gt NS

Hong Kenglleachers; Journal

L - ) Ve

Yolume Twelve

w5 B
Education Bureau




FREH TS

HREE TS (HEPC) ARE IV FRFTAEZEG (B —FHREZE) v
F A 1980 F E X R 69 o 28 PSR T8 B AR R RETRE A 09 & E R R A AR
I 0 F AR —EE S P LR BA R ERA GRS R E A W —E
BESERAY o BIL 0 KPP STH RN AKGRELMMEf ARG EET  BRHR
BER  SBRBGRARRAFEMPREE  BHEARFT AR ERRFTEZL L
B B MBS MAXEIIREE o

KPP ORBAR G ML WHEGEE - M T B8 = BERERL ALK G T
SHERI BEEEBOE—EBHNETRLEE (BFE)  —MEEHEEE (F
Z4) AR B FRETSHRER  ERPHFTHEG T SHREIERES -

HERH I LIRZARTHG T SHRBR R ERCHES XTI 24450
Ao Ed 35 E BARLBRIRE 35S mAGRERRE - FIRAETRT AT
ERE R BAE

FRERBETECHITEMAE  ERGTCHBFTEERESA BTG - TR
HERAREN I BT TN IR AN IR FAE AR E A 10412 h%E &
ReRBEHUBEEEE  AARMLEEFTHRE

EIAENEEFRG T ORNIRLEN I/ QREETEFRE A BRI E - FH
N KFMEANE  FRAGEAMRIER L SN EMREHRREEHEE -

P SAEAEE BHIRBER TR TN BRI - bl R IEESL 0 BA
SHEEERNCRETHE o POBEEH WA ETKIRY - HM#Et  RFE - KA
BEREMEKRE R REANUREBELXTRG T ORARHBEREAETRE  BEK
B SRR MG BB TG EES) o B B3 KRR TS8R o

HEFBEEAT a9 E  www.edb.gov.hk/hktc °



Hong Kong Teachers’ Centre

The Hong Kong Teachers’ Centre (the Centre) was formally established in 1989 in
accordance with a recommendation of the Education Commission Report No. 1 published
in 1984. The Centre aims to promote continuous professional development and enrichment
among teachers, and to foster among them a greater sense of unity and professionalism
in an encouraging, neutral and non-hierarchical environment. Specific objectives of the
Centre include the provision of opportunities for teachers to meet and exchange ideas and
share experiences; the promotion of curriculum development; the development and trying
out of new teaching aids and approaches; the dissemination of news and ideas concerning
education; and the organisation of social, cultural and recreational activities for teachers.

The Centre has a three-tier management structure to help plan and run its activities
- an Advisory Management Committee (AMC), a Standing Committee (SC) and six Sub-
committees. They are responsible for policy-making, monitoring and implementation of
various duties and activities.

The AMC is a policy-making and monitoring body with a total membership of 72.
These include 35 members nominated by and elected from education organisations, 35
members nominated by and elected from teachers, and 2 members appointed by Permanent
Secretary for Education.

The SC is the executive sub-structure of the AMC. It is concerned with the day-to-
day functioning of the Centre and the running of its activities. The SC comprises the AMC
Chairperson and 2 Vice Chairpersons, 10 other members elected by and from the AMC and
the 2 representatives from Education Bureau (EDB).

The six Sub-committees are working groups responsible for specific areas of work of
the Centre. They include Professional Development, Publication, Activities, Educational
Research, Constitution & Membership and Promotion. Members of the sub-committees are
also members of the AMC.

Access to the Centre is convenient for the visitors. The Centre is located inside
the EDB Kowloon Tong Education Services Centre which is in the vicinity of the MTR
Kowloon Tong Station. Besides, it can be reached by buses or minibuses. It provides a
number of workstations, leisure magazines, sharing corner, resting area and display-boards,
etc. Moreover, multi-purpose meeting rooms and conference rooms for organising seminars,
workshops and meetings are available at the EDB Kowloon Tong Education Services
Centre. Teachers are welcome to use the facilities of the Centre.

For more details, please visit our website at www.edb.gov.hk/hktc.
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The Hong Kong Teachers’ Centre Journal (HKTC Journal) is an annual refereed
publication of the HKTC. It publishes articles on areas pertaining to educational research,
action research and teaching practice in schools. Our contributors include school teachers,
teacher educators and academics researching on education from Hong Kong and other
places. The HKTC Journal will be distributed to kindergartens, primary and secondary
schools and universities in Hong Kong. Its electronic version can also be accessed from the
HKTC website (www.edb.gov.hk/hktc).
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Marking and grading procedures for
2012 HKDSE Liberal Studies examination

FUNG Tze Ho & TONG Chong Sze

Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority

Abstract

Liberal Studies (LS) is a new core subject for all candidates attending the 2012 Hong
Kong Diploma of Secondary Education (HKDSE) Examination. Standards-referenced
reporting (SRR) is adopted to report candidate performance, in terms of levels (from 1 to
5). Some LS teachers expressed doubts after the announcement of the grading results of
the 2012 HKDSE LS subject. To address these concerns, this paper aims at reviewing the
essence of marking and grading procedures for the 2012 HKDSE LS Examination. It is
expected that the public could have more confidence in the attainment levels conferred by
the Authority after having a clear and overall picture about the whole procedure.

Keywords
Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary Education Examination, Liberal Studies, standards-
referenced reporting, marking and grading

1. Introduction

Liberal Studies (LS) is a new core subject for all candidates attending the 2012
Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary Education (HKDSE) Examination. In the HKDSE
Examination, every subject adopts standards-referenced reporting (SRR) to report
candidates’ assessment results. In SRR, candidates’ assessment results are reported, in
terms of levels (from 1 to 5) with reference to explicit and fixed standards of performance
stipulated as a set of level descriptors for a given subject. SRR has been adopted in Chinese
Language and English Language of the Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination
(HKCEE) since 2007. Some LS teachers raised concerns after the announcement of the LS
grading results in the 2012 HKDSE Examination. One of the controversial points is that



the percentage of LS candidates obtaining Level 2 or above amounts to some 90%, which
may seem to be “unreasonably” high. In this regard, this paper aims at explaining the
essence of marking and grading procedures of LS. It is expected that the public will have
more confidence in the attainment levels conferred by the Hong Kong Examination and
Assessment Authority after having knowledge about the marking and grading procedures.

In the following, the relevant marking and grading procedures of LS, and the related
research studies and results will be highlighted. First, the LS assessment framework
will be outlined. Secondly, marking arrangement for examination papers of LS will be
mentioned; especially on the measures ensuring the reliability and validity in the marking
process. Thirdly, moderation process of school raw marks on SBA will be studied, which
aims at ensuring fairness and across-school comparability. After discussing marking
process of exam papers and moderation process of SBA raw marks, the grading process,
which is an essential part to determine the cut scores for various performance levels, will
be examined.

2. Assessment framework of LS

There are two components in the assessment of LS, namely: (i) Public Examination,
and (ii) School-based Assessment. In the component of Public Examination, there are two
papers — Paper 1 and Paper 2. The Public Examination component amounts to 80% of the
total (Paper 1: 50% and Paper 2: 30%), and the SBA component amounts to the rest, that
is 20%.

Paper 1 consists of data-response questions, all of which have to be answered. Data-
response questions aim to assess abilities such as identification, application and analysis
of given data. The data define the scope and reflect the complexity or controversial nature
of the issues involved; and such kind of questions also reflects the cross-modular nature of
the curriculum.

Paper 2 consists of three extended-response questions. Candidates are required to
answer one question only. Extended-response questions with data as stimulus information
provide a wider context for candidates to demonstrate various high-order skills, such
as drawing critically on relevant experience, creative thinking, and communicating in a
systematic manner.

In addition to attending the public examination, each candidate of LS is required
to complete an Independent Enquiry Study (IES) on a selected social issue, which is
adopted as the mode of SBA in LS. The IES extends over a certain period of time and
requires students to demonstrate various skills, such as data gathering, and analysis and
presentation of findings. The IES is divided into three stages. The first is a preparatory



Marking and grading procedures
for 2012 HKDSE Liberal Studies examination

stage during which a candidate formulates the project title, specifies the objectives,
considers suitable method(s), decides on the mode of presentation, plans for the enquiry
and collects feedback from his/her classmates on the project plan. The second stage mainly
involves data collection and organization. The third stage is the completion of the product
which includes analysis and evaluation of data, conclusions on the results of the enquiry
and a reflection on the enquiry process.

3. Marking arrangement

3.1 Marker training

The HKDSE LS examination consists of open-ended questions focusing on the
enquiry of current social issues in accordance with the nature of the subject. There was a
worry that the number of qualified markers may not be sufficient for the subject, as LS is
a new core subject for all candidates of HKDSE Examination. Therefore, the Authority
conducted three rounds of marker training sessions in the year 2010-2011. During the
first round (from October to December 2010), a total of 10 sessions were completed, and
569 teachers participated. The second round comprising 9 sessions, was conducted from
January to February 2011 and 538 teachers participated. The third round was between
June and October 2011 and 594 teachers participated in 9 training sessions. Each training
session comprised a 3-hour markers’ meeting and post-meeting individual marking at the
Assessment Centre. The training aimed to:

» allow teachers to experience the marking process, including the markers’ meeting
and the marking standardization process;

» provide opportunities for teachers to better understand the marking criteria and the
standards of HKDSE LS;

» prepare teachers to be HKDSE LS markers and Assistant Examiners (AEs);

» familiarise teachers with the Onscreen Marking (OSM) system;

* collect marking statistics of teacher participants to facilitate the selection of
markers for the live examination.

During the markers’ meeting, participants were briefed of the marking criteria,
standards and marking guidelines, illustrated by authentic performance in the sample
scripts. Participants trial-marked some sample scripts. The scripts were then discussed
in group meetings led by AEs who were experienced LS markers. Through the group
discussions, with group size kept at 15 at most, participants aligned their marking
standards and further clarified the marking criteria.

After the markers’ meeting, participants marked 15 scripts of Papers 1 and 2
respectively on their own at the Assessment Centre. The marks of these scripts had been
standardised by experienced markers in a previous exercise. Marking statistics, comparing



the characteristics of marks awarded by participants with that by experienced markers,
were computed and sent back to participants as feedback. Marking statistics on the
following aspects were discerned.

