Background


     The discussions in this paper will be based on the context of a three-week grammar teaching program that has been planned for use in my coming teaching practicism. The grammar point selected is the English tense system and students are expected to adopt discovery learning to develop such knowledge. Within the program, four reasoning skills, inducing, deducing, comparing and analyzing perspectives, will be introduced and emphasized to the students. The subjects of this program will be a Secondary Six class in a CMI school of above average banding, and the contents concerned will be the revision different tenses. The format adopted is a gradual shift from teacher-controlled lecturing PowerPoint presentation of the usage of the ‘present simple’ tense (which serves as a demonstration), to student-centered collaborative (in the form of small groups of 4 –5) PowerPoint presentation of the other tenses. Before students’ presentations, each group will be guided to write their own PowerPoint program and to search for the usage of the tense for which they are responsible. Before the implementation of the program, it is assumed that the students have already developed basic computational operation competence and the schemata of the different tenses.

A) Learning Targets of the Instructional Program

     The various achievement targets of the above program will be discussed in terms of Stiggins’ (1997) categorization, since it is one of the most up-to-date and well-refined
 versions based on real classroom data. First, the ‘knowledge targets’ are reflected in terms of declarative and procedural knowledge. For the former, students are expected to have developed an understanding of the structure and uses of the different tenses, student’s common problems in using them and how they can be distinguished from other similar counterparts. This is done through preparing for their own and listening to teacher/ others’ presentations. Furthermore, in view of the emphasis on ‘appropriateness’ in addition to ‘correctness’
 (e.g. Wilkins, 1972) in the second language acquisition field, students are expected to understand the use of different tenses not only in contrived textbook or reference grammar contexts, but also in such real life contexts as newspaper articles
.  For the latter, students are required to possess what Stiggins (1997) called ‘prerequisite fundamental (procedural) knowledge’ (p. 85) for preparing for the PowerPoint file, analyzing the grammar points (and other reasoning processes) and presenting them orally etc.  

     Second, for the reasoning targets, the program mainly aims at developing students’ first two dimensions of learning according to Mazano’s system (cited in Stiggins, 1994), namely ‘acquiring and integrating knowledge’ and ‘extending and refining knowledge’ (p.244). The first dimension is realized in terms of students’ mastery of the above grammar knowledge by demonstrating mentally ‘constructing’, ‘organizing’…‘internalizing’ such knowledge. For the second dimension, four components, i.e. ‘comparing’, ‘inducing’, ‘deducing’ and ‘analyzing perspectives’, are selected as learning targets in the students’ presentations, and they are expected to be practised and learnt while students’ preparing for the Power Point presentation, during which teacher’s guidance but not explicit teaching will be provided. ‘Comparing’ is required when students compare the tenses that they are responsible for with the other confusing ones; ‘deduction’ and ‘induction’ are applied when deducing from the grammar rules in the reference grammars why particular tenses are used in the real-life examples they collect and inducing from such examples any further points concerning the usage of those tenses; and finally, students will be required to ‘analyze’ the common students’ errors in using their particular assigned tenses. 

     Actually, there is an underlying rationale for selecting the above variety of reasoning targets. Seeing that the setting of reasoning targets in language programs are expected to be completely new to the students, the program aims to make them aware and experience briefly the various reasoning skills, while avoiding frightening the students through requiring them drill in depth in one of these skills.    

     Third, for the skill targets, the program mainly develops students’ skills in discovery learning through searching through the grammar books and collecting and analyzing the real-life examples in preparing for their presentations. Such a student-centered mode of learning is selected since it has been emphasized in the TOC curriculum under the heading ‘inquiring’ (ED, 1994) and even in the latest education reform proposal (EC, 2000)
. Besides, by making students peer-teach each other through group presentations, it is hoped students will develop basic oral expression and public speech techniques, which are essential to their ASL oral exam inations and are significant components of the so-called communicative/sociolinguistic competence (Canale & Swain,1980 & Bechman,1990). Obviously, students will also have developed their computational and aesthetic competence in writing their PowerPoint program.

     Fourth, for the product targets, the major product should be the PowerPoint file that indicates various aspects of student achievement: grammatical knowledge, inducing/deducing & discovery learning ability etc.

