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Abstract. This study examines the complexity of reading comprehension passages in the English
component of the 2025 National High School Graduation Exam. It estimates the CEFR-aligned difficulty
levels of passages from the 2020-2025 examinations using quantitative measures and qualitative CEFR
(Common European Framework of Reference for Languages) descriptors and compares them against
the B1 benchmark specified in the national curriculum. The findings suggest a substantial increase in
difficulty over time, with passages in the 2025 examination exhibiting complexity characteristics associated
with C1-C2 levels in terms of lexical and readability demands. These levels considerably exceed the Bl
requirement outlined in the 2018 General Education Curriculum. The results suggest a growing mismatch
between curriculum standards and examination demands, raising concerns about validity, equity, and
fairness. The study contributes to international discussions on high-stakes language testing by highlighting
the importance of curriculum-assessment alignment and transparent test design in promoting pedagogical
coherence and educational justice.
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1. Introduction

Public concern has been raised about the difficulty of Vietnam’s 2025 National High School
Graduation English Exam (NHSGE) (Do, 2025). Although the exam format followed the publicly
released sample, the reading passages were reported to include unfamiliar topics, a high density
of difficult vocabulary, and complex or confusing content, making them challenging for students
(Thanh Nién, 2025). While these concerns highlight potential mismatches between test difficulty,
expected proficiency levels, and curriculum alignment, they are largely based on perceptions,
with limited empirical evidence on the actual complexity of NHSGE reading texts in relation to
CEFR benchmarks.

This study examines whether the 2025 exam assessed the intended reading proficiency or
presented material beyond the expected level and curriculum coverage. Specifically, it analyses
the difficulty of the 2025 reading passages and compares them with those from 2020-2024 and
against the proficiency expectations specified in the official Ministry of Education and Training
(MOET) curriculum. The NHSGE English test is a large-scale, high-stakes assessment
administered annually in Vietnam, serving both to certify high school completion and as a key
pathway to university admission. With a large number of candidates each year (Hoang Trang &
Duc Tuan, 2025), the exam plays a major gatekeeping role. Consequently, even small changes in
exam design can significantly influence classroom practices, student motivation, and perceptions
of fairness. To address this, the study analyzes the complexity of reading passages in NHSGE
papers from 2020-2025 using quantitative indices and qualitative CEFR-aligned descriptors, to
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estimate their CEFR-aligned difficulty levels and compare them with the B1 benchmark specified
in the national curriculum. Rather than directly determining curriculum-assessment alignment, text
complexity is treated as an indicator of potential (mis)alignment with the intended proficiency level.

2. Background
2.1. Policy intentions and curriculum expectations

English language instruction in Vietnam has changed significantly in recent years. The
MOET’s endeavor to align English instruction and assessment with globally accepted standards,
especially the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR), is at the
center of these changes. Clear expectations were outlined in the 2018 General Education
Curriculum issued under Circular 32/2018/TT-BGDDT. Students are expected to achieve Level
3 of the Vietnamese Six-Level Foreign Language Proficiency Framework by the end of upper
secondary education, which is officially in line with CEFR B1 (MOET, 2018). According to the
policy, a Bl-level student should handle common real-life situations and understand main ideas
in familiar contexts (MOET, 2014). Therefore, the curriculum stresses functional and
communicative abilities rather than just structural knowledge. The current approved textbook
series support these goals by developing real-world communication while reinforcing B1-level
vocabulary and grammar.

Ensuring that the English NHSGE aligns with curriculum objectives is challenging.
Misalignment can lead to negative washback, where teachers focus on test strategies and
memorization instead of communicative language skills (Kuang, 2020). To address this, the
MOET proposed revising the exam to better assess students’ ability to use English in real-life
contexts and to move toward a competency-based approach consistent with communicative
language testing and principles of authenticity in language assessment (Liao et al., 2023).

