly reliable and equivalent if performances are assessed in relation to the 
criteria at multiple occasions and in different ways. Tholin (2006:26) mentions that 
teachers today make continuous assessments but it is questioned whether it is necessary 
to demonstrate achievement of criteria once or at several occasions. 
 
Gustafsson, Cliffordson and Erickson (2014:21) state that the criterion-referenced 
grading system contains criteria describing the knowledge to be attained at different 
grade stages. Along with the new curriculum from 2011, there was also a new scale 
which included six different stages of grades. A, B, C, D and E signify passing grades 
while an F denote a fail grade. Gustavsson, Måhl and Sundblad (2012:175) explain that 
assigning the grade B is possible when the student meets all the criteria on the C-level 
and most criteria on the A grade level. The same rule applies for the grade D where the 
student must attain all aspects on the E-level and also most parts of the C-level. Grettve, 
Israelsson and Jönsson (2014:199) argue that this is a biased and subjective 
measurement. It is suggested that teachers should consider the value of different 
qualities as if some abilities are more important than others. The Swedish National 
Agency for Education [www] provided teachers with additional directives on how to 
consider what most criteria signify. It is stated that the teacher is the professional who 
determines what most parts of the criteria is. It does not have to be half of the criteria of 
an A or a C in order to qualify for a B or D. For example, if a student has fulfilled all 
the criteria for an E and is also highly developed at one of the abilities in the knowledge 
requirements, this student could get a D as a grade.  
 
The National Agency for Education (2007:79-80) claims that the criterion-referenced 
system has a high level of local freedom concerning assessments and grading. For 
example, the syllabus and its criteria are open for interpretation and the relationship 
between the national test and the final grade is not clarified in detail. According to 
Djuvfelt and Wedman (2007:18-37), teachers perceive the grading system to be too 
open for different interpretations of unclearly defined knowledge requirements. It is a 
constant interpretation of criteria to determine the level of students’ performances. 
Furthermore, teachers perceive the grading process as being influenced by who is 
assessing. Accordingly, the grading system does not provide teachers with the necessary 
and sufficient conditions to assess and grade equivalently.  
 
2.4.3 The syllabus for English  
The Swedish National Agency for Education (2011a:34-35) subdivide criteria in the 
syllabus for English under receptive skills involving listening and reading proficiency. 
Criteria are also listed under productive and interactive skills which entail proficiency in 
speaking, writing and discussing. These proficiencies in the Swedish syllabus and the 
different stages of language development are according to Lundahl (2012:155) based on 
the CEFR. Furthermore, the Swedish National Agency for Education [www] mentions 
that language proficiency is measured in communicative competence. This 
communicative competence is according to Bachman (1990:18) not only about having 
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knowledge of and proficiency in a language but it is also about being able to implement 
and use this competence in practice.  
 
Börjesson (2012:119-122) claims that communicative language teaching is 
characterized in the language skills portrayed in the syllabus. Communicative 
classrooms should focus on using the target language in order to communicate 
meaningful contents. Assessment and grading are thereby directed towards students’ 
abilities to use the language communicatively. It is through this communicative 
approach that students develop their abilities to listen, read, speak, participate in 
communicative dialogues and write. These abilities constitute the main part of the 
syllabus but it also contains some requirements on knowledge. Different components of 
communicative competence which can be observed in the syllabus for English include 
linguistic, discourse, sociolinguistic, sociocultural, strategic and social competences. 
The strategic competence was increasingly focused upon in the latest syllabus from 
2011. 
 
Gustafsson and Erickson (2013:85-86) claim that the syllabus does not provide teachers 
with sufficient support for grading. According to Gustafsson, Cliffordson and Erickson 
(2014:22), formulations and comparisons in the criteria are abstract and imprecise. They 
question whether the criteria provide enough support to ensure equivalent assessments 
and grading. For example, the knowledge requirements for grade E at the end of year 9 
state that students should be able to “make simple comparisons with their own 
experiences and knowledge” (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2011a:37). In 
order to receive the grade C, students must “make well developed comparisons with 
their own experiences and knowledge” (Swedish National Agency for Education, 
ibid:38). It is expressed in the knowledge requirements for grade A that students should 
“make well developed and balanced comparisons with their own experiences and 
knowledge” (Swedish National Agency for Education, ibid:38). Gustafsson, Cliffordson 
and Erickson (ibid:22) argue that the ambiguous nature of these bold typed formulations 
is too open for teachers’ interpretations. For instance, what is the difference between 
“simple”, “well developed” and “well developed and balanced”? 
 
These bold typed formulations from the knowledge requirements are explained in 
further detail in the commentary material by the Swedish National Agency for 
Education [www] to enhance teachers’ understanding. It is stated that interpretations of 
these formulations containing different values rely on the context. A clear 
correspondence between the bold formulations and the precise extent of knowledge and 
performance they signify is impossible. The material does not however provide a 
comprehensive picture of the knowledge requirements and merely offers a few 
examples to function as a support for teachers in their interpretations. 
 
2.4.4 The national test 
Swedish national tests are a type of criterion-referenced tests according to Henriksson 
(2014:297) which are used to assess individuals’ knowledge or capacity in relation to a 
defined criterion. Pettersson (2011:32) states that the tests are produced with the 
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intention to assess the most important aspects from the syllabus and not only the easily 
measurable parts.  The Swedish National Agency for Education (2011b:55) and 
Henriksson (ibid:298) argue that the purpose of the test is to assure that assessments and 
grades are consistent and fair. It is further emphasized that students’ results from the 
national tests are not the only piece of information included in the final grade; other 
sources of information should also be included. Lundahl (2012:488) claims that the 
national tests are an instrument to assure quality and equivalence in the Swedish 
decentralized school system. These are controlled by the Swedish National Agency of 
Education and schools may have to give an explanation when their grading differs from 
the national test results. The Swedish National Agency for Education [www] state that 
students’ individual grades can deviate from the results on the national test since the 
grades might not display every aspect of what they have learned. Nevertheless, a school 
as a whole should not diverge in general from students’ performances on the tests.  
 
However, Gustafsson, Cliffordson and Erickson (2014:35-36) argue that there are no 
instructions for teachers in the criterion-referenced system on the extent national tests 
should affect the students’ final grades. It is merely stated that teachers should base the 
grades on a versatile foundation of material. Nevertheless, in the English subject, 
differences between results from the national test and the final grade are least 
substantial compared to other subjects. Many teachers are according to Grettve, 
Israelsson and Jönsson (2014:119) unsure about the effect national tests should have on 
the final grade. National tests do not, for instance, include all criteria from the syllabus 
or every form of expressing knowledge which demonstrate a gap to be filled between 
results from the national test and the final grading. However, teachers with positive 
experiences of the tests perceive them as a verification of their assessments and grading.  
According to Djuvfelt and Wedman (2007:18-37), teachers perceive the national test as 
helpful in guiding them while assessing and grading.  
 
Nusche et al. (2011:5-6) argue that the national tests lack validity and reliability. 
Testing productive skills such as writing and speaking includes other kinds of 
knowledge and abilities in excess of what the test is supposed to measure. It is also 
stated that subsequent corrections of the national tests for the purposes of test 
calibration have shown that teachers’ assessments are subjective and differ from 
external assessments. However, Gustafsson, Cliffordson and Erickson (2014:26) point 
out that the difference between internal and external assessment in the English subject is 
small. One explanation mentioned is the possibility that the criteria and directives for 
assessment in English are more palpable and easier to understand. Additionally, 
Gustafsson and Erickson (2013:85) are critical towards the subequent corrections for 
calibration purposes made by the Swedish Schools Inspectorate and find these to be as 
correct as the assessments made by the teachers in the first place. Bachman (1990:37) 
claims that tests measuring language proficiency are subjective and teachers responsible 
for the scoring process make subjective assessments, independent of who is scoring and 
what their motives are.    
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2.4.5 National test score vs. final grades 
The Swedish National Agency for Education [www] display statistics of the relation 
between the national test score and the final grades of all students in year nine of 
compulsory school in Sweden during the academic year 2014-2015 (see figure 3). It is 
evident that this relation in the English subject differs somewhat from the statistics of 
Swedish and Mathematics. It is more common that students receive the same final grade 
as they score on the national test in English than in Swedish and Mathematics. The 
percentage of students graded higher than their score on the national test is much lower 
in English compared to the other subjects. In addition, it is also more common that 
students receive a lower final grade in English in comparison to what they have scored 
on the national test in Swedish and Mathematics.  

Figure 3: This diagram shows the relation between Swedish students national test score and 
their final grade in year nine at compulsory school (Swedish National Agency for Education, 
[www]).  
 
