Introduction

In recent years, education has become a heated topic in Hong Kong, as a number of controversial issues and policies have been proposed, and some were even implemented. Ranging from the compulsory switch of medium of instruction in most secondary schools and the call for strengthening liberal, nationalistic and Mandarin education raised immediately after the sovereignty transition to the recent suggested combination of Chinese and World History Subjects and emphasis on information technology education, most of these issues happening around us are related to the notion ‘curriculum’, either directly or indirectly. Thus, an understanding of such a concept is indispensable, not only for teachers and other education practitioners, but also for students, parents or even the general public. However, as Morris (98) pointed out, “ there are nearly as many definitions of the term curriculum as there are books on the subject”; seeing its complex nature, one could not expect to develop an understanding of every aspect of it just by going through a brief discussion process. In view of this, this essay will focus solely on one particular aspect within the concept, namely assessments. It is chosen because it seems to be one of the most concerned issues by the public
.


In order to be more focused, the following discussion is limited to the scope of the internal assessment mechanism of a local secondary school, although some significant references will also be made to external public examinations as well.

Background

· The school chosen for the following analysis is Ying Wa College, which is a band one boy’s grammar school providing secondary education from Form One to Form Seven. The medium of instruction in that particular school is English and its assessment mechanism is quite typical of the local education system.

· In the following section, the overall assessment system of the school will be briefly described first, and the ideas underpin such system and the message that it conveys will be discussed from two different perspectives—frame of reference and assessment format—in the following sections.

· The information about the assessment system of the school is mainly collected through interviewing teachers and students (three teachers and five Form Two students), and a questionnaire [Appendix 1] was also set for them (altogether ten teachers and 30 students from Form Two to Form Four) to reflect their perceptions of and opinions on the present assessment system in their school. Some findings of the questionnaire results will be discussed in the last section.

A. General Descriptions of the Assessment System of the School

As mentioned, the assessment system of the school is quite typical among other local secondary schools. The major components include two examinations (one in late January and the other in Mid June) and two uniform tests (in late October and in Mid April respectively). The two examinations account for 70% of the final assessment scores and the two tests account for the remaining 30%. A student’s marks in all these four will be listed in his report card distributed after each test/examination, and finally, at the end of each school year. Apart from the marks, the relative position of the particular student in each subject (except art, music and physical education) and his overall ranking in each of the four tests/examinations in his class or the whole form will be indicated in the report card as well. 

Besides the above, there are a variety of activities or tasks in which students’ performance is considered as part of the assessment mechanism. For the two major language subjects—Chinese and English, there is a dictation for the passages of each chapter of the respective textbooks. In addition, quizzes may be arranged at regular intervals and students may be required to carry out individual or group projects, but the implementation of both of them varies from subject to subject
. Unlike the above major tests or examinations, teachers of each individual subject have the autonomy to decide  whether to incorporate students’ performance in these activities into the measurement of final assessment scores, and the weight and format of the incorporation if they decide to do so.

B. Frame of Reference

In view of the above, one would agree that the assessment system is both norm- and criterion-referenced. 

-Norm-referencing
To begin with, norm-referencing is reflected in the two types of rankings listed in the report card and the marking of the project work, which involves only an overall grade showing the individual/group’s performance when compared with that of others. The underlying rationale for such an assessment approach is three-fold. First, the school needs the ranking information for its administration. As the level of education gets higher, the number of places offered by the school shrinks, which means a proportion of academically less able students can only reach a particular level. According to Butterfield and Riding (90), the most efficient way of controlling such a proportion is by norm-referencing. Besides allocation of higher level places, norm-referencing is also used at almost every level to ‘screen’ the students and place them into different classes according to their academic competence, especially in the streaming into arts and science classes in Form 4, which often outweighs such other factors as students’ own choices. 