2.2. Text complexity: Indicators and interpretation

Text complexity is a multifaceted concept that includes lexical, syntactic, and discourse-
level elements that affect how a text is interpreted and processed (Spencer et al., 2018). Text
complexity encompasses deeper elements, such as cohesiveness, organization, and knowledge
demands in addition to surface-level linguistic traits (Fisher et al., 2012). Different parts of this
construct are captured by the quantitative indicators utilised in this study: Lexile measurements
provide an overall estimate of difficulty based on word frequency and syntactic properties, while
readability indices like Flesch Reading Ease primarily reflect sentence length and word length. In
turn, vocabulary profiling provides information about the distribution of CEFR levels within a
text as well as lexical sophistication. Accordingly, the interpretation of alignment in this study is
predicated on contrasting the expected CEFR B1 level indicated in the curriculum with the observed
complexity of reading texts as expressed through several indicators. Alignment is inferred from the
convergence of quantitative and qualitative data rather than from a single measure, using methods
that integrate multiple instruments to assess CEFR-related text difficulty (Natova, 2019).

2.3. Recent changes in exam format

Recent modifications to the exam's structure and regulations have made the issue more
complex. Beginning in 2025, MOET has made significant changes to the NHSGE format in
accordance with the 2018 curriculum overhaul. English used to be one of three compulsory
examination subjects but is now optional. Students are required to take only Literature and
Mathematics as compulsory subjects, and they may choose two other subjects from a list that
includes history, foreign languages, and several science and technology disciplines (MOET,
2024a). In addition to subject selection changes, the exam format has shifted. In particular, the
following are the main changes for 2025 (MOET, 2024a; MOET, 2024b): (1) a mix of item types,
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such as multiple choice, matching, and short-answer questions (and in the case of English, only
multiple choice questions are employed); (2) a more competency-based evaluation approach that
seeks to evaluate higher-order thinking skills instead of rote recall; and (3) new scoring guidelines
and marking schemes, which include the elimination of the automatic conversion of foreign
language certificates to 10/10 scores. These changes are part of the efforts to improve alignment
with the new curriculum and Resolution 29 (MOET, 2013) on comprehensive education reform,
as stated by MOET. However, the importance of English in the classroom may be compromised
if it is no longer emphasized as a necessary subject, especially in institutions where students are
motivated primarily by exams. Furthermore, these changes also raise an important equity concern.
Students in rural or non-specialized schools, who rely mainly on classroom instruction, could be
disadvantaged compared to students in urban or specialized schools with better support, leading
to an unequal testing environment that contradicts the curriculum’s goal of educational equity.

2.4. The central role of Reading in the exam

While the exam format has undergone several adjustments this year, reading comprehension
remains of central importance. In the 2024 exam, reading comprehension accounted for 12 out of
50 questions, whereas in the 2025 version, it increased to 18 out of 40 questions, highlighting a
notable rise in its proportion within the overall test. Reading is a key component of language
learning, and reading comprehension tasks can assess important aspects of students’ language
proficiency. Reading comprehension involves understanding word meanings and sentence
structure to build coherence, and deeper comprehension occurs when readers connect the text
with their prior knowledge and experiences (Van Dijk & Kintsch, 1983, as cited in Choi & Zhang,
2018). To understand a text, readers must possess a range of skills and knowledge such as word
recognition, linguistic knowledge, reading strategies, inferring, etc. (Grabe, 2014). Given that
reading can assess these diverse aspects of language proficiency, it has been a key component
and consistently included in the NHSGE.

Reading comprehension in the NHSGE is assessed through formal measures. While formal
measures serve important summative and comparative functions, concerns regarding their
potential to oversimplify reading comprehension remain as standardized test formats may
encourage strategic reading rather than deep comprehension (Farr et al., 1990). Nonetheless,
reading sections in the NHSGE continue to be in a standardized format, reflecting the prevailing
approach to large-scale assessment in Vietnam. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to provide
empirical evidence on the difficulty of reading passages in the NHSGE and their alignment with
curricular expectations. The overarching aim of this study is to examine the complexity of reading
passages in selected NHSGE papers from 2020 to 2025 and to explore their alignment with the
CEFR B level specified in the national curriculum. To achieve this aim, the study pursues the
following objectives: to analyze the complexity of NHSGE reading passages using quantitative
measures and qualitative CEFR-aligned descriptors, and to compare the complexity of reading
passages in 2025 with those from 2020 to 2024 in relation to the CEFR B1 target.