Different explanations for inconsistencies between the national test score and the final 
grade in the English subject are defined in a report from the Swedish National Agency 
for Education (2007:18-21). This refers to explanations on a school-level rather than 
defining differences between individuals. The first category of inconsistencies refers to 
explanations which do not have an effect on the equivalence of grading. The first 
explanation is that teachers take more objectives in consideration than those included in 
the national test. They could also use a wider variety of materials in their grading 
process than just the test results. Students who do not pass the tests receive individual 
assistance. It is a probability that students have not processed the learning contents 
included in the test. The last explanation in this category refers to the possibility that 
teachers’ tuitions are planned differently and therefore get various outcomes. 
Furthermore, a second category of inconsistencies are defined which contains 
explanations that have an effect on the equivalence of grades. One explanation concerns 
the possibility that teachers interpret the knowledge requirements differently on 
different schools. Teachers assess the national tests in various ways since they are 
autonomous in their interpretations and applications of the directives of assessment 

9%	

64%	

27%	

2%	

60%	

38%	

15%	

74%	

11%	

0%	

10%	

20%	

30%	

40%	

50%	

60%	

70%	

80%	

Lower	 Same	 Higher	

Na#onal	test	score	in	rela#on	to	final	grade	

Swedish	

Mathema=cs	

English	



  
 

14 

attached to the national tests. All explanations from both categories are within the scope 
of grade regulations. 
 
2.5 Summary 
To conclude this theoretical section of the project, there are many factors and aspects 
involved in the processes of assessment and grading. In the historical background of 
assessment and grading it becomes evident that these processes have been used for 
different purposes during different times. This has had an effect on the educational 
system and on how teachers assess in general and in the English subject. Moreover, the 
theoretical background has provided an insight into basic concepts about assessments, 
testing, measurements and evaluations, validity and reliability as well as criterion-
referenced and norm-referenced grading systems. These concepts are essential to 
understand in order to apprehend and analyze teachers’ experiences of assessment and 
grading English. The CEFR has been explored which has had an influence on the 
Swedish perspective on grading and assessing English. This led to discussions about the 
learning context in Sweden and its grading system. The syllabus for English as well as 
an overview of Swedish national tests has been explained to understand the framework 
of grading and assessing English in year 7-9 at compulsory school. The theoretical 
section finally discusses the relation between the national test score and final grades.  
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3 Method and material 
 
This section describes the qualitative interviews used in this independent project. It 
includes one empirical study to investigate teachers’ perspectives on assessment and 
grading which consists of six qualitative interviews. The study is heuristic in the sense 
that it does not have a hypothesis as in deductive projects and the investigations are 
therefore carried out with an open mind with regards to potential findings. The choice of 
method and its procedure is initially explained and justified. Thereafter, the procedure 
involved in the selection of the sample and sample of the interviewees is described in 
addition to reliability and validity. Finally, ethical considerations that might have an 
impact on the results from the study are discussed.  
 
3.1 Method 
 
3.1.1 Procedure 
Emails were sent to several teachers at three different schools in southern Sweden to 
check if they would be interested in participating in an interview about their perceptions 
concerning assessment and grading in the English subject at year 7-9, at secondary 
school level. The email described the purpose of the project and approximately how 
long the interview would take. It was also emphasized that the teachers who participate 
and their schools would remain anonymous and ensured that the data gathered would be 
handled in a strictly confidential way. Three teachers declined due to lack of time but 
the other six teachers accepted. Three of the participating teachers work at one school, 
two at another and one teacher at a third school (see table 1 for further information 
about the teachers). The researcher had a previous relation with teacher E and F. The 
participating teachers decided when and where the interview would be conducted. 
Before initiating the interview questions, interviewees were once again reminded of 
their anonymity and the voluntary nature of their participation. Additionally, the 
teachers were asked for permission to record the interview with the assurance of 
confidentiality and security of data storage given to the participants. The interviews 
were recorded with an audio recording app called QuickVoice on a mobile phone and 
selective parts were transcribed and translated from Swedish to English. 
  

 School Age Gender Years of 
teaching 

Years of 
teaching 
English 

Other subjects 

Teacher A 1 30-35 Male 1/2 1/2 Swedish as a 
second language 

Teacher B 1 40-45 Male 10 10 Social studies, 
Swedish 

Teacher C 1 45-50 Female 17 17 German, Swedish 
Teacher D 2 30-35 Female 8 5 Spanish 
Teacher E 2 45-50 Female 15 15 Swedish 

Teacher F 3 30-35 Female 2 1 Home and 
consumer studies 

Table 1: This table portrays information about the teachers interviewed in this study. 
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3.1.2 Conducting the interview 
Interviews conducted on one occasion do not, according to Dörnyei (2011:134-141) 
provide a sufficient richness of descriptions to ensure meaningful results. However, it is 
important to record the interview because it is not sufficient to rely only on taking notes 
while conducting an interview. Denscombe (2010:187) claim that one disadvantage 
with audio recordings is that non-verbal communication is omitted. Moreover, Dörnyei 
(ibid:139-141) argues that it is important to obtain the interviewees’ approval to record 
the session before the interview is initiated. The purpose of the interview should be 
explained in the beginning which stimulates open and detailed answers. It can also be 
helpful to reassure the interviewee about their anonymity and the confidentiality of data. 
Making small talk and treating the interviewee cordially and in a non-threatening 
manner facilitates confidence and a feeling of being at ease in the respondent. At the 
start of the interview, it is recommended that the interviewer primarily listens without 
rushing or interrupting the respondent. Researchers should be neutral and withhold 
personal bias to ensure that interviewees share genuine experiences even though it 
might clash with social, moral or political conventions. Other techniques which 
interviewers can use during the interview is to give 'carry-on' feedback (such as nodding 
and utterances like ‘yeah’ and ‘uh-huh’) and reinforcement feedback (praising and 
confirming what the respondent is saying). 
 
Due to time-restrictions, the interviews in this study have only been conducted on single 
occasions with each of the respondents which could have an effect on the depth of 
responses given and the level of detail in the interview material provided. However, the 
interviews have been recorded in audio because it was regarded as a sufficient approach 
in order to retrieve the necessary data. Interviewees gave their permission for the use of 
the recording in the study before the interview started. An open atmosphere and 
promotion of honest and detailed answers was established by ensuring anonymity and 
confidentiality as well as making an effort to be cordial, non-threatening and unbiased. 
During the interviews, 'carry-on' feedback and reinforcement feedback were given 
continuously while listening in order to enable respondents to answer questions 
genuinely. 
 
According to Denscombe (2010:178), the ‘interviewer effect’ is an aspect to consider 
when interviews are used as a method. Wray and Bloomer (2006:162) claim that there is 
a possibility that the interviewer influences the answers from the respondents. Social, 
racial and gender identity might have an impact on a face-to-face interview. Denscombe 
(ibid:178-179) states that both interviewees’ and interviewers’ prejudice and 
preferences affect the richness and honesty of the answers retrieved. This ‘interviewer 
effect’ can be minimized by being neutral and passive as a researcher, both in 
communication and appearance. There is a possibility that the results collected from the 
interviews in this study are influenced by the identity of the interviewer and 
respondents. Teachers might want to portray themselves and their schools in an ideal 
way to gain more trust and to avoid any negative impact on their professionalism. 
However, this is partly avoided in the study by assuring anonymity and confidentiality.  
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3.1.3 Semi-structured interview 
According to Dörnyei (2011:136) and Denscombe (2010:175), semi-structured 
interviews refer to a method where the interviewer has a prepared set of questions which 
are open-ended and encourage participants to elaborate and explore the issues at hand. 
This type of interview enables the interviewer to pursue and further explore the 
interviewees’ descriptions. An interview guide is required to ensure that all participants 
are asked the same questions. However, it is not necessary to ask the questions in the 
same order or with the exact same words. Dörnyei (ibid:137) claims that an interview 
guide helps to ensure that nothing of importance is forgotten and offers a foundation of 
questions and follow-up questions to use. It is important to make the interviewee feel 
confident and relaxed in order to obtain rich descriptions. The first questions in the 
guide should therefore be easier to answer. The content of the following questions can 
for instance focus on experiences, opinions and feelings to obtain an overall view of 
their experiences of the investigated phenomenon. Follow-up questions can be used to 
clarify and elaborate aspects mentioned by the interviewee.  
 
The semi-structured interview guide (see appendix A and B) used in this independent 
project was constructed with regarding the discussed aspects above. Questions asked 
during the interviews followed the guide but occasionally, their order was changed to 
maintain a flow in the interview and to avoid being repetitive. When interviewees 
mentioned something of interest or did not explain an item thoroughly enough, follow-
up questions were asked to invite them to explore and explain their experience further. 
In this way more depth and detail could potentially be uncovered. In addition, questions 
were sometimes asked with different wordings. This might have had an impact on what 
the interviewees responded. However, the guide was constructed with easier questions 
to start with and the following questions were designed to be open-ended, unbiased and 
easily understood. The more straightforward questions are for example about how many 
years the respondent has worked as a teacher. ‘How do you feel about the knowledge 
requirements in English?’ is an example of an open-ended question. 
 
3.1.4 Justification of method  
According to Wray and Bloomer (2006:97), qualitative approaches imply that the study 
describes and analyses textual data instead of using variables or features that are 
quantifiable. Qualitative methods are used when the investigation is focused on learning 
about the strategies particular individuals use in a defined context and among specific 
people. These methods often encompass a small sample of participants and the findings 
cannot be generalized into being true for another group of people until comparative 
work has been done with other groups. Criticism directed towards qualitative research 
involves the notion that qualitative methods lack the rigor of quantitative approaches. 
Generalizations can therefore never be made with qualitative research. However, 
qualitative inquiries promote natural and spontaneous data. Dörnyei (2011:125-126) 
claims that qualitative data is in textual form and tends to be extensive as well as 
indistinct and heterogeneous. This reflects the complexity of reality from where the data 
is collected and it is therefore important to be selective in the data collection process. 
Qualitative research is often open-ended and oriented towards the purpose of discovery. 
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Individuals’ experiences are emphasized and the aim is to describe and understand these 
experiences. It rather focuses on a description of aspects involved with a person’s 
particular experience than to determine the collective experience in a group of people.  
 