Second, since our invention of examinations in the 5th Century, the notion ranking has been a very important aspect of assessment in Chinese people’s mind. In the local culture, ranking is a very popular indicator of a particular student’s competence level, not only among the students, but also their parents. This can be seen by people’s frequent comparing the rankings of their children even if they are from different schools of which the average standards of the students may vary greatly. Therefore, the inclusion of ranking and in turn norm-referencing in the school’s assessment system can be seen partly as responding to the parents’ demand and expectation.

Third, as Morris (98) stated, in Hong Kong schools, internal assessments are frequently ‘based on those used in public examinations’. Since the main purpose of the latter is to select students for certain career and higher education opportunities, they are, to a large extent, norm-referenced. Therefore, one may suggest that the stress on norm-referencing in the internal assessment of the particular school partly results from that in public examinations, and as discussed, such a frame of reference serves the same function in both types of assessments, i.e. to select. 

Actually, the norm-referencing component has a number of implications to various aspects of the education provided by the particular school, and the most influential one is that it ‘tends to foster a competitive orientation to school learning’ (Borich & Tombari, 99:36). In listing the various rankings of the students in their report cards, the school is actually conveying the message that in order to be valued as academically-outstanding, students need not only to get high marks in the various assessments, but also to perform better than the average. However, since there are only a small number of students who can rank high in any examinations, there always exists an undesirable consequence of competitive assessments—‘it informs most pupils that they have been unsuccessful’ (Morris, 98:51). This undoubtedly lowers such pupils’ self-esteem and learning motivation; and if this happens frequently, students begin to form the perception that they will not do well in the future school assessments. Owing to the well-known self-fulfilling prophecy effect in educational psychology, students’ performance in such assessments will actually be adversely affected, thus forming a vicious cycle. In an extreme case, if the above situation persists for a long time, some students will develop the so-called ‘learnt helplessness’, which makes them conclude that whatever they do, they are bound to lose.

Besides, if schools are ‘mini-reflections’ of the society in which they are located, the selective and competitive assessment component informs the students the role and significance of competitions in present Hong Kong. Seeing its commerce and finance-oriented nature, it is often suggested that Hong Kong is a highly ‘competitive’ society, in the sense that one’s success is often determined by his/her winning others in competitions. For instance, in order to get a desirable job in a company, an applicant has to not only fulfill the prerequisites set by such company, but also perform better than his/her fellow ‘competitors’ in a series of interviews and/or psychological or career appetite tests. Thus, in creating a competitive atmosphere through norm-referencing assessment, it can be said that the school is actually preparing, both academically and psychologically, its students for the future competitions that they will face. Also, from the social perspective of studying education, it is often argued that education is closely related to socio-mobility. In other words, the more and better education one receives, the more likely it will be for him/her to climb up the social ladder (i.e. gaining in socio-economic status). In this mechanism, competition also plays a significant role, since, as mentioned, higher education opportunities are offered to those who rank high in examinations or other forms of assessment. Seeing all these, as an education provider, it is inevitable for the school to convey to students the need to compete.

      - Criterion-referencing

In the assessment system in the particular school, criterion-referencing is even more commonly found than norm-referencing (although it may not be as highly stressed), since the marking of every examination/test paper is based on the criteria (modal answers) pre-determined by the teachers. Students’ answers are often evaluated not only according to their content richness, accuracy and relevancy to the questions but, more importantly, to the extent to which they match the points listed in the teachers’ modal answers. Typically, criterion-referencing is explicitly used in assessing students’ performance in such subjects as music and physical education, although students’ performance in such subjects will not be ranked. 

Actually, the use of firm and rigid criteria in marking examination papers is mainly based on the need to maintain fairness and objectivity in assessments, which, according to Morris (98), is best achieved by avoiding markers’ personal judgement and the possibility of more than one correct answer. Also, seeing the heavy workload of the teachers, criterion-referencing provides an efficient and convenient means for them to assess the large number of students whom they teach. Moreover, for subjects like physical education which aim at making students master certain skills or competencies, it would be most appropriate to use criterion-referencing for assessments: since different students have varying growth rates and talents, it is impossible to assess them through norm-referencing. 