Accordingly, the study addresses the following research questions:

(1) What is the CEFR-aligned complexity level of reading passages in selected NHSGE
papers from 2020 to 2025?

(2) How does the complexity of reading passages in the 2025 NHSGE compare to those from
2020 to 2024 in relation to the CEFR B1 level?

3. Methodology

3.1. Research design and data collection

To answer the questions, the study adopts a corpus-based approach, analyzing the reading
texts from six consecutive years of the NHSGE (2020-2025). Each year’s reading section is
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examined individually using both qualitative CEFR-aligned descriptors and quantitative
measures, before being compared to identify changes in reading text complexity. CEFR levels
were assessed using Natova's proposal, in which Lexile measures are mapped to CEFR levels
using published correspondence ranges and overall CEFR judgments are derived through a
triangulation model combining Lexile measures, Flesch Reading Ease scores, vocabulary
profiles, and qualitative text-complexity assessments (Natova, 2019). The exam papers were
publicly released after each test administration and were retrieved from online sources for
analysis. Although each year’s exam includes multiple test versions, they are designed to be
equivalent in terms of difficulty level and topic coverage. The exam codes and selected passages
analyzed in this study were as follows: 2020 (Code 402; Passage 1: Questions 39-43, Passage 2:
Questions 44-50), 2021 (Code 401; Passage 1: Questions 31-35, Passage 2: Questions 36-42),
2022 (Code 405; Passage 1: Questions 31-35, Passage 2: Questions 36-42), 2023 (Code 401;
Passage 1: Questions 39-43, Passage 2: Questions 44-50), 2024 (Code 401; Passage 1: Questions
31-35, Passage 2: Questions 36-42), and 2025 (Code 1102; Passage 1: Questions 1-8, Passage 2:
Questions 20-29).

This study employs a purposive sampling approach, selecting official NHSGE reading tests
as they represent high-stakes, standardized assessments aligned with CEFR benchmarks. The
selected timeframe (2020-2025) is intentional, with 2025 marking the first implementation of the
new curriculum (MOET, 2024a; MOET, 2024b). The inclusion of the immediately preceding
years allows for a comparative perspective to identify potential shifts in text complexity.
Although multiple test versions are administered each year and are designed to be comparable in
content and difficulty, one version per year was selected for analysis. Consequently, the findings
should be interpreted as indicative rather than fully representative of all NHSGE versions. This
sampling decision may limit the generalizability of the findings and is acknowledged as a
limitation of the study.

3.2. Text analysis criteria and tools

The tools for assessing the CEFR level of texts in this study follow Natova (2019)’s proposal.
Regarding qualitative data, reading texts were analyzed based on four features of text complexity
(Meaning/Purpose, Structure, Grammatical Complexity and Knowledge Demands) specified for
each level. To determine the CEFR levels of grammatical categories in the reading texts, the
database of the free online resource associated with the CEFR, English Grammar Profile, was
used (EnglishProfile, 2025a), which maps grammatical forms to CEFR levels. For quantitative
data, several complementary indicators of text complexity were employed. The Lexile Text
Analyzer (Lexile, 2025) estimates overall reading difficulty based on word frequency and
sentence length. The Flesch Reading Ease reflects surface-level readability, focusing on sentence
and word length. Vocabulary profiling was performed using the Text Inspector (EnglishProfile,
2025b), which provides information on word frequency bands and CEFR levels, indicating lexical
sophistication, while type-token ratio (TTR) measures lexical diversity.

3.3. Procedure

The study analysed NHSGE exams from 2020 to 2025, focusing on reading texts; cloze tasks
were excluded as they are not continuous texts. Each text was examined using both qualitative
and quantitative criteria. Qualitative analysis followed Natova (2019), covering four dimensions:
meaning/purpose, structure, grammatical complexity, and knowledge demands. Meaning and
purpose were identified based on communicative function, level of abstraction, and clarity.
Structure was analysed in terms of organisation, coherence, sequencing, and flow. Grammatical
features were identified and mapped to CEFR levels using the English Grammar Profile.
Knowledge demands were assessed based on topic familiarity, required background knowledge,
specialised vocabulary, and cultural/academic content. Overall CEFR levels were then estimated
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by aligning these features with CEFR descriptors. To enhance analytical reliability, selected
passages were independently reviewed by a second researcher using the same CEFR-aligned
criteria. Any discrepancies in interpretation were discussed until consensus was reached. For
quantitative analysis, Lexile Analyzer was used to estimate reading difficulty and map scores to
CEFR levels. The Flesch Reading Ease index (calculated in R) measured sentence and word
length complexity, and Text Inspector was used for vocabulary profiling to determine the
distribution of word levels.

