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Background:
Hong Kong assessment system

• Hong Kong assessment system: exam-oriented,
overarching paradigm of high-stake exams (e.g. TSA,
HKDSE) (Hui, 2012; Chang, 2018);

• The role of school: a selection device in Hong Kong
education system (Biggs, 1992), what will be taught and
learnt depends on what will be tested (Biggs, 1996);

• Territory-wide System Assessment (TSA): launched in 2004,
much pressure are brought than benefits, the effects of exam
are strong (Yu, Kennedy, Fok and Chan, 2006);



Background:
Hong Kong assessment system (cont.)

• Teachers’ role (ideally): the major agents to foster positive
effects of exams; their reactions to the change of exam 
reflect their perceptions towards the exam and the 
magnitude of washback effect;

• Teachers’ pressure (in reality): follow the school teaching
syllabus, devote their time to helping learners prepare for
both school exams and the TSA.



Background:
Hong Kong assessment system (cont.)

• Teachers’ reaction: ?

• Teachers’ voice: ?

In light of this, there is a gap between:

What are expected to do VSwhat is doing at school level



Introduction to this study

To address this gap, this study was conducted at a Hong Kong
local primary school, which investigates teachers’ perception
and behavioral changes towards the exam.

• A case study at primary school level;

• Three teachers from the school;

• how the changes in school-based exams influence the
curriculum design at the school level;

• the changes of exams that reflected the changes of teaching
syllabus and teaching content.



Research questions

• Research Question 1: What teaching activities were 
implemented to examination change?

• Research Question 2: What was the nature and scope of the 
washback effect on teachers’ perceptions of various aspects 
of teaching towards the school exam? 

• Research Question 3: What was the nature and scope of the 
washback effect on teachers’ behaviours as a result of the 
school exam? 



Literature review

• Washback effects (Wall & Alderson, 1993: 41; Hughes,
2003; Tsagari, 2007):

• ’the impact of a test on teaching’; the extent that a test 
influences what teachers and learners do things;

• the extent that a test influences what teachers and
learners do things: ‘they would not necessarily otherwise 
do because of the test’;

• positive & negative washback effects: whether the exam 
is in agreement with the purpose of the curriculum design 
and objectives.



Literature review

• Validity Alderson & Wall, 1993; Hughes, 1993; Bailey, 
1996):

• influence on teaching or learning, what and how teachers 
teach and learners learn, the rate and consequence of 
teaching and learning, the degree and depth of teaching and 
learning and the attitudes to teaching and learning



Literature review

• English in Hong Kong (Chang, 2018; Morris, & Adamson, 2010; 
Chow & Hingman, 2004):

• a unique and important role in various degrees; one of the
principal language in different areas (e.g. government, 
education, business, communication, media, tourism, etc.);



Literature review

• Education in Hong Kong (Hui, 2012): a means towards upwards 
social mobility as well as great reputation and wealth;

• English curriculum in Hong Kong primary school (CDC, 2004):

• lay a good foundation in learning English, paving the way 
for independent and lifelong learning and effective 
communication of knowledge, ideas, values, attitudes and 
experience;

• ‘reading to learn’ culture, developing’ generic skills, values 
and attitudes, and exposing to rich learning experiences, 
learner-centred and a task-based approach, creating a 
language-rich environment.



Literature review

• English curriculum in Hong Kong primary school (Poon, 2009):

• taught with traditional grammar and structural approaches; 
the connection between classroom teaching and English in 
daily life is very tenuous;

• little time is left for carrying out new approaches;

• lesson time is devoted to exam revision, which are largely 
based on content in the textbook and focus on targeted 
language forms;

• little interaction can be found between teachers and 
students.



Literature review

• The Territory-wide System Assessment (TSA) (EDB, 2014):

• the function of enhancing teaching and learning;

• providing timely feedback that can adjust teaching, improve 
learning, and bring benefits to students’ learning;

• brought extra pressure and extensive practice;

• schools are facing pressure to improve TSA results;

• students are drilled for TSA practices;



Research context

• This study has investigated how the changes in school-based 
exams influence the curriculum design at the school level, 
which includes learning activities, school-based worksheets, 
as well as the content of the exam;

• Although some aspects of washback effects on teaching have 
been studied over the past two decades, research from 
teachers’ perspective at primary school level is modest, 
especially when exam targeting skills are in line with TSA. It is 
believed that these issues are highly relevant to primary 
school teachers in Hong Kong.