A qualitative approach is used in this study because its purpose is to understand and 
learn more about the complex reality of assessment and grading. Qualitative approaches 
focus on experiences of specific individuals in a defined context by directing 
investigations on EFL teachers in the Swedish lower secondary school. The results 
might not be generalizable but the intention is rather to discover and describe the 
different aspects and nuances of the teachers’ experiences and not to determine what the 
average teacher experience.  
 
An interview is, according to Dörnyei (2011:143), a flexible and relatively easy 
approach to collect in-depth data. However, it is time-consuming and it depends on the 
communicative skills of the interviewer as well as the respondent. Denscombe 
(2010:173) states that interviews are appropriate to use as a method when the 
phenomena investigated are more complex. It is more effective than a questionnaire 
when the study concerns detailed and in-depth insights into individual’s opinions, 
feelings, emotions and experiences. Wray and Bloomer (2006:162-163) also argue that 
open questions in an interview are appropriate when the researcher requires detailed and 
in-depth descriptions of behaviors, attitudes and perceptions. Interviews can also be 
conducted in a group setting, for example in a focus group. This enables the researcher 
to collect data from more respondents in less time. On the one hand, this might have the 
effect where members of the group stimulate each other with ideas and thoughts. On the 
other hand, this influence can be negative since it might inhibit someone from declaring 
their genuine opinions.  
 
Another method that can be used to investigate behaviors, attitudes and perceptions is 
questionnaires according to Wray and Bloomer (2006:159). Questionnaires are 
advantageous because they can include a larger group of respondents which enables the 
researcher to find corresponding responses. However, it is not possible to elaborate on 
issues mentioned and questionnaire response and response rates are difficult to control. 
There might, for example, be a skewed sample when there is a low response rate and 
different factors that affect the respondent and their context while answering can also 
have an effect on the answers. Denscombe (2010:156) implies that questionnaires are 
appropriate to use when the data required is brief, uncontroversial and standardized.  
 
Using questionnaires as a method to collect data has both disadvantages and advantages. 
The reason for not choosing this approach in this independent project is mainly because 
it does not enable the researcher to investigate perceptions and experiences in sufficient 
depth/ detail. The research questions require more than brief, uncontroversial and 
standardized answers. Grading and assessing are intricate processes which can involve 
complex and controversial experiences that might not be sufficiently explored with a 
questionnaire.  
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This independent project aims to investigate the complexity of assessment and grading 
which is one reason why interviews are the most suitable approach. To understand 
teachers’ experiences and opinions concerning these processes it is necessary to 
investigate these insights in depth. Interviews are an appropriate method to use when 
the purpose of research is to describe such details in the teachers’ individual experiences 
and perceptions. The reason for not using a focus group to do these interviews is that 
this choice of methodology could affect the genuine answers from each and every 
interviewee. They might feel inhibited to reveal their difficulties with something as 
important as assessment and grading in front of other colleagues and therefore, one-to-
one interviews appeared to be the most suitable method. Moreover, it is in terms of 
practicality easier to transcribe the audio recordings correctly if only one person besides 
the researcher is speaking.  
 
3.2 Material 
 
3.2.1 The sample  
Dörnyei (2011:126-129) argues that the central aim in selecting an appropriate sample 
in qualitative research is to include people whose perceptions provide a rich description 
of the phenomenon investigated. The sample should therefore have relevance to the 
purpose of the investigation in terms of particular knowledge and experience. An 
interview study should have between six and ten interviewees in order to have a 
sufficient sample size. The informants can be selected by using convenience sampling 
which is based on the availability of the respondents. It is not a credible strategy to 
select a sample but it is often used due to restrictions of time and finance. However, one 
positive aspect of this sampling method is that participants are often willing and 
therefore provide rich data. Denscombe (2010:37-39) argue that convenience sampling 
is appropriate to use with small-scale research and qualitative data. Also, it is a feasible 
sampling technique when the time and financial resources available are limited and 
when the purpose is exploratory rather than representative. Results generated from this 
kind of sample cannot be generalized due to the probability that the sample is not 
representative of the population. Generalizations of the results also depend on time and 
space since a study is conducted at one occasion and in a limited geographical area 
which has an effect on the universal application of the results.  
 
Respondents used in this study were first and foremost selected due to their suitability 
for the purpose of the study. EFL teachers in year 7-9 in the Swedish compulsory school 
have exclusive knowledge and experience of assessing and grading in the English 
subject. Six teachers were determined to be a feasible and sufficient sample size with 
reference to limitations in time and financial resources. Moreover, the sample was also 
selected in accordance with the researcher’s convenience. Teachers in close 
geographical proximity to the researcher were chosen in order to make the personal 
interviews feasible in terms of time and costs. Also, the researcher had previous 
relations with two of the teachers which could have influenced the honesty of their 
answers in either a positive or negative way. Even though convenience sampling is not 
as credible as other techniques, it is the most feasible approach in this qualitative and 
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small-scale project. It is not the purpose of this study to generalize from the results to be 
able to make bold claims for the entire population of EFL teachers in Sweden. Instead, 
the study aims at describing and exploring what the selected teachers experience in the 
present moment and can only represent the specific place where the interviews have 
taken place. Accordingly, the results do not claim to represent what every EFL teacher 
at year 7-9 in the Swedish compulsory school in the entire country experience. 
 
Wray and Bloomer (2006:154) state that it is important to make sure that the few 
respondents selected for the interview are representative of the population. The average 
age of teachers in year 2014 was around 45-46 years old and 76 % of all teachers in 
compulsory school were women (Hansson, 2015 [www]). The Swedish National 
Agency for Education [www] state that during the academic year 2015-2016 there were 
69.2 % of all active teachers who had their qualified teacher status. There are six EFL 
teachers participating in this study who are generally younger than the average age of 
teachers in Sweden. Four out of the six teachers are female which is relatively close to 
the situation among the population of teachers (for further information see table 1). All 
of the teachers interviewed have qualified teacher status which is not true of the wider 
teacher population which includes many non-qualified teachers. This could have an 
effect on the ability to generalize the results onto the population because teachers who 
do not have qualified teacher status might experience assessments differently.  
 
3.3 Problems and limitations 
 
3.3.1 Validity and reliability 
Dörnyei (2011:50-59) claims that validity, or trustworthiness, in qualitative research 
concerns whether the method answers the research questions posed in the study. The 
question which is asked is whether the method is a trustworthy approach to collect, 
describe and interpret an account accurately. Participants’ descriptions and perspectives 
should be portrayed in a credible and accurate way. Validity in qualitative research is 
about the generalizability of the accounts studied to other individuals, times or settings, 
especially within the investigated population. Even though particular details might not 
be generalizable, general ideas could be to a certain extent. Validity also refers to the 
researchers’ accuracy in evaluating the phenomenon and research accounts.  
 
It is according to Denscombe (2010:188-189) difficult to evaluate the credibility and 
validity of interviews that concerns emotions, feelings and experiences. However, 
researchers can check the validity of the data by comparing the answers from the 
interview with information from other sources. It is also important to assess the 
credibility in terms of how far the respondent is in possession of the information and 
experiences that are investigated. Does the interviewee have enough knowledge about 
the subject at hand? Another way of checking validity is to compare the interviews and 
basic findings on reoccurring themes from more than one interview. In personal 
interviews, researchers have the possibility to check interpretations of the interviewees’ 
accounts. This can have a positive effect on the validity of the information collected 
since it minimizes the risk for misunderstandings and subjective interpretations. 
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Interviews can also have a negative impact on validity because the collected results are 
based on what respondents claim about their thoughts and feelings, which does not 
always corresponding to reality. Dörnyei (2011:60-61) emphasizes that findings should 
be properly contextualized and described and potential researcher bias in the study 
should be discussed in order to increase the validity in a project.  
 
Since the research questions in this study concern teachers’ experiences, opinions and 
interpretations it is appropriate and trustworthy to interview teachers about their 
perceptions. The teachers interviewed possess different amounts of information and 
experience about assessment and grading since some of them have worked as EFL 
teachers longer than others. However, this might also reflect the nature of reality. As a 
whole, the method used in this project can be considered to answer the research 
questions posed. Furthermore, the respondents’ descriptions are portrayed accurately 
and the respondents' credibility is increased by contextualizing and continuously giving 
examples of what the interviewees have said. Validity is also increased by basing most 
findings on reoccurring themes which are evident in more than one interview. 
Interviewees’ descriptions are also compared with a theoretical background which is a 
way to check the validity of the data. In this study, personal interviews were used and 
interpretations of respondents’ answers were checked during the interview to make sure 
that the interviewer did not misunderstand the interviewee. This procedure also 
contributes to enhancing validity. The personal bias of the researcher is minimized by 
the openness of the project and its research questions. It can be questioned whether the 
results are generalizable to be accurate for other EFL teachers in Sweden as well. Some 
details might not be shared with every other teacher but the general ideas that are 
portrayed by the interviewees could be generalized to a certain extent.  
 
