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Abstract of thesis entitled

The Changing Role of an Examination Board —
A Case Study of Hong Kong

submitted by

Margaret Wai Ki LO

For the degree of Doctor of Education
at the University of Nottingham
in July 2013

This case study examines the changing role of the Hong Kong
Examinations and Assessment Authority with a view to identifying the
way forward for it to enhance its effectiveness and inform future

assessment development. The research questions are:

1) What functions do public examinations serve in Hong Kong and
how effectively are they serving these functions?

2) What is the role of the Authority in the education system of Hong
Kong and how effective is it in delivering this role as expected by
its stakeholders?

A historical approach is adopted to trace and analyse the development
of public examinations through literature and document review. In
order to gain new insights into the implicit forces working behind
public examinations and form a more balanced view of examination
bodies, reference is also made to the internal documents of the
Authority.

It has been found that due to an exponential growth in public education
since the 1970s against a background of rapid social changes, the
functions expected of public examinations have expanded from those of
a selective school system to include also those of an inclusive one.
Despite improvement measures introduced by the Authority over the
years, it was only until the introduction of an education reform initiated
by the Tung Chee Hwa Government in the 2000s that more

fundamental changes towards the inclusive end have been brought
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about. To enable this to be effectively done, three critical success
pre-requisites on the part of the Authority can be identified: first, the
technical competence to design assessments that can reconcile the
traditional functions with the more progressive ones; second, the
strategic competence to ensure the intended use of assessments is
within the acceptability limits of the value systems of the concerned
stakeholders and the society as a whole so that it is more likely that the
assessments are used as expected; and third, if necessary, take steps to

manage or narrow the differences.

Being structurally segregated from school education by design, the
Authority was expected by the Government, its creator and the most
influential stakeholder, to be the gatekeeper of the education system
when it was established. Since the 2000s, with a much closer
partnership with the Curriculum Development Institute, the
introduction of the TSA and HKDSEE as cornerstones of the education
reform, and provision of support of an unprecedented scale to schools
in respect of assessment implementation, it is argued that the Authority
has effectively become the Government’s quality monitoring and
enhancement agent of the school education system. For other
stakeholders, with the HKDSEE recognising a much broader range of
student abilities while up-keeping the selection function and widely
recognised internationally and locally, the Authority has transformed
itself from a gatekeeper to a gateway in addition, enabling our
youngsters with different potentials to pursue their future through

multiple pathways.

Looking ahead, apart from continuing with the success pre-requisites,
this thesis recommends that the Authority should lever its achievement
in Hong Kong to establish itself internationally for further enhancement

of its organisational capacities.
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Chapter One

Introduction

Complaints about Public Examinations

Public examinations are high-stakes business and their high-stakes
nature can be reflected by the way incidents in public examinations
often make the newspaper headlines. There is no question that public
examinations can easily stir up heated debates which are typically
dominated by criticisms and hence examination bodies are frequently
under pressure to make improvements. Apart from those related to
assessment errors, common complaints about public examinations in

Hong Kong can be broadly grouped as follows.

Teaching to the Test

There is a good deal of evidence that teachers, in order to drive up
examination results, tend to teach to the test, focusing on what is to be
tested and developing test taking strategies, and ignoring those skills
not covered in the test (Andrews et al., 2002; Shohamy et al., 1996;

Smith, 1991).

There are those in Hong Kong, who believe that teaching at Secondary
6 stops in January or even earlier so as to allow a large block of time
for coaching activities such as going over past examination papers or
practice papers, analysing marking schemes of examination boards and

16



studying recent trends of examination questions, followed by mock
examinations held in their own school halls in order to have an early
taste of the “real” examination commencing by the end of March. Full
preparation of their students for public examinations is seen in Hong
Kong secondary schools as one of the most critical responsibilities of
teachers and principals (Cheng, 1997 p.38 — 54; Pong & Chow, 2002

p.143 — 144).

According to Pong & Chow (2002 p.143), though there are official
curriculum guidelines in Hong Kong, which are supposed to be
implemented in schools for every subject at each level, every teacher
knows that in practice it is the examination syllabus that really matters.
Even the Secretary of the Hong Kong Examinations Authority admits
that students sometimes stop their teachers from teaching certain topics
or materials which are not in the examination syllabus (Choi, 1999

p.412).

Another observed phenomenon 1is that teachers sometimes
second-guess the questions that may appear in examinations and
provide model answers to students to memorize by heart. In this way,
public examinations in reality can become the curriculum. A secondary

school teacher comments on public examinations that:

“I have to teach students knowledge and skills which would prepare
them for the examination syllabus because everybody will complain if 1
don’t. For example, students will complain that I am not preparing

17



them for the exam. If students fail, parents and the school authority will
complain that I did not drill them enough for the exam..... (but) we
don’t just teach for exams. I would like to refer to the fundamental aim
of school education.....” (A secondary school teacher, cited in Biggs

1996, Chapter 9)

Some people argue that public examinations are amongst the strongest
influences on teaching style. Examination boards in fact only stipulate
what should be tested and they categorically do not stipulate how and
how long teaching should be conducted. Even if they did, they are not
in the position to enforce such stipulation in classrooms, and so it is
very interesting to consider how the influence of examinations on

teaching appears to be so very strong.

Rote-learning

Another criticism against public examinations is related to the way that
students learn. Whatever the official aims of teaching, many students,
in response to the examination oriented teaching style, “smartly” adjust

their learning to a low cognitive level.

....... For (Chinese) Chinese Language, we are given many School
Certificate Examination questions with answers. 1 will study the
questions and rote learn the answers as we know that the teacher will
set the same questions. I know I should not do that but I have to in
order to get high marks........ The problem is the format of the

18



examinations, which only requires (you) students to reproduce the
answers.....I think to rote learn is a disgrace to myself because I am
being spoon-fed and have been deprived of my right to understand....”

(A secondary student, cited in Biggs & Watkins, 1993 p.17)

Some teachers are thought to teach students to rote-learn as a strategy.
With the pragmatic justification that the norm-referenced examinations
in Hong Kong require inculcation of test strategy, they scan through
past papers for frequently recurring questions, and train the students to
rote learn model answers prepared by them. Morris found that
formulating and transferring to their students test strategies is in fact the

top priority of some teachers (Morris, 1985 p.3 — 18).

This happens despite the fact that the official curriculum guidelines
prescribe high quality objectives such as intellectual, communicative,
social and moral, personal and physical, and aesthetic development
(Curriculum Development Council, 1993%). The examination syllabi
published by the Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority
(HKEAA) do include high order skills such as application and analysis.
Yet, according to Pong & Chow (2002, p.143), paradoxically, the heavy
emphasis that is placed on examination grades has made it very
difficult for high order thinking to be assessed. The highly selective
nature of the examination has forced examiners to put fairness and
objectivity of marking above all other concerns. To achieve maximum

fairness, grades are based on objective scoring of quantifiable elements.
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Public examinations are hence accused of exerting negative influence
on the learning style of students. However, should it be the sole
responsibility of examination bodies to ensure proper teaching and
learning? Are public examinations really the root cause for pragmatism

in teaching and learning?

Examination-oriented Education System

According to Fullilove, the Hong Kong education system is
characterized as an examination-led system where what goes on in the
classroom is largely dictated by what happens in the public examination

halls (1992 p.131 — 147).

The examination-driven nature of the education system in Hong Kong
was well expressed by an OECD review panel commissioned by the
Hong Kong Government in 1982. In its report, the phenomenon is
described as “obsessive concern” with testing (OECD, 1982).
According to Pong & Chow (2002), when exiting from secondary
school, a teenager will have gone through a total of eight major
selection examinations — from interviews for gaining admission to
prestigious kindergartens to the Advanced-level Examination at the end
of Secondary 7. Each of these examinations has an impact on the
opening up or closing off of certain doors for future. Biggs finds that at
all stages, the curriculum, teaching methods, and student study methods,

are focused on the next major assessment hurdles (Biggs, 1996 p.5).
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The Education Commission, i.e. the highest policy advisory body on
educational issues of the Hong Kong Government, upon completion of
the first and second stages of its comprehensive review of the education
system in Hong Kong in 1999, explicitly stated that one of the major
problems of the education system was related to the heavy emphasis on
examinations. Students focus so much on examination results that they

cannot enjoy learning (Education Commission 1999°).