* Mean of Mark Discrepancies: This is the average of the discrepancies between the
marks awarded by the participant and that of experienced markers.

» Standard Deviation of Mark Discrepancies: This is the variation of the
discrepancies between the marks awarded by the participant and that of
experienced markers reflecting the marking consistency; i.e., the lower the figure,
the higher the consistency of marking performance.

* Difference between the Mark Range of the Participant and that of Experienced
Markers: This shows the degree of discrimination relative to that of experienced
markers.

* Correlation between Marks of the Participant and that of Experienced Markers:
This indicates the degree of agreement between the marks awarded by the
participant and those awarded by experienced markers, in terms of the rank order.

In the first round, amongst the 569 participants (681 enrolled) of the training, 383
joined the individual marking after the markers’ meeting. In the second round, out of
the 538 participants (606 enrolled), 394 joined the individual marking. During the last
round of training, 542 out of the 594 participants (660 enrolled) completed the individual
marking. Therefore, a total of 1,319 teachers participated in both the markers’ meeting and
individual marking. The following tables show the overall picture of marking statistics for
the participants of individual marking in different rounds:

Table 1a: The averages of the statistical measures on marking performance of the
participants of individual marking (Paper 1)

Statistical measure on marking
performance (Max mark approx. = 20 )

Mean of mark discrepancies 1.83 1.93 1.91 1.89
Standard deviation of mark discrepancies 2.36 2.39 2.40 2.39

Difference between the mark range of the
participant and that of experienced markers

1" round | 2" round | 3 round | Overall

-0.37 -0.46 -0.42 -0.42

Correlation between marks of the participant

and that of experienced markers 0.84 0.84 0.81 0.83
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Table 1b: The percentages of the participants of individual marking fulfilling certain

criteria (Paper 1)

Criterion 1* round | 2" round | 3" round | Overall
Mean of marlé)discrepancies between 4 marks 97 65 96.95 97 35 9732
and -4 marks

tSht:rrll(izarnclla(:i:(iba)ltion of mark discrepancies less 19.84 18.27 18.71 18.94
inerIfzrnch(:,C)between the mark ranges within 94.78 93.65 94.90 94.44
Correlation greater than or equal to 0.7 97.13 96.45 96.03 96.54

Notes:
(a)

(b)

(©)

in mark range being greater than 4 is rare, with chance being equal to some 0.15.

(d)

As a rule of thumb, in general correlation greater than or equal to 0.7 is regarded as high.

4 marks were determined as the thresholds for mean of mark discrepancies by considering the need of third marking,
and corresponding resources available and time constraints.

2 marks were determined as the thresholds for standard deviation of mark discrepancies by considering the need of
third marking, and corresponding resources available and time constraints.

Provided that the variations of marks assigned are identical between two markers, it can be shown that the difference

Table 2a: The averages of the statistical measures on marking performance of the
participants of individual marking (Paper 2)

Statistical measure on marking

and that of experienced markers

st nd rd
performance (Max mark approx. = 20 ) 1" round | 2" round | 3" round | Overall
Mean of mark discrepancies 0.88 0.90 1.15 1.00
Standard deviation of mark discrepancies 2.48 247 241 245
Difference between the mark range of the
participant and that of experienced markers 1.37 1.24 1.22 1.27
Correlation between marks of the participants 0.72 0.73 074 073




Table 2b: The percentages of the participants of individual marking fulfilling certain
criteria (Paper 2)

Criterion 1* round | 2" round | 3" round | Overall

Mean of mark discrepancy between 4 marks

and -4 marks 96.87 96.70 96.98 96.85

Standard deviation of mark discrepancy less

than 2 marks 18.54 18.02 20.42 18.99

Difference between the mark ranges within
+ 4 marks

Correlation greater than or equal to 0.7 65.27 69.29 72.21 68.92

89.56 88.32 88.66 88.85

For Paper 1, the averages in Table la displayed similar patterns in all the three
rounds. The means of mark discrepancies were well within the “acceptable” level; i.e.,
below 4 marks. The mark ranges of the participants were just slightly smaller than that
of the experienced markers, with an average for all participants being equal to -0.42
marks. The correlation was high with the overall figure being equal to 0.83. However, the
averages of the standard deviations of mark discrepancies throughout these rounds were
quite large; i.e., greater than 2 marks.

From Table 2a, it was observed that the performance of the participants in Paper 2
was quite similar to that in Paper 1, with good performance on average in terms of the
mean of mark discrepancies, mark range and correlation, but slight under-performance for
the item of standard deviation of mark discrepancies. The mean of mark discrepancies for
Paper 2 was much closer to zero, though the correlation was lower than that in Paper 1.

From Tables 1b and 2b, an overwhelming majority performed satisfactorily in terms
of the mean of mark discrepancies and mark range. The majority awarded marks that
correlated well with that of the experienced markers, though the percentage of participants
performing well in this aspect was much higher in Paper 1. For Paper 2, the percentage of
participants with acceptable performance in terms of correlation and standard deviation of
mark discrepancies had a slight increase from the first to the third Round. Based on these
marking statistics, the percentage of discrepancy marking for Papers 1 and Paper 2 was
(roughly) estimated to be around 20% for the live examination, which would be taken into
consideration for manpower arrangement.

In a nutshell, a total of 28 training sessions were conducted in 2011-2012. A total
of 1,319 teachers experienced the whole marking process and were familiarised with
the OSM system. To facilitate the selection of markers, Principal Component Analysis
(PCA) has been employed to derive an integrated marking performance indicator based
on the four marking statistics so as to maximise the discrimination power. In addition
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to the marking statistics, other factors, such as previous marking experiences, would
be considered when selecting markers for the live examination of LS. A large majority
of these participants performed satisfactorily with reference to a number of marking
statistics; especially on the mean of mark discrepancies, difference between the mark
ranges and correlation. This indicated that they were able to grasp the marking criteria
and adopt the marking standard reasonably close to our experienced markers. On the other
hand, there was room for improvement in the consistency of marking performance of
these participants. In addition, 23 experienced LS teachers served as facilitators in group
meetings and gained experience as AEs.

3.2 Markers’ meeting and onscreen marking

Immediately after the completion of the LS public examination, the marking
process was started. Markers’ meetings with recruited markers were arranged in order
to standardise the marking criteria and standards. Before the markers’ meetings, a
representative sample of candidate scripts was selected and marked by the Chief Examiner
and a group experienced senior AEs whereby the consensus on marking standards
and marking criteria were arrived at through professional discussion. Some of these
standardised scripts were used for marking standardization, training and qualifying
purposes. After the markers’ meetings, markers then marked another set of standardised
scripts which were used for testing whether they could grasp the marking standards and
marking criteria properly so as to obtain the markers’ qualification. Only those qualified
markers would be allowed to mark scripts of the live examination.

In addition to manual procedures for ensuring marking quality, the Authority adopts
innovative and advanced technologies to enhance the marking performance. In 2005, the
Authority received funding from the government to modernise its information technology
infrastructure, and to introduce OSM to improve the security, quality, reliability and
efficiency of marking. The marking procedures with the use of OSM are outlined below:

e Examinations for candidates conducted;

» Examination scripts collected;

» Examination scripts scanned and images saved;

* Images of answers distributed to markers for viewing and marking via secure
intranet system at designated Assessment Centres;

* Marks at question level and annotations by markers captured by the onscreen
marking system.

For security reasons, marking is conducted at designated Assessment Centres. The
primary function of these Assessment Centres is to facilitate onscreen marking of public
examinations but they will also be used for the delivery and marking of a wide range
of examinations and assessments, such as the Territory-wide System Assessment and a



variety of computer-based examinations. Moreover, facilities will be available for the
training of examiners, markers, teachers and other assessment staff. The advantages of
using OSM include the following aspects:

e Security: Secure storage of scanned images of scripts, and elimination of the
physical movement of massive scripts;

* Marking: Real-time monitoring of marking consistency and quality control of
marking, and flexible allocation of questions to markers;

» Efficiency: More efficient and flexible script management processes, and higher
efficiency in mark calculation;

* Accuracy: Reduction of errors arising from mark entries, and elimination of errors
associated with manual mark calculation and recording processes;

* Data Availability: More detailed analysis of candidates’ performance, and more
information on responses to individual questions and better feedback regarding
candidates’ performance.

In view of all the aspects mentioned above, OSM is considered as a better alternative
to the conventional paper-based marking (PBM). Concerning marking quality, with the
use of OSM a marker’s performance could be continuously monitored by comparing
his/her marks awarded on standardised scripts with that of experienced markers. Thus,
marking problems identified could be rectified at an early stage. Besides, it also facilitates
the sample checking conducted by AEs on certain scripts of each marker.

The Authority first introduced OSM in the 2007 HKCEE English writing paper.
Afterwards, OSM was being implemented gradually in marking exam scripts for a number
of subjects. To ensure that there is no adverse effect of OSM on the marking performance,
the Authority has initiated a number of studies with tertiary institutes comparing OSM
with PBM. A study (Coniam, 2009a, 2009b) examined English language essay scripts
selected from the 2007 HKCEE English Language Paper 1B (Writing). To compare OSM
with PBM, 30 markers, who had good rater statistics, were arranged to remark on paper
100 scripts, which they had marked onscreen nine months before. After the remarking,
they were requested to complete a questionnaire in order to collect feedback on the
exercise. From the questionnaire data, it was suggested that technologically, raters had no
problems with OSM. Attitudinal differences surfaced, however, between new raters who
had solely rated on screen as against experienced raters who had solely adopted PBM in
their previous experiences. New raters felt that having to travel to a special marking centre
was less of an inconvenience than did old raters. New raters, additionally, expressed a
preference to mark on screen rather than on paper.

The statistical analysis of remarking data was conducted from two perspectives. The
first involved classical measurement statistics. Correlations between the two forms of
rating and the amount of discrepancy scripts (where a third rating was required) suggested
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that no bias existed favouring either form of marking. Secondly, using multi-faceted
Rasch measurement (MFRM), a five-faceted design was employed, modeling raters, test
takers, input prompt materials, rating scales, and, especially, the marking medium. Results
showed that all factors generally exhibited good data fit. For the method of marking - the
major facet for investigation, the corresponding logit values of both methods were very
close to zero. Therefore the hypothesis that the methods of marking (OSM and PBM) did
not interfere scores awarded by markers was accepted.