     Fifth, for the dispositional targets, the program aims at enhancing students’ interests and motivation in learning English by adopting the multimedia medium and student-centered peer- teaching approach. Particularly, it is hoped that, through this experience of discovery learning, students will develop a positive attitude towards it and will continue to exhibit it in the future, which is very important for the ‘life-long learning’ advocated in the latest reform (EC, 2000, p.34).

      In conclusion, by setting the above targets of different categories, the instructional program aims to fulfil the vision of the education reform of ‘raising the overall quality’ of the students
 (EC, 2000, p.34). 

B) Assessment
     The planned assessment for the program can be divided into two parts, the first and the more significant part are their PowerPoint presentations, which will account for 70% of students’ total scores. Actually, such an activity belongs to the ‘performance assessment’ category of Stiggins’ (1997, p.77) classification system, in which students’ reasoning levels shown in their ‘products’—the contents of their PowerPoint files and their handouts distributed to the class—and their ‘performance’—oral illustrations during the actually carrying out of the presentations—constitute the main components to be assessed. Within that assessment procedure, the criteria are mainly based on students’ levels of competence in the Mazano’s two learning dimensions as discussed. However, since the first dimension (acquiring knowledge) is to a large extent bound to the students’ internal learning mechanisms, it can only be assessed indirectly through their level of understanding of the respective tenses shown in their presentations (i.e. the major ‘knowledge target’ above). All the group members will be assessed together since they are expected to prepare for the presentation, and thus practise and learn the reasoning skills, collaboratively.  For details concerning how the reasoning targets in the two dimensions will be assessed, readers are advised to refer to the enclosed question sheet for the assessment [Appendix1] and scoring rubrics [Appendix 2].


Besides the above, seeing that the presentation activity can assess students’ learning of only the usage of the tense for which they are responsible but not that of the other tenses, in order to achieve a more comprehensive assessment of students’ ability of acquiring and integrating the desired grammar knowledge (the first dimension of reasoning targets above), a final written test concerning all the tenses presented will be implemented after all groups’ presentations. Such a test accounts for the remaining 30% of students’ scores and are comprised of 40 selected response questions in the form of closed cloze and proof-reading passages, which assess students’ competence of ‘comparing’ the different choices and ‘analyzing’ errors (of the second dimension) respectively as well. In a strict sense, this actually is also an assessment of the ‘knowledge targets’ of the program and it resembles the format of the ASL exam. (paper two) that the students are going to attend the next year. In fact, the questions of the test will be collaboratively set by both the teacher and the students, in which each group is responsible for recommending ten questions concerning their respective tenses, and the teacher is then going to select, modify and finally to integrate some of them together with those questions prepared by the teacher in the final test paper. The underlying rationale for this is to establish a certain extent of student autonomy in the assessment process, and thus to enhance their motivation and positive attitude towards it. 

C) Advantages and Disadvantages of the Assessment Procedures
     The above assessment procedures has a number of strengths in terms of measurement and washback effect. First, in terms of measurement, the presentation, the test, and the conversation for students’ feedback (described in the following section) allow different means and opportunities of assessing the same reasoning targets, thus achieving ‘triangulation’ in collecting data. This reduces the potential influences on students’ overall results of such confounding variables in each assessment situation as students’ mood, time of the day and the different possible distortions in terms of physical environment, hence achieving a more precise assessment of students’ reasoning abilities. 


Second, the assessment procedures are hoped to induce positive washback effects on students’ learning.  To begin with, the emphasis on assessing students’ grammar knowledge gained through discovery learning not only makes them practise such a learning mode in preparing for their presentations, but also raises their awareness and perceived significance of it. These are important in establishing an active learning role on the part of the students and thus make them more responsible for their own learning, which in turn result in an ultimate shift from the traditional spoon-feeding teaching approach in which teachers have the mere role of knowledge transmitter to a new student-centered and initiated approach in which teachers serve as facilitators of students’ active knowledge exploration. Finally, the assessment focus on the reasoning abilities make students aware of these learning targets in addition to subject knowledge which is overwhelmingly stressed in school or even public examinations, and it is hoped that students will thereby continue to attain such targets in their future studies.