Reliability is, according to Dörnyei (2011:56-57), about the consistency of the 
measurement. In qualitative research, reliability concerns the probability that similar 
results would be obtained if the investigation was replicated by the researcher or 
someone else at another time or place. Denscombe (2010:193) claim that the reliability 
of semi-structured interviews is negatively affected by the difficulty involved with 
acquiring consistent answers from different interviews. The contexts as well as the 
participants in the interview session influence the reliability and the possibility to 
replicate the investigation.  
 
The results from the interviews in this independent project are reliable and replicable in 
the sense that they could be reproduced in another context and at another occasion. The 
procedure has been thoroughly described which ensures that someone else could do the 
interviews with other respondents and thereby replicate the investigation. However, to 
what extent a replicated interview would produce similar results at another time or 
involving other interviewees is uncertain. The interviews in this investigation were 
conducted at three schools which increases their reliability. These schools are 
nevertheless situated within the same municipality and it is possible that there would be 
greater variances between different municipalities. Differences and similarities of 
varying local interpretations throughout several municipalities are therefore not 
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detectable in these results. This study is also time-sensitive because it investigates how 
teachers perceive assessment and grading in the present moment (September 2016) 
which could change if there would be a change in the directives for example. 
 
3.3.2 Ethical considerations 
According to Dörnyei (2011:64-70) and Denscombe (2010:330-338), there are some 
ethical dilemmas and issues researchers have to consider while conducting 
investigations. Participants’ rights, integrity and dignity are aspects to consider and 
respect while collecting data and handling the material. The Swedish Research Council 
[www] identifies four ethical demands which concern information, consent, 
confidentiality and utilization of data. Dörnyei (ibid:64-70) and Denscombe (ibid:330-
338) also describe these aspects and explain the importance of informing the 
participants about the aim and purpose of the study. Respondents should be informed 
about how the collected data will be used and handled. The utilization of data should be 
communicated to the respondent and the level of confidentiality maintained throughout. 
While processing and depicting the data, researchers have to be honest and objective. 
Respondents’ anonymity should be ensured by handling the data confidentially and their 
identity should thereby not be exposed in any way in the study. It is also important that 
participants participate voluntarily and that they give their consent to use the data 
collected. 
 
These ethical considerations have been realized in this individual project by informing 
participants about the purpose and aim of the study. Respondents’ anonymity, consent, 
willingness to participate and the confidential handling of the collected data is 
expressed and ensured. Results and descriptions of participants and their schools are 
carefully presented in the study to avoid revealing their identities. The real names of the 
interviewees are for instance exchanged with fictional names to ensure their anonymity. 
The data collected has only been used in accordance with the purpose of the study 
which was explained to the participants and the depiction of the material was done with 
as much honesty as possible.  
 
This section describes the quantitative interviews used in this independent project. It 
includes one empirical study to investigate teachers’ perspectives on assessment and 
grading which consists of six qualitative interviews. The choice of method and its 
procedure is initially explained and motivated. Thereafter, the population and sample of 
the interviewees are considered as well as reliability and validity in relation to the 
investigations carried out. Finally, ethical considerations that might have an impact on 
the results from the study are discussed.   
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4 Results 
 
The following section is divided on the basis of the three research questions under 
which results from the qualitative interviews are compiled and explored. 
 
4.1 The subjective aspect of assessing and grading language 
 
4.1.1 Subjective aspects of assessing and grading English language proficiency 
The teachers agreed in their experiences about the subjective nature of assessing and 
grading English. They unanimously interpreted the assessment as a subjective process 
which depends on who is carrying out the assessment. This finding is interpreted as an 
inevitable result which is going to have an effect on the grading process as long as 
assessments are performed by human beings because as several of the teachers claim, 
teachers are only humans too. The teachers explained for example that: 
 

All teachers read what they think is good, what makes a text good or bad. Some only 
think of grammatical structure and others think of contents […] it is so open with contents 
and interpretations. (Teacher F) 
 
Yes, of course assessments are subjective. It is designed in a way that makes it open for 
interpretation. (Teacher E) 
 
As long as it is a single teacher it will always be subjective […] you can make a simile 
with for example figure skating where they go around and display themselves and then 
you have four different judges who all give different points on the same performance, that 
is kind of what it is like here as well. (Teacher A) 

 
All of the teachers except teacher F experienced difficulties to some extent with 
assessing and grading certain aspects of language proficiency. Teacher E perceived the 
part in the English knowledge requirements in the syllabus which states that pupils 
should be able to discuss ‘phenomena from different contexts and areas where English 
is used’ as difficult to assess (Swedish National Agency for Education, [www]). It is 
interpreted as “difficult to put a finger on what they know about it” (Teacher E). The 
other teachers mentioned oral production as the most difficult aspect but some of them 
differ in what parts they considered as easier to assess and grade. Teacher B felt that 
written productions are easier while teacher C perceived the receptive skills of listening 
and reading as being simpler. During the interviews it was for example stated that: 
 

Listening and reading comprehension, the ability to listen and understand a text; that is 
easier to assess than the oral ability. (Teacher C) 
 
The oral part is difficult, difficult to measure, it is really difficult to measure […] I mean, 
culture in English speaking countries, that criterion is really easy. But I feel that the 
written is easier [to assess, author's words]. (Teacher B) 
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4.1.2 Assessing the same ability on multiple occasions 
The majority of the teachers mentioned that it is mainly the performances pupils 
produce at the end of a term that are included in the grading process. Learning a 
language is interpreted by these teachers as a process where students develop and it is 
therefore important to assess and grade them in the end, in terms of where the learners 
are at that moment in their interlanguage development. However, teacher E interpreted 
this aspect of grading and assessing somewhat differently. It did not matter in the 
opinion of teacher E when pupils show their abilities because if they have attained a 
certain performance level once, that should be the occasion to include while grading. 
These experiences are for instance explained in the following terms: 
 

It is a development, you cannot just include that which is assessed early in the term 
because the students are constantly developing in their language. Thus, it is more in the 
end but of course, if you have done really good things in the beginning, this should not be 
forgotten. (Teacher C) 
 
You should accentuate where they are and therefore you have to do something in the end 
which is graded. And then, what they did in august is not interesting anymore because 
hopefully, they have learned more things. (Teacher F) 
 
If they have the ability, if they have shown it at some point, regardless of when, you have 
to include it in the assessment. (Teacher E) 

 
4.2 Grading and assessing in relation to the Swedish criterion-
referenced grading system 
 
4.2.1 Knowledge requirements and evaluative words 
All of the teachers were of the opinion that the knowledge requirements in English were 
open to differences in interpretations while grading and assessing. Difficulties were 
particularly prevalent in connection with the subjectively-loaded evaluative words i.e. 
the bold typed formulations in the knowledge requirements. For instance, the teachers 
explained their opinions by stating: 
 

What is demanded for the different grades is a question of interpretation for the teacher 
[…] you have to find variations between the evaluative words on your own. (Teacher A) 
 
It is difficult to know what a simple [author’s emphasis] text is. I mean, how do you 
define that? (Teacher D)  
 
I can say that in general, and it is probably something that everyone says, that it [the 
knowledge requirements, author's words] is open for interpretation with the evaluative 
words and such. (Teacher E) 

 
Half of the teachers emphasized that grading and assessing in relation to the knowledge 
requirements was a professional skill that becomes easier with more experience. 
Teacher A and teacher E for example expressed their opinions in the following terms: 
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I think that you become more and more, the more you work as a teacher, the more 
comfortable you become and you can trust your assessment. And I do that too but it also 
has a lot to do with experience. (Teacher A) 
 
The more you work, the more you know the stages of what is demanded for an E and for 
a C and for an A […] then you notice the differences as you know the back of your hand. 
(Teacher E) 

 
Respondents do not regard the knowledge requirements as being entirely sufficient as a 
support while grading and assessing. Every one of the teachers stated that it is also 
necessary to discuss grades and assessments with colleagues and to collaborate in order 
to ensure more equality and justice. All teachers except teacher F also mentioned that 
they perceived examples as being helpful. For instance, they refer to examples of texts 
on different grade levels which can be used to compare with their own students’ texts. 
However, these examples are according to the teachers only provided in relation to the 
national tests and some of the teachers pointed out that it would be beneficial to have 
such examples in their ordinary grading and assessing process as well. Another source 
of helpful support while grading and assessing difficult situations is the commentary 
material even though the majority of the teachers used it sparingly. Teachers B, C and E 
for instance expressed the following opinions: 
 

The collaborative exchange about assessments is necessary to create this…and that is the 
difficult thing, to get an equivalent assessment. (Teacher B)   
 
What we would like to have more of to give really fair grades is more examples; 
examples of texts and examples of conversations. These exist to a certain degree for the 
national test, because then they [the Swedish National Agency for Education, author’s 
addition] give us that. But this is something we would like to work more with ourselves 
on the school. Often you end up there, how would an A text within this theme be, and a C 
text and an E text. We need more of these, more. (Teacher C) 
 
Examples of students’ performances on the national tests are helpful […] It is usually 
specified when we receive examples of exercises of the national test; it is usually 
exemplified through what is meant by verbal flow but this is not exactly stated in the 
knowledge requirements. (Teacher E) 

 
The teachers were of the opinion that the autonomous responsibility to assess and grade 
students is easier to measure up to when colleagues help each other. However, some 
respondents mentioned that there was a lack of time allotted to this collegial 
collaboration on an everyday basis and that time was only given when national tests are 
assessed. It is for instance experienced that: 
 