There is another study (Coniam, 2010) which has similar objectives as the first one;
but the subject concerned is Advanced Supplementary Level (ASL) Liberal Studies. The
study involved 14 markers who had previously marked ASL Liberal Studies scripts on
screen in the 2009 Hong Kong Advanced Level Examination. In the study, the 14 markers
remarked on paper a number of the scripts that they had marked on screen in the 2009
examination. Using multi-faceted Rasch analysis, a five-faceted design was employed to
model markers, test takers, input questions, rating scales and the marking medium. Results
showed that all factors generally exhibited good data fit and suggested that the scores from
OSM could be considered as reliable as those obtained from PBM.

3.3 Double marking arrangement

With regard to marking reliability, one of the public concerns is that there may be
a considerable degree of variability when marking open-ended questions of LS. In this
regard, the Authority has decided to adopt double marking in LS public examination.
Any LS question of a candidate will be primarily marked by two markers. In case that
prominent discrepancy occurs between the two markers’ marks, third marking (i.e.,
discrepancy marking) will be undertaken. The average of the closest pair of marks' will
be taken as the final mark of the question concerned. Fourth marking may be involved,
if necessary, to settle down any controversies. Due to the use of OSM, which facilitates
immediate distribution of scripts and flexible allocation of questions, double marking
could be conducted on question basis. The four questions in Papers 1 and 2 attempted
by a candidate in the public examination of LS will be marked by at least eight markers.
Such an arrangement eliminates the chance that a candidate’s assessment result will be
dominated by a single marker who may be too harsh or too lenient.

The Authority had undertaken a study (HKEAA, 2011a) to examine the impact when
adopting double marking in the LS questions. In the study, four data-response questions
and four extended-response questions, and the corresponding marking guidelines were
prepared in both Chinese and English. The full mark of each of these questions was more
or less 20. These questions were attempted by some 1,300 students from 15 schools

1 In OSM, the sum of the closest pair of marks is compiled instead for the sake of computational convenience. This, in fact,
implies that the full mark of a question is doubled.



covering a wide spectrum of performance levels. The student responses were marked by
18 markers using double marking (with discrepancy marking). Each student attempted
one data-response question and one extended-response question, resulting totally 2,530
responses. For these 2,530 student responses, double marking was conducted. The
corresponding statistics on marking discrepancies are shown below.

Table 3: Distribution of discrepancies in the study on double marking

Abs Diff Count Percent Cumulative percent
0 413 16% 16%
1 749 30% 46%
2 592 23% 69%
3 368 15% 84%
4 226 9% 93%
5 100 4% 97%
6 51 2% 99%
7 20 1% 100%
8 9 0% 100%
9 1 0% 100%
10 1 0% 100%
ALL 2,530 100% -

Some 16% of total responses, which had differences greater than three, required
discrepancy marking. In general, third marking was already sufficient to ensure that the
differences between the closest pairs of marks were less than or equal to three marks.
There were only a small proportion of responses that required fourth marking. The
corresponding distribution of discrepancies after discrepancy marking is tabulated below.

Table 4: Distribution of discrepancies after discrepancy marking in the study on double

marking
Abs Diff Count Percent Cumulative percent
0 510 20% 20%
1 911 36% 56%
2 724 29% 85%
3 385 15% 100%
ALL 2,530 100% -

10
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The closest pair of marks of a response was used for calculating the average, which
was the final mark of the response. Provided that the “true” performance of a response did
fall in between the closest pairs of marks, the difference between the final mark assigned
and the “true” performance would be less than 1.5 marks; i.e., less than 10% of the full
mark of the question concerned. The correlation between the marks in the closest pairs
(retained after conducting double marking with discrepancy marking) was found to be
equal to some 0.8. This reflected a high level of marking reliability.

In 2012 public examination of LS, it is found that the percentage of responses that
requires discrepancy marking further decreases. It may be due to the fact that previous
professional development courses and the targeted marker training sessions have
familiarised school teachers with the marking criteria and standards of HKDSE LS.

4. SBA Moderation Process

4.1 The reasons of moderation

SBA is a salient feature of the HKDSE Examination. SBA refers to assessments
administered in schools and marked by the students’ own teachers. SBA in LS requires
each student to carry out an Independent Enquiry Study (IES). The IES provides a
valuable opportunity for students to independently carry out a focused enquiry into a
contemporary issue of interest, and to present their views, ideas, findings, evaluations and
personal reflections.

After receiving the raw SBA marks from schools, the Authority has to undertake the
SBA moderation process. The main reason for carrying out moderation is to ensure the
consistency of assessment standards across schools. Teachers know their students well and
thus are best placed to judge their students’ relative performance. However, they could not
be aware of the standards of performance across all schools. Therefore, teachers in some
schools may be harsher or more lenient in their judgment than teachers in other schools.
Mark ranges of scores awarded in various schools may also be different from each other.

To resolve these problems, the Authority employs appropriate methods for
“moderating” the raw SBA scores submitted by different schools to achieve the following:

* The comparability of SBA results across schools in order to ensure fairness for
individual students and schools;

* The quality, reliability and validity of SBA results;

* Provision of useful feedback to schools for improving practice;

* In LS, the SBA moderation is conducted using statistical moderation based on
examination results and supplemented with sample review.
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4.2 Statistical moderation

Statistical moderation is particularly appropriate in situations where there is another
measure available that can reflect SBA performance level. Typically this other measure
will be students’ performance in the public examination of that subject. An advantage
of the method is that it can be carried out efficiently and impartially within a reasonable
amount of time and resources. The key assumption is that the overall performance in the
public examination of students in a school can properly reflect the SBA performance level
of the same group of students. Generally speaking, this is a valid assumption in the context
of many academic subjects in public examinations.

In the moderation process, the adjustments are applied only to school average and
spread of raw SBA scores of students with reference to their public examination scores in
the same school. Therefore, the ranking of students within a school remains unchanged
after moderation. The school averages of examination scores are used to determine the
corresponding performance levels on SBA, taking within-school correlations between
students’ raw SBA scores and examination scores into consideration (HKEAA, 2010).

4.3 Sample review

Some of the objectives of the SBA cannot be precisely assessed in the public
examination due to different requirements. Moreover, students in SBA would possibly
gain significant improvement under teachers’ supervision due to the efficacy of assessment
for learning. If only schools’ public examination scores are used to adjust students’ raw
SBA scores, for some schools the statistical moderated results may not fully reflect the
students’ actual performance in the SBA; i.e., there may be some outlier schools whose
statistically moderated scores differ greatly from the performance level demonstrated
by students’ SBA work. Therefore, for 2012 HKDSE LS, each school was required to
submit six samples of students’ work for reassessment which was conducted by a group of
external assessors appointed by the Authority. The samples were chosen by the Authority
using stratified random sampling. Students in each school were divided into a number
of strata based on their raw SBA scores. Therefore, in each stratum the performance
level of students on SBA should be similar with each other. Some students” work was
then randomly chosen from each stratum. The stratified sampling method could ensure
that a fairly small sample of students’ work could adequately represent the full range of
SBA performance of each school. For schools where only a few students were studying a
particular subject, the work of all students had to be submitted.

All the LS samples were then reassessed with reference to the previous standardised
exemplars and a set of stipulated assessment criteria. If prominent discrepancies between
external assessors’ scores and raw scores were observed, discrepancy marking would
be conducted. It was observed that the discrepancy marking percentage was about 20%
in 2012. The correlation between raw scores and results based on external assessment
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amounted to 0.8. This reflected that the marking standards of school teachers were
generally in line with that based on external assessment.

With regard to possible sampling variations, the ratio of school average of raw
SBA scores to sample average of raw SBA scores was examined for each school. The
distribution of these ratios of 523 schools is shown below.

Figure 1: Distribution of ratios of school means of raw SBA scores to sample means of
raw SBA scores

Comparison of School Raw Mean with Sample Raw Mean

80 100 120 140
1 1 1 I

Frequency
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0.85 0.90 0.95 1.00 1.05 1.10 1.15

Ratio: School Raw Mean/Sample Raw Mean

The 5% percentile of the distribution was 0.94 and the 95% percentile was 1.06. It
implied that sample raw means were very close to school raw means for most schools. In
addition, it should be noted that the mean mark of sampled students’ work from external
assessment of a school would be adjusted upwards when sample raw mean was less than
school raw mean; and vice versa. With such adjustments, it was expected that the sampling
variations would be further reduced.

To further enhance the reliability of the estimations of means and spreads of SBA
scores of schools based on external assessment, Bayesian hierarchical modeling was
employed so as to share information across different schools. The model is briefly
described below.
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Let Y; (a vector) be the marks based on external assessment of a school i; i.e., Y,
Y, Yi5,....Y, ;. The number of students in the school is ni. The Bayesian hierarchical
model is set up as follows:

Yii Y2, Yi5, Yo ~ Normal( &, o %)

i,39¢++s L ini

fori=1,...,m (i.e., there are m schools)

0, ~ Normal(u, 7 °)
fori=1,...,m(i.e., all &, are sampled from a super-population)

1/ 2 ~Gamma(vy/2, v, 6, /2)
fori=1,....,m (i.e., all &, are sampled from a super-population)

The model is graphically displayed in the figure below.

Figure 2: The structure of Bayesian hierarchical modeling showing relationship between
data observed and parameters involved
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In Bayesian analysis, the parameters: u, 7 °, v,, and &, are treated as random
variables. To conduct the Bayesian estimation, some non-informative priors p(w), p(7 ),
p(vo), p( &) are set up respectively for u, 77, v,, and & ,". Based on such a model,
information could be shared across schools when estimating & ; and & ;. For schools with
small sample sizes and/or extreme empirical values, the estimates of &,and &> will be
pulled towards the corresponding overall estimates (4 and & ). In general, algorithms
using Markov Chain Monte Carlo (MCMC) method are deployed for estimation in
Bayesian hierarchical modeling. It is well known that such a hierarchical model could
reduce the estimation error (Berger, 1993; Hoff, 2010; Gelman et. al., 2003) in different
applications. In addition, a simulation study has been undertaken to gauge the magnitude
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of gain in accuracy when applying the model in the specific setting for SBA moderation
(Fung, 2011). It is found that the total Mean Squared Error (MSE) in the estimation of
school means could be reduced by some 30% using Bayesian hierarchical modeling, as
compared with the one simply using sample means.

