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1. Introduction

Assessment plays a crucial role in higher education, serving as both a measurement of
students’ academic achievement and a tool for improving teaching and learning practices [1]. In
English as a foreign language (EFL) courses, various assessment components such as attendance,
midterm tests, and final exams are typically used to evaluate student participation, progress, and
mastery of the course content. However, research suggests that high attendance or continuous
assessment scores may not always translate into strong performance in summative exams,
especially among students with limited language proficiency or ineffective study strategies [2].

Attendance has long been recognized as a predictor of academic success. Studies by several
researchers confirm that regular attendance can positively influence learning outcomes by
increasing exposure to instructional content and classroom interactions [3], [4]. Nevertheless,
passive participation without active engagement may limit the benefits of attendance, leading to a
mismatch between participation and exam performance [5], [6]. This issue is particularly relevant
for students from rural or underprivileged backgrounds, where access to quality educational
resources remains limited.

Midterm assessments, often employed as formative evaluation tools, help monitor student
progress throughout the course and offer timely feedback for improvement [7], [8]. Recent research
by Le et al. [9] emphasizes the value of formative assessments in promoting self-regulated learning
and reducing exam anxiety. However, the effectiveness of midterms depends on their alignment
with course objectives and the extent to which students engage with feedback provided.

Final exams, representing the summative component of assessment, are designed to evaluate
students' cumulative knowledge and skills at the end of a learning period. Yet, numerous studies
highlight that final exams may not accurately reflect students’ actual learning if they face language
barriers, suffer from test anxiety, or are unfamiliar with exam formats [10], [11]. In EFL settings,
limited vocabulary, weak grammatical competence, and poor exam preparation are common
factors contributing to low exam scores [12], [13]. In the Vietnamese context, Nguyen et al. [13]
argued that students from mountainous or rural areas often struggle with English learning due to
minimal exposure to authentic language use and insufficient academic support. These challenges
can create significant gaps between attendance, continuous assessment, and final exam
performance, raising concerns about the fairness and effectiveness of current evaluation methods.

Given these issues, this study seeks to examine the patterns of students’ performance across
different assessment components: attendance, midterm exam, final exam, and final course scores
to identify gaps and suggest improvements in teaching and assessment practices. The study is
guided by the following research question: “What are the patterns of students’ performance
across attendance, midterm, final exam, and overall course scores?”

By addressing this question, the research aims to contribute to a better understanding of the
relationship between assessment elements and student achievement, providing valuable insights
for enhancing English language teaching and evaluation strategies at the university level.

2. Methodology
2.1. Participants

The participants in this study consisted of first-year students enrolled in the English 1 course
at Thai Nguyen University. A total of 45 students participated in the final exam and subsequent
survey. These students are 18 years old on average and come predominantly from mountainous
areas, where access to quality educational resources may be limited. Due to their background,
many students face challenges in English proficiency, as it is not their primary language. Their
language skills are generally at a beginner to lower-intermediate level, which can impact their
ability to understand and respond effectively to exam questions. Given these circumstances, their
performance in the final exam may be influenced by both linguistic difficulties and limited
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exposure to English learning environments, making it essential to assess how well the exam
format, content, and evaluation process support their learning needs.

2.2. Instrument

This study employed a combination of quantitative and qualitative instruments to collect and
analyze data on students’ academic performance across different assessment components. The
primary instruments included score records from four key areas: attendance (CC), midterm exam
(GK), final exam (THI), and final course scores (KTHP).

More specifically, attendance scores were calculated based on the number of class sessions
attended, typically using the ratio of sessions attended to the total number of sessions. The
grading scale ranges from 0 to 10, with students who are absent fewer than three times generally
receiving the maximum score of 10. Attendance contributed approximately 20% to the overall
course grade. However, this component did not capture students’ level of active participation or
comprehension, which likely explained the weak correlation observed between high attendance
scores and low final exam performance.

Furthermore, the midterm exam was administered in either a multiple-choice format and lasts
approximately 45 minutes. It focused on the material covered during the first half of the semester
and was typically structured to support students’ revision efforts. This component contributed
around 30% to the overall course grade. As a formative assessment, the midterm offered students
an opportunity to improve and may provide insight into their learning progress; however, it did
not serve as a comprehensive measure of their overall achievement in the course.

Ultimately, the final exam combined multiple-choice and written-response questions and was
conducted over a duration of 90 minutes. It encompassed the entire course content, aiming to
assess students’ ability to apply vocabulary, grammar, and reading comprehension skills in an
integrated manner. This exam typically accounted for 50% of the total course grade, making it
the most heavily weighted assessment component. As a summative assessment, it provided a
comprehensive evaluation of students’ learning. However, those who were unfamiliar with the
exam format, have not revised effectively, or face language-related challenges were more likely
to perform poorly. These three different kinds of scores were obtained from the official grade
reports of 45 students enrolled in the course.