Despite the above, there are also weaknesses of the assessment procedures. First, in terms of measurement, unlike marking written tests which have definite right or wrong answers, the assessment of the presentations is somewhat subject to assessors’ subjective judgements and personal impressions, which inevitably affect its fairness. This is especially the case when the focus is on reasoning targets which are after all abstract concepts, although the scoring rubrics specify, to a certain extent, the more observable details for each score to be assigned. Moreover, since all the groups will watch each others’ presentations held on different days, those who present later may learn from their precedents’ strengths and weaknesses and thus improve their own presentations. Assessments on these groups will thus be made complicated as it is hard to measure their real reasoning ability levels.


Second, in terms of washback, the presentation activity requires students to handle all such different aspects as reasoning abilities, grammar knowledge, and computational skills, which may give them the wrong impression of a lack of focus of the assessment. Besides, this may also impose a heavy workload on the students when they prepare for their presentations and thus makes them develop a negative attitude towards the instructional program and the learning approach underlying it (i.e. discourages the achievement of the dispositional targets of the program).

D) Reliability and Validity of the Assessment Procedure of the Program

    The reliability of the two major assessment procedures, the presentation and the follow-up test, can be determined as follows. First, during the presentations, in addition to the original teacher, another English teacher may be invited to assess students’ performance simultaneously according to the scoring rubrics, which will already have been elaborated thoroughly to that another teacher. After each grading, the two teachers’ scores given to the each of the different sections (the different reasoning targets) will be compared and the  consistency between the two sets of scores reflects the ‘interrater’ reliability of the assessment. Alternatively, the above procedures can be implemented with two or three volunteer students as the additional assessors, before which even more thorough explanations on the rubrics and simplifications of its wordings will be needed. Besides, another method to determine the reliability of the assessment is coefficient alpha, which can be calculated using the formula: 

{k   }{sum of variance of the students’ scores in each section of the rubrics(assessment on each reasoning target)}
  k-1                                          variance of students’ total scores in the assessment

                             ,where k is the number of sections in the assessment rubrics, which is 5 in this case.

     Second, for the written test, a different version of the same test (same level of difficulty and format but with different content) can be administered one week after the first test to determine its test-retest reliability. Besides, two forms of ‘internal consistency’ reliability estimate can be obtained: ‘split-half reliability’ can be calculated by correlating students’ total scores on odd- and even-numbered items in both the cloze and proofreading exercises. Alternatively, the more advanced ‘Kunder-Richardson method’ (KR-20/21) that ‘calculates the average of all the correlations that can be obtained form all possible split-half estimates’ (McMillan, 2000, p.140) can be conducted, like coefficient alpha above, by entering students’ assessment  results into such computer programs as SPSS.

     Like reliability, the validity of the two assessment procedures also needs to be estimated. To test validity in the presentation assessment, after each group’s presentation, the teacher, and the other assessors, will talk with the group members so as to let them reflect on their own strengths and weaknesses in terms of their mastery of the reasoning targets. Any claims made by any of the discussion participants would be required to be justified by concrete evidence so as to convince the others. It is hoped that students’ ‘real’ reasoning abilities that may or may not have been fully identified by the assessors during the presentations can then be determined through such discussions. The data of the discussions can then be compared with the original scores that the teacher gives on students’ reasoning competence according to the scoring rubrics. The level of coherence between the two reflects the ability of the rubrics, and the whole assessment procedure, in testing students’ level of fulfilling the reasoning targets of the program (the ‘construct’ that the assessment procedure aims to measure), and thus the appropriateness of the generalizations made on such students according to the assessment results thereby generated (i.e. construct validity). According to Stiggins (1997), this type of ‘personal communication’ assessment (p.77) is very useful as a follow-up activity of the ‘performance assessment’, especially in identifying the real reasons for students’ poor performance, e.g. whether they lack particular reasoning skills or the grammar content knowledge needed in applying such skills in their presentations.