After consolidating the sample review result of a school, it was compared with the
corresponding result from statistical moderation. Due to possible variations incurred in the
sampling and remarking process, an appropriate tolerance limit was set when comparing
the two results. If the difference was within the tolerance limit, the statistical moderation
result would be adopted as the school performance level on SBA. If the difference
exceeded the tolerance limit, appropriate adjustments would be made to the statistical
moderation result with reference to the sample review result in order to determine the
school performance level on SBA.

It is worth mentioning that in LS, the SBA marks of a student is divided into two
parts, namely: (i) Task and (ii) Process. Only marks on the Task of a student will be
moderated according to the procedures mentioned above. Marks on Process which
includes students’ effort in the IES will not be subject to moderation, as students’
performance in this part may not be prominently associated with the examination results.
Schools are expected to award the Process marks in accordance with the stipulated criteria.
The Authority imposes quality control measures to ensure the fairness and reliability of
the assessment on Process, which include monitoring by District Coordinators (DCs),
providing feedback to schools and follow-up of any irregularities identified.

In 2012, it is observed that the mean of Process marks submitted by all schools
is quite appropriate (i.e., not too high or too low) and the spread is reasonable. The
moderated Task marks are then combined with the un-moderated Process marks to form
the total SBA score for inclusion in the subject result. For the Task component, in 2012
53.3% of schools fall into the “within the expected range” category’, while the marks of
21.5% of schools are higher than expected, and 25.1% lower than expected. Moreover,
among the schools with marks higher or lower than expected, the majority only deviate
slightly from the expected’. Thus, in 2012 the majority of schools falls into the “within the
expected range” or “slightly higher/lower than expected” categories. It is supposed that
teachers in these schools do have a good understanding about the marking standards.

2 Based on the difference between the means of the moderated and raw Task marks (D), a school is in the category of “within
the expected range” when 0 < D < 3 with full mark = 50.

3 The difference between the means of the moderated and raw Task marks is greater than or equal to 3 and less than 6 with
full mark = 50.
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5. Grading process based on professional expertise

Under SRR, a set of draft descriptors has been developed for each subject to describe
how a candidate typically performs at a given level. The main purpose of grading is
to determine the minimum score needed for a candidate to attain a given level. This
minimum score is known as the cut score.

The HKDSE grading procedures include a series of tasks (HKEAA, 2011b) that
begins before the actual marking of scripts. For any given subject, a panel of expert judges,
which comprises the subject manager(s), the chief examiner(s) and selected assistant
examiner(s) or markers from the individual components, is responsible for conducting the
series of grading tasks, including: (i) sample script selection, (ii) marking standardization,
(iii) post-marking exercise, and (iv) panel of judges grading meeting.

After the 2012 public examination of LS, some samples that could illustrate
performance particularly well in relation to the level descriptors were selected. After script
selection, the panel discussed the scores to be awarded to discrete points in the sample
scripts. These marked scripts were used as standardisation scripts for marking.

After the completion of marking and moderation of SBA scores, the panel considered
the selected written examination exemplars and SBA samples with reference to the level
descriptors, and the previous released samples. The objective of the discussion was to
make provisional grading recommendations (including preliminary cut score ranges) on
each examination paper and SBA component through expert judgment based on samples
of performance.

In the panel judges grading meeting, panel members re-considered the level
descriptors, question requirements, marking guidelines and a number of representative
samples as well as a range of recommended cut scores for each level. Panel judges
exchanged their views led by the Chief Examiner. With a number of rounds of discussions,
they finally agreed on preliminary cut scores for each paper and SBA component, and
for the subject. In determining the cut scores, consideration was made to the actual
performance of candidates in relation to

* the level descriptors;

* performance samples from the HKDSE SRR Information Packages (HKEAA,
2009);

* marked live scripts selected;

» feedback from markers on the level of difficulty of each particular examination
paper;

» performance statistics of current papers and SBA component.
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During this meeting, the panel of judges investigated the impact of amending the
cut scores for each examination paper on subject grade distributions. Finally, the panel of
judges decided on their recommendations for the cut scores for LS.

A senior management team led by the Secretary General of the Authority reviewed
and decided on the cut scores based on the recommendations made by the panel of LS, and
submitted the cut scores from the panel of LS to the Public Examinations Board (PEB)
for further discussion and endorsement. In 2012, after discussion in PEB it was endorsed
that the recommendations made by the panel of LS were strictly followed without any
adjustments. The cut scores for Level 5** and Level 5* were set with reference to the
percentage in mark distribution so that Level 5%* was awarded to the highest-achieving
10% (approximately) of Level 5 candidates and Level 5% was awarded to the next highest-
achieving 30% (approximately) of Level 5 candidates.

6. Conclusions

In this paper’, it is highlighted that the Authority has taken stringent measures to
ensure the quality of marking and grading procedures adopted in HKDSE Examination
of LS. Relevant researches were conducted to examine the impacts of the new measures
as far as possible. It is expected that after having an overall picture of the marking
and grading procedures, the public will have more confidence in the attainment levels
conferred by the Authority.

Currently, the Authority is now collecting opinions and feedback from various
stakeholders on the assessment framework of LS in order to strive for further improvement
in the future.
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Abstract

School-based assessment (SBA) is a form of formative assessment involving feedbacks
and appraisals to students based on their school-based projects; it enables students to
identify and improve on their areas of weakness and teachers to adjust their teaching
strategies accordingly (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
[OECD], 2005). SBA is still a relatively new concept for most senior secondary school
subjects in Hong Kong — yet it is now heavily incorporated into Hong Kong’s New Senior
Secondary (NSS) Curriculum since the introduction of the New Academic Structure
(NAS) in 2009. SBA has spawned numerous debates on its efficacy in Hong Kong and
worldwide. This study gives an overview of the current issues related to SBA in Hong
Kong through the eyes of the administrative and teaching stakeholders by utilizing
territory-wide data of 91 secondary schools in Hong Kong from the most recent NSS
Curriculum Study conducted in 2011-12.

Keywords
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1. Introduction

1.1 The current Hong Kong education system and school-based assessment

In light of the rising competitiveness of the global environment, the Hong Kong’s
education sector recognizes its need to strengthen Hong Kong students’ adaptability,
creativity, independent thinking and life-long learning capabilities, which were limited by
the traditional education system that restrained students from maximizing their potential.
As aresult, the New Academic Structure (NAS) was introduced in 2009 as one of the most
ambitious education reforms in Hong Kong’s education history.

The NAS reduced the number of secondary school years from 7 to 6, and increased
the number of tertiary education years from 3 to 4: Hong Kong students are now required
to study three years in junior secondary school, three years in senior secondary school,
and four years in the tertiary education sector — a “3-3-4” education system. Under this
configuration, the New Senior Secondary (NSS) Curriculum was implemented as the
framework for governing the content of the senior secondary school years (Secondary 4
to 6). As opposed to the traditional senior secondary school curriculum, NSS involved a
number of major changes, which consisted of designating Liberal Studies as one of the
four core subjects, the introduction of the elective subject system, as well as an emphasis
on Other Learning Experiences (OLE) — to name but a few.

Major changes have also taken place in the assessment environment for senior
secondary school students: the current education system has now shifted from a two-
fold public examination system — the Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination
(HKCEE) and Advanced Levels (AL) in Secondary 5 and Secondary 7 respectively to a
single public examination, the Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary Education (HKDSE)
in Secondary 6. Meanwhile, as both an assessment and reviewing tool for teachers and
students, school-based assessment (SBA) was incorporated and is now playing a pivotal
role in giving greater emphasis to formative assessment (as opposed to summative
assessment) in the NSS Curriculum. Notwithstanding its great potential in realizing
the aims and virtues of the NAS, SBA poses great challenges and complexities in its
application. In this paper, the progress of the implementation of SBA in the Hong Kong
context will be reviewed and discussed through the eyes of administrators and teaching
stakeholders.

1.2 The implementation of SBA in the NSS curriculum

In Hong Kong, SBA is an assessment administered in schools as part of the learning
and teaching process, with senior secondary students being assessed by their subject
teachers (Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority [HKEAA], 2012a). In total,
it accounts for 20% of the students’ overall HKDSE Examination result. From 2012, SBA
was incorporated in 12 subjects including Chinese Language, English Language, Liberal
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Studies, Chinese History, History, Biology, Chemistry, Physics, Science, Information &
Communication Technology, Design & Applied Technology, and Visual Arts. According
to the Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority (HKEAA) (2013b), SBA will
be extended gradually to other subjects starting from the 2014 HKDSE Examination, as
indicated in Table 1 below:

Table 1: Implementation Timetable (HKEAA, 2013b)

Subjects
- Chinese Language |- Biology - Chinese Literature
- English Language |- Chemistry - Economics
- Liberal Studies - Physics - Ethics & Religious Studies
- Chinese History - Science - Geography
Year of |- Design & Applied - Health Management &
Exam Technology Social Care
- History - Technology & Living
- Information & - Tourism & Hospitality
Communication Studies
Technology - Literature in English
- Visual Arts - Music
2012 Implementation Partial implementation Defer implementation
(laboratory work)
2013 Implementation Partial implementation Defer implementation
(laboratory work)
2014 Implementation Implementation Defer implementation
2015 Implementation Implementation Defer implementation
2016 Implementation Implementation Defer implementation
2017 Implementation Implementation Defer implementation
2018 Implementation Implementation Optional trial
2019 Implementation Implementation Implementation

The intention of HKEAA is to slowly incorporate SBA in most subjects (not
implemented in Mathematics and Business, Accounting & Financial Studies while
practical examination is implemented for Physical Education instead), in a progressive
and gradual manner year on year, while reviews, research and public consultations are
simultaneously ongoing as adjustments are expected during the implementation process.
Due to the demanding nature of SBA (as explained in the previous section), HKEAA has
responded with a list of streamlining measures in order to alleviate the current situation
and to provide room for the future implementation of SBA in other subjects. These
streamlining measures are as follows:
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1) The SBA of Chinese Language and Liberal Studies will be “streamlined” (i.e.
the reduction of the number of tasks, assessments and mark submissions in
the SBA of subjects) in the 2013 HKDSE Examination;

2) For the 9 deferred subjects where SBA was originally scheduled to be
implemented between 2014 and 2016, full implementation will be postponed
to the 2019 HKDSE Examination, with optional school trials to be conducted
in 2018.