This examination-oriented culture in Hong Kong is exacerbated to a
certain extent by the Chinese traditional beliefs in the reasons for
success and failure. Hong Kong people, along with those in other
Confucian-heritage culturesl, attribute success to effort, and failure to
laziness. This deviates notably from the common Western beliefs that
success and failure tend to be the natural results of possessing the
necessary abilities or the lack of them respectively (Carless, 2011
p.46 — 62; Hau & Salili, 1991 p.175 — 193; Holloway, 1988 p.327 —
345). An effort attributing culture can create enormous stress on the

students who might be forced to tackle unrealistic targets.

It is perhaps necessary to do something about this examination-oriented
culture. However, it is problematic that, on the one hand, the Education
Commission suggests that something should be done by the
Government to rectify the examination-oriented culture, and on the
other, in the same review, it proposed the introduction of more
examinations (i.e. the Basic Competency Assessments) for monitoring
education standards (Education Commission 1999%). The nature of

21



examinations mutates and multiplies along with this kind of quality
monitoring policy agenda which, to some extent, has furthered the
examination-oriented culture and complicated the work of examination

bodies.

Demoralization

Literature outlining the negative consequences of high-stakes
examinations on students is abundant. For instance, it is claimed that
high-stakes examinations can induce test anxiety, lack of motivation for
meaningful learning, and low self-esteem, just to name a few
(Assessment Reform Group, 2002; Harlen, 2005). Locally in Hong
Kong, it is Biggs’s observation that Primary 6 students allocated to
Bands 4 and 5 (out of 5 bands altogether) secondary schools simply
have no hope of completing the curriculum successfully, whatever their
efforts. Those in Bands 1 and 2 to some extent, become academically
oriented and positively motivated, while those in Bands 4 and 5
become less achievement oriented, drop any ‘“deep” or
meaning-oriented approaches to learning they might have developed,

and resort to simple rote learning (Biggs, 1991 p.140 — 150).

T. Tang (1993 p.35 — 53) studied Band 5 Secondary 2 and Secondary 4
students’ views of their schooling in a series of individual interviews.
Most of these low-achieving students see learning simply as
“memorizing” enough key terms to get them out of trouble with tests.

The purpose of tests is “to force (us) students to revise and to let us
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score marks to get a pass”.

The demoralizing effects on low-achievers are unintended
consequences of examinations and it has become a legitimate part of
the work of responsible examination boards to take into account
backwash effects of its examinations. Some examination boards
address this problem by offering alternative syllabuses. However, in
general, if given options, students tend to choose the more difficult
syllabus which may be well beyond their abilities. They do this to meet
the high expectations of their parents on them, and even their teachers
may find it difficult to advise them against doing so. After all, even if a
student manages to pass a less difficult examination, the result may fail

to bear sufficient currency for future study and career.

It is indeed the responsibility of examination boards to offer high
quality examinations, but how these examinations are perceived or used

seems to be something beyond the remit of these institutions.

The above complaints about public examinations in Hong Kong should
clearly be handled with a sense of urgency. However, the issues
involved seem to be rather complex with no ready solution. Besides,
instead of being directly related to public examinations, these issues
have more to do with teaching and learning, and expectations on school
education. To what extent should they be tackled by an examination
body offering mainly external summative assessments like the HKEAA?
Is it more direct to improve teacher training and school management?
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However, events in the political scene of Hong Kong in the recent
decade put further pressure on the HKEAA to face up to these

challenges.

New Expectations on Public Examinations

Over the past ten years, the Hong Kong Government has made a
number of reform proposals related to public examinations. Different
reports have brought up different issues. The first set of deliberations
about assessment and examinations appeared in the “Reform Proposals
for the Education System in Hong Kong” (Education Commission,

2000a%).

“Regarding public examinations, we propose that the modes, content,
and assessment methods of the examinations should be reviewed. More
flexible modes of examination should be adopted so that students have
more room to display their independent thinking and creativity. As
regards the assessment methods, an appropriate degree of teachers’
assessment should be introduced to better assess those abilities that are
not easily assessed in written examinations. This would encourage
students to participate in a more diversified range of learning

activities.” (Paragraph 7.7)

“As a part of the curriculum, the major function of assessment is to
help teachers and parents understand the learning, progress and needs
of their students, as well as their strengths and weaknesses. Teachers
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could take into account the results of assessment in planning the
teaching syllabus, designing teaching methods and giving guidance to
individual students to help them learn effectively and exploit their

potentiality fully.” (Paragraph 7.12)

The first quotation proposes a diversified mode of assessments to be
incorporated in public examinations, including teachers’ assessments,
and the second quotation directly indicates that assessment is a part of
the curriculum and highlights the importance of assessment for learning.
This leads to the following issues for the HKEAA to consider in respect

of its role in the education scene of Hong Kong:

1) The implications of teachers’ assessments
2) The relationship between curriculum and assessment

3) Assessment of learning vs. assessment for learning

The Implications of the Teachers’ Assessments

Two years later, a review of the academic structure of senior secondary
education was completed. The report proposes the implementation of a
new academic structure and the introduction of a new public
examination. In addition, it points out five areas of focus for the reform
of public examinations, amongst which is the introduction of

school-based assessment:

The introduction of school-based assessment is being considered for
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individual subjects in public examinations. School-based assessment

may cover students’ performance:

® during the learning process;

® independent research, project learning, experiments or
assignments.

(Education Commission, 2003 Paragraph 8.3)

Regarding the introduction of school-based assessment, a large number
of practical problems have to be resolved, including the attitude and
reactions of school teachers. These important matters have not been
addressed in the report. More importantly, what role can an

examination body play to help in this respect?

The Relationship between Curriculum and Assessment

The curriculum reform proposals in 2001 highlight a number of steps
for the Curriculum Development Council (CDC) to undertake to ensure
consistency between curriculum and assessment. Three possible

strategies for public assessment to follow are noteworthy:

1) Assess students on what and how they are expected to learn in the
curriculum

2) Use different modes of assessment suited to the purposes and
processes of learning (e.g. projects, observation, portfolios, tests,
examinations) throughout the school years

3) Avoid excessive assessment and unproductive uses of dictation,
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memorization, and assessment for the sake of recording only

(CDC, 2001° p.80)

It is also pointed out that the CDC should undertake the following to

ensure consistency between curriculum and assessment:

1) Develop evidence-based quality criteria in line with the
curriculum framework, to help teachers judge the performance and
progress of students in relation to the learning targets

2) Work with the HKEAA to develop combined curriculum and
assessment guides for various examination subjects so that the
scope and modes of assessment are consistent with the learning
objectives and contents

3) Liaise with the university sector and relevant agencies about
broadening university admission criteria and about other means of
providing information on student achievement.

(CDC, 2001° p.81)

It should be emphasized that the CDC is responsible for the curriculum
and the HKEAA is responsible for assessment. These are two separate
organisations. How can the linkage between curriculum and assessment

be so effectively established as expected in the policy documents?

Assessment of Learning vs. Assessment for Learning

In 2009, the guide for the new senior secondary curriculum was
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published. The advantages of assessment for learning are particularly
highlighted. Another observed feature is that assessment for learning is
contrasted with assessment of learning. It is hoped that students and
teachers will pay due attention to the learning process itself. The

Government has made this point clear in its official documents:

“The evidence collected in assessments should show clearly both the
outcomes of learning (what students have learned and what students
have not learned) and the processes of learning (how students
learn)......... The former is related to establishing how well students
have achieved, the quality of education being provided, and what
standards are being attained, and the assessment involved is often
referred to as ""assessment of learning''. The latter is related to helping
students to continuously improve and the assessment involved is
referred to as "'assessment for learning''. Assessment of learning is for
reporting and assessing students’ performance and progress against the
learning targets and objectives. Assessment for learning is for
identifying students’ strengths and weaknesses and providing quality
feedback for students, which entails providing timely support and
enrichment. Assessment for learning also helps teachers to review
learning objectives, lesson plans and teaching strategies.” (Education

Bureau, 2009 p.3 - 5)

Thus while the 2001 publication indicates some special measures for
the integration of assessment of learning and assessment for learning,
the different forms of integration have not been specifically dealt with
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in the 2009 publication. A more fundamental question is that if
assessment for learning is more related to teaching strategies, then does
an examination body have a role to play in the current moves for

assessment for learning?

The Need for a Role Clarification

In this age of complaints and reforms, both the public and governments
are mounting more and more expectations on public examinations to
tackle and even resolve educational issues. With a wide range of
stakeholders making different demands which are not necessarily in
line among themselves, and not necessarily within the remit of
examination delivery, the author of this thesis as a staff member of the
HKEAA finds that it is timely to examine the role of an examination
body with a view to identify the way forward in order to maintain the
effectiveness of its work and inform future development. This soul
searching work is of particular relevance to the colleagues of the
HKEAA as the term ‘“assessment for learning” has now become a
slogan to the extent that it is printed on the staff name cards and
letterheads though its full implications for the HKEAA have yet to be

found out.