4. Results and discussion
4.1. Results
Using both quantitative metrics and a qualitative approach, we assessed the CEFR-aligned
difficulty of NHSGE reading passages from 2020 to 2025. A summary of the findings is given
below, and Table 1 contains specific statistics.
Table 1. CEFR Reading Comprehension Text Complexity

Year Text Word Quantitative assessment of CEFR reading text complexity Qualitative assessment of CEFR Estimated
no. count reading text complexity overall
. . CEFR level
Lexile measure Flesch reading ease Vocabulary
profile
Lexile units CEFR Index CEFR Type-token P S G K
level level ratio
2025 1 286 1200L-1400L Cl+ 52.62973 Cl 0.72 Cl Cl B2+ Cl C1
2 343 1210L-1400L Cl+ 28.44123 C2 0.76 Cl+ C1 B2+ C1 Cl1+
2024 1 251 610L - 800L Bl 72.86954 Bl 0.54 Bl Bl Bl Bl B1
2 361 1210L -1400L C1 51.19727 C1 0.60 C1 C1 Bl C1 c1
2023 1 255 1010L -1200L B2+ 58.15654 Cl 0.65 Cl Cl B2 B2 C1
2 325 1210L -1400L Cl+ 49.35889 C2 0.57 B2+ C1 B2 B2+ c1
2022 1 225 1010L -1200L B2+ 60.79227 B2 0.63 A2+ A2+ Bl A2+ B2
2 303 610L - 800L A2+ 84.54941 A2 0.49 B2 B2 Bl Bl+ B1
2021 1 155 1010L -1200L B2+ 60.46194 C1 0.60 A2+ A2 A2+ A2 B2
2 298 1010L -1200L B2+ 61.02118 Cl 0.49 Cl Cl B2 B2 B2
2020 1 284 1210L -1400L C1 49.10794 C2 0.61 B2 B2+ Bl B1 B2
2 389 810L - 1000L Bl+ 62.12631 B2 0.56 B2 B2 Bl+ B2 B2

Note: P = Meaning/Purpose; S = Structure; G = Grammatical Complexity; K = Knowledge Demands.
Qualitative CEFR descriptors and Lexile-CEFR correspondence ranges were adapted from Natova (2019).

4.1.1. Quantitative analysis

Across the six-year period (2020-2025), the overall word count of NHSGE reading passages
remained relatively stable (155-389 words). However, other indicators reveal a marked increase
in text complexity over time (see Table 1).

Each quantitative metric captures a different aspect of text complexity. Flesch Reading Ease
mainly measures surface readability through sentence and word length, Lexile scores reflect
overall processing difficulty based on word frequency and sentence length, and vocabulary
profiling (including TTR) reflects lexical sophistication and diversity rather than overall
difficulty. In the earlier exams (2020-2022), Lexile scores ranged from 610L to 1210L,
corresponding to CEFR levels between A2+ and CI1, and Flesch Reading Ease scores were
moderate (49-62), indicating moderately challenging passages. Lexical diversity was also lower
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during this period, with type-token ratios (TTR) ranging from 0.49 to 0.63. From 2023 onward,
passages became significantly harder, with Lexile scores consistently above 1010L and most
passages at C1 level, while Flesch scores dropped below 59. This trend reaches its peak in 2025,
where both passages fall within 1200L-1400L (C1+), include the lowest Flesch score observed
(28.44, corresponding to C2), and show the highest lexical diversity (0.72-0.76). Overall, these
measures suggest that 2025 may be the most linguistically demanding exam year in the dataset,
in terms of lexical and readability indicators. Regarding Research Question 1, these findings show
that the CEFR-aligned complexity of the 2025 texts is primarily at C1 level or higher. Regarding
Research Question 2, the quantitative data demonstrate that the 2025 texts routinely surpass the
curriculum's B1 threshold and are more challenging than most texts from 2020-2024.
4.1.2. Qualitative analysis