(HKEAA, 2013b)

To better understand the needs of the education sector, HKEAA, the Curriculum
Development Council (CDC) and the Education Bureau (EDB) are working in close
collaboration to gauge the views of schools, curriculum development and subject experts,
as well as independent education institutions in the streamlining proposals since October
2011. These proposals include streamlining the SBA of the 9 subjects that are scheduled
in the 2014 HKDSE Examination, advancing SBA streamlining in Chinese Language
to the 2013 cohort and adopting interim measures for Liberal Studies, and postponing
the implementation of SBA of the 9 deferred subjects to the 2019 HKDSE Examination
(HKEAA, 2013Db).

1.3 Why school-based assessment?

SBA is by no means a new assessment tool; it is widely accepted and
comprehensively implemented in countries such as Australia, New Zealand, England,
Scotland, Canada and South Africa. SBA is regarded as a tool to more accurately
reveal the true ability of the student, reduce the limiting effects of “exam fright”, and to
increase the confidence of students as they have already learnt and brought to practice the
examination contents and skills during the conduct of their SBA projects. In addition to
this, students can also feel less anxious as they have already achieved a certain percentage
of the final mark prior to their final exam (Kerr-Phillips, 2007). SBA is similarly viewed in
Hong Kong as an integral component of teaching and learning, which made feedback and
comprehensive appraisals possible, thus allowing both teachers and students to identify
the latter’s strengths and weaknesses for the purpose of continual improvements and
confidence building (HKEAA, 2012b). In addition, SBA is also proven to have positive
effects on students’ public oral examination and better absentee rate than students from
schools that do not submit SBA marks (Lee, 2009).

Yet SBA is not without its problems and controversies. As indicated by a report
published by the Hong Kong Professional Teachers’ Union (PTU) in 2013, workload
brought upon by SBA is overwhelming for both teachers and students. For the student,
the demand for SBA is high in terms of its quality and quantity, sometimes exceeding that
of a student’s ability (may even include tertiary education level contents). In addition, the
heavy workload derived from SBA often incur extra lesson time, therefore limits students
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from partaking in extracurricular activities. On the other hand, teachers are similarly
affected by hosting the extra lessons, and marking the vast amount of students’ SBA work.
Furthermore, the PTU report suggested that the inadequate proportion of SBA that makes
up the final mark will ultimately be “unfairly” adjusted by the public paper examination,
regardless of how well the student did in the former. In light of the above, some teachers
have even suggested that SBA may negatively affect the quality of learning and teaching
as a whole in Hong Kong (Hong Kong Professional Teachers’ Union, 2013).

Echoing these negative views, the sheer amount of workload of SBA has led to
another major issue in other countries — plagiarism; it is tempting for students to copy
work off the internet in order to save time amidst a tight schedule and demanding
workload, thus incurring further workload for teachers in cross-checking references. Not
only are the students tempted to play outside the rules, teachers are also reported to have
meddled with the grey areas of the SBA grading system in order to achieve better grades
for their students. Even without the deliberate intention of providing lenient markings,
teachers call for a more standardized grading system for SBA across subjects in view of
the “appalling partiality” in this aspect (Kerr-Philips, 2007). On an extreme note, Michael
Gove, the Minister of Education in England remarked at the London Festival of Education
in 2012, when questioned on the efficacy of SBA, “if education can’t be externally
assessed, it’s play”, thus his recent initiatives to downplay the role of SBA enhance
summative assessments in the UK (Downs, 2012).

In spite of the downside of SBA, it is still, no doubt, a tool to diversify the
traditionally summative assessment tools (i.e. public paper examinations); it gives
formative assessment a larger role for achieving continuous reviews on teaching practices,
and sustainable improvement on the holistic learning and teaching environment. This
paper will seek to provide an insight to the voices of the administrative and teaching
stakeholders in order to provide an overview of the extent of success and acceptance of the
implementation of SBA in Hong Kong’s NSS Curriculum.

2. Background of the study

In 2011, the EDB of Hong Kong Special Administration Region commissioned
the Centre for Enhancing English Learning and Teaching (CEELT) of the Faculty of
Education of The Chinese University of Hong Kong to undertake a major research project
entitled New Senior Secondary Curriculum Implementation Study 2011 to reveal the
progress made from implementing NSS. The study aimed at investigating various aspects

LR N3

of the NSS in 6 major themes, namely “Curriculum Planning”, “Learning and Teaching”,
“Assessment”, “Managing Change”, “the Impact on Senior Secondary School Students”,
and “Ongoing Needs and Concerns”. This paper will report on the findings related to SBA,

a major theme under “Assessment”.
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3. Methodology

The NSS study selected 105 schools out of a pool of 447 secondary schools in
Hong Kong by a stratified random sampling technique based on an objective indicator of
student achievement (Group 1 are schools with the highest average student achievement,
Group 2 the next highest and Group 3 is the lowest). In the end, 91 out of the 105 schools
responded to the request to participate in the survey, thus spawning a high response rate of
about 87%.

The questionnaires were developed to gauge the views of the implementation of NSS
from 6 different stakeholders; including School heads or deputy heads (SH), Key Learning
Area coordinators and subject panel heads (KH), Secondary 6, 4 and 3 teachers (T6, T4
and T3), as well as Secondary 6, 4 and 3 students (S6, S4 and S3). The questionnaires were
sent to the 91 schools and were administered by the schools’ personnel. The completed
questionnaires were then returned by post between December 2011 and February 2012.
The distribution of the returned questionnaires among the stakeholders is listed in Table 2
below:

Table 2: Number of questionnaires returned from different stakeholders

Stakeholders Sampling qllli:g)z:a?:es
SH The school heads or deputy heads 86

KH All Key Learning Area coordinators and subject panel heads 515

T6 Teachers teaching Secondary 6** 838

T4 Teachers teaching Secondary 4** 527

T3 At least 8 teachers teaching Secondary 3 (one per KLA) 378

S6 All Secondary 6 students 4614

S4 All Secondary 4 students 5,888

S3 At least two classes of Secondary 3 students from each school 2,751

* For subjects comprising a compulsory part and elective modules, teachers who teach only elective modules are not
required to complete the questionnaire.

** Some of the teachers placed themselves as T4 and T6, thus the data were counted for both stakeholders.

SBA was a major theme under “Assessment” and since this paper seeks to identify
the extent of how well SBA is incorporated into the administrative and teaching processes
of the NSS Curriculum, this paper has drawn data only from the administrative and
teaching stakeholders’ (SH, KH, T6, T4 and T3) views on SBA therein. The contents
of the questions on SBA were similar but tailored to each stakeholder (Appendix).The
questions on SBA were grouped into 4 major components designed to answer the research
questions presented in the following table:
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Table 3: SBA components and research questions

Views derived

SBA research questions: 70 what extent... SBA component from:

1) Has SBA been successfully incorporated 1) The implementation of | SH, KH, T6
into the schools? (understanding and SBA in schools and T4
knowledge, scheduling and formulating
support measures)

2) Has the grading of SBA been subjected to 2) The grading of SBA T6, T4 and T3
fairness and consistency, and the criteria be
transparent to students?

3) How confident were the teachers in 3) The confidence T6, T4 and T3
implementing SBA? of teachers in
implementing SBA
4) How useful has SBA been as a tool in 4) The effectiveness of T6, T4 and T3
generating useful feedback for the continual SBA

improvement of students’ learning?

The results and analysis section will be presented by bar charts in order to aid readers
in visualizing the obtained data that are attached in the annexes of this study.

4. Results and analysis

The incorporation of SBA into the senior high school curriculum is a relatively
new one for most subjects and requires understanding and adaptability on the part of the
schools and teachers in this period of transition. The procedures adopted by schools to
ensure an effective implementation of SBA, knowledge transfer of SBA (i.e. from school
to teachers and from teachers to students) and the support provided to the teachers by
the schools are inextricable factors determining the success of the implementation of
SBA in the NSS Curriculum. In this light, this section will look at the perception of the
administrative and teaching stakeholders — SH, KH, T6 and T4 — to gauge the extent of
assimilation of SBA into the NSS Curriculum in terms of the above aspects.

A 6-point Likert scale was used to gauge the attitudes of stakeholders running from
“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”. The latter 3 points were used to calculate positive
responses i.e. “slightly agree”, “agree”, “strongly agree”. Since the implementation of
SBA is a new feature in the NAS, any positive responses are deemed significant, thus

“slightly agree” is incorporated in the reporting of positive results.

4.1 Procedures adopted by schools to ensure effective implementation of SBA
According to Figure 1 below, SH have responded with very high agreement levels
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in items (in descending order): “The school has put in place a mechanism to ensure
objectivity and fairness in SBA” (SH: 94.1%), “The school has designated a working
group / coordinator to coordinate the implementation of SBA among subjects (e.g.
the amount of tasks, timing)” (SH: 92.9%), “The school has established appropriate
procedures and regulations for conducting SBA to facilitate its effective implementation”
(SH: 88.2%).

Figure 1: Procedures to ensure effective implementation of SBA by SH
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While the majority of the schools have implemented procedures and regulations for
the effective implementation of SBA on a wider scale, they have also demonstrated micro
management planning by assigning working groups and coordinators to manage smaller
items among subjects.

4.2 SBA knowledge transfer

The implementation of SBA can never be successful without the proper guidance
provided to the teachers by HKEAA and their respective schools. Thus HKEAA has
pledged to provide detailed guidelines, assessment criteria and exemplars to schools and
teachers to ensure consistency in SBA grading, and as well as the provision of professional
training and district coordinators to support schools and teachers to successfully
implement SBA in the NSS curriculum (HKEAA, 2013a). In light of this, the acquiring
and transferring of SBA information among stakeholders (i.e. from schools to teachers and
from teachers to students) will be looked at. In this section, “SBA knowledge transfer”
refers to both the acquiring and transferring of SBA information (e.g. assessment criteria,
SBA weighting, number of SBA tasks, etc.) among stakeholders.