Research Questions

It cannot be overemphasized that public examinations are powerful
educational tools. Luijten points out that examinations are not the be-all
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and end-all of education and the teaching process (Luijten, 1991 p.9).
Though influential, they are not and should not be an end in themselves.
However, it is because they are so dominating, it is not always clear
whether they are the means or ends. Making effective use of these

powerful tools has long proved mind-racking.

Hence the starting point of this research is to trace the possible
functions served by public examinations, how well such functions are
served, and the reasons behind the chorus of complaints. Instead of
stopping at this point as most researchers on public examinations do,
this thesis probes further to study the societal and educational role of
the examination boards which seem to be directly controlling these
powerful tools, to identify if this has any significant part to play in the

overall effectiveness of public examinations in serving their purposes.

The HKEAA is chosen as the target of this case study. Two research

questions have been formulated:

1) What functions do public examinations serve in Hong Kong and
how effectively are they serving these functions?

2) What is the role of the Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment
Authority in the education system of Hong Kong and how effective

is it in delivering this role as expected by its stakeholders?

The first research question is about the work of the Authority. While
some may choose to define the role of an examination body by what it
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claims itself to be or the way it is perceived by others, the approach
adopted here is to start with what the HKEAA actually delivers. The
second research question then elicits answers in respect of the nature,
capabilities, limitations and positioning of the Authority as major
factors contributing to its effectiveness in delivering its role as expected
by its stakeholders. It is hoped that at the end of this thesis, suggestions
can be made for the possible way forward for the Authority to enhance

its effectiveness.

The Significance of the Research

Literature on high-stakes public examinations is abundant, and these

works concentrate mainly on three broad themes:

1) The development of public examinations and their impact on the
education system and the society as a whole;

2) Constructs and purposes of public examinations arising from
different assessment, psychometric, psychology and Ilearning
theories;

3) Influences of education policies and government decisions on
public examinations, and how these impact on the education

system.

Though many have with great conviction laid at the door of
examination boards the blame for most, if not all, that they have found
to be undesirable or inappropriate about teaching and learning, and
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curriculum development as outlined in the earlier part of this chapter,
few have gone the extra miles to analyse in more detail how
examination boards have come to exert this strong influence (Murphy
1986 p.4). In fact apart from Murphy’s paper (1986) “A Changing Role
for Examination Boards”, little has been written specifically on these
influential organisations. “Setting the Standard: A Century of Public
Examining by AQA and Its Parent Boards” by Kathleen Tattersall et al.
is amongst the very few books on the work of examination bodies. This
book, however, was commissioned by the examination board itself and
is by no means an objective study of its work. “ACT: The First Fifty
Years, 1959 — 2009” and “Examining the World: A History of the
University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate” are similar
books on the work of ACT, Inc. and Cambridge Assessment
commissioned by the examination boards to commemorate their
respective anniversaries. Nicholas Lehmann’s “The Big Test” and
David Hubin’s “The History of the SAT” strictly speaking, are about
the SAT and not its developer — the Educational Testing Service (ETS),
though both have gone to some lengths to trace the origin and
development of ETS. “Examinations in Singapore: Change and
Continuity (1891 — 2007)” explores the development of Singapore’s
examination system but the societal and educational role of the
Singapore Examinations and Assessment Board established in 2004 has
hardly been discussed. Regarding the HKEAA, except the ones
published and commissioned by the Authority, no book has been
written solely on it so far. The ones published by the Authority are
mainly examination documents, such as examination syllabuses,
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backdated question papers, examination reports and statistics or
research reports on public examinations. The only one which provides
some useful information on the Authority is “The Twenty-fifth
Anniversary Commemorative Issue: Examinations and Assessments in
Hong Kong” published in 2002, which is a collection of reflective
writings of people who have participated in various ways in the work of
the Authority. The book hardly contains any academic analysis. The
ones commissioned by the Authority are two consultancy reports:
“Review of Public Examination System in Hong Kong” by Broadfoot et
al. in 1998 and “Strategic Review of Hong Kong Examinations and
Assessment Authority” by IBM Consultant in 2003. Both have a limited

scope and purpose as defined by the project owner.

The significance of the study of examination boards is overshadowed
by that of public examinations probably for pragmatic reasons. Public
examinations seem to be far more directly related to their stakeholders.
This could also be a result of the confidential or secretive nature of

examination operation as concluded by Whitty:

“It is of course, hardly surprising that there has been little research in
this area, since even those boards which boast a large measure of
teacher participation are notoriously secretive in their operations.
Access to their committee structures is generally restricted to ‘insiders’
whose loyalty to the organisation limits their freedom to discuss their
experiences and the administrative procedures of the boards have
remained totally impenetrable.” (Whitty, 1976, cited in Murphy, 1986
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p-5)

The author of this thesis, as a staff member of the examination body
under review, may well be considered an “insider”. However, it is
hoped that this study will enrich the literature on examination boards by
adopting a slightly different angle to provide an evidence-based
account as an insider, making reference to internal documents
whenever available alongside with relevant academic work and policy
documents to formulate views and arguments. As these organisations
are exerting direct influence over public examinations, new insights
regarding their work may lead to a more comprehensive understanding
of the implicit forces working behind public examinations and cast
light on the critical success pre-requisites for any public examination
initiatives. By adopting an insider approach, this work also aims at
contributing to the demystification of examination bodies, which is
probably a necessary step towards a holistic and more balanced view of

their essential nature and role.

Organisation of this Thesis

The literature review in Chapter Two provides an overview of the
major functions served by public examinations nowadays in modern
societies, issues surrounding these examinations, the benefits they bring
and their limitations, followed by a literary survey on the role of
examination bodies. It is hoped to identify unified themes at a global
level to provide a framework of the scope and focus of study for this
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research thesis. The relevance of the findings in Chapter Two is tested
on the American case in Chapter Three as an enrichment of the
literature review. The United States is chosen as it is amongst the very
few advanced countries where there is no national school-leaving
public examination. One of the aims of this case study is to investigate
if it is recommendable for public examinations to remain detached from
the school system and how far an examination body can maintain a
balanced approach in serving a range of stakeholders. As the SAT I or
SAT Reasoning Test is still the best known high-stakes public
examination in the United States, the American case concentrates only
on the Educational Testing Service which offers the SAT though there
are other similar examination boards in the country. Another aim of this
case study is to enrich the framework of the scope and focus of the
research into the Hong Kong case. The research methodology of this
thesis is detailed in Chapter Four. Chapter Five is a historical study of
the development of public examinations in Hong Kong, through which
the functions that public examinations serve and the challenges faced
by the Authority are analysed. Attempts are made specially to study
changes and continuities over time and the reasons behind within a
context of rapid social, political and economic developments. Chapter
Six concentrates on the way the Authority has been responding to the
public examination reform introduced at the turn of the twentieth
century leading to the implementation of the Basic Competency
Assessment in 2005 and the Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary
Education Examinations in 2012. Special attention is paid to explore
how effectively the Authority has been coping with stakeholders’
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demands and expectations on public examinations in a time of
compulsory education undergoing an education reform. Chapter Seven
is an analysis of the unique nature of the Authority as the only statutory
examination body in Hong Kong and whether this position is conducive
to the effective implementation of its public examinations. The final
chapter summarizes the findings and arguments with an eye for the
future. It is hoped that suggestions can be made for informing possible
courses of action for examination bodies in general and the Authority in
particular to enhance their work or position in age of increasing

emphasis on accountability.

Definitions

Public examinations in this thesis refer to formal large-scale state- or
system-wide examinations or assessments, the results of which have
direct consequences for the concerned candidates, educational
programmes, teachers or institutions. These examinations are hence
high-stakes in nature. Besides, for fairness sake, they are necessarily
standardized, i.e. their formats, procedures or administration are

uniform across examinees (Phelps, 2007 p.8 —9).

These examinations are almost without exception administered at the
end of a course or stage of study and provided externally. By external,
it is implied that the source of these examinations is an entity outside
the schools, mostly referred to as examination board, or awarding body
in the UK. In their most pristine forms, external examinations are
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devised, conducted and processed by the examination boards in the
complete absence of the instructors of the candidates (Vlaardingerbroek

et al., 2009 p. xi).

Some people consider that the three major stakeholders in education are
the academic community, state and market (Altbach, 1999; Ball, 1998).
Something is clearly missing if the learners, their parents and whoever
support them in their studies are not expressly mentioned though they
may be grouped under “academic community” or “market”.
Stakeholders of public examinations in this thesis refer to all
stakeholders of their respective education systems where public
examinations exist, and all those who take part in the decision-making
processes of, participate in or are directly or indirectly affected by
public examinations.