Like the above, the criterion-referencing component in the assessment system conveys important messages to the students. First, it informs the students that in order to get high marks in examinations/tests, they have to be aware of the mark distributions in different questions. For instance, having discovered the relationship between mark distributions and the length of answers required through analysing previous examination papers (such relationship may also be explicitly told by the teacher as well), students know that they are expected to include three points in a question with three marks, and they will try to identify the three points that the teacher wants and present them clearly. Throughout the whole process, students may not have consciously considered whether their answer so produced is the best or the only one to the particular question, or whether it reflects fully their understanding of the corresponding subject knowledge. Actually, this phenomenon also reflects the resemblance of the internal assessments with the public ones discussed above. In analysing the past papers of the latter with their students, teachers often base on and stress the points listed in the respective marking schemes, which partly results in the common revising strategy of students’ focusing their study on such marking schemes (and many of them even recite the points within them) when they prepare for the public examinations.

Moreover, the exclusion of the subjects whose assessment is mainly criterion-referenced (i.e. music, physical education etc.) from the ranking mechanism conveys to students (and probably their parents) the message that such subjects are regarded as less important than the others. This in turn demotivates them from putting much focus on acquiring the knowledge of those subjects.

Finally, it should be noted that the final grades and marks of a student in the above criterion-referenced tests and examinations only ‘represent an average of the points earned’ on them (Borich & Tombari 99:31), i.e. his overall performance in the various aspects of the test/examination papers. They do not, however, show that particular student’s specific strengths and weaknesses, and thus cannot fulfil, what Morris (98) called, the diagnostic function of assessments. In other words, if teachers are to identify the difficulties that their students face in tests/examinations and to help them overcome such difficulties in the future assessments, they need to deal with more information than just the overall grades or marks brought forth by criterion-referencing.  

      - Summative Vs Formative 

Closely related to norm- and criterion-referenced assessments are summative and formative ones
. Throughout the previous discussion, it was found that the two major forms of assessment in the particular school—uniform tests and examinations—tend more towards the aim of comparing and selecting students than that of identifying their weaknesses so as to help them improve, and they are usually carried out after (not during) the teaching process. Thus, one would agree that they are summative in nature. This supports Morris’ (98) claim that although the formal planned curriculum for the school stresses the role of ‘formative’ assessment (e.g. ‘Guide to Secondary/Primary Curriculum’, quoted in Morris, 98: 49), it is often not the case in the implemented curriculum.  

To account for this, one would agree the influences of the external assessments in public examinations on the internal ones discussed above do play a significant role again, since public examinations are obviously summative in nature, as they serve to select students for career or higher education opportunities. Besides, another probable reason may be that within the curriculum of that school (and many others as well), the knowledge being imparted and assessed is well-established (universal truths, facts rules etc.) and not tentative or provisional
. According to Pollard et. al. (94, quoted in Morris, 98:53), for such ‘known’ and ‘certain’ knowledge, ‘summative’ assessment is often emphasised. 

In terms of implications, one would agree that the most obvious message that the focus on summative assessment conveys is the competitive orientation to school learning mentioned previously. Actually, such an orientation is reflected not only in students’ learning attitudes, but also in teachers’ teaching styles, which exemplifies the widespread ‘backwash’ effect that examinations have on teaching (Butterfield & Riding, 90:20). In order to enable their students to ‘win the competitions’ (e.g. to be selected for higher education), teachers endeavor to help them get good results in examinations (both internal and external). To achieve this, they may focus more on, and constantly reinforce, such aspects of the subject knowledge that are more likely to be tested. After all, many teachers nowadays regard examinations, especially the external ones, as assessing ‘their own competence as well as that of their students’ (Morris, 90:52).