Methodology

• A semi-structured interview:

• conducted with subject teachers to obtain preliminary data on 
teachers’ reactions, perceptions and behaviours towards 
school-based exams;

• 11 questions, around 30 minutes;

• includes participants’ teaching qualification and experiences,
detailed information related to teachers’ perceptions about 
exams; changes in teacher behaviour due to the school exams 
and classroom teaching



Participants

David
Chelsea 

(subject panel head) Mona
Gender Male Female Female

Age 57 27 25

Academic 
qualification

Bachelor of 
Education, English 

language

Double degree, 
Bachelor in English 

language and 
English literacy

Bachelor of 
Education, 

English language

Years of 
teaching

Primary school, 30 
years

(15 years in English);

Primary school, 3 
years;

secondary school, 2 
years;

Primary school, 2 
years

Class level
Regular class (which is 
considered as ‘normal 

class’)

Elite class (which is 
considered as 
‘normal class’)

Small class



Part One Basic information

• gender, age, academic qualification, years of teaching, taught levels

Part Two Exam and changes

• In compared with last year, are the major changes that you have perceived in the school exam papers?

• (if any) What kind of extra work or pressure the school exam has put on you?

• (if any) Because of the exam, is there any changes in your teaching in the content? 

• What are the learning strategies you would recommend to your students in the context of the school exam in 
this academic year?

Part Three    Teaching

• What is the medium of instruction you use when you teach English in the classroom? 

• How is your teaching assessed in your school?

• When you are planning a lesson, what are the factors that you may concern? 

• What activities and strategies you have involved in classroom? 

• During the lesson, what are the factors that most influence your teaching?

• (if any) From your perspective, what are the most difficult aspects of teaching in the school exam in English 
subject?

• What are the differences between teaching in a normal classroom between teaching in a small-sized 
classroom? (question for teachers have small-sized teaching experience)

• As the English subject panel head, what are the concerns and motivations to make the decision to join the 
programme? What are the benefits for students and school in a long run? (question for the school English 
subject panel head)



Findings

• Teachers’ perceptions of changes in school 
examination; 

• Teachers’ workload and pressure towards the 
change of school exams;

• The relationship between testing and teaching.



Results & discussions
• Teachers’ perceptions of changes in school examination

The reading skills tested in the papers…..And in the past… we just cite the 
questions but didn’t look into the skills tested in those questions, so in this 

year, we try to separate the skills in each homework, and then in the exam, 
we will test all the skills that we taught throughout the year. (Mona)

And for the writing part…. we focus more on writing, including writing 
dialogues in the correct tenses and giving advice. So, in the final exam 

paper, we changed a little bit. Originally we simply, we asked students to 
write a picture description story, but then it changed, the content, to be 

more similar to what we have done in the process writing. (Chelsea)

Noticeable modification are discovered in question types and language skills.



Results & discussions
• Teachers’ perceptions of changes in school examination

Well, to be honest, I think the principal got the say…. how the principal 
make the decision depends on public exam result. …. compares to the 

other schools in Hong Kong, so we found that from P3 TSA actually, they 
did a quite good job…. but then suddenly when it comes to P6 TSA, the 

curve drop obviously, for different skills, ….So, the principal is really eager 
to change this result. …. from reading to writing, because we want to 

make them to have a better result in the public exam later. So I can’t really 
say is it a benefit for the students. For the school, obviously, it will be 
good, ….but for the students, it’s kind of more challenging.(Chelsea)

Rationale behind the changes: improvements on public exam result.



Results & discussions

Teachers’ pressure & anxiety: Ss’ exam result and Ss’ number of failure.

…so actually, we have pressure, because we need to have a 
good result, better results in the exam…school pressure, 

yeah…especially in English subject… (David)

…and that number is actually a number of students failed in your 
class, so that creates a tiny little pressure for me when I saw the 
number compared with the other classes and I’ll find out, oh, my 

class has more students failed than other classes! (Chelsea)

• Teachers’ workload & pressure towards the change of school exams



Results & discussions

Teachers’ awareness of various factors that affect students’ results. 