Finally, the validity of the written test can be determined by correlating students’ scores in it with the scores that they receive in the ‘acquiring knowledge’ section of the scoring rubrics of the presentation assessment (i.e. assessment on students’ acquiring grammar knowledge at the presentation stage). A high correlation between them provides evidence of validity of both the particular section of the rubrics and the written test, since they are supposed to be different assessment items measuring the same construct, i.e. how much new grammatical knowledge the students have ‘constructed’ and ‘stored’ throughout the program (1st dimension of the reasoning targets).

E) Comments on Abortion of Academic Aptitude Test (AAT)


 The following discussion aims to justify my personal support for the Government’s abortion of the AAT in July 2000. First, a controversial public debate has been aroused on the potentially sexually discriminatory nature of AAT (including the Equal Opportunities Commission (EOC)). Since the AAT scores of boys and girls, which imposed determining influences
 on their final secondary one places allocation, were ranked separately, ED was criticized to adjust such scores in favor of boys so that girls needed higher scores to get the same preferred school places than boys did. Although the Government supported such a policy by claiming that boys’ intellectual development occur later than that of girls, it provided no empirical justifications, except for the figures showing that girls consistently got higher AAT scores over the years (EOC, 2000). However, research in US found that it is the educational settings but not the sex that really matters, and, in HK, Sach’s analysis even showed that the contents of AAT were actually in favor of boys
 (both quoted in EOC, 2000). In view of these, it seems that girls were being ‘doubly-discriminated’ under the AAT scaling process and thus one would agree with a necessity of its complete reform.


Second, there were major drawbacks in the nature of the AAT contents. What AAT tested, verbal and numerical reasoning, were incomprehensive in view of all such other learning targets that we want students to achieve as language proficiency and problem-solving skills (Board of Education (BOE), 1997), and such insufficiency is particularly evident under the prevalent emphasis on multiple-intelligence in the education field
. Moreover, what made AAT even worse was that one often doubts the degree to which the test could indeed assess its claimed reasoning targets. On one hand, for sake of the schools’ reputation, teachers, and school administratives, were often excessively concerned about students’ getting good results in the high-stake public assessment; on the other hand, teachers and parents themselves ‘have little information on what type of academic aptitude AAT’ was in fact measuring (BoE, 1997, 8.11). Consequently, the preparation for the AAT (which had originally not been intended as necessary) often turned out to be mere drilling of the practice items which seemed meaningless in the sense that students were trained to retrieve mechanically the memorized patterns rather than to perform reasoning at the time of assessment. Moreover, the MC questions involved in AAT were written in separated and decontextualized sentences, which leave very limited applicability to students’ real life contexts. Finally, as one would deduce, the time allocated in and thus the quality of the carrying out of the school’s planned curriculum would inevitably have to be compromised for conducting such drilling practice.

         Despite the above, the abortion of AAT does not solve all the problems. For instance, the original pressure of AAT on students may not be eliminated but shifted to the already stress-discharging school internal assessments in P.5 & 6, at least for the present transitional period. Besides, it will take a long period of time in establishing, by means of empirical research, the validity of and public confidence on any new test batteries replacing AAT, including the once proposed Academic Ability Assessment (AAA), which was claimed to be more comprehensive and could test students’ higher-order thinking skills (BoE, 1997).  
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Appendix 1—Assessment Question Distributed to the Students at the start of the Program

As part of our tense revision schedule, you are required to produce, in groups of four to five, a PowerPoint presentation for the whole class on one of the following tenses:

-Present continuous                       -Past simple                    -Future simple

-Present perfect                             -Past continuous              -Future continuous

                                                      -Past perfect                     -Future perfect

-The format of the teacher’s previous presentation of the present simple tense can serve as a demonstration for you to develop your own versions. Like the demonstration, besides a general introduction of the tense, your presentation will also have to include a section for stating and analyzing students’ common errors (e.g. suggesting their causes) in using the tense and another section for comparing the tense to those other tenses with similar or confusing usage. Moreover, you will also be assessed on two other reasoning skills as well, namely induction and deduction, which is going to be explained by the teacher with examples in his own presentation.

-You are allowed to form groups on your own, and to select the tense that your group wants to work on, which will be arranged in a first-come-first-serve basis.