It is not prioritized to help each other; you do not have time to collaborate. (Teacher F) 
 
We try to collaborate while assessing the national tests, since the national test is meant to 
ensure equivalent assessment […] that is of course something you can do on other tests as 
well but it is difficult to find time to do that. (Teacher A) 
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When there are hesitations, it is better if it is not only me, then again it is only me who 
determines the final grade, but you should discuss it with other subject teachers as much 
as you can. (Teacher C) 

 
4.2.2 Bias while grading B and D 
What most parts of the criteria imply as teachers grade students on the grading scale was 
confusing to the teachers. It was perceived as a difficult and subjective process to 
determine what grade students should receive when their performance is somewhere 
between the grades A, C and E. Determining what most criteria are while giving final 
grades is also perceived as problematic because the teachers only grade with A, C and E 
on tests. For example, teacher F and D stated that: 
 

Sometimes you feel as if the difference between A and C is very large when there is a B 
in between […] that could also have the effect that some who receives an A should not 
have an A, they should not have a C but […] I do not know what most parts signifies, if it 
is half or what it is. (Teacher F) 
 
It is arbitrary and unclear, how you should do it. (Teacher D) 

 
Accordingly, this confusion is also displayed in their different opinions of what most 
parts signify. Teachers A, B, C and D mention the new guidelines from the Swedish 
National Agency for Education [www] which has changed their perceptions of what 
most parts are. These teachers are of the opinion that it might be sufficient if a student 
excels at one or some parts which are deemed equivalent of the A grade in order to 
obtain the grade B. Teacher F was unsure of what most parts denotes, as seen above, 
and teacher E thought that it signifies that half of the criteria have to be attained. This is 
for instance explained in the following terms: 
 

In my opinion, most parts are almost all except for one criterion but the new guidelines 
changed this and now you are only required to achieve some part you are really good at. 
(Teacher B) 
 
With the new guidelines, it is even more the teacher who decides what most parts are. It is 
good that teachers get a greater freedom. […] They do not need to have almost all on A 
because if a student is especially good at one ability, it outweighs C on other abilities. 
(Teacher A) 
 
It is important to look at what it says [the knowledge requirements, author's words] and 
not to measure the amount of text attained. […] Exactly how much it should be to signify 
most parts, well, it is more than 50 %. (Teacher E) 

 
4.3 National tests in relation to final overall grade 
 
4.3.1 National tests correspondence with assessing and grading 
There were many different aspects and perceptions about whether the national tests are 
consistent with how the teachers assess and grade students. One aspect mentioned by 
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teachers A, B, C, D and E is that pupils often obtain higher grades on the national tests 
than their overall grade level. This was explained in different ways however because 
teacher D related this state of affairs to the fact that students who take this opportunity 
to really show what they are capable of and therefore perform better. Teachers A, B, C 
and E rather connect the increased test scores with their perception that demands on the 
national tests are lower than their demands on other aspects on pupil performance 
observed.  
 

The low demands [on the national tests, author's words] do not consort with the 
guidelines. It becomes really strange when it is weighed in to the final grade. (Teacher A) 
 
When it comes to an essay for example, many teachers think that, and I do too, is this 
really an E? Do you not have to perform on a higher level to get an E on the ability to 
write? It often feels very, very low. And then we think, what sort of pupils are we 
passing, in order to progress to higher education? […] We are good at English here in 
Sweden so you think that it should be on a higher level. (Teacher C) 
 
Either I give too low grades or it is because they [the students, author's words] actually 
show what they can do and I think it is the latter. (Teacher D) 

 
Another inconsistency regards the process of combining the grades from the different 
parts of the national test. This inconsistency was felt by the majority of the teachers as 
not corresponding to how teachers are supposed to assess and grade students normally. 
It was perceived that on the national tests, students can fail one part but still get an E 
since the grades on the different parts on the test are added and combined into an 
average grade. Additionally, national test performances are measured on a different 
scale where students’ performances are graded with an A+ or A- which was perceived 
as confusing while grading in accordance with the grade levels in the syllabus. For 
instance, the teachers explained that: 
 

It is a really strange grade scale in the English national tests because you can give an E+ 
or an E- […]  it is strange because that is not how it is in the grade system. (Teacher A) 
 
You can fail on the oral part [on the national test, author's words] but still get an E but if 
you do not show oral abilities at any other occasion either, then you cannot get an E as a 
final grade and that is questioned. […] The Swedish National Agency for Education are 
really clear about that you have to attain at least an E level in all abilities to get the final 
grade E but that is not the case on the national tests and that is what I do not understand. 
(Teacher B) 
 
On the one hand, you should grade in one way but on the other hand, the Swedish 
National Agency for Education does not follow this when they do the combined test 
score. (Teacher C) 

 
4.3.2 The significance of national test scores on final grades 
To which extent the national test has an effect on the final grade was suggested by the 
teachers to depend on the individual pupil and what level of performance the individual 
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has shown before. Teacher A indicated that it can depend on why the student has not 
performed before since a pupil who has disregarded and not even attempted to do 
examination tasks previously during the term should not get an E while someone who 
has not performed due to another reason could get an E. 
  

It [the national test, author's words] can be good for those [students, author's words] who 
has not performed much already or those who are on the verge between F and E. If you 
get an E on the national test in those cases, then it can be pretty significant. […] But if it 
is a student who has disregarded everything and got an F on everything and then gets an E 
on the national test, then I think that he or she should not get an E. (Teacher A) 

 
Some of the teachers emphasize that it is important to give students more opportunities 
to show what they can do and to overlook circumstances that might have an effect on 
the test score. That it is only one part of what is done during their time in school. It is 
used by the teachers as something that has a positive effect on students’ grades rather 
than having a negative impact, especially for pupils with lower grades. All of the 
teachers had the perception that the national test score usually corresponds with the final 
score. These experiences are for instance portrayed by the teachers in the following 
ways: 

 
It is really rare that you lower the students’ grades because of national tests. (Teacher F) 
 
I use it [the national test score, author's words] as an indicator to compare with [the final 
grade, author's words]. […] They might have a bad day but then it is important to have 
other material to show off and weigh in. (Teacher B) 

 
4.3.3 Internal versus external assessment and grading of national tests 
Teachers A and B did not feel that external assessment and grading would be 
particularly beneficial. Teacher A is of the opinion that “it would not solve anything, it 
would only prove that we assess differently”. Teacher B was of the opinion that 
correcting the national test is helpful to develop personal expertise in assessing and 
claims that collegial collaboration and exchanging national tests with each other would 
be enough to ensure the quality of assessments. Exchanging tests with colleagues was 
something that teacher C and E also experienced as helpful while assessing. The 
majority of the teachers claimed that external assessment and grading would be 
beneficial when it comes to the national test. Teachers C and E felt that it would 
improve the accuracy of the assessment and additionally, it would facilitate a reduction 
in the teachers’ workload. Teacher D would prefer to have all tests assessed and graded 
externally since the summative grading of students was felt to interfere with teachers’ 
formative mission. These are some examples of what the teachers said: 
 

It [external assessments, author's words] would be really good because partly, it takes 
time and […] it would be further consensus about it and it will be more objective too. 
[…] External test would be helpful with the correction load and the equivalence. (Teacher 
C) 
 



  
 

29 

It [external assessments, author's words] would eliminate the need for me to think about 
who it is, because you would be lying if you would say that you do not think about whom 
it is you are assessing. […] I think that it is a bit skewed to be the one who raises them 
and gets them to develop at the same time as I have to be the one who judges them all the 
time. (Teacher D) 
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5 Analysis and Discussion 
 
In this section, the three research questions are analyzed in relation to the theoretical 
background and the interview results from previously discussed sections. 
 
5.1 The subjective aspect of assessing and grading language 
This section discusses the research question on how EFL teachers perceived the 
subjective aspect of assessing and grading language.  
 
5.1.1 Subjective aspects of assessing and grading English language proficiency 
The teachers in this study were of the opinion that teachers’ individual interpretations 
have an impact on grading and assessing English. These processes are regarded as 
subjective and dependent on who is assessing and interpreting the criteria. Furthermore, 
difficulties with assessing and grading certain aspects of language proficiency are were 
noted by the majority of the teachers in this project. However, they referred to different 
aspects as more or less difficult which indicates that it is depending on the individual 
teacher. One teacher felt that the criterion concerning different phenomena in English 
speaking countries is the most difficult while another considered it as easy to assess. 
Nevertheless, most of the teachers agreed that assessing oral production is the most 
difficult aspect.   
 
Similarly, these experiences are also noted by Bachman (1990:37) who suggests that 
every teacher makes subjective assessments when language proficiency is evaluated. 
Brown and Abeywickrama (2010:319) claim that the processes of grading and assessing 
are overly influenced by the subjective aspect. Teachers apply different standards of 
grading and assessing and interpretations will therefore diverge depending on who the 
individual teacher is. According to Bachman (ibid:76), there will be greater 
disagreements between teachers’ assessments when subjective interpretations are 
involved. This concerns the inter-rater reliability of assessments as suggested by Brown 
and Abeywickrama (ibid: 27-29). If there is an inconsistency between assessors’ 
interpretations of a performance this might indicate that inter-rater reliability is not 
achieved. Grettve, Israelsson and Jönsson (2014:31-37) suggest that it is difficult to 
ensure reliable assessments partly because it is a complex process to identify the 
qualities in a performance and partly because teachers tend to value these qualities 
differently.  
 