Though the words “assessment”, “examination” and “test” are slightly
different in terms of meaning and connotation, they are used
interchangeably in this thesis if they are not a part of proper names, or
not specified. The same applies to ‘“candidate”, “examinee” and

“test-taker”.

Endnote:

1. John Biggs, a significant thinker about learning and assessment in
Chinese societies, has popularized the term Confucian-heritage cultures
to refer to the countries or educational systems of China, Japan, South
Korea, Singapore, Taiwan and Hong Kong, which have all been
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influenced by the tenets of Confucianism in such a way that they are all

examination-driven (Carless, 2011 p.4).
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Chapter Two
Literature Review I —
An Overview of the Functions of Public Examinations

and Role of Examination Boards in Modern Societies

Introduction

This chapter aims at providing an overview of the major functions
served by public examinations in modern societies, issues surrounding
them, the benefits they bring and their limitations, followed by a survey
on the role of examination bodies. It is hoped to identify unified themes
in respect of the functions of public examinations and the role of
examination bodies to provide a framework of the scope and focus of

study for this research thesis.

The Functions of Public Examinations

Public examinations serve multiple purposes nowadays. Broadfoot
(1996 p.10 — 11) suggests that the purposes of public examinations are
associated with the themes of competence, competition, content and
control. Pongi (2004) asserts that public examinations around the world
are commonly used for summative, accountability and evaluation
purposes which play an important and indispensable part to cater for
the diverse and often competing demands of the various stakeholders
and users of assessment information, for example, selecting the best
students for the next level of education, monitoring school performance

39



or allocating limited resources. Newton (2007 p.149 — 170) puts
forward eighteen uses of educational assessments, including diagnosis,
placement, system monitoring and so on. According to William and
Leahy (2007 p.29 — 42), public examinations should support learning,
certify student achievement or potential and evaluate educational
programmes, institutions or curricula. Different people may draw up
different lists and express themselves in different terms depending on
their standpoint, focus and purpose of discussion. However, the
following is probably a representative range of purposes expected of

public examinations in modern societies:

1) selection as well as certification

2) providing a wider range of information on teaching and learning
3) driving curriculum and educational changes

4) supporting teaching and learning

5) serving as a standards monitoring procedure

It should be highlighted that public examinations are almost without
exception serving multi-purposes, meaning that they are serving or
expected to serve more than one function listed above and there is such

possibility that they are serving all of them at one time.

Selection and Certification

Public examinations are in general highly respected and that comes

with a price. It is of foremost importance for a public examination to be
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widely recognised and hence the importance for maintaining high
standards, the importance of which, in the interest of students being
provided pathways to higher education both locally and internationally,
is reflected in the decision of many former colonies to continue to
operate examinations of international examination boards, notably the
University of Cambridge Local Examinations Syndicate (UCLES) and
Edexcel International. Bray and Steward attribute this phenomenon also
to concerns about technical expertise and cost-effectiveness (Bray and

Steward, 1998 p.223 —224).

Some countries simply adopt the examinations as provided by these
international providers. For example, Mauritius and Brunei Darussalam,
which gained independence in 1968 and 1984 respectively, choose to
remain tied to UCLES (Broadfoot et al., 1998 p.67 — 68). Singapore
takes a slightly different route to use a customized version of UCLES
examinations with equivalent recognition as their international
counterparts. Singapore in fact has all the professional expertise and
financial competence to develop its own domestic national
examinations, but decided to continue to peck with UCLES for
respectability and neutrality considerations (Bray and Steward, 1998

p.223 — 224; IBM, 2002 p.49).

In most countries, the contemporary system of public examinations
owes its origins to the need to select a handful of elites to enter higher
education so as to “refresh” the sources of leadership in due course
(Vlaardingerbreok et al., 2009 p.3). However, despite examination
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systems designed for this purpose have already been well recognised as
being inadequate to cope with a much broader candidate abilities in an
age of mass education without some devaluation of the credential
gained (Eckstein and Noah, 1993 p.172 — 176), the same approach of
selection is still widely adopted. If pass rates rise, it is typically
assumed that standards have been watered down (Aldrich, 1998 p.42)
making it difficult to recognise or certify a wider range of

achievements.

Different countries may traditionally put various levels of emphasis on
the use of public examinations for selection as against certification
purposes, and the balance tends to be tilted to the earlier. It is however
inspiring to note that it is also possible for some countries to design a
more inclusive system through policy decisions to expand candidature.
While China is an extreme case where students are having the least
chances of success in a highly selective education system, France
provides a good example of a country which has committed to
widening opportunity in order to raise the overall skill threshold of the
nation (Esckstein and Noah, 1993 p.174). The Baccalaureate
examination — in which a pass carries with it the right to access
university education — was once the national icon of an elite minority.
The French government has now set 80 percent of the age cohort as the
target for success in one of the several different forms of Baccalaureate.
Although this ambitious target will take some time to be realised,
access to these iconic qualifications has already been widened

significantly in recent years without much diminution in public
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confidence in them (Bonnet, 1997 p.296 — 297). In 1997, 61 percent of
the 16- to 18-year-olds obtained the Baccalaureate or a baccalaureate
level qualification with 88 percent of these students enrolling in some
forms of higher education and 57 percent going on to university (QCA
1998, cited in Broadfoot et al., 1998"" p.68 — 69). In 2007, the
Baccalaureate recipients rose to 65 percent of the relevant cohort while
the overall pass rate had risen to 83 percent. That said, the high success
rate does raise issues of the effectiveness of the Baccalaureate as a
filtering mechanism in France as it is not only a secondary school exit
certificate  but also a university entrance qualification

(Vlaardingerbroek et al., 2009 p.20 — 26).

Certification has been lumped on to the traditional selection function of
public examinations in response to an expanding education system in
the recent decades, resulting in a conflict between the two functions

which many public examinations are serving at one time.

Provision of a Wider Range of Information on Teaching and

Learning

Some countries, for example, Japan, China and United States, offer
limited options in what is essentially the same examination for all
candidates, whereas other countries, particularly England, France,
Germany and Sweden, offer candidates options among subjects, syllabi
and levels of difficulty. Uniform examinations are generally considered
to be more reliable and capable of facilitating selection by enhancing
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the comparability and evenhandedness of treatment for different groups,
but this comes with a price. Uniformity significantly reduces the
opportunities for recognising the different needs of candidates

(Eckstein and Noah, 1993 p.227).

In modern societies with mass or even universal education, selection
should no more be the sole purpose of school examinations and,
increasingly examination systems that began with a strong commitment
to uniformity and comparability for mainly selection purposes have
yielded to the need to accommodate a wider spectrum of student
population and broadened definitions of what should be learned at
school and assessed (Eckstein and Noah, 1993 p.228). Greater
emphasis is now being put on the certification of competence, i.e. what
students have learned and are able to do, and how effective teaching
has been in changing the competencies of students (Biggs, 1998b
p-323). There is no denying that examinations will continue to play a
very important role into the foreseeable future in terms of selection
which brings with it the need to rank candidates’ relative levels of
academic performance. Meanwhile the diversity of routes opening up
within education systems catered for a range of skills and qualities
about which information on candidates is sought means that the role of
public examinations is more and more one of certification — providing
accurate and trustworthy information on a wide range of candidates’
competencies at different levels — allowing the users themselves to
make use of the information in ways that are appropriate for their own
purposes (Broadfoot et al., 1998 p.70 — 71).
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In reviewing the international trend of an increasing use of public
examinations for a much broader scope of certification purposes for

OECD, Nisbet wrote:

“The general international trend since the early 1960’s has been the
greater reliance on internal school assessments. In every OECD nation
which has national examinations at the end of secondary education, the
external examinations have been extensively revised since the mid
1980’s....The modifications have included school-based assessment of
extended projects, attempts to test (and thus foster) problem-solving
and the application of knowledge, assessing practical ability, and oral
communication skills and relating examinations more precisely to

clearly stated objectives.” (Nisbet, 1993 p.33)

The theory and practice of assessing learning are currently undergoing
a paradigm shift, as public examinations become increasingly grounded
in theories of learning and teaching rather than traditional psychometric
theory (Biggs, 1998a p.375 — 378). Ironically, the move towards
enhancing the certification role of assessment is also closely associated
with the widespread recognition of the pressures arising from the
selection role of assessment and attempts on generating positive
washback effects on the priorities of teachers and students. As a result,
there is a considerable impetus behind the search for alternative
assessments (i.e. assessments other than external written examinations),
such as “authentic” assessments (Newman & Archbald, 1992; Wiggins,
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1989) or “performance-based” assessments (Moss, 1992) which, being
conducted by teachers at schools, can take into account a range of skills
and qualities (such as investigative skills, teamwork, oral and problem
solving skills) on a continuous basis. These assessments can hardly be
conducted in a valid way through traditional uniformed external written
examinations which, on the contrary, are valued for its reliability as an

assessment tool administered on a large-scale (Broadfoot et al., 19981P

p.71).