Analysis of NHSGE reading texts (2020-2025) shows considerable variation across years,
with the 2025 passages standing out as consistently demanding across both quantitative and
qualitative indicators. Using Natova’s (2019) four qualitative dimensions, passages were
classified by CEFR level, showing both within-year variation and a steady increase over time. In
2020-2021, most texts remained within the B1-B2 range, broadly aligned with curriculum
expectations. From 2022 onward, difficulty increased, with greater variation across passages. By
2023-2024, several texts reached B2-C1 levels, particularly in Structure and Meaning/Purpose,
despite some internal inconsistency. The 2025 exam was the most demanding, with both passages
reaching B2+-Cl across dimensions and higher conceptual density, especially in
Meaning/Purpose and Knowledge Demands. Overall, the findings indicate a growing divergence
from the CEFR BI target, with texts increasingly reflecting upper B2-C1 requirements. Regarding
the research questions, the 2025 passages align with higher B2-C1 levels and demonstrate a clear
increase in complexity compared to previous years, particularly in discourse-level features.
4.1.3. Integration of findings

Overall, both strands of analysis indicate a general increase in reading text complexity over
time, with the selected 2025 passages consistently reaching levels above the CEFR B1 target.
Quantitative measures, particularly Lexile scores and Flesch Reading Ease indices, suggest a shift
toward higher-level texts (B2-C1), while qualitative descriptors similarly point to increased
demands in terms of structure, meaning, and knowledge requirements. Nonetheless, there is some
variation between the two kinds of measurements, particularly in previous years, when
quantitative indices may indicate greater difficulty than qualitative assessments. This disparity
demonstrates that text complexity is a multifaceted concept and that various instruments capture
different facets of reading difficulty. Despite these differences, the judgment that recent exam
passages, especially those from 2025, typically exceed the intended B1 level is supported by the
general convergence of the evidence. When combined, these results offer a more cohesive
response to the research questions by demonstrating how text complexity has evolved over time
as well as how several indicators collectively point to a possible mismatch with curriculum
objectives. Nevertheless, given the limited sample and the focus on text complexity alone, the
results should be interpreted as indicative rather than conclusive.
4.2. Discussion
4.2.1. Curriculum Reform and Exam Misalignment

The increased difficulty of the 2025 NHSGE reading passages can be contextualised within
the 2018 education reforms (Circular No. 32/2018/TT-BGDDT), which introduced a
competency-based curriculum with revised objectives, content, and assessment guidelines. While
the reform aims to move beyond knowledge recall, its first full implementation in 2025 appears
to reveal misalignment between -curriculum, instruction, and assessment, as well as
inconsistencies between sample and official exams, which may contribute to confusion among
teachers and students (Nguyen et al., 2023; Dan tri, 2025). Reports suggest that the examination
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places greater emphasis on academically demanding texts and tasks with fewer basic items and
greater emphasis on higher-order thinking (Phu nit Viét Nam, 2025). Evidence suggests that some
reading sections approach C1, exceeding the intended B1 level.

From a policy perspective, curriculum-assessment alignment is essential for ensuring equity
and instructional coherence (Porter, 2006). When high-stakes exams exceed prescribed levels,
they risk compromising validity and public trust (Haladyna, 2006). In this case, the 2025 NHSGE
reflects grammatical, lexical, and conceptual demands closer to B2-Cl, indicating limited
alignment with curriculum expectations. Several factors may explain this shift. First,
policymakers may implicitly benchmark the NHSGE against internationally oriented assessment
standards (e.g., TOEFL, IELTS) to enhance perceived rigour, although such alignment requires
explicit policy support and curriculum adjustment (Wang, 2019). Second, increased difficulty
may serve as a mechanism to differentiate high-achieving students in competitive admissions,
potentially conflating certification and selection purposes (Nguyen & Cho, 2022). Finally, limited
coordination between curriculum developers and test designers may lead to inconsistent
interpretations of the B1 target.