It is an interesting discovery that the teachers found the oral ability to be the most 
difficult aspect to assess. It contrasts both Gustafsson, Cliffordson and Erickson 
(2014:7)  as well as Grettve, Israelsson and Jönsson (2014:120) who point out written 
proficiency in the form of longer texts as especially complex to assess. Longer texts are 
stated to be further open for subjective and differentiating opinions which has a negative 
impact on the equivalence of the assessment. Bachman (1990:18-19) suggests that it is a 
complex process to quantify and measure mental abilities by the level of difficulty of a 
performance. It is further argued by Bachman (ibid: 22-23) that such evaluations are 
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influenced by the abilities of the assessor. This indicates that the subjective 
interpretations of what the teachers in the study perceived as more or less difficult are 
due to their individual abilities which consequently has an impact on the subjectivity of 
the assessment.  
 
5.1.2 Assessing the same ability on multiple occasions 
Another subjective aspect of grading and assessing language proficiency is when 
teachers decide to assess the development of students. A majority of the teachers 
claimed that the grade is mainly influenced by performances at the end of a term. 
Students are said to be constantly developing in their interlanguage proficiency during 
the term. These teachers were therefore of the opinion that it is important to assess and 
grade students when they have reached as far as possible in their learning process. Since 
it can be regarded as a subjective aspect of grading and assessing which is open for 
interpretations, this question indicated the existence of differing opinions on the subject. 
It is also pointed out by one teacher that it does not matter when pupils’ abilities are 
attained and that it is enough to have shown it once.  
 
This constant development of students’ language proficiency that the teachers 
experience and assess is similarly argued by Brown and Abeywickrama (2010:3-8). It is 
stated that teachers constantly assess pupils both subconsciously and intentionally in an 
ongoing process. Tholin (2006:26) also mentions that teachers make continuous 
assessments but that it is questioned if it is necessary to demonstrate achievement of 
criteria once or at several occasions. Additionally, the teachers’ perceptions are parallel 
to the pedagogical perspective mentioned by Lundahl (2014:255-262). In accordance 
with this perspective, assessments are a part of the learning process where it is 
necessary to have a personal relationship with the individual being assessed. Since 
children and teenagers develop and change over time, they should be assessed on a 
regular basis and not solely on the basis of one opportunity. 
 
Furthermore, there might be an indication that the teachers included in this project have 
different opinions of what results are valid to use while grading. Gronlund (1998:226) 
claims that validity is achieved if the assessors’ inferences of assessment results are 
appropriate, meaningful and useful in terms of the purpose of the assessment. In other 
words, it concerns teachers’ interpretations of what assessment to use with grading as 
the purpose. There are different opinions among the teachers about what assessment 
results are appropriate, meaningful and useful while grading. Is it for example the 
results performed at the end of a term or can earlier results also be included? Since the 
teachers perceive what results should be used differently, they also perceive validity 
differently. Validity is according to Harmer (2015:409) an essential characteristic of 
equivalent assessments and grades. Accordingly, this could indicate that teachers differ 
in how they perceive and experience what equivalent assessments and grades are. 
Consequently, it can be problematic when directives only say that it is important to 
assess the same ability at multiple occasions but does not suggest which of these 
assessment results should be emphasized.  
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5.1.3 Summary 
This section has described how EFL teachers perceive the subjective aspect of assessing 
and grading language. The teachers were of the opinion that individual interpretations 
related to grading and assessing are subjective and thereby depends on the teacher. 
Difficulties with certain aspects of assessing and grading language are also subjectively 
experienced and could possibly be related to the individual abilities of the teacher. What 
assessment results teachers perceive to be appropriate, meaningful and useful to include 
while grading students’ ongoing development is a subjective decision. Differences in 
opinions concerning when these assessments are valid could have a negative influence 
on the consistency of assessment and grading language. Subjective aspects of grading 
and assessing might cause problems with validity and equivalence. 
 
5.2 Grading and assessing in relation to the Swedish criterion-
referenced grading system 
The following section aims to discuss the research question on what EFL teachers’ 
opinions and experiences are of grading and assessing in relation to the criterion-
referenced grading system in Sweden.  
 
5.2.1 Knowledge requirements and evaluative words 
All of the teachers in the study were of the opinion that the knowledge requirements in 
English are open to subjective interpretations in terms of grading and assessing. 
Difficulties to understand and interpret the evaluative words i.e. the bold typed 
formulations in the knowledge requirements were particularly prevalent. However, 
some of the teachers argued that this professional skill becomes easier with more 
experience. The interviewees did not regard the knowledge requirements as being 
entirely sufficient as a support while grading and assessing. Consequently, it was argued 
that collegial discussions and collaborations about grading and assessing are necessary 
to ensure equality and justice of the otherwise autonomous responsibility to assess. 
However, some respondents mentioned that there was a lack of time allotted to this 
collegial collaboration on an everyday basis and that time was only given when national 
tests are assessed. Most teachers also perceived the commentary material (although not 
used much) and examples of students’ performances as being helpful. It was pointed out 
that these examples only originate from the national tests and some of the teachers felt 
that it would be beneficial to have such examples in their ordinary grading and 
assessing process as well.  
 
The teachers’ opinions correspond to what Djuvfelt and Wedman (2007:18-37) argue 
about teachers’ perceptions regarding the Swedish grading system. It is similarly 
claimed that teachers experience the knowledge requirements as unclearly defined and 
too open for different interpretations. Accordingly, it is stated that the grading system 
does not provide teachers with appropriate and sufficient conditions to assess and grade 
equivalently. Gustafsson and Erickson (2013:85-86) are confirm what the teachers in 
this study experience with their claim that the syllabus does not provide teachers with 
sufficient support for grading. The Swedish National Agency for Education (2007:79-
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80) also argue that the grading system has a high level of local freedom and the 
knowledge requirements in the syllabus are open for teachers’ interpretations. 
 
In addition, Gustafsson, Cliffordson and Erickson (2014:22) suggest that formulations 
in the criteria are abstract and imprecise. It is questioned whether the ambiguous 
evaluative words in the criteria provide enough support to ensure consistent assessments 
and grading. A clear correspondence between the bold formulations and the precise 
extent of knowledge and performance they signify is however impossible according to 
the Swedish National Agency for Education [www]. The commentary material does not 
provide a comprehensive picture of the knowledge requirements and merely offers a 
few examples to function as a support for teachers in their interpretations. This 
insufficiency might be one possible reason that the teachers do not use it extensively in 
that it is only supplying some examples. Moreover, the interviewees’ perceptions that 
experience is helpful while assessing correspond to what Törnvall (2001:178) claims 
about the fact that teachers’ expertise and experience are the most important instruments 
of assessments.  
 
The consistency and objectivity of grading depends on the level of consistency among 
teachers according to Tholin (2006:23). However, similar to what the teachers 
perceived, Wikström (2005:25) argues that teachers in Sweden have an autonomous 
responsibility to accurately assess and grade students in relation to stated objectives and 
performance levels in the syllabus. In order to increase the reliability and equivalence of 
these independent assessments, the Swedish National Agency for Education (2011b:38) 
suggest that collegial collaboration as well as using examples of assessments can have a 
positive effect.  
 
5.2.2 Bias while grading B and D 
The interviewed teachers perceived that to determine what most parts signifies is a 
confusing, difficult and subjective process. Accordingly, this confusion is also displayed 
in their different opinions of what most parts signify. Many of the teachers are 
influenced by the new guidelines from the Swedish National Agency for Education 
[www] and suggested that it might be sufficient if a student is excelling at one or some 
parts which are deemed equivalent of the A grade in order to obtain the grade B. One 
teacher was unsure of what most parts denote and another teacher thought that it 
signifies that half of the criteria have to be attained.  
 
Parallel to what the teachers’ experience, Grettve, Israelsson and Jönsson (2014:199) 
similarly argue that to determine what most parts denote is a subjective measurement. 
What most parts signifies is not explained by Gustavsson, Måhl and Sundblad 
(2012:175) who merely suggests that assigning for example a  grade B is possible when 
the student meets all the criteria for the grade of C and most criteria for the A grade. 
However, Grettve, Israelsson and Jönsson (ibid:199) argue that teachers could value 
some abilities as more important than others. This emphasis is also suggested by the 
new guidelines from the Swedish National Agency for Education [www]. It is stated that 
the teacher is the professional who determines what most parts of the criteria is. It does 
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not have to be half of the criteria of an A or a C in order to signify most parts and 
thereby qualifies for a B or D. For example, if a student has fulfilled all the criteria for 
an E and has also made significant progress in one of the proficiency skills in the 
knowledge requirements, this student could get a D as a grade. In comparison, this is 
similar to how many of the interviewed teachers’ perceived what most parts denote. 
However, it is indicated that a few of the teachers differ in their perceptions. The 
teacher who thought most parts signifies how half of the criteria on a higher level  
contradict the new guidelines which suggests that is does not have to be half of the 
criteria.  
 