There is growing recognition that personal attributes such as critical
thinking, problem-solving, leadership, citizenship, perseverance and
creativity are important both for employment and the sustainability of a
society as a whole. However, very often the narrow focus of
examination systems on academic achievement works against
encouraging the development of such qualities. Meanwhile, the
assessment of these personal attributes is recognised as being deeply
problematic within the assessment technologies currently available.
Professor L. Mo, in a seminar in Guangzhou, PRC in October 1998,

commented on assessing students’ social qualities as follows:

“Students’ social qualities are now treated with increasing importance.
Social qualities mainly include social knowledge and social ability. The
assessment of social knowledge (such as knowledge on safety etc.), of
course, can be conducted in the form of an exercise; However, although
assessment of social abilities (such as socializing ability, managing
ability, and organising power etc.) in theory can be conducted in the
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form of an exercise, generally such kind of assessment has to be
conducted in exercise form under actual circumstances. This kind of
exercise under actual circumstances requires a huge amount of
manpower and resources. Moreover, practically it can only be used to
assess a small number of people, so it is not applicable to the
assessment of students’ qualities on a large scale. Therefore, in order to
assess students’ qualities in this area on a large-scale, the only method
to be adopted at present is either the use of questionnaire or evaluation.
Since the value and meaning of assessing social qualities is relatively
obvious, therefore, there exists also the problems of authenticity and
objectivity etc. In this regard, the assessment of students’ social

qualities lacks viable scientific methods.

To conclude, the conditions for a scientific assessment of various
students’ qualities with an intention to make use of an integrated
quality assessment result as the deciding selection criteria are at
present not sufficient.” (Mo 1998, cited in Broadfoot et al., 1998

p.72 — 73)

The fact that traditional external written examinations which put
emphasis on reliability are still widely offered by examination bodies
does not mean non-academic qualities are not valued. If well-designed,
assessments developed for collecting evidence on personal attributes
can be accepted as more valid than traditional external written
examinations under certain circumstances. The problem lies in the
difficulties in identifying effective and efficient ways that these
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assessments can be used without compromising reliability in a
high-stakes context. This brings another set of dilemma embedded in
the implementation of public examinations — validity (measuring the
intended traits) and reliability (producing consistent results across time
and condition) (Phelps, 2007 p.3). The new expectation now is to

enhance validity while not compromising reliability.

Driving Curriculum and Educational Changes

In a pledge to enhance validity within limits, public examinations
incorporating significant practical work, such as laboratory experiment
or field trip, are quite common in some places. Although most, if not all,
public examinations test recall of knowledge content to some extent,
these new forms of assessment, involving more than a timed, external,
paper-and-pen examination, are expected to assess higher-order
intellectual activities like critical thinking, problem-solving and
creativity. They take into account a corpus of the candidates’ work
accumulated over time. Some advocate reporting results in more
detailed and diversified ways, beyond traditional grades or scores, to

reflect fuller “profiles” of achievement.

Behind all these efforts is the recognition that public examinations are
exerting strong motivating effects or influence in various aspects on the
school curriculum, to the extent that in France, England, Japan and
China, the subjects examined and the examination syllabi virtually
determine the school curriculum and the objectives of teaching. Though
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it is arguable to say that the format and content of examinations reflect
what an education system considers to be the knowledge and skills of
most worth, they do reflect and even stimulate curriculum development

(Eckstein & Noah, 1993 p.221).

More and more policy makers now believe that public examinations
can serve as levers to educational changes and seize upon them as
handy instruments for pushing schools and teachers in the desired
directions. Traditionally, public examinations have been conducted by
external bodies specially set up for this purpose. More recently,
recognising the importance of a close link between assessment and
curriculum, many governments have combined the two branches into
one body which is capable of providing an overall coordination so that
developments in one area are reinforced by those in another. For
example, in England, the Secondary Examinations and Assessment
Council was merged with the National Curriculum Council to form the
School Curriculum and Assessment Authority (SCAA). Then a further
merger took place between the SCAA and the National Council for
Vocational Qualifications to form the Qualifications and Curriculum
Authority (QCA) which had the responsibility for approving all
curriculum and public assessment arrangements in England. Similar
developments have taken place in Australia and New Zealand.
(Broadfoot et al., 1998"F p.70) The National Council for Curriculum
and Assessment Ireland also adopts a wunitary model. Such
organisational developments facilitate the integration of decisions
concerning the goals of education and hence, curriculum priorities, with
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the powerful potential of examination and assessment arrangements to
ensure that it is these priorities that are pursed at an operational level

within the education system (IBM™, 2002 p.29 — 31).

Though assessment and curriculum are interdependent, they are two
separate functions serving different purposes. Not everything taught
can be assessed and not everything assessed is or should be the most
valued educational outcome. Making use of examinations to drive
curricular ends may result in some changes but may not be the best or
expected results. Due to an “artificial marriage” or forced
amalgamation between the two functions in many cases as highlighted
in the preceding paragraphs, professionals involved from the two ends
are in constant search for the best way to work together and this
relationship could be unsettling and even a source of conflict. The
following observation of the Singapore situation before the
establishment of the Singapore Examinations and Assessment Authority

as a statutory body in 2004 may provide a glimpse of the tension:

“In Singapore, curriculum and assessment units work closely together
within the one organization. However, even physical proximity did not
mean harmony, and Singapore stressed the importance of creating a

single committee to develop curriculum and assessment syllabi.” (IBM,

20021

It is also noteworthy that events in England took a further turn in 2008
when the regulatory function over examinations of QCA was taken
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over by the Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation
(Ofqual), the then newly created independent regulator of examinations.
Despite the change, the use of examination to drive educational
changes has remained unchanged as illustrated in the “Reforming Key
Stage 4 Qualifications” consultation paper issued by the UK

Department for Education:

“We need to raise the level of challenge in our Key Stage 4
qualifications to match the best in the world. Raising our expectations
of attainment for all students will drive up standards as teaching and
learning improve to meet that challenge.” (Department for Education,

UK, 2012 p.1)

The necessity for examinations to be able to reconcile both assessment
and curriculum demands is getting more and more prominent nowadays
in face of the tendency of policy makers to effect curriculum changes
and drive up standards through the use of assessments, and the global
trend towards the use of more formative assessments alongside with
summative assessments or formative use of summative assessments for

addressing the validity issues discussed earlier.

Supporting Teaching and Learning

According to Gipps (1994), using examinations for various educational
purposes will not go away in many education systems around the world.
If this is the case, then are there better ways to live with examinations
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or even make use of them to support teaching and learning?

Since the turn of the century, attention has been drawn to the
connection between assessment and classroom learning (Black &

William, 1998):

“An assessment activity can help learning if it provides information to
be used as feedback by teachers, and by their students in assessing
themselves and each other, to modify the teaching and learning

activities in which they are engaged.” (Black et al., 2003 p.2)

The above suggests that assessment can actually be used “for learning”.
Based on teachers’ judgement, feedback and possible solutions are
provided to enable students to bridge gaps between their actual level of
performance and the desired level of achievement (Sadler, 1989). This
practice is now generally called formative assessment as the assessment
information is fed back to the teaching and learning processes and
points the direction for improvement (Harlen, 2005; William & Leahy,
2007). Assessment of learning or summative assessment, on the other
hand, serves the purpose of grading and reporting, the results of which
are used mainly for comparison, selection and monitoring performance

(Assessment Reform Group, 1999).

Formative assessment and summative assessment serve different
purposes but they are not necessarily different assessments. In many
cases, the same assessment can be both formative and summative
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(William and Leahy, 2007 p.39). Stiggins (2007, p.17) argues that
assessment for learning involves “the use of the formative process and
its results as an instructional intervention designed to increase — not
merely to monitor and grade — pupils’ learning”. This implies that the
assessment information generated by formative assessment taking place
within a classroom can also be used for summative purposes. Hence the
nature of the assessment depends critically on the purpose of the
assessment instead of the assessment itself and where it takes place. In
other words, though public examinations are administered outside the
school administration and have a distinct summative role, there is a
potential for information generated by these powerful tools to be used

for formative purposes.