· Growth-referencing 

Besides norm- and criterion-referencing which are commonly mentioned in different literatures, Borich and Tombari (99) included an additional frame of reference in their discussion—growth-referencing, which reflects a student’s ‘growth or improvement in learning’ (Borich and Tombari, 99:34). In the assessment system of the school, growth-referencing is also present, as the parents are invited to discuss their children’s learning progress on the report card distribution days (after each term examination) and on the annual Parents’ Day organised by the parent-teacher association of the school
.

Obviously, all these discussions are organised in response to parents’ concerns over the progress of study of their children, and they convey to them the positive message that the school is valuing communications with them and is responsive to their demands and comments. Ultimately, this also helps establish the accountability of the school and its teachers as well. However, apart from these, it should be noted that growth-referencing is not considered as part of the official assessment system, and students’ final grades on their report cards are regardless of the learning progress that they have made over the school year, although it may be indicated in the teacher’s comment section. This brings forth the important message to students and parents that the process of students’ learning and the growth and improvements so developed are not valued as highly as the final outcomes of such learning, as reflected in test and examination results. In fact, this may reflect one of the influences of the government, employers and tertiary institutions over the school’s curriculum, since the major concern of these three parties is not with ‘how learning takes place’ but with ‘how much has been learnt’ by students finally (Morris, 98:50).

C. Assessment Format

-  Formality

From section A, it can be concluded that most of the assessment practices are formal, and are carried out in a highly instructed and controlled environment (e.g. quizzes, tests, examinations etc). One reason for this may be the traditional serious image of assessments, and it is undeniable that a formal setting can facilitate the smooth running of the assessment process, as it makes it easier for the teachers to give the necessary rules and instructions, to manage the discipline of the students, and to prevent them from cheating etc. 

Resulting from the above, students are implicitly informed and reinforced the message that assessment, and in turn studying at the school, are serious issues that they have to face in a serious manner. Moreover, seeing that the whole assessment process is strictly controlled and supervised by teachers, the authoritative image of teachers is also emphasised as well.

· Question types in Examinations

Within all the above formal assessment practices, it was found that the majority of the questions are highly structured ones which require students to give short answers (at sentence level at most), and it is quite rare to see extended essay writing questions, especially for the junior forms. Basically, this may be related to the nature of the knowledge being assessed. Based on the taxonomy of cognitive skills in Bloom’s (56) framework of educational objectives (quoted in Morris, 98:53-54), one would agree that the local secondary curriculum stresses developing the first two out of the four skills—namely ‘recalling facts concepts etc.’ and ‘understanding and application of facts, concepts etc.’—among students, despite the call for a change in the recent education reform
. According to Morris (98), questions that require short answers are most appropriate for testing these two skills, and this may explain the prominence of such questions in both internal and external examinations. 

Moreover, there are still a number of practical reasons for using short questions, like the higher objectivity (without a need to judge students’ creativity of ideas as in essay-type questions) and efficiency that they provide for teachers’ marking the papers. Particularly, Morris (98) discussed a language –oriented reason. Students of that particular EMI school, and many others indeed, experience a curriculum where some subjects are in English while others are in Chinese, and this, according to him, results in ‘poor proficiency in expressing themselves in writing’. Thus, in asking short questions in which extended answers are avoided, the teachers make it easier both for students to write out the correct answers and for themselves to mark the papers.

Despite the above merits, an extensive use of short questions does convey the undesirable message that the assessment system of the school tends to focus on testing only students’ low level reasoning and recalling of facts, which in turn discourages them from developing such high level cognitive skills as problem-solving and decision-making.  