To evaluate the distribution and consistency of the data, descriptive statistics such as mean,
median, minimum, maximum, standard deviation, skewness, and kurtosis were calculated. In
addition, the Jarque-Bera test was used to assess the normality of score distributions for each
assessment component.

The data were further analyzed using density plots (Kernel and Normal curves) and
histograms to visually represent the distribution patterns and identify any deviations from
normality. These tools provided a comprehensive view of students’ performance and allowed for
an in-depth interpretation of the relationship between attendance, continuous assessment, and
final exam results.

To complement the quantitative findings and gain a deeper understanding of students’
learning experiences and challenges, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 8 students,
selected through purposive sampling. It is evident that 8 out of 45 participants were interviewed,
which is an acceptable sample size for qualitative research aimed at in-depth understanding rather
than statistical generalization [14], [15].

These participants represented a range of performance profiles (e.g., high attendance but low
final exam scores) to explore potential factors contributing to score discrepancies. The interview
questions focused on three main areas: classroom participation, exam preparation, and perceived
challenges during the final exam. Thematic analysis of these responses revealed key challenges
that help explain the gap between scores.
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The use of these instruments ensured the accuracy and reliability of the data analysis,
supporting the study’s objective of identifying performance trends and potential challenges in the
learning and assessment process.

3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Analysis of attendance scores
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Figure 1. Results of attendance scores

Figure 1 shows that most students achieved high and consistent attendance scores, with the
mean and median both at 9.0. The score range is relatively narrow, from 8.0 to 10.0, and the
standard deviation is low (0.426), indicating little variation among students.

The Kernel density curve (blue) reveals a sharp peak at 9.0, confirming the clustering of scores
around this value. The distribution deviates from the normal curve (red), with a Jarque-Bera test
statistic of 12.92 and a probability of 0.0016, suggesting that the data do not follow a normal
distribution.

Overall, attendance performance was strong, with the majority of students consistently
attending classes, though the distribution is slightly skewed and not perfectly normal.

3.2. Analysis of midterm scores
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Figure 2. Results of midterm scores
Figure 2 shows a moderate performance level with a mean score of 5.78 and a median of 5.4.
Scores range from 4.2 to 7.8, with a standard deviation of 0.93, indicating a wider spread
compared to attendance scores.
The Kernel density curve (blue) and the normal curve (red) are relatively close, and the
Jarque-Bera test (1.74, p = 0.418) suggests that the midterm scores do not significantly deviate
from a normal distribution.
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The histogram shows that most students scored between 5.0 and 6.5, reflecting an average
level of achievement with a few higher and lower scores.

Overall, the midterm results suggest a balanced distribution with acceptable variability among
students.

3.3. Analysis of final exam scores
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Figure 3. Results of final exam scores

Figure 3 shows low overall performance, with a mean of 3.56 and median of 3.0, indicating
that most students scored in the lower range. The scores vary between 1.0 and 8.0, with a
relatively high standard deviation of 1.65, reflecting large variability.

The Kernel density curve (blue) is right-skewed, showing a peak around 3, which aligns with
the histogram where most scores cluster between 2 and 4. The normality test (Jarque-Bera =
14.28, p = 0.0008) confirms that the score distribution significantly deviates from normality.

In short, these results highlight that many students struggled with the final exam, suggesting
potential issues in exam difficulty, preparation, or teaching methods that may require review and
adjustment.

3.4. Analysis of final course scores
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Figure 4. Results of final course scores

As can be seen from Figure 4, the distribution of the final course scores for 45 students shows
amean of 5.31 and a median of 5.03, indicating that most students performed at an average level.
Scores ranged from 4.22 to 7.96, with a standard deviation of 0.96, reflecting moderate variability.

The Kernel density curve (blue) is slightly right-skewed, showing a peak around 5. The
normality test (Jarque-Bera = 10.29, p = 0.0058) indicates that the data deviate significantly from
a normal distribution. The histogram suggests that a large proportion of students scored between
4.5 and 5.5, with fewer students achieving higher scores.
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These results confirm that while most students reached the average level, there is still a lack of
high achievers, highlighting the need to enhance teaching strategies and provide more support for
improving learning outcomes.

3.5. Correlation between scores

Figure 5 shows the correlation between scores of attendance, midterm and final course.
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Figure 5. Correlation between scores

The combined density plot and histograms illustrate the relationship between various score
components: attendance (CC), midterm (GK), final exam (THI), and final course score (KTHP).

The attendance scores are highly concentrated at the higher end, with a mean of 9.0 and very low
variation (standard deviation = 0.43), indicating consistently good attendance among students. In
contrast, the final exam scores show the lowest mean (3.56) with a wide spread (standard deviation =
1.65) and significant deviation from normality (p = 0.0008), suggesting poor exam performance
overall.