With an increasing amount of evidence supporting the benefits of
formative assessment to promote student achievement, equity of
student outcomes and even lifelong learning (Assessment Reform
Group, 1999; Black et al., 2003; Black & William, 1998; OECD, 2005),
there is an impetus in modern societies to explore the possibility and
potential of integrating both formative assessment and summative
assessment into the curriculum (Bennett & Taylor, 2004; Biggs, 1998a;
Carless, 2008; Harlen, 2005; Harlen & James, 1997). It is argued that
there is a powerful interaction between formative assessment and
summative assessment that “could usefully be incorporated in an
overall synthesis, so that both backwash (from summative assessment)
and feedback (from formative assessment) are conceptualized within
the same framework.” (Biggs, 1998b p.105)
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However, the formative use and summative use of assessments could be
conflicting at times. A teacher providing assistance to students in
completing their assignments could be understood as supportive at the
formative end but unfair at the summative end. Potential conflicts to be
overcome within classrooms should not be underestimated. Some
researchers caution policy makers about the tension between
summative assessment and formative assessment when the two are
conflated in assessment policy. Harlen and James (1997) point out that
in practice, teachers may find it difficult to manage the requirements of
both, and in reality, there may not be much genuine formative
assessment going on in the classroom due to the powerful influence of

summative assessment.

The support of teachers and their professionalism are critical success
pre-requisites for reconciling the conflict between the two kinds of
assessments in classroom teaching. Instead of treating them as
collaborators, some policy makers are introducing more and more

accountability procedures for monitoring their performance.

Serving as Standards Monitoring Procedure

It is not uncommon nowadays for public examinations to be used for
standards monitoring purposes. The professional work involved for an
examination body is simply to adopt a standards-referenced approach in
the reporting of results instead of a norm-referenced approach
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commonly used in most traditional selective examinations. However,
the implementation of standards monitoring examinations is not as
straightforward. Standards monitoring examinations are in their
extreme forms in America and England where the term accountability
testing is more frequently used. According to Stobart (2008 p.119), the

key features of test-based accountability are:

1) goals — which are presented as “standards”, and which represent
the desired level of achievement;

2) targets — required levels of performance are specified as both
annual improvement and long-term objectives;

3) measures — the tests by which achievement is judged. These may be
the results from tests used for other purposes, or specific
accountability tests which have no other major purposes;

4) consequences — results are linked to punishment and rewards. It is
these that make the tests so high-stakes that the future of a school

may be determined by the results

In America, the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) became law in 2002,
which requires schools to show regular progress towards all children
achieving high standards, with the goal of all children being proficient
reached by 2014. From the perspective of policy makers, NCLB is
tough but fair, particularly as focusing on sub-groups, meaning that
poor performance by minority groups cannot be covered up in statistics
of overall improvement. This pressure for results is unprecedented and
so is the rate of improvement in school performance as figured out by
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Linn (2005, p.78 — 98).

In England the introduction in 1988 of a national curriculum was a
radical change for education, which had previously been known for its
very local approach to curriculum and assessment. It was accompanied
by national assessments, which have progressively turned into
standardized tests in English, mathematics and science. These
assessments are taken by 7-, 11- and 14-year-olds, with national GCSE
examinations for the 16-year-olds. Results of the national tests are
published in performance tables, which are quickly changed to
rank-ordered “league tables” by the media. Poor results mean both bad
publicity and inspections which may further lead to “special measures”
or may even put schools “at risk”. Though these national tests have
both financial and managerial consequences for schools, they have also

brought about some positive results (Stobart, 2008 p.120 — 121).

The policy intention behind standards monitoring examination is to
push up standards year on year by regularly providing feedback on the
effectiveness of teaching and learning in schools to help teachers and
school administrators make improvements. However, in reality, in order
to do better, something more than “better teaching” may have to be
done. Dan Koretz and colleagues have identified seven types of teacher
response to high-stakes standards monitoring examinations: providing
more teaching time; working harder to cover more materials; working
more effectively; reallocating teaching time; aligning teaching with the
standards; coaching for the test; and finally, cheating (2001, Koretz et
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al., p.551). Except the first three types of teacher response, the rest
could all undermine good teaching. By its very nature, standards
monitoring examination undermines to various extents the
professionalism of teachers. This is highly problematic, especially
under the current trend of relying more and more on the professional

judgement of teachers in a plethora of formative assessment initiatives.

The importance of the role of teachers in the changing face of
educational assessment practices is widely recognised. The traditions of
various systems in this respect are very different. Germany is
representing one extreme with its willingness to trust teachers with
most of the responsibility in the assessments for certification and
selection, while the United States is illustrating the other extreme where
almost all such assessments are externally designed and scored by
machine (Harlen, 1994 p.47). In this connection it is interesting that
even in the United States, where the use of multiple-choice,
machine-marked objective tests has long been the predominant form of
assessment for all kinds of purposes ranging from diagnostic tests of
classroom progress to state-wide minimum competency tests and
university selection, recently there has been a considerable growth in
interest in the use of school-based assessment through the preparation
of student portfolios of work (Koretz, 1998 p.309 — 335). In tandem is
an increasing interest in curriculum-based standardized tests, such as
ACT, so that these tests can become potentially more formative in

orientation (Zwick, 2004).
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Under the international trend towards the formative use of assessments,
which increases teachers’ professional responsibility in this area and,
potentially at least, their workload, teachers urgently need to be
provided with external support in the form of resources and
professional training. In some countries, such as Scotland or the
Netherlands, teachers have access to a range of commercially-produced
diagnostic tests to support their classroom work. In others, they must
rely on their own efforts. Where external support has not been provided,
whether the country concerned is Ghana or England (Pryor and Akwesi,
1998 p.263 — 275), Sri Lanka or Namibia, these new assessment
initiatives have encountered significant problems. (Broadfoot et al.,

1998 p.74)

The fruitfulness of teachers’ professional development has been
demonstrated in the context of assessment reform as put forward by

McLaughlin:

“Reforms of all stripes agree that teacher involvement in developing
assessments and in assessing student work comprises perhaps the
single most potent opportunity of teachers’ learning and change.
Engaging teachers in conversation about what students should know
and be able to do, and how that performance could be assessed,
prompts teachers to look critically at their own work and question the
relationship between teaching practices and student learning.” (1997

p.77)
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In short, if without sufficient support and training provided to teachers,
the use of examinations for standards monitoring or accountability
purposes could potentially work against teacher professionalism and
become detrimental to the successful launch of formative assessment
initiatives, including the formative use of summative assessments.
Accountability testing and teacher professionalism form another set of
dilemma embedded in the use of public examinations in modern

societies.

The Role of Examination Boards

Restricting or facilitating curriculum development?

Though literature on public examinations is abundant, it is rather
limited when it comes to independent accounts on examination boards.
As mentioned in Chapter One, literature on examination boards are
very often commissioned by these institutions themselves. Even less is
available specifically on their societal and educational role. Fortunately,
Murphy (1984) provides some very useful insight in this respect in his
work on UK’s massive move towards the setting up of the GCSE
examination, entitled “A Changing Role for Examination Boards?” He
queries if examination boards are making sufficient progress to meet
changing demands. According to Murphy, to recognise the powerful
hold that public examinations exert on the entire education system is
one thing, but to understand the nature of that power is quite another.
“The key question in such an analysis has always been whether
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examination boards with their published syllabuses are restricting and
holding back curriculum initiatives and changes within schools, or are
instead operating as a pioneering force to initiate change and

development”.

Based on Mortimore and Mortimore (1984), Hargreaves (1982) and
other similar analysis regarding the relationship between examination
boards and the education system, Murphy concludes that public
examinations in fact work as a dominating conservative force inhibiting
and delaying curriculum changes and development. He cites Macintosh
(1982) who interestingly highlights the conservative force within

examination boards as follows:

“The boards which run the system virtually without exception remain
essentially administrative organisations maintaining that they reflect
and respond to the curriculum and do not dictate it — curriculum
thinking is thus something alien to those who work for them. All boards
suffer from progressive arthritis of the procedures and form varying
forms of tunnel vision. The boards operate today as they did in 1945

and indeed since their inception.” (1982 p.13 — 14)

Though Murphy’s paper does not provide a lot of information on
examination boards, it does point the direction for further research into
examination boards in order to identify the role of these influential
institutions in curriculum development. He believes what is sadly
missing is an independent account of the organisational culture and
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working of individual examination boards, and their internal power
structures that have led to distinctive curriculum and assessment

policies, change and development.