· Project work

In section A, it was also found that a few projects are involved in the assessment of some subjects. Undoubtedly, the incorporation of these projects aims at increasing students’ interest and, in turn their learning motivation, in those particular subjects. More importantly, it informs them of the significance of collaborative work and promotes peer help. In fact, this assessment format has been strongly advocated by a number of educational researchers (e.g. Deci and associates, 91, quoted in Borich and Tombari, 99:29), who have observed an increased students’ intrinsic motivation and self-efficacy, and a decreased learning anxiety etc. Despite all these, at present, it was found that projects account for only a very small proportion of the school’s assessment mechanism. Indeed, according to an interview with a group of Form Two students, the actual weights of the projects of some subjects in their final assessment marks are not indicated by the teachers beforehand. This not only decreases the students’ motivation in doing such projects, but also informs them that the teachers do not consider projects as an important means of assessment, and students thus need not make as much effort in doing projects as in studying for the formal tests/examinations. However, with the coming implementation of the Target Oriented Curriculum in secondary schools, it is hoped that the weight of projects, and other similar means of assessment, will be increased.

Questionnaire Results

An analysis of the questionnaire results reveals a number of interesting findings, and the followings are the most significant ones. First, in terms of the assessment format (Section A), there exists a discrepancy between teachers’ and students choices: whereas teachers generally think formal assessments are the most desirable and effective means, many students think they are least effective and prefer other formats to them. On the one hand, this offers another reason why the assessment system is so biased towards formal components as discussed; on the other hand, it should be noted that students’ negative attitudes towards such components may adversely affect their performance in them and in turn their learning motivation. Thus, it is advisable to increase the weight of those formats which are generally liked by students if assessments are to help them learn. As expected, this survey shows that projects are one of such formats. 

Besides, in terms of question types in examinations, it was found that teachers do perceive essay-type questions as effective but still they admit that questions of this type are the least frequent under the present assessment system in the school. There may be a number of reasons for this particular finding, and the practical considerations discussed above (e.g. objectivity and efficiency) should be some of them.

Second, in terms of the contents tested (Section B), as expected, most students place rote memorising as the most frequently tested items, but the teachers generally chose in-depth understanding instead. This reflects another perception difference between the two parties, and implies to us that what teachers intend to do through assessments may not be achieved in reality and understood by students, and that students’ perspective should bot be overlooked during the process of setting assessments.

Finally, in terms of the aims of assessment (Section C), both teachers and students select distinguishing between good and bad students as the major aim of the present assessment system, and this proves the emphasis on norm-referencing and summative approach in such a system discussed above.  

Conclusion


After the above discussion, it can be concluded that the assessment system of the chosen school tends more to serve the function of selecting students than to identify their weaknesses and to help them improve correspondingly. This is reflected in the extensive presence of norm-referenced and summative assessments. Moreover, it was also found that most of the assessment practices are structured formally, and this, together with the above, conveys important messages to the students and their parents as discussed. Furthermore, the results of the questionnaire revealed that teachers and students often have different perceptions of the same assessment system, and it is worth investigating these different perceptions if the functions of the system are to be maximized.


Finally, it should be noted that the above analysis is a primitive one which covers only the most superficial and observable features of the assessment system of one particular school. Thus, under no circumstances can it be regarded as a comprehensive account of the issue of assessment. It, on the other hand, attempts to provide some insights into the concept and arouse readers’ awareness of the complex nature involved. Ultimately, readers are encouraged to develop, from various sources, a more in-depth understanding of assessments and, in turn, the ‘macro-concept’ of curriculum mentioned in the introduction section. 
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Appendix 1

The following is the questionnaire distributed to the students and teachers of the school.

Questionnaire on Assessments

By Simon Chan

This questionnaire is set with a view to revealing teachers’/students’ perceptions of the different aspects of “assessment”. Please attempt every question.

A. Format

A1) Please answer the following four questions by arranging the following formats of assessment

a. Formal test papers/examinations                 

b. Oral recounts (e.g. questions)                     

c. Assignments (homework, classwork)              

d. Projects (individual/group)                      

 e. others (please specify_______________)

1. in descending order of the frequency that you meet with (i.e. the one that you meet with most frequently to be placed the first position).                 

   ______>_______>_______>______>________

2. in descending order of mark distribution (i.e. the one that accounts for the highest mark in assessment to be placed the first position).             