….they do not have enough time to finish the paper, because they cannot, 
ar, allocate some, some time for writing, some time for reading, yea. Many 
of them always focus on only one and two parts, and in the end, when they 

do the writing, they do not have enough time to do it.  (David)

..It makes sense that you will have more longer words in their 
textbook. So they will find more difficult to remember the 

spelling of the words. It seems very hard for them, because 
they didn’t know how to chop off the syllables. (Chelsea)

• The relationship between testing and teaching

allocation of time

vocabulary



Results & discussions

Teachers’ awareness of various factors that affect students’ results. 

…. I think reading is the most difficult thing, because it’s very 
abstract, well sometimes they know how to tackle that 

problem, that question, but then if the text is changed, then 
suddenly they just forgot everything.  (Chelsea)

• The relationship between testing and teaching

.. And for most of the students in this school, I think they are 
lack reading skills because they don’t really know and 

understand the meaning, this is the very basic, to solve the 
questions. And then, if they don’t understand, they cannot use 

any skills they learnt from the lesson. . (Mona)

reading: apply what
have learnt into practice

lack reading skills



Results & discussions

Teachers’ awareness of various factors that affect students’ results. 

I also need to connect their previous learning with new content, of course, 
ar, if I can, I usually draw on students’ daily life experiences. (David)

• The relationship between testing and teaching

…. there is one chapter talking about food, things that you can buy in the 
supermarket. And that’s why we have the supermarket promotion, and we 

also got the, ar, inspector from the consumer council, so something like 
that, it will be related to the grammar item I want to teach, and students 
can make use of the sentence pattern….I usually use e-Learning… they 

cannot focus for a long time, so if I let them do something on their iPads, 
they will focus more… So most of the time I will use e-Learning with them. 

And they enjoy it very much in the lesson.  (Chelsea)

connect with Ss’ daily life

attention seeking: e-Learning



Results & discussions

Teachers’ awareness of various factors that affect students’ results. 

• The relationship between testing and teaching

Last year, we got fifty minutes for one lesson...for a double lesson in 
English, we got one hundred minutes….and that will be enough…But this 
year, we just have forty-five minutes, ah so, actually it’s just five minutes 

less, but it seems like, it’s shortened… I will not shorten them (the
activities), but I will chop it out, into different procedures. Because if I 

shorten them, it means that they have less time to have the practice, but I 
think I need that. So I will chop out into different pieces,... I think we all 

have to sacrifice. Well, so, going back to the exam, because of the paper, 
so we will spend more time on drilling that grammar, which means that, 
something less important, something would not be tested in the exam, 

then you’ll just skip that, or you will cut them.  (Chelsea)

time are located to exam prioritized items



Results & discussions

Teachers’ awareness of various factors that affect students’ results. 

• The relationship between testing and teaching

The first very big differences are the learning attitude. So last year for my 
normal class, they are really, ar, demotivated, yes, no motivation… 

because ar, they just kept getting low marks since they were small…. 
because they just don’t do revision if I don’t push them to do it, and then, 
even if I force them, like pre-dictation, they will ask me, why should I do 
the pre-dictation? Is it meaningful? I think it’s meaningless! …. for this 
year, their learning attitudes are much better. They are very willing to 

answer my questions... And then, another thing is, the differences will be 
their learning difficulties. Because for the normal class, they are just 

normal students, they don’t have disabilities, they are just too lazy.(Mona)

demotivated learning attitude
discourages students’ learning



Limitations

• Students’ voices should be applied in further studies;

• Unexpected school suspension leads to: 

• lessons were replaced through online platform,

• less support were offered;

• Limit students’ responses were received.



Conclusion

• More attention should be paid to teachers and students’ 
attitudes and behaviours, which would influence the level 
of success of washback effect;

• It is impossible to rely on teachers’ effort to reverse the 
contemporary situation, unless more support is given;

• Students’ foundation knowledge should be constructed 
and consolidated;

• Further teachers’ professional training is needed for 
sustainable improvement in the long run.



Further inquires

Ms. Jiayi Min minsibyl@gmail.com

Dr. Moonyoung Park moonyoungpark@cuhk.edu.hk
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