5.2.3 Summary 
This section has described EFL teachers’ opinions and experiences of grading and 
assessing in relation to the criterion-referenced grading system in Sweden. It could be 
interpreted that the grading system provides insufficient conditions to assess and grade 
equivalently. What the teachers perceive about knowledge requirement and 
subjectively-loaded evaluative words and what most parts signifies was experienced as 
open to subjective interpretations. In order to increase the equivalence, reliability and 
fairness of otherwise autonomous and subjective grading and assessing, teachers’ 
experience that collegial collaboration, examples of assessments, experience and the 
commentary material is helpful. However, this support is not always possible or usable 
due to a lack of time and insufficiencies which consequently has a negative impact on 
assessments and grades. 
 
5.3 National tests in relation to final overall grade 
The research question on how EFL teachers perceive and experience the relation 
between the national test and the final overall grade is discussed in this third and final 
section.  
 
5.3.1 National tests correspondence with assessing and grading 
It was the opinion of a majority of the teachers that students often obtain higher grades 
on the national tests than their overall grade level. This was related by one of the 
teachers to the fact that students perform better on national tests because they take this 
opportunity to really show what they are capable of. The majority of the teachers rather 
relate the increased test scores to their perception that demands on the national tests are 
lower than their demands on other aspects on pupil performance observed. Another 
inconsistency experienced by the majority of the teachers regards the process of 
combining the grades from the different parts of the national test. This was perceived as 
not corresponding to how teachers are supposed to assess and grade students normally. 
On the national tests, students can fail one part but still obtain an E since the grades on 
the different parts on the test are added and combined into an average grade. 
Additionally, national test are measured on a different scale according to the teachers 
where students’ performances are graded with an A+ or A-. This was perceived as 
confusing while grading in accordance with the grade levels in the syllabus.  
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If the teachers perceive grading and assessing national tests differently in relation to 
how they experience it otherwise, this might indicate a problem with the tests’ function 
to ensure equivalent assessments. Wedman (1983:10-11) describes that national tests 
were introduced due to an increasing demand on equality in grading and the 
comparability of students’ grades as grades were becoming more crucial in the selection 
to higher education and occupations. Lundahl (2014:286-290) also claims that demands 
arose for a national test with the function to control grading and ensure equivalent 
assessments when the Swedish school system was decentralized and directed towards 
being criterion-referenced.  
 
Wikström (2005:32-37) argues that there has been an increase in the average grade in 
upper secondary school since the grading system became criterion-referenced. This 
grade inflation is not due to the fact that student's achievements have been improved but 
rather because the standards of grading have dropped. Additionally, Enö (2009:30) and 
the Swedish National Agency for Education (2009:67) also argue that grade inflation is 
a noticeable problem. Teachers grade students with higher grades even though the 
knowledge requirements have not been attained. The teachers’ perceptions that students 
obtain higher grades on national tests than their overall grade level along with the 
perception that national tests have low demands might indicate that the standards of 
grading on the tests are lowered and thereby cause grade inflation. Grade inflation could 
also be indicated by the combination of grades on different parts of the national tests 
where students can receive a higher grade even though all parts or knowledge 
requirements are attained.  
 
The teachers’ descriptions of how the grades on the different parts of the national tests 
are added together and combined into an overall score was experienced to not 
correspond to how teachers normally grade and assess. This agrees with what 
Gustavsson, Måhl and Sundblad (2012:175) explain about what most parts are. To 
obtain the grade B or D, students have to satisfy all the criteria on the level below in 
addition to attaining most criteria on a higher level. This is in conflict with the fact that 
students can obtain a passing grade on the national test without having attained an E on 
all parts. Furthermore, to use a different grade scale on the national tests in comparison 
with the grade levels in the syllabus could possibly cause negative or harmful backwash 
according to Hughes (1999:1-2). Negative or harmful backwash could for instance 
occur if the content or methods used in a test are inconsistent with the course objectives. 
In this case, the assessment methods used with the national tests are inconsistent with 
assessments objectives in the English syllabus. 
 
5.3.2 The significance of national test scores on final grades 
The interviewed teachers argued that the effect national test scores has on the final 
grade depends on the student and what level of performance the individual has shown 
before. One teacher indicated that it can depend on why the student has not performed 
before since a pupil who has disregarded and not even attempted to do examination 
tasks previously during the term and attains an E on the national test should not obtain 
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an E as a final overall grade while someone who has not performed due to another 
reason could.  
 
This teacher’s perception of how the national tests could be assessed and applied to the 
final grade indicates that the assessments are deficient in terms of validity. Brown and 
Abeywickrama (2010:30-34) argue that it is essential to avoid the inclusion of irrelevant 
variables while assessing in order to ensure the validity of the assessment. Why the 
students have not performed previously during a term could be interpreted as an 
irrelevant aspect. According to Gronlund (1998:226), teachers’ interpretations of test 
results should be appropriate in terms of the purpose of the assessment. Börjesson 
(2012:129) claims that the Swedish national test in English is a proficiency test which 
according to Brown and Abeywickrama (ibid:9-11) has the purpose to test students’ 
overall abilities in terms of all-round communicative skills. This indicates that this 
teacher perceives inappropriate and invalid variables related to the students behavior as 
being significant while determining the significance national test scores have on final 
grades.  
 
Moreover, some of the teachers emphasize the importance to give students more 
opportunities than the national test to show what they can do. The teachers also perceive 
that it is important to be aware of and overlook student-related circumstances that might 
have had an effect on the test score which corresponds to what Brown and 
Abeywickrama (2010:27-29) suggest about the reliability of a test. A test can be 
considered as less reliable if it is influenced by student-related psychological or physical 
issues that have a temporary negative effect on the performance. In order to increase the 
reliability and equivalence of assessments, the Swedish National Agency for Education 
(2011b:36-37) as well as Björklund Boistrup (2011:118) and Kjellström (2011:189) 
claim that it is essential to assess performances at multiple occasions and in different 
ways. Similarly, this importance to assess students at many occasions is also 
emphasized by some of the interviewed teachers.  
 
Additionally, Grettve, Israelsson and Jönsson (2014:119) state that this inclusion of 
multiple performance examples is essential because the national tests do not include all 
knowledge requirements or criteria from the syllabus. Since the national tests do not 
display every aspect of what a pupil has learned, individual grades can deviate from 
national test results according to the Swedish National Agency for Education [www]. 
However, the grades should not diverge in general from students’ performances on the 
tests at a school level. Lundahl (2012:488) mentions that such inconsistencies would be 
questioned since the national tests are an instrument to assure quality and equivalence in 
the decentralized Swedish school system. The Swedish National Agency for Education 
(2011b:55) and Henriksson (2014:298) also emphasize that students’ results from the 
national tests are not the only item of information included in the final grade. It is 
therefore necessary to include other sources of information besides the national tests in 
the final grade. Otherwise grade inflation would be a fact since Enö (2009:30) and the 
Swedish National Agency for Education (2009:67) argue that this occurs when teachers 
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grade students with higher grades even though the knowledge requirements have not 
been attained. 
 
Furthermore, the teachers perceive national test scores as a positive impact on the final 
grade and that the score usually corresponds to the final overall grade which is 
somewhat similar to what the general tendencies indicate. The Swedish National Agency 
for Education [www] remarks that 74% of the ninth grade students in year 2014-2015 
received the same final grade in English as their national test score. However, it is more 
uncommon that pupils receive a higher final grade in English in relation to what they 
attain at the national tests in comparison to the other subjects Swedish and Mathematics. 
In addition, it is more common that students receive a lower final grade in English in 
comparison to what they have scored on the national test than it is in Swedish and 
Mathematics. The high percentage of students national test scores that corresponds to 
their final scores indicates that teachers’ perceptions of assessments and grading in 
English is somewhat consistent. Explanations for inconsistencies between the national 
test score and the final overall grade which does not affect the equivalence according to 
the Swedish National Agency for Education (2007:18-21) concern the inclusion of a 
wide variety of materials and more criterions than the national tests provide. However, 
an explanation that has a negative effect on consistency is if teachers interpret the 
knowledge requirements and other directives attached to the national tests differently. 
The significance national test scores have on the final grades is thereby influenced by 
aspects that have both negative and positive effects on the equivalence of the grading 
process.  
 
The relationship between the national test and the final grade is not clarified which is 
another example of the autonomous and subjective interpretations enabled by the 
criterion-referenced grading system according to the Swedish National Agency for 
Education (2007:79-80). This lack of instructions on the extent national tests should 
affect final grades is also argued by Gustafsson, Cliffordson and Erickson (2014:35-36). 
In contrast, this unclear relationship is indicated by the teachers experience that it 
depends on the student and the context. It is the teacher who autonomously interprets 
the level of significance.  
  
5.3.3 Internal versus external assessment and grading of national tests 
A few teachers felt that external assessment and grading would not be particularly 
beneficial. It was stated by one teacher that external assessments only would prove that 
assessments are subjective. This corresponds to the fact that Bachman (1990:37) claims 
that tests measuring language proficiency are subjective and individuals responsible for 
the scoring process make subjective assessments, independent of who is scoring and 
what the basis for their decisions is. It can be questioned which assessment is most 
correct if external and internal assessments are diverging when both are considered to 
be subjective. Nusche et al. (2011:5-6) argues that re-corrections of national tests has 
shown that teachers’ internal assessments are subjective and differ from external 
assessments. These differences are however small in the English subject according to 
Gustafsson, Cliffordson and Erickson (2014:26). Correspondingly, Gustafsson and 
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Erickson (2013:85) claim that these re-corrections can be questioned and viewed as 
equally correct as the teachers’ assessments. 
 