According to the responses from SH, shown in Figure 2 below, the findings
provided positive evidence of the schools having enabled the knowledge transfer of SBA
information to other stakeholders in secondary schools. High agreement levels were
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found in the items (in descending order): “Teachers have clearly explained to students
the assessment requirements and methods in the SBA of their respective subjects” (SH:
100.0%) was rated highest, followed by “Teachers have clearly explained to students the
complementary nature of written examinations and SBA in the public assessment” (SH:
95.3%), “Teachers clearly understand how the HKEAA moderates the SBA scores across
different schools” (SH: 95.3%), and “The school has formulated procedures to handle
students’ queries on SBA results” (SH: §9.4%).

Figure 2: SBA knowledge transfer viewed by SH
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Similarly, KH have responded with highly positive feedback on the transfer of SBA
knowledge among teachers and students. In descending order: “Teachers on my panel fully
understand their dual role in SBA — as facilitators of student learning and as assessors” (KH:
93.8%) was rated highest, followed by “Teachers on my panel have clearly explained
to students the assessment requirements and methods in the SBA of their respective
subjects” (KH: 91.1%), and “Teachers on my panel have clearly explained to students the
complementary nature of written examinations and SBA in the public assessment” (KH:
87.7%), as indicated in Figure 3 below:
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Figure 3: SBA knowledge transfer viewed by KH
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By the same token, T6 responded with highly positive feedback in the following
items, in descending order “I have clearly explained to students the assessment
requirements and methods in the SBA of my subject” (T6: 93.6%), and “I have clearly
explained to students the complementary nature of written examinations and SBA in the

public assessment” (T6: 84.7%), as indicated in Figure 4 below:

Figure 4: SBA knowledge transfer viewed by T6
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According to SH as well as KH, their teachers have demonstrated a clear knowledge
in understanding the contents of SBA (e.g. how HKEAA would moderate SBA scores
across different schools) and have taken up a dual role as both a facilitator and an assessor.
With such knowledge, teachers were able to help students in resolving their queries on
SBA-related matters, guide them through the assessment requirements and methods in
their respective SBA subjects, and explain to them the complementary nature of written
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examinations and SBA in the public assessment. T6 on the other hand, have provided the
same positive findings at the teaching level.

4.3 SBA support provided to teachers

This section looks at the perceived support implemented and received by the
administrative and teaching stakeholders in regard to the implementation of SBA.
According to Figure 5 below, SH felt that “the school provides teachers with adequate
support in the implementation of SBA” (SH: 95.2%) and that “the school has devised an
SBA schedule for all subjects so as to avoid overloading students and teachers at some
specific time of the year” (SH: 88.3%). Meanwhile, KH have responded with similar
high levels of agreement to item “My KLA/subject panel provides teachers with adequate
support in the implementation of SBA” (KH: 87.1%), but relatively lower in “Working
together with other KLA coordinators / subject panel heads, we have devised an SBA
schedule for all subjects so as to avoid overloading students and teachers at some specific
time of the year” (KH: 68.5%). On the other hand, although more than half of T6 and T4
have responded with positive feedback to item “My school provides me with adequate
support in the implementation of SBA” (T6: 61.9%, T4: 63.3%), a significant 40% have
responded otherwise.

Figure 5: SBA support viewed by SH, KH, T6 and T4
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It is noteworthy to highlight the significant differences on the level of perceived
school support provided for the teachers among SH and the teaching stakeholders (T6 and
T4) — although SH may feel that they have provided enough, the frontline teachers may
still feel more support is needed as the workload from SBA is high. The findings reveal
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that KH should also collaborate more with KH from other subjects so as to devise SBA
schedules in avoiding the overloading of work.

4.4 The grading of SBA

In light of the autonomy given to teachers in grading their students’ SBA works,
standardization is a crucial factor in determining fairness and minimizing discrepancies in
students’ marks among both teachers and between schools, thus allowing a more accurate
and better reflection on the quality of the students’ works accordingly. The information on
the marking requirements of SBA works is essential to students, therefore such knowledge
must be readily transferable and transparent. This section will look at the extent to which
KH have ensured fairness in SBA grading at their schools and whether they and T6 have
made SBA knowledge transferable to students.

The findings revealed that the vast majority of Key Learning Area coordinators and
subject panel heads (KH) have taken into consideration and have ensured that there is
reliability and fairness in SBA results. They adopted different measures as follows (in
descending order): “My KLA/subject panel introduces measures to ensure consistency
in assessment criteria among teachers” (KH: 95.4%), “My KLA/subject panel has put in
place a mechanism to ensure objectivity and fairness in SBA” (KH: 93.9%), “Teachers on
my panel have clearly explained to students the school’s procedures of handling students’
queries on SBA results” (KH: 85.6%), and “Teachers on my panel clearly understand how
the HKEAA moderates the SBA scores across different schools” (KH: 81.1%), Figure 6
below:

Figure 6: The grading of SBA viewed by KH
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On the other hand, T6 have revealed their efforts in handling SBA queries (in
descending order): “I have already explained to students the school’s procedures of
handling students’ queries on SBA results” (T6: 86.3%) and “I have clearly explained
to students how the HKEAA moderates the SBA scores in my school” (T6: 81.6%), as
indicated in Figure 7 below:

Figure 7: The grading of SBA viewed by T6
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It is a discernible fact that the grading of SBA is viewed by both KH and T6 to
have been ensured in its fairness; mechanisms were in place to ensure objectivity and
consistency in assessment criteria among teachers. Meanwhile, schools’ procedures of
handling students’ queries on SBA results have been clearly explained to the students,
suggesting that students were provided with and were knowledgeable about obtaining
information on their SBA results. Furthermore, it is noteworthy to mention that the
majority of KH perceived their teachers to have understood how HKEAA would moderate
SBA scores across different schools, and that the majority of T6 have made the marking
criteria available to their students at their respective schools.

4.5 The effectiveness of SBA

One of the intended functions of SBA is to enable teachers to provide feedback and
comprehensive appraisals to students, thus allowing students to understand and improve
on their areas of weakness. In addition to this, SBA can allow students to demonstrate their
strengths - that are often neglected in traditional public examinations (e.g. presentation
skills). This section looks at the extent to which feedback and the demonstration of
students’ alternative skills are enabled by the implementation of SBA in the NSS
Curriculum.

As indicated by Figure 8 below, only around 50%-65% of stakeholders (T6, T4 and
T3) agreed about the perceived benefits of SBA: “SBA enables students / me to have a
better understanding of their own strengths and weaknesses” (*T6: 57.0%, T4: 57.9%),
“SBA enables students to demonstrate their ability in areas which cannot be assessed in
public examinations” (¥*T6: 56.9%, T4: 59.2%), and “I support School-based Assessment
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(SBA) because it enables me to give feedback to students frequently” (*T6: 45.7%, T4:
49.7%, T3: 65.5%).

Figure 8: SBA feedback for learning viewed by T6, T4, and T3
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The opinions of the teachers varied in the use of SBA as a feedback tool for students
— while about 65% of T3 felt that SBA enabled them to provide useful feedback for
students on a frequent basis, half of T4 and more than half of T6 felt otherwise. The use of
SBA in enabling students in better understanding their own strengths and weaknesses and
as a means to demonstrate their ability in areas not assessed in public examinations were
rated relatively more positively by T6 and T4, despite a significant portion (about 40%) of
them feeling that SBA could not do so.

Although a significant portion of teachers were able to improve the learning and
teaching environment by effectively implementing SBA, the results revealed that there are
factors hindering some teachers from doing so. As a preliminary observation, these factors
may include the overburdening of workload derived from SBA that prevented teachers
from having the needed time to provide feedback for their students.

4.6 The confidence of teachers teaching Secondary 4 and the extent of success in
implementing SBA by teachers teaching Secondary 6
Teachers’ confidence in implementing SBA can reveal their knowledge and
understanding of SBA in bringing it to fruition; likewise, the lack in such confidence may
also suggest their concerns in the implementation process. The scales of T4 (confidence
scale) and T6 (agreement scale) are different due to their respective nature - of the lack of
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experience in implementing SBA for T4, as opposed to the experienced T6.

The findings suggested that the majority of T4 were comfortable in implementing
SBA related tasks, as revealed by the high ratings in the following items (in descending
order): “clearly explain to students the assessment requirements and methods in the SBA
of my subject” (T4: 80.4%), “clearly explain to students the complementary nature of
written examinations and SBA in the public assessment” (T4: 78.5%), “design effective
SBA tasks to improve student learning” (T4: 77.4%), and “clearly explain to students how
the HKEAA moderates the SBA scores in my school” (T4: 74.2%). It is noted that the
item “handle the workload brought about by SBA” (T4: 59.1%) was rated relatively lower
than the above, indicating that about 40% of T4 were not confident with their handling of

workload derived from SBA, as indicated in Figure 9 below:

Figure 9: Teachers’ confidence in SBA implementation viewed by T4
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Meanwhile, the majority of T6 agreed to the items (in descending order): “I have
designed effective SBA tasks to facilitate student learning” (T6: 77.8%), and “So far I
have been able to implement SBA smoothly” (T6: 68.7%). However, less than 50% of
T6 agreed with the item “I can handle the workload brought about by SBA” (T6: 45.8%),
suggesting they are facing difficulties in handling workload derived from SBA, as

indicated in Figure 10 below:
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Figure 10: Teachers’ confidence in SBA implementation viewed by T6
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This section has suggested that the majority of T4 have confidence in designing
effective SBA tasks to facilitate student learning, were able to implement SBA smoothly,
and have clearly explained to students the contemporary nature of written examinations
and SBA in the public assessment as well as how the HKEAA moderates the SBA scores
in their schools. In addition, T6 have revealed that they have designed effective SBA tasks
to facilitate student learning and were able to implement SBA smoothly.

On the down side, workload derived from SBA was troubling T4, as indicated by
their relatively lower confidence in handling this aspect. By the same token, more than
half of T6 have revealed their inability in handling workload derived from SBA.

5. Discussion

The data reveal that the implementation of SBA in the NSS Curriculum has been a
successful endeavor by both Government and the education sector at the administrative
and teaching levels; at the administrative level, the majority of the major players - i.e. SH
as well as KH of the education sector revealed that they have fully incorporated SBA into
their schools; support measures were provided for teachers in the implementation of SBA,
whereby working group and coordinators were designated to help teachers coordinate their
subjects, and measures were employed to ensure fairness, objectivity and consistency in
grading SBA works.