-For the grammatical knowledge needed in your presentations, you are recommended to consult the following student grammar books: Collins COBUILD Students’ English Grammar & English Grammar in Use (Pre-intermediate Level)

-For the examples needed in the presentations, you are recommended to adapt the real life examples of the uses of the tense that your group is responsible (e.g. from newspaper articles). You will be guided to use the English computer corpuses by your teacher for searching for such examples.

-You will have two weeks time for writing the PowerPoint program, during which your English and Computer Literacy teachers will be available to answer your questions and give you advice, so please do feel free to seek for their help.

-Your score in this program will account for 20% of your final examination grade, in which 70% will be assigned to the quality of your presentation and 30% to a final short test on the uses of different tenses. You will be invited to participate in setting the test questions, for details of this and those of the entire scoring criteria, please pay attention to teacher’s following explanations.

Appendix 2

—Scoring Rubrics for the Reasoning Targets of the Presentation Assessment

In the following, the rubrics or assessing the reasoning targets in the Power Point presentation task are suggested. Actually, in these rubrics, ‘Holistic scoring’ rather than the ‘analytic-trait’ approach is adopted, in the sense that different dimensions of performance expected for the same score in each of the reasoning targets are put together into one descriptor, instead of being assessed independently. Although Wiggins (VI-5) criticized the possible lower validity and reliability of this approach, it would seem to be impractical to assess all these dimensions separately in this occasion, seeing the resulting complexity and length of the rubrics. However, when referring to the rubrics in assessing students’ performance, the teacher is advised to treat the different dimensions stated in each descriptor as separate entitles, since the presence/absence of a particular dimension does not necessarily imply that of another dimension. Moreover, with a view to providing diagnostic help to the students, checkboxes are inserted beside the descriptions of each of these dimensions so as to  facilitate the assessor(s) to inform the particular group’s strengths and weaknesses in terms of the different reasoning targets.   


Besides, no procedures nor steps in achieving the reasoning targets are mentioned in the descriptors so as not to mislead the students in following one particular set of procedures and to encourage them to discover their own ones instead. Finally, even number points are adopted because they ‘force more care in the judging’ than odd number ones Wiggins (VI5, p.12).

Rubrics for the Presentation Assessment

1. Acquiring and Integrating Knowledge

	Score
	Descriptors

	4
	Students show comprehensive understanding of the tense that they are responsible for, in terms of both its structures and uses FORMCHECKBOX 
;

show evidence of successfully incorporating contents of the reference grammars in their presentations FORMCHECKBOX 
;

and possess the prerequisite knowledge for selecting suitable real life examples for their illustrations and identifying the presence of students’ errors in using the 

tense FORMCHECKBOX 
.

	2
	Students show some but incomplete understanding of the grammar points FORMCHECKBOX 
;

show some but not much gains form the reference grammars FORMCHECKBOX 
;

and have incorporated real life examples and students’ errors in their presentations but some are inappropriately chosen or incorrectly interpreted FORMCHECKBOX 
. 

	0
	Students reveal very few or incorrect insights into the grammar points FORMCHECKBOX 
;

show no evidence of being able to retrieve relevant information from the reference grammars FORMCHECKBOX 
;

and totally lack the necessary knowledge to interpret the real life examples and the students’ errors collected FORMCHECKBOX 
.


2. Deduction 
	Score
	Descriptors

	4
	Students show clear evidence of mastering the deduction techniques of applying their understanding of the general grammar rules FORMCHECKBOX 
;

and patterns in the reference grammars to correct interpret the real life examples and students errors FORMCHECKBOX 
. 

	2
	Students show efforts in applying deductive reasoning FORMCHECKBOX 
;

and there are more than half successful instances of using the grammar rules to interpret the examples FORMCHECKBOX 
 and errors FORMCHECKBOX 
 collected.

	0
	Students show little evidence of mastering deductive reasoning FORMCHECKBOX 
;

and their applications of the grammar rules in interpreting the examples and errors are either irrelevant FORMCHECKBOX 
 or incorrect FORMCHECKBOX 
.