Moreover, the perception that external and internal assessments could diverge might 
indicate that the teacher has a negative experience of the reliability of the national tests. 
Similarly, Nusche et al. (2011:5-6) suggests that the national tests lack reliability. 
Brown and Abeywickrama (2010:27-29) argues that a test is reliable if it generates the 
same or similar results irrespective of who assesses. This inter-rater reliability is 
according to the Swedish National Agency for Education (2011b:38) improved when 
teachers have the opportunities to practice their abilities to assess and when students 
tests are exchanged with colleagues. These improvements are similarly perceived as 
being helpful by the interviewed teachers. One teacher mentioned that the process of 
correcting internally is helpful to develop personal expertise in assessing. Exchanging 
tests with colleagues was experienced by some teachers as helpful and beneficial for the 
quality of internal assessments.  
 
Furthermore, the majority of the teachers claimed that external assessment and grading 
would be beneficial when it comes to the national test since it could, according to a few 
teachers, improve the accuracy of the assessment. The Swedish National Agency for 
Education (2007:18-21) remarks that the equivalence of grades is influenced by 
differentiating interpretations of knowledge requirements among teachers and schools. 
Autonomous interpretations and different applications of directives on national tests 
have an effect on the equivalence of internal assessments. 
 
5.3.4 Summary 
This section has described how EFL teachers perceive the relation between the national 
test and the final overall grade. Students are perceived to obtain higher grades on the 
national tests in relation to their overall grade level which could possibly indicate that 
the tests are not equivalent with how the teachers assess and grade otherwise. This 
perception along with the experience of low demands on national tests can be an 
indication of grade inflation which could also be shown by the combination of grades 
on the tests. The significance of national test scores has on the final grade is perceived 
as a subjective and autonomous interpretation that depends on students’ previous 
performances and the context. One teacher showed a tendency to assess and grade 
invalidly where irrelevant variables were perceived to affect the grading process.  
 
It was also perceived to be important to assess students at more occasions than the 
national tests which would have a positive effect on the reliability and equivalence of 
assessments and grades. The teachers felt that the final overall grade usually 
corresponds with the national test score and this consistency could possibly indicate that 
their assessments and grades are relatively equivalent. However, those grades that 
deviate could possibly be influenced by aspects that might have both positive and 
negative effects on consistency. Most of the teachers perceive that external assessment 
and grading of national tests would be beneficial in terms of reliability and equivalence 
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since it would be less prone to differences in interpretations between teachers and 
schools. However, some teachers were of the opinion that external assessment and 
grading of national tests would not be beneficial since it is a subjective and unreliable 
process independent of who is scoring. It is indicated that the reliability of assessments 
and grades can be improved by exchanging tests and assessing national tests to develop 
the personal expertise. This could possibly influence the equivalence between 
assessments on national test and other performances which affects the reliability of the 
final grade. 
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6 Conclusion 
The purpose of this independent project was to enhance the understanding of teachers’ 
experiences and opinions concerning the processes of grading and assessing English as 
a foreign language. More specifically, the project aimed at attaining a further 
understanding of problematic aspects of subjective assessments, the grading system and 
national tests. This purpose has been reached since the study has resulted in a greater 
understanding of some EFL teachers’ experiences and perceptions of some problematic 
aspects related to assessing and grading. 
 
There are many problematic and subjective aspects of assessing and grading in relation 
to the Swedish criterion-referenced grading system and the national tests. The 
interviewed EFL teachers’ experiences and perceptions indicated that there are several 
challenging aspects in terms of assessing and grading that could possibly have negative 
influences on the reliability, validity and equivalence. It is a subjective process which is 
amplified by the openness and insufficiency of guidance of the criterion-referenced 
grading system. Assessing and grading national tests in English does not correspond to 
how the teachers perceived and experienced it normally.  
 
External assessments might not be perceived as less subjective than internal but it is 
indicated that external assessments could be less prone to differences in interpretations 
between teachers and schools. In order to increase the reliability, validity and 
equivalence of assessments and grades, the teachers perceived some actions such as 
collegial collaboration and personal experience as helpful. However, these actions are 
not always implementable due to a lack of time and resources which could have a 
negative influence on the function grades have in terms of comparing students in the 
selection process. Consequently, inconsistencies in the levels of reliability, validity and 
equivalence perceived by teachers imply that there is a need for consensus between 
teachers and schools concerning assessments and grading. Teachers should be given the 
time and resources to enable the use of helpful actions and possibly, external 
assessments of national tests could be an option in the future. Additionally, it is of 
importance that directions from the Swedish National Agency for Education are further 
clarified. 
 
Qualitative semi-structured interviews were used in this study with the purpose to 
understand and learn more about teachers’ experiences of assessment and grading. The 
results are not intended to be generalizable but are rather used to discover and describe 
the different aspects and nuances of the interviewed teachers’ experiences. Since there 
was a small sample of respondents, there were not always corresponding perceptions 
from the teachers which would have been easier to attain with questionnaires. However, 
the interviews have provided a depth and details of the teachers’ experiences that might 
not be possible with another data collection method. The sample of six EFL teachers in 
year 7-9 at three different Swedish compulsory schools was chosen due to reasons of 
convenience which affects the credibility negatively. However, the sample is feasible 
with reference to limitations in time and financial resources of this small scale project. 
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Even though there are some negative influences on the validity and reliability because 
of the method and material used in this study, its purpose is not generalizing too much 
from the results to make bold claims for the entire population of EFL teachers in 
Sweden. Instead, the study aims at describing and exploring what the selected teachers 
experience in the present moment and can only represent the specific place where the 
interviews have taken place.  
 
This independent project could be developed further by adding and comparing interview 
answers with a more extensive material in order to make it more generalizable. It would 
also be interesting to add more aspects of grading and assessing than what is selected in 
this particular project. Further research could focus on comparing teachers’ experiences 
with perceptions of students, parents, media or other involved parties. It would also be 
beneficial to execute further investigations about advantages and disadvantages of 
external and internal assessment and grading.   
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Appendix 
Appendix A: Interview guide in Swedish 
 
Bedöm ålder och genus 

Hur manga år har du arbetat som lärare? 

Hur länge har du undervisat i engelska?  

Vilka andra ämnen har du? 

 

Vad tycker du om betygskriterierna i engelska? Är de tydliga? Hur upplever du 
värdeorden? Är det tillräckligt för att kunna sätta betyg? Är kommentarsmaterialet till 
hjälp? 

Är det något av kriterierna som du betonar mer än andra i undervisningen? Någon del 
som väger tyngre än någon annan?  

Vad tycker du om sammanvägningar? Vad innebär ”till övervägande del”? 

Vad anser du om betygssystemets förutsättningar för att bedöma och sätta betyg?  

Hur känner du över att ansvaret för betygssättningen endast ligger på läraren? 

Hur upplever du bedömning och betygsättning av just språklig färdighet? Är det svårt 
att mäta? 

Vad anser du om varierad bedömning och om att bedöma samma färdighet vid flera 
tillfällen? Vilket av dessa tillfällen räknas då vid betygsättningen? 

Upplever du att bedömning av språk är subjektivt? Tror du att du tolkar exempelvis 
texter på ett olikartat sätt än någon annan lärare? 

Upplever du att betyg och bedömning i engelska kan vara beroende av vem som 
bedömer? 

Vad tycker du om nationella proven? Överensstämmer det med hur du bedömer och 
betygssätter? Är det liknande i svårighetsgrad? 

Tycker du att provet tar upp de viktigaste delarna eller det lättast mätbara? Är det ett bra 
sätt att testa kommunikativ kompetens? 

Vilken betydelse har elevernas resultat på slutbetyget? Hur stor del av slutbetyget är det 
ungefär? 

Vad anser du om intern och extern bedömning och betygsättning? 
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Appendix B: Translated interview guide in English  
 
Evaluate age and gender  

For how many years have you been working as a teacher? 

For how long have you taught English?  

What other subjects do you teach? 

 

What do you think about the knowledge requirements in English? Are they clear? How 
do you experience the evaluative words? Is it enough to grade? Is the commentary 
material helpful?  

Do you emphasize any of the criteria more than others when you teach? Any part that is 
more important than another?  

What do you think about determining what most parts are? What do most parts signify?  

What do you think about the conditions the grading system provides for assessing and 
grading?  

How do you feel about the fact that teachers have an autonomous responsibility for 
grading?  

How do you experience assessing and grading language proficiency? Is it difficult to 
measure?  

What do you think about varied assessments and about assessing the same ability at 
multiple occasions? Which of these occasions counts when you are grading?  

Do you experience that assessments of language are subjective? Do you think that you 
interpret texts for example differently compared to another teacher?  

Do you experience that grading and assessing English can be dependent on who is 
assessing?  

What do you think about the national tests? Does it correspond to how you assess and 
grade? Are they similar in the level of difficulty?  

Do you think the tests include the most important parts or just the easily measurable? Is 
it a good way to test communicative competence?  

What significance do students’ results have on the final grade? How great part of the 
final grade does it approximately have?  

What do you think about internal and external assessments and grading? 