Meanwhile on the teaching level (T6, T4 and T3), teachers were well aware of
their dual role in SBA (as facilitators of student learning and as assessors), whereby both
teachers and students were also well informed of its contents, marking procedures (both by
HKEAA and the school), and related information made readily available and transparent
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at times of need. It is encouraging to see that the learning and teaching environment of the
students was enhanced through the designing of effective SBA tasks.

Notwithstanding the above positive views from the major stakeholders, the
implementation of SBA was met by perceptions of its overwhelming workload. Despite
the schools’ effort in scheduling subjects so as to avoid overloading students and teachers
at some specific time of the year, a significant portion of T4 were skeptical of their ability
to handle SBA workload whilst more than half of T6 from the sample felt that they were
unable to handle the vast amount of work derived from SBA. As a general observation
still yet to be tested in future studies, SBA workload might be the cause for the limited use
of SBA for producing feedback for identifying strengths and weaknesses in students, thus
helping them in their learning progress.

To realize the goal of “learning and teaching with assessment” through the
implementation of SBA (HKEAA, 2013a), teachers should undergo professional training
in understanding the curriculum’s learning goals and related criteria so as to place further
emphasis in producing assessment feedbacks for students — as the streamlining of SBA
should provide more time for teachers to do so. And as suggested by Harlen (2004),
the development of an assessment community is essential for allowing a constructive
and positive discussion on SBA, in which different intra- and inter-school stakeholders
among various geographical settings can contribute to this community. These discussion
topics may include the distribution of resources, intra- and inter-school moderation
standardization, teacher assessment, and ongoing professional trainings etc., so as to
promote quality assurance for SBA.

6. Conclusion

To maximize the benefits derived from the implementation of SBA, both the
education sector and the Government bodies must identify the causes for the limited use
of SBA in producing feedback and appraisals for the holistic development of students’
learning profiles. The immense amount of SBA workload felt by the teachers cannot be
neglected, thus HKEAA, CDC, EDB and as well as the education sector have worked hand
in hand in improving this aspect of the NSS Curriculum, as seen by the recent streamlining
measures in SBA subjects. The education sector has yet to experience these measures and
studies are required in the future to identify the effectiveness therein.

As many believe in the high potential of what SBA can bring to the learning and
teaching environment, an effective implementation of SBA in terms of its scheduling,
standardization in grading, information flow and the overall support for both schools
and teachers are inextricable components to the welfare and effective incorporation of
SBA into the NSS Curriculum — in all of which the Hong Kong education sector has
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demonstrated its professionalism in accomplishing these and its commitment to rising to
new challenges.
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Appendix

Questionnaire for School Heads / Deputy Heads (SH)

New Senior Secondary (NSS) Curriculum Implementation Study 2011*
*This section is extracted from the NSS questionnaire for the purpose of this paper.

Dear School Heads / Deputy Heads,

The Education Bureau (EDB) has commissioned The Chinese University of Hong Kong to
conduct the Study on the Implementation of the New Senior Secondary (NSS) Curriculum.
As part of the Study, we would like to collect your views which would provide
information for the EDB to strengthen school support and improve the effectiveness of
implementation. Please be assured that the questionnaire will be kept strictly confidential
and anonymous. All collected information will be used exclusively for evaluating the
implementation of the NSS curriculum, and no reference will be made to any individual
information. Thank you.

Centre for Enhancing English Learning and Teaching (CEELT)
Faculty of Education
The Chinese University of Hong Kong

To what extent do you agree that the items zal 8 |53 >
below describe curriculum implementation in Bl b |E 5 E 3| 8 = 3
your school since the 2009/10 school year? 28 2 |22 AR £ )
nI3| A |l ns|lna < |nna
School-based Assessment (SBA)
1. SBA has become an integral part of the
gratp oD|o|o|o|lo|lo

school’s internal assessment.

2. The school provides teachers with adequate
support in the implementation of SBA.

3. Teachers have clearly explained to students
the complementary nature of written
examinations and SBA in the public e e
assessment.
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To what extent do you agree that the items 29 8 [ =8| >

below describe curriculum implementation in %‘) 33 sh % & % 3| 8 %D 3

your school since the 2009/10 school year? 52 2 |=.2|= 5y o0 | & &)
no| A lns|lnel < | na

4. Teachers have clearly explained to students
the assessment requirements and methods in
the SBA of their respective subjects.

]
]
]
]
]
]

5. Teachers clearly understand how the
HKEAA moderates the SBA scores across I I R B R I I O
different schools.

6. The school has designated a working group /
coordinator to coordinate the implementation
of SBA among subjects (e.g. the amount of
tasks, timing).

7. The school has devised an SBA schedule
for all subjects so as to avoid overloading
students and teachers at some specific time
of the year.

8. The school has established appropriate
procedures and regulations for
conducting SBA to facilitate its effective
implementation.

9. The school has put in place a mechanism to
ensure objectivity and fairness in SBA.

10. The school has formulated procedures to
handle students’ queries on SBA results.
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Questionnaire for Key Learning Area coordinators and
subject panel heads (KH)

New Senior Secondary (NSS) Curriculum Implementation Study 2011*
*This section is extracted from the NSS questionnaire for the purpose of this paper.

Dear Key Learning Area coordinators and subject panel heads,

The Education Bureau (EDB) has commissioned The Chinese University of Hong Kong to
conduct the Study on the Implementation of the New Senior Secondary (NSS) Curriculum.
As part of the Study, we would like to collect your views which would provide
information for the EDB to strengthen school support and improve the effectiveness of
implementation. Please be assured that the questionnaire will be kept strictly confidential
and anonymous. All collected information will be used exclusively for evaluating the
implementation of the NSS curriculum, and no reference will be made to any individual
information. Thank you.

Centre for Enhancing English Learning and Teaching (CEELT)
Faculty of Education
The Chinese University of Hong Kong

To what extent do you agree that the items

below describe how your KL A / subject panel 20 8 | >8> oy

. . . . i 5 |TEls o | &

implements learning and teaching strategies S & (5% 2|58
i ? B2 2 | DZ= 5 | EE

since the 2009/10 school year? G5l A RS2 <« |52

School-based Assessment (SBA)

1. SBA has become an integral part of the
internal assessment in my KLLA/subject.

2. My KLA/subject panel provides teachers
with adequate support in the implementation I I O N N O O
of SBA.

3. Teachers on my panel fully understand their
dual role in SBA — as facilitators of student T Y 0 O OO L]
learning and as assessors.
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Perspectives of school-based assessment in the NSS curriculum
through the eyes of the administrative and teaching stakeholders in Hong Kong

To what extent do you agree that the items

below describe how your KLLA / subject panel 20l 8 | >8] > 2
. . . . o) = I == = en
) Q
implements learning and teaching strategies con P l=encsol o | €9
. 9 S8 2 |0g|ME 5|28
since the 2009/10 school year Z3l A |as5la® < |38

4. Teachers on my panel have clearly explained
to students the complementary nature of
written examinations and SBA in the public
assessment.

]
]
]
]
]
]

5. Teachers on my panel have clearly explained
to students the assessment requirements
and methods in the SBA of their respective
subjects.

6. Teachers on my panel have clearly explained
to students the school’s procedures of I I R Y IO
handling students’ queries on SBA results.

7. Teachers on my panel clearly understand
how the HKEAA moderates the SBA scores I I O I B L]
across different schools.

8. Working together with other KLA
coordinators / subject panel heads, we have
devised an SBA schedule for all subjects so I I A B O
as to avoid overloading students and teachers
at some specific time of the year.

9. My KLA/subject panel has put in place a
mechanism to ensure objectivity and fairness I I O O
in SBA.

10. My KLA/subject panel introduces measures
to ensure consistency in assessment criteria I I A B O
among teachers.
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Questionnaire for Teachers Teaching S4 (T4) and S6 (T6)

New Senior Secondary (NSS) Curriculum Implementation Study 2011*
*This section is extracted from the NSS questionnaire for the purpose of this paper.

Dear teachers,

The Education Bureau (EDB) has commissioned The Chinese University of Hong Kong to
conduct the Study on the Implementation of the New Senior Secondary (NSS) Curriculum.
As part of the Study, we would like to collect your views which would provide
information for the EDB to strengthen school support and improve the effectiveness of
implementation. Please be assured that the questionnaire will be kept strictly confidential
and anonymous. All collected information will be used exclusively for evaluating the
implementation of the NSS curriculum, and no reference will be made to any individual
information. Thank you.

Centre for Enhancing English Learning and Teaching (CEELT)
Faculty of Education
The Chinese University of Hong Kong

To what extent do For T4 only For T6 only

you agree with the

following descriptions? 3 N B 0
&l g [} by g [}

(Please focus on the S4 20 g | @ o 20 g | @ o

; Z g| & ) 2 g| & &h
/ S6 subject you are 3 g o 3 ot S| & of
. . . Q Q

mainly teaching this 2l el 2| 2 = Zl 8| =z =
sl =25 8| g sl =25 8| g

school year.) g| ¢ Sl Sl el 8 El s | %S| 2| 8
ol =2l 3| = o | & ol 2l 3| = °h | &
| A|ln | rn|<|«n | A|ln |l rn|<|«n

[Items 1-11 are only applicable
to S6 teachers who are mainly

teaching the subjects that SBA
will be implemented in 2012]

School-based

Assessment (SBA) [Items 1-4 are applicable to

all S4 teachers except for
Mathematics teachers]

1. Isupport School-
based Assessment
(SBA) because it
enables me to give
feedback to students
frequently.
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Perspectives of school-based assessment in the NSS curriculum
through the eyes of the administrative and teaching stakeholders in Hong Kong

To what extent do For T4 only For T6 only
you agree with the

following descriptions? 3 Q B 0
= ] © by g [}
(Please focus on the S4 ¥ e g 8 P e g 8
. 1%} 1%}
1/ S6 subject you are B Z| @ & s 2| & &
i i i > 8 > > 8 >
mainly teaching this = %)0 N B = ;ED N B
school year. sl |55 e| § sl |55 | §
year) ElZ| 2|2 58 ElZ| 2|2 55
| A|ln | yn|<|«n | A|ln|lyn|<|xn
2. My school provides
me with adequate
support in the NN Oyojg|jo||d
implementation of
SBA.

3. SBA enables
students to
demonstrate their
ability in areas Oojg|o|4o|d Oyojg|jo||d
which cannot be
assessed in public
examinations.