Serving the government only or other stakeholders as well?

Despite the pessimism that little essential change will occur within
examination boards as a result of the then “public examination reform”
in the UK, Murphy ends the paper with his hope that the new GCSE
examination boards will submit a much greater level of accountability
not only to the central government, but also to the customers of public
examinations, which include users of the results, schools, teachers,
parents, and the candidates. It is implied here by Murphy that it is the
role of an examination board to ensure its public examinations are
serving the functions expected of it by a range of stakeholders apart

from the central government.

Conclusion

A list of common purposes served by high-stakes public examinations
in modern societies is given in the beginning of this chapter, followed
by an analysis of how well public examinations are serving these
purposes. It has been revealed that in the modern age of mass education,
issues surrounding the implementation of public examinations are in
fact caught in a web of dilemmas and conflicts as summarized in the
following list with the more traditional approach grouped on the left:
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1) Selection vs. certification

2) Reliability vs. validity

3) Assessment demands vs. curriculum demands

4) Summative use vs. formative use of assessments

5) Teacher professionalism vs. standards monitoring assessments
(probably  involving change from norm-referenced to

standards-referenced assessments)

As public examinations are now expected to serve a plethora of
conflicting purposes, it is more difficult than ever to make
improvement or remedy defects in one area without causing
repercussions in another. The challenge is to identify ways forward that
represent the best compromise among competing agendas, and is robust
enough to work in the way intended. No wonder Carless comments that

“good assessment is the art of compromise” (Carless, 2011 p.5).

In order to answer the first research question, in the upcoming case
study of Hong Kong, a historical approach is adopted to study in
context the changing functions that public examinations have served in
Hong Kong. With reference to the findings of the literature review,
attempts are made to explore how progressive the HKEAA has been
over the years to develop examinations to serve the functions grouped
on the right of the list above, and what compromises it has made along

the way to resolve the associating conflicts and dilemmas.
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Major factors which determine the role of an examination body seem to
have much to do with the way how it prioritizes its stakeholders and
based on which to define the functions of its public examinations. In
order to answer the second research question, these will be traced, as
far as possible, in the upcoming case study of Hong Kong with the

focus on the following as inspired by the literature review:

1) The part the HKEAA has played in curriculum and assessment
development over the years. Special attention is paid to evaluate if
assessment 1is essentially promoting or inhibiting curriculum
development.

2) The way the HKEAA has handled its stakeholders, the Government
in particular, and whether an evenhanded approach has been

adopted.

It is explained in Chapter One that the methodology of this research is
mainly historical based on literature and document analysis. As
prompted by Murphy, apart from literature and documents accessible to
the general public, the case study will also make reference to relevant
internal documents of the HKEAA whenever available in order to
provide a more comprehensive evidence-based analysis of the role of

the HKEAA in Hong Kong.
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Chapter Three

Literature Review II — The American Case

Introduction

The major dilemmas in respect of functions served by public
examinations identified in Chapter Two are closely related to teaching
and curriculum issues. Such findings are not helpful at all for
answering the question raised in various ways more than once in
Chapter One regarding the appropriateness or effectiveness for
rectifying teaching and curriculum problems through assessments. In
this connection, it is implied in Chapter Two that examination bodies
are in fact under strong government influence to the extent that the
interests of other stakeholders may not be sufficiently accommodated.
The United States is among the very few advanced countries where
school-leaving public examinations are delinked from school
curriculum, and examination bodies are not a part of the American
government, and neither are they regulated by the government as
examination or awarding bodies. The relevance of the findings in
Chapter Two is hence tested on the American case where the SATI' is a
curriculum-free intelligence test offered by the Educational Testing
Service (ETS) as a commercial organisation. One of the aims of the
American case study is to critically investigate whether public
examinations can remain detached from their respective school systems
and how far examination bodies can maintain a balanced approach in

serving a range of stakeholders. It is also hoped that the study of the
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relatively unique American case can help enriching the framework of

the scope and focus of the research of this thesis.

The College Entrance Examination Board

The College Board, formerly known as the College Entrance
Examination Board (CEEB) and the creator of the SAT, was founded in
1900 for rationalizing the rather disconcerted admission processes of

the Ivy League colleges.

Its initial work was to seek uniform levels of attainment from those
students who took specific high school subjects and create a single
battery of centrally scored examinations and, in so doing, bring order
and higher quality to the college preparatory curriculum. The first
series of these examinations, the so called “College Boards,” were
administered in 1901 (Bennett, 2011 p.3 — 4; Eliot, 1892 p.90). The first
College Boards were hand-graded essay tests in various content
domains, which solved some problems but created a few others. By the
end of its first decade, subscription had only grown from an original
fourteen institutions to thirty (CEEB 1911). This hardly matched the
aspirations of the Board’s leadership. In response to this, the Board
actively investigated means to supplement, not replace, these essay

tests (Hubin, 1988 p.55 — 68).
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The Birth and Growth of Intelligence Tests

On a totally separate front, the French psychologist Alfred Binet
administered the first intelligence test in Paris in 1905. Claimed to be
able to derive a rating of school children’s “mental age”, Binet’s test
was meant by him to be used for identifying slow learners so that they
could be given special help in schools. It was the American promoters
of intelligence tests, led by Lewis Terman of Stanford University, that
were responsible for the notion that everyone had an innate brain
capacity which could be discerned by an intelligence test and expressed
numerically as “intelligence quotient” or IQ — the ratio of mental and
physical age. Lewis Terman and Edward Thorndike were amongst the
earliest advocates that 1Q tests could be widely used by educators so
that students could be assessed, sorted and taught according to their
capabilities. This idea of using a curriculum-free intelligence test for
educational selection, as opposed to the use of a curriculum-based
achievement test, was something groundbreaking by the early 20™

century (Lemann, 1999 p.17 — 18).

Along with this trend of rising interest in intelligence testing in the
United States, the American Council on Education (ACE) began its
own initiative to develop intelligence test for admission purposes. ACE
was founded in 1918 with a membership dominated by public
universities. It is the public school equivalence of the much smaller
CEEB which, in contrast, was consisted primarily of private colleges.
In 1924, ACE commissioned Louis L. Thurstone, a psychologist at the
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Carnegie Institute of Technology, to create an admissions test based on
the Army Alpha Test — the first IQ test administered in a massive scale
to all US Army recruits during the First World War. ACE found the
need to do so as many public institutions were already using their own
intelligence tests in admissions and ACE wanted to bring coordination

to this approach (Hubin, 1988 p.177 — 178).

The First Scholastic Aptitude Test

Carl Brigham, a psychologist at Princeton University, under the
auspicious of the CEEB, also adapted the Army Alpha Test for use in
college admissions on a competing front. The CEEB administered
experimentally Brigham’s Scholastic Aptitude Test for the first time in

1926 to evaluate its predictive validity claims (Lemann, 2004 p.6 — 7).

James Bryant Conant became the president of Harvard University in
1933, at a time when Harvard and other elite colleges like it in New
England, i.e. the Ivy League colleges, were dominated by well-to-do
boys from their feeder schools — an exclusive circle of elitist
northeastern boarding and private day schools. Conant was unhappy
with the College Boards because he saw them as nothing more than a
measure of mastery of the curriculum of the feeder schools and were
not suitable at all for assessing students from public schools. Conant
saw the danger that the Ivy League colleges would become the
“property” of a new American aristocracy, which in turn had been
created by the immense industrial fortunes that had materialized in the
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decades following the Civil War in the United States. He was
determined to address this problem. He started the Harvard National
Scholarships, through which he intended to have a small number of
students from the Midwest selected purely on grounds of academic
promise and provide them full four-year scholarships to study at
Harvard. The selection tool posed an immediate challenge as the target
groups were obviously beyond the reach of the battery of College
Boards geographically, let alone the curricular differences between the
Northeast and Midwest. Conant entrusted his assistant dean, Henry
Chauncey (who later became the founding president of the Educational
Testing Service) to source an appropriate selection tool. Chauncey
eventually settled on Brigham’s Scholastic Aptitude Test as it was a
curriculum-free intelligence test for predicting academic attainment.

The first test was administered in 1934 (Lemann, 1999 p.29).

The Harvard National Scholarship programme turned out to be a great
success for Conant and the SAT. For Conant, the scholarship winners
did well at Harvard, and more importantly, the programme succeeded in
bringing about a process of redefinition of “merit” amongst the Ivy
League colleges away from a vaguely defined personal quality called
“character” (which evidently was not commonly found in students who
went to public high schools) towards “intellectualism” (Lemann, 1999
p.8). For the SAT, the predictive validity of the test for academic
achievement became so well recognised that in 1938, it was adopted as
the major admission test for the scholarship applicants to the College
Board institutions, and in 1942, it became the admission test for all
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applicants to College Board institutions (Lemann, 2004 p.8).