Midterm scores and final course scores show moderate means (5.78 and 5.31, respectively)
with standard deviations around 0.93 and 0.96, indicating average performance with acceptable
variation. Among these, final course scores show slight right skewness (1.13) and also deviate
from normal distribution (p = 0.0058).

The histogram confirms that while attendance is uniformly high, academic performance in
exams, especially in the final test, remains a challenge. This indicates that regular attendance alone
is not sufficient to ensure students have mastered the course content or can effectively apply their
knowledge in comprehensive assessments. High attendance may reflect students’ physical presence
in class, but it does not necessarily equate to active engagement or deep understanding of the
material. As a result, even students who attend regularly may still struggle with linguistic demands,
time pressure, or unfamiliar exam formats, which can lead to poor test performance. The visual
comparison suggests that poor final exam results significantly affect the overall course scores.

The findings highlight a clear gap between students' attendance and their actual academic
performance, especially in the final exam. While high attendance typically correlates with better
learning outcomes [2], [3], this was not reflected in the exam results. The poor performance in
final exam suggests issues related to exam difficulty, teaching effectiveness, or students' learning
strategies, which is consistent with previous studies emphasizing that attendance alone does not
guarantee academic success without active engagement and effective learning approaches [6],
[9]. The deviation from normal distribution in both final exam and final course scores further
emphasizes the uneven distribution of achievement, where a significant portion of students
struggled to meet the expected learning outcomes [13].
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The moderate results in the midterm assessment imply that while some understanding of the
course content was achieved, it was not sustained or effectively applied in the final assessment,
confirming the importance of continuous feedback and formative assessment [7], [9]. The weak
performance in the final exam directly influenced the overall course scores, confirming its critical
role in determining academic success [11].

The qualitative findings obtained from students’ semi-structured interview session after the
final exam help clarify the gap between attendance scores and actual academic performance.
Although instructors maintained consistent teaching schedules and provided sufficient learning
materials, 7 out of 8 students admitted they did not make effective use of learning opportunities
in class. One student shared: “I attended every class, but I usually just listened and rarely took
notes or asked questions when I didn’t understand.” This indicates that mere physical attendance
does not guarantee active engagement or autonomous participation in the learning process.

Additionally, 5 students reported that they had not adequately prepared for the final exam.
One student stated: “I thought the final would be similar to the midterm, so I didn’t review the
right content. When I saw the long test, I panicked and couldn’t finish it in time.” This reflects
limitations in students’ exam preparation strategies and time management skills, rather than any
shortcomings in test design or exam guidance provided by the instructor.

Moreover, more than half of the interviewees faced difficulties in retaining and applying
vocabulary - an essential skill in reading and writing tasks. A typical response was: “I studied
vocabulary but didn’t really understand how to use it, so during the test I forgot everything.”
These limitations point to a lack of investment in self-study and weak independent learning skills,
especially in a course that requires regular accumulation and application of language knowledge.

These reflections suggest that while the teaching method and exam format were generally
appropriate, certain students may have underperformed due to limited engagement, suboptimal
study strategies, or overestimation of their preparedness. As such, academic support programs
could benefit from placing greater emphasis on fostering learner autonomy and improving
individual study skills, alongside continued instructional support.

In short, these results point to potential misalignment between teaching methods, assessment
design, and student learning processes. The significant skewness and kurtosis in exam scores and
final course scores suggest that teaching interventions and assessment adjustments are necessary
to support lower-performing students and enhance learning outcomes [13], [16].

4. Conclusion

This study concludes that despite high attendance rates, student performance in key assessments,
particularly the final exam, remains low. The findings indicate that attendance alone is not a
sufficient predictor of academic success. The final exam, being the most challenging component,
significantly impacts the overall course scores. Therefore, it is essential to review the assessment
design, improve instructional approaches, and provide additional academic support to students.

Based on the findings, several recommendations are proposed to improve students’ learning
outcomes, particularly in vocabulary acquisition and exam performance. Firstly, it is essential to
review and adjust the exam design to ensure that the content and difficulty level align with the
learning objectives and students’ capabilities. Secondly, lecturers should adopt more interactive and
student-centered teaching methods, such as active learning, problem-solving tasks, and formative
assessments, to enhance engagement and understanding. Additionally, providing extra academic
support through tutorials, review sessions, or remedial classes before the final exam can help students
consolidate their knowledge and improve performance. It is also recommended to integrate cognitive-
based strategies, including mind mapping, categorization, and metaphorical thinking, into teaching
practices to support vocabulary retention and deeper comprehension. Finally, further research should
be conducted to evaluate the effectiveness of these interventions over time and across different student
groups, ensuring continuous improvement in teaching and assessment practices.
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