4.2.2. Consequences for validity and fairness

Test validity, the extent to which an exam measures its intended construct, is threatened
when test content exceeds policy targets. Under Messick’s (1989) unified validity framework,
such misalignment introduces irrelevant construct variance. If the NHSGE is intended to certify
CEFR B proficiency, the inclusion of Cl-level reading texts shifts the exam toward a selection
function rather than certification. The increasing difficulty of the NHSGE also has important
consequences. High-stakes pressure is associated with student stress and mental health risks (Ngo
& Pham, 2021), while it encourages teaching-to-the-test and increases instructional demands on
teachers (Nguyen et al., 2023). It may also widen educational inequalities, as students in urban
areas can access private tutoring, whereas rural ones often rely solely on classroom instruction
(Nguyen & Do, 2020). Although educational equity is a key principle of Vietnam’s reforms
(Resolution 29-NQ/TW), increased test difficulty may disadvantage underprivileged learners.
Access to the additional support needed for higher-level tasks is uneven, giving advantaged
students greater opportunities to succeed. Such disparities threaten both distributive justice and
procedural fairness in high-stakes assessment contexts (Jerrim et al., 2024; Johnson et al., 2021).
4.2.3. Washback, cognitive load and the need for transparent design standards

The linguistic and conceptual demands of the 2025 reading passages may also increase
cognitive load, which can reduce learner performance when intrinsic and extrinsic demands are
too high (Sweller, 1988). Moreover, heightened exam difficulty may lead to greater anxiety,
reduced motivation, and negative attitudes toward English learning (Khan, 2022), as reflected in
student reactions reported in the media (Thanh Nién, 2025). To prevent such misalignment, policy
should establish clear test design specifications aligned with curriculum objectives, including
transparent test blueprints, item-writing guidelines, and representative sample items (Hargreaves,
2020). For Vietnam, this would involve explicitly defining vocabulary load, text difficulty ranges,
and cognitive demands for Bl-level tasks, alongside conducting regular alignment studies to
ensure coherence between curriculum, instruction, and assessment.

4.2.4. The dual function of graduation and selection examinations

The distinction between certification (graduation) and selection (university admission)
exams is crucial, as they serve fundamentally different purposes and require different design
principles. Certification exams aim to verify minimum competence (e.g., CEFR B1), whereas
selection exams differentiate among candidates, often requiring a wider range of difficulty. This
distinction is central to interpreting the present findings. The increasing complexity of NHSGE
reading passages, particularly in 2025, suggests a shift toward a selection-oriented function. If the
exam is intended to certify B1 proficiency, the inclusion of higher-level (B2-C1) texts raises
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concerns about alignment and score validity. However, such difficulty may be partly justified if
the exam also serves as a selection tool for university admission.

Combining these two purposes in a single high-stakes exam presents challenges. Tasks
designed to differentiate top performers may disadvantage students expected only to meet
minimum standards, creating tensions between discrimination and fairness, especially in contexts
of unequal educational access. This underscores the need for clearer policy articulation of the
NHSGE’s purpose and careful consideration of whether a single exam can fulfil both functions
without compromising validity and equity.

5. Conclusion

The analysis of the selected NHSGE 2025 reading passages indicates a misalignment
between the curriculum’s proficiency target (B1) and the linguistic and cognitive demands of the
exam, which in several cases approach higher levels (e.g., B2-C1). This pattern is consistently
observed across both quantitative measures and qualitative CEFR-aligned descriptors, suggesting
that the reading texts may exceed the intended level specified in the national curriculum.

At the same time, the implications of this discrepancy should be interpreted with care. While
such a mismatch may raise concerns regarding aspects of validity and fairness, as well as potential
effects on teaching practices and student experiences, these issues cannot be fully established
based on the present analysis alone.

In light of these findings, regular alignment studies should be conducted to examine the
relationship between curriculum objectives, classroom instruction, and assessment design.
Greater transparency may also support more consistent interpretations of test results, such as clear
descriptions of target competency levels and text complexity ranges. In general, the objectives of
equitable and competency-based education are likely to be supported by ongoing attention to
alignment across curriculum reform, teaching practice, and assessment.
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