The Formation of the Educational Testing Service

By late 1930s, several key figures in the American educational scene
raised the idea of a unified testing organisation. These include James
Conant of CEEB, William Learned of the Carnegie Foundation and
Ben Wood of ACE. Somehow the idea failed to materialize until the
1940s. After much negotiation, the three organisations finally agreed on
an independent arrangement, in which they would each contribute their
testing programmes and a portion of their assets to the new organisation
(ETS, 1992; Fuess, 1950, cited in Bennett, 2011 p.7). In January 1948,
Educational Testing Service (ETS) was formally established with
Chauncey at its helm as the first president, Conant as the Chairman of
the Board of Trustees, and the SAT its flagship test (Lemann, 2004 p.8;

Bennett, 2011 p.7).

The Growth of the SAT

Though there were three collaborating organisations, ETS would not
have been possible as what it is now without Conant. Why was Conant
so supportive of this move of a unified testing organisation for
promoting the SAT to new heights? This did not seem to have brought
himself or Harvard much benefit? Conant “was actually, throughout his
long career, preoccupied mainly with elite selection....... he believed

passionately in operating an open, national, democratic contest for
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slots in a new elite — in the manner of an updated, scientized version of
the Cinderella story, with the SAT as the glass slipper” (Lemann, 2004
p.9). It is interesting to note that the SAT as a selective test was
promoted by its early advocates for democratic reasons. Conant
believed that the best and most distinctive feature of American society
was equal opportunity for all — the American creed. One of the ways of
realizing this is by providing an equal opportunity for all to
demonstrate their intellectual capabilities in the SAT, get selected and
excel to become what Thomas Jefferson called a “natural aristocracy”
to replace an “artificial aristocracy founded on wealth and birth” (cited
in Lemann, 1999 p.43). Hence, one of the most effective ways to
democratize college admission is to promote the SAT to the much
wider arena of public universities. With this ambition in mind, ETS set
up its first branch office strategically in Berkeley, California even
before it was formally established, paving its way to win the support of
the University of California, a public and the largest university in

America.

Apart from ideological reasons, there are also practical reasons for ETS
to promote the SAT. Established as a private organisation, ETS has to
sustain itself financially and this has always been a strong driving force
of the marketing efforts behind the SAT, which fortunately met with a
wave of unprecedented expansion in American higher education came
after World War II. In 1946, with government financial support under
the G.I. Bill of Rights passed in 1944, over a million war veterans
swelled the enrollments of American colleges and within one year, the

70



number of college students doubled (Valentine, 1987 p.65).

Compulsory public education was introduced in the United States as
early as the end of the 19" century but that did not immediately turn
public universities serving in-state population selective due to a lack of
interest in university education. However facing the rapid growth in
higher education after World War 1II, even the public universities found
the necessity for the use of some entrance test as gatekeeper for
ensuring the quality of their students and, for longer term, maintaining
the standards of their academic programmes and sparing the professors
sufficient time to carry out their own research instead of providing

teaching similar to that provided by high schools.

Even decades after World War II, the requirement for the SAT
continued to grow. In 1947 over seventy-seven percent of the College
Board’s total membership of sixty-seven institutions came from New
England, whereas by 1959 that percentage had declined to fifty percent
of a total membership of 286 institutions (Hubin, 1988 p.309). Over
81,000 candidates took the SAT in 1951, and in 1961, the number
increased to 805,500 (College Board, 1977 p.4). By 1970, there were
more than two million individual SAT administrations a year and the
SAT has become truly national and universally accepted by both private

and public universities (Lemann, 2004 p.10).

American higher education has indeed expanded to sizes hitherto
undreamed of. Being different from the 19" century, higher education
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nowadays is taken for granted. Within the expansion, high school
students are sorted by selective testing, e.g. the SAT and ACT. The
highest scorers are given access to selective higher education
institutions. Those who want to attend graduate schools need to go
through another round of selective testing, e.g. the GRE and GMAT. In
the past, only the elites were given higher education, now elites are put
at the head of an expanded and all-encompassing higher education,

equally poised to make their claim to leadership and wealth.

Issues Associated with the Technical Design of the SAT

Is the SAT still serving its democratizing function in a contemporary
selective education system in the United States? This is highly
controversial. Conant’s “democratizing college admissions” through
the SAT effectively turned a significant number of the universities on
the public end of the system, which used to be relatively open and
matched in terms of curriculum to public high schools, selective and

untied from the high schools.

Though marketing forces within the College Board promoted the SAT
for popular use, even Brigham himself viewed the test as experimental
and resisted the idea that science in psychology or measurement then
was sufficiently advanced to support the large-scale operational use of
intelligence testing at a national level (Hubin, 1988 p.v). Brigham
wrote: “Practice has always outrun theory ... this is a new field and ...
very little has been done which is right” (cited in Lemann, 1999, p.34).
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Then what was wrong about the SAT to Brigham?

Brigham wrote about his own error in an earlier letter: “The more I
work in this field, the more I am convinced that psychologists have
sinned greatly in sliding easily from the name of the test to the
functions or trait measured” (cited in Lemann, 1999, p.33). These
comments referred to the hasty conclusion which the psychologists of
his day made that IQ tests measured innate intelligence, a
quasi-biological quality which supposedly could not be changed — a
view he himself had taken but quite publicly denounced later. Besides,
Brigham wrote in New York Times that "the original and fallacious
concept of the 1.Q. was that it reported some mysterious attribute of the
individual unrelated to his training but now it is generally conceded
that all tests are susceptible to training and to varying degrees of
environmental opportunity. The tests measure a result and not its
origin" (cited in Hubin, 1988 p.283). In other words, it was already
known even as early as in Brigham’s days that the SAT was not able to
bring about equal opportunity for all by picking only academic talent

and not family background and the quality of education.

Psychologists such as Ralph Nader and Allan Nairn have indeed
demonstrated that the SAT scores and socio-economic status correlate
positively and strongly (Linn, 1982 p.279 — 291; Kaplan, 1982 p.15 —
23; Herrnstein, 1980 p.40 — 51). Amongst those who enthusiastically
promoted the SAT as a college entrance test, at least some did
genuinely aspire for an objective measurement tool which could help
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identifying individuals well-suited to succeed in American colleges.
What has been implemented, some accuse, is a system which
perpetuates a social hierarchy of “meritocracy” dominated by brainy
elites which have replaced the aristocracy of the old days. It is arguable
whether the elites of a society should be the brainiest. However, it is
probably an advancement if people who manage to rise to the top are

the brainiest and not by right of birth.

Let alone socio-economic considerations, is the SAT an effective
selection tool for academic talent then? Though the word “aptitude” is
now removed, the SAT finds its roots in intelligence testing. The test in
fact has changed little since its first implementation in 1926. The
present SAT still reflects Binet’s concept of a unilinear measure of
intelligence with two components — verbal and quantitative abilities.
Criticism of this concept first emerged in the 1920s. Louis L. Thurstone
postulated “multiple ability factors” and Guilford proposed that there
were more than 120 distinct components contributing to intelligence

(Matarazzo, 1972 p.49 — 54).

More recently Daniel Goleman wrote that “new views about the nature
of being gifted have spawned a skepticism toward 1.Q. test score, once
sacrosanct among educators. The idea that a single number can
summarize a person’s intelligence and abilities has intense criticism
from many psychologists.” Goleman notes that the efforts of such
psychologists as Harvard’s Howard Gardner and Yale’s Robert
Sternberg ‘“‘are gathering momentum” (Goleman, 1986 p.26). These
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indicate that the SAT may be overlooking talents, or worse,

systematically discriminating against talents.

One may wonder why ETS has not revamped the SAT so that it can
reflect progress in cognitive science and learning theories over the
years. Indeed, one of the most striking characteristics of the SAT is its
unchanging nature. From 1926 to 1940, Brigham reported the SAT
scores on a scale for which he and his research associates set each year
(Wilks, 1961 p.102). This ambiguity was not welcomed by admission
officers, and hence in 1941, the CEEB responded to pressures from
universities and began a process of “equating” all forms of the SAT
from one administration to the next. This equating process necessarily
restricts changes to the test. Thus, since 1941, versions of the SAT have
been stable due to concerns that “the confusion which would be created
among present College Board users who had already developed a
familiarity and working facility with the existing scale would be

intolerable” (Wilks, 1961 p.13).

There are clear indications that the ef