   ______>_______>_______>______>________

3. in descending order of your wishes (i.e. the one that you like most to be placed the first position).                 

   ______>_______>_______>______>________

4. in descending order of perceived effectiveness (i.e. the one that you think can test students’ knowledge most effectively to be placed the first position).                 

   ______>_______>_______>______>________

A2) Please answer the following four questions by arranging the following types of questions in formal examinations/tests

a. true false questions 

b. MC questions

c. short questions (that require you to write only a few words to a sentence)

d. essay-type questions (that require you to write a least a paragraph)

e. others (please specify_______________)

5. in descending order of the frequency that you meet with (i.e. the one that you meet with most frequently to be placed the first position).                 

   ______>_______>_______>______>________

6. in descending order of mark distribution (i.e. the one that accounts for the highest mark in assessment to be placed the first position).                

   ______>_______>_______>______>________

7. in descending order your wishes (i.e. the one that you like most to be placed the first position).                 

   ______>_______>_______>______>________

8. in descending order of perceived effectiveness (i.e. the one that you think can test students’ knowledge most effectively to be placed the first position).                 

   ______>_______>_______>______>________
B. Content

B1) Please arrange the following items that are tested in tests/examinations or other sorts of assessment 

a. rote memorising

b. critical thinking

c. creativity

d. in-depth understanding

e. others (please specify______________)

9. in descending order of the frequency that you meet with in assessments(i.e. the one that you meet with most frequently in the tests/examinations to be placed the first position).                 

   ______>_______>_______>______>________

10. in descending order of mark distribution (i.e. the one that accounts for the highest mark in assessment to be placed the first position).                 

   ______>_______>_______>______>________

11. in descending order of your wishes (i.e. the one that you like most to be assessed to be placed the first position).                 

   ______>_______>_______>______>________

12. in descending order of perceived importance (i.e. the one that you think is most important to be tested to be placed the first position).                 

   ______>_______>_______>______>________ 
C. Value of assessment

Please arrange the following aims of assessment

a. for distinguishing good or bad students

b. for motivating students to study

c. for encouraging in depth understanding of knowledge

d. for letting teachers know the levels of the students so as to plan future teaching

e. for letting students know what they have understood and what they have learnt

f. others (please specify_____________________________)

13. in descending order of the frequency that you meet with in assessments(i.e. the one that you meet with most frequently to be placed the first position).                 

   ______>_______>_______>______>________

14. in descending order of your wishes (i.e. the one that you like most to be achieved by assessments to be placed the first position).                 

   ______>_______>_______>______>________

15. in descending order of perceived importance (i.e. the one that you think is most important aim to be placed the first position).                 

   ______>_______>_______>______>________ 
              ************* End of questionnaire **********

                              Thank you!

� Actually, this is reflected by their highest enthusiasm in expressing their opinions over the abolishment of the SSPAS during the present consultation period of the proposed educational reforms by the Education Commission.


� For example, in this school year, Form two students of that school have to do a group project for English, and individual project for Economics and Public Affairs & Geography.


� According to Morris (98), summative assessments are often based on norm-referencing as ‘their key concern is to compare pupils’, while formative ones are often based on criterion-referencing ‘as their key concern is to identify the capabilities of pupils’. 


� An example of this is the avoidance of the discussion of current political events in such subjects as EPA or History.


� In fact, according to a teacher from that school, they sometimes arrange other informal meetings or telephone conversations with some parents (especially those whose children are considered to have learning difficulties or to mischief) to discuss the students’ performance and progress regularly.


� For instance, in the recent proposal for the reform in school curriculum, known as ‘A Holistic Review of the Hong Kong School Curriculum—Proposed Reforms’ by Curriculum Development Council, critical thinking, problem-solving, creativity and other 'generic elements for life-long learning' are emphasised. Obviously, these elements are in keeping with the latter two cognitive skills in Bloom’s taxonomy, and hopefully, this may promote students’ higher level cognitive development.
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