3. Induction

	Score
	Descriptors

	4
	Students have clearly induced new insights into the usage, esp. areas of applicability, of their respective tenses from their examples FORMCHECKBOX 
 and/or students’ errors FORMCHECKBOX 
 collected that are not mentioned the grammar books (e.g. the usage of the tenses that are possible in the local context but are not stated in the reference grammars which are usually confined to the British usage/culture) 

	2
	Students try to induce a few new findings in the usage of the tenses but they may already be indirectly stated in the reference grammars (i.e. different words of expression) FORMCHECKBOX 
;

Or what they have induced is only partly valid FORMCHECKBOX 
.  

	0
	Students usually only state the examples FORMCHECKBOX 
 or the errors FORMCHECKBOX 
 collected without any attempt of further generalizations through applying inductive reasoning FORMCHECKBOX 
. 


4. Analyzing perspectives (students’ common errors)

	Score
	Descriptors

	4
	Students systematically generalize & classify the errors that they collect FORMCHECKBOX 
;

are able to identify reasonable causes of them FORMCHECKBOX 
;

and incorporate them in their presentations in a coherent manner. FORMCHECKBOX 
   

	2
	Students have identified the common errors FORMCHECKBOX 
 and tried to perform the above analysis procedures but show immature mastery of them, i.e. with some inaccurate analysis FORMCHECKBOX 
.

	0
	Students just plainly present the errors that they collect with very little or even no analysis of them FORMCHECKBOX 
;

or they even fail to identify the common student errors FORMCHECKBOX 
.


5. Comparing

	Score
	Descriptors

	4
	Students manage to identify the similarities FORMCHECKBOX 
 and differences FORMCHECKBOX 
 between the usage of the potentially confusing tenses and that of the one that they are responsible for (e.g. past simple and present perfect to refer to the past); 

and provide helpful and correct guidelines in deciding to use which of them in different situations. FORMCHECKBOX 


	2
	Students are able to identify the tenses that are potentially confusing to the one that they are responsible for FORMCHECKBOX 
 and are able to suggest why they are confusing FORMCHECKBOX 
, but they fail to provide concrete guidelines in distinguishing between the respective areas of applicability of such tenses FORMCHECKBOX 


	0
	Students show very few comparisons between the tense that they are responsible for and the other confusing tenses as they seldom FORMCHECKBOX 
 or even rarely mention the latter in their presentations FORMCHECKBOX 
;

or provide no sound reasons for the claimed confusing tenses. FORMCHECKBOX 
 


� Stiggins’ model was originated in his and his colleague’s 1992 study (Stiggens & Conkin, 1992), then reconfirmed and rephrased in Stiggins (1994) (after asking a group of teachers) and Stiggins (1997) (quoted in Stiggins,1997).


� According to Allison (1999), ‘correctness’  refers to ‘accuracy within the linguistic systems and its various subsystems’ like tenses, spellings etc.; while ‘appropriateness’ refers to ‘the extent to which choices express meanings in ways that are suited to situational contexts’, e.g. formality (p.26-27).


� This is done by requiring them to incorporate examples of such uses in their presentations, to analyze them, and to use them to illustrate particular grammar points. Sources of such examples include the English newspapers and the different real language corpuses like “Bank of English’ (Collins COBUILD) and ‘TeleNex’ (HKU)


� In the ‘Learning for life, learning through life’ proposal document, one of the seven main visions of the reform is to ‘create an inspiring learning environment’ which ‘will induce students to be curious, to question and to explore’ (p.34) 


� In the EC (2000) proposal, it is claimed in the description of such particular vision that the overall quality of students includes their standards ‘in respect to languages, thinking and problem solving skills, creativity, communication skills’ etc. (p.34).


� Under the original system, a student’s AAT score is used to ‘adjust’ his/her school internal assessment (IA)score (a composite score of that student’s performance from  the last semester of p.5 through the whole p.6) to derive first a ‘scaled’ IA score and finally  a Secondary School Places Allocation  (SSPA) scaled score (EOC, 2000), which is used as a major criterion for allocating secondary places for that  student. 


� Such an assertion is made on the basis of the fact that the two components of AAT, verbal and numerical reasoning, are highly correlated with mathematical skills, which were found in Sach’s study to be better performed by boys than girls.


� The notion of multiple-intelligence was originated by Howard Gardner, and consists of at least seven dimensions: linguistic, logical-mathematical, spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, musical, interpersonal, and intrapersonal intelligence (BoE, 1997).