4. SBA enables
students to have a
better understanding
of their own
strengths and
weaknesses.

5. Thave designed
effective SBA tasks
to facilitate student
learning.

6. Ihave clearly
explained to
students the
complementgry Olololololo
nature of written
examinations and
SBA in the public
assessment.
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To what extent do
you agree with the
following descriptions?
(Please focus on the S4

[ S6 subject you are

mainly teaching this
school year.)

For T4 only

For T6 only

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Slightly disagree
Slightly agree

Agree

Strongly agree

Strongly disagree

Slightly disagree
Slightly agree

Disagree

Agree

Strongly agree

I have clearly
explained to
students the
assessment
requirements and
methods in the SBA
of my subject.

I have already
explained to
students the school’s
procedures of
handling students’
queries on SBA
results.

I have clearly
explained to
students how

the Hong Kong
Examinations

and Assessment
Authority
(HKEAA)
moderates the SBA

scores in my school.

10.

I can handle the

workload brought
about by SBA.

11.

So far I have been
able to implement
SBA smoothly.
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Perspectives of school-based assessment in the NSS curriculum
through the eyes of the administrative and teaching stakeholders in Hong Kong

For T4 only
When I teach S5 in the = b= ‘g =
coming school year, s = S| = 3
I am confident that I 4; S| e 5| . qg
s | B e = o
can... ,Z‘ § % % é) -
B z|2| 2|55
T |Zz|®wn|wn|O| T
12. design effective
SBA tasks to
improve student Do oo
learning.

13. clearly explain
to students the
complementary
nature of written O|Oo|g|/ojo|d
examinations and
SBA in the public
assessment.

14. clearly explain
to students the
assessment
requirements and
methods in the SBA
of my subject.

15. clearly explain to
students how the
HKEAA moderates | | (1| (]| ]| 0| 0| ]
the SBA scores in
my school.

16. handle the workload

brought about by OO0y 0)d
SBA.
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Abstract

Students in Hong Kong show a widening range of learning abilities in secondary school
as shown, for instance, by their performance in the Diploma in Secondary Education
(DSE) examination which was introduced in 2012 together with the 3-year New Senior
Secondary (NSS) curriculum. This study examines how far their diverse learning needs
have been catered for. Information was collected from the heads of core subjects from
a large variety of schools through an online questionnaire survey. Findings include
that catering for learning diversity is beset by problems such as resource shortage, the
infrequent use of enquiry-oriented teaching methods and independent learning strategies
as well as weaknesses in assessment arrangements in spite of considerable progress in
extending learning opportunities outside the classroom. Concerted efforts must be taken
by teachers, school heads and the government to improve the implementation of the NSS
curriculum and DSE examination in such ways that students irrespective of learning ability
can benefit. Ways to rectify the situation include the reduction of teacher workload and
provision of additional manpower, continuous curriculum review with far more teacher
input, production of handy and up-to-date material resources, modification of teaching
approaches and reforming of the examination so that it can really help to enhance learning
rather than just its measurement.

Keywords
learning diversity, New Senior Secondary curriculum, Diploma in Secondary Education
examination, questionnaire survey, teaching strategies
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Introduction

Primary school graduates in Hong Kong seeking admission to public-sector
secondary education are allocated to three academic bands according to their scores
in internal examinations and their schools’ overall performance in the preceding three
years (Education Bureau [EDB], 2011). Within the same band, however, considerable
differences in learning ability do exist. Differences in the mastery of knowledge are likely
to widen both within and between groups as more subjects have to be studied in junior
secondary school. They are becoming more obvious in the senior secondary from 2009
onwards because of the requirement for all students to complete a 3-year NSS curriculum
instead of the 2-year Certificate of Education (CE) course. The more academic nature of
senior schooling for all and the implementation of the policies of “catering for diversities”
and “integrating disabled and low ability children in an inclusive environment” in a
majority of schools (Education and Manpower Bureau, 2005) are the reasons that are
responsible. Teachers have to devote more attention to helping the more able develop
further and the increasing numbers of below-average students to do well in the DSE
examination (e.g. Chan, 2010), which by nature is more demanding than its predecessor in
format, subject content and learning skills.

Now that the first two cycles of the DSE examination are over and the trend of
learning diversity is clear. Only 37.7% and 34.5% of the candidates in 2012 and 2013
could meet the university requirements of level 3 in Chinese and English and level 2 in
Mathematics and Liberal Studies (Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority
[HKEAA], 2012a, 2013). The respective proportions of students who could attain passes
(at level 2) in these core subjects were 79.2%, 79.3%, 79.7% and 90.8% in 2012 and
80.3%, 78.1%, 80.7% and 88.0% in 2013 (HKEAA, 2012a, 2013). Given the substantial
variations in performance, finding how far the diverse learning needs of NSS students
have been catered for becomes imperative. This study is an attempt to do so with respect to
resource provision, teaching and learning strategies and continuous assessment practices.
The case with the core subjects is examined because students have to pass in all of them
(and at least in one elective subject) before they are considered as having completed their
secondary education successfully.

Review of literature

Diversity in learning ability

In the literature, learning diversity is generally taken as the presence of variations in
learning ability among students receiving the same type of education (Ackerman, Kyllonen
& Roberts, 1999; Wu, Tu, Wu, Le & Reynolds, 2012). Its occurrence in the realm of
academic knowledge is considered a function of both innate, inherited traits and everyday
educational experience (e.g. Biggs & Moore, 1993; James, 2006; Jonassen & Grabowski,
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2011). The latter is probably more important than the former as it can be improved through
the use of appropriate teaching strategies that are supported by well endowed resources
and stimulating learning activities (Means, Chelemer & Knapp, 1991; Tomlinson, 2001).
With their extensive classroom experience and understanding of students’ strengths and
weaknesses, teachers are in the best position to reduce learning diversity (Chappuis,
2009), for instance, by giving individual attention to the weaker ones and helping students
analyse practice papers from the Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority
(HKEAA) two months ahead of the first DSE examination in late March 2012.

Coping with learning diversity

To begin with, teachers faced with the daunting problems of meeting varying needs
and paces of learning in the same classroom do require support from a wide variety of
school and community resources (Curriculum Development Council, 2009). Besides
the hardware and software resources available in classrooms, schools should have
additional manpower and plans to cater for the enrichment needs of higher achievers
(such as stargazing and learning the elements of astronomy in physics, and debating in
language subjects) and help the less capable ones to catch up (such as in the solution of
simultaneous equations in mathematics).

Even if resources are readily available, one size cannot fit all. To cater for learning
diversity, writers have identified a variety of teaching skills that are required besides
those suitable for the average student. For weaker ones, teachers for instance could
make significant adaptations to classroom programmes, curriculum content, teaching
and learning processes and even provide tailored plans that can help them rekindle their
interest and confidence (e.g. Winebrenner, 1996; Westwood, 2008). For the talented and
gifted then, a mastery of acceleration (e.g. offering guidance to the most able promoted
to a higher class level or more advanced group), curriculum compacting (e.g. cutting out
unnecessary drills and organising appropriate extension work instead), expert grouping (e.g.
helping the more able ones develop further insights on a research topic), cluster grouping
(e.g. providing specialised programmes at a central point for high-ability students from
different schools) and mentoring (i.e. enabling capable students to learn after outside
experts) and other appropriate methods are useful for helping them to learn faster and
at more advanced levels than the average (Biggs & Moore, 1993; Winebrenner, 1992;
Goodhew, 2009).

Language teachers were called on to understand students’ personal stories before
setting out to teach for instance (McDaniel, 2010). In a related context, Roland (2010)
invited them to consider differentiated teaching as serving a buffet that could meet the
criteria of variety, quality, balance and attractiveness for students at various ability levels.
As Tomlinson (2001) has summarised, teachers should plan and teach with respect to
student readiness, interest and needs. Even if their learning needs are well catered for,
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students may obtain widely different scores in tests and examinations of the same scope
and format. Although it is neither easy to close this performance gap nor simply to narrow
it down, teachers should at least help all to score higher than what they are used to have (c.f.
the aim of the United States No Child Left Behind Act passed in 2001) (Wiliam, 2006).
Assessment has a key role here for helping the more able maximise their potential and the
less able to make up for lost grounds (Chappuis, 2009).

The role of assessment on checking learning diversity

Testing students on a broad range of aspects (e.g. listening, speaking, reading and
writing in language subjects) and at higher frequencies is considered an effective way
of helping teachers understand better how much has been learnt by everyone and the
improvements that are needed individually and by each ability group (Berry, 2008).
Instead of concentrating on written work, teachers can identify with students more aspects
or forms for assessment, such as skills in model-making, recording and video production
as well as the delivery of oral presentations (Davies, Herbst & Reynolds, 2011). If
appropriate feedback is given and due action is taken, assessment of learning that simply
measures how much students have learnt can be changed into assessment for learning that
helps everyone (Black & Wiliam, 2006a) to improve (albeit not necessarily at the same
pace) and the more able to learn beyond the confines of the lesson (c.f. Black & Wiliam,
2006b). The lesson that can be learnt from the literature is that assessing students in a
wider range of format not only could measure diverse learning abilities more effectively
but also could encourage those who are otherwise lagging in one aspect or another to
develop their potential further instead of giving up altogether.

Methodology and instruments

A multi-stage process was followed to determine how the teachers of core NSS
subjects had been coping with learning diversity and preparing students for the public
examination. The methodology and instruments used were developed by the researchers
in early 2011. The consensus reached thereby about the scope of data needed was used
to develop a framework for investigation and focus-group discussions in June with
representatives from relevant subject organisations on the membership list of the Hong
Kong Teachers’ Centre. Questionnaires for teachers were designed and refined according
to the results. Respondents were asked about their personal and school backgrounds,
resource provision, use of teaching strategies and the arrangements for helping students
to do better in the curriculum and examination. Unlike those for the three other subjects,
the one for Mathematics asked how learning would be affected by the absence of school-
based assessment (SBA) as stipulated for the foreseeable future. Versions in Chinese and
English were administered to the teachers of Mathematics and Liberal Studies because
their subjects could be studied and examined in one of the two languages.
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Data collection began with a series of pilot tests and further amendments in early
2012. A covering letter was sent in mid-April to secondary schools offering NSS
curriculum (N=514) to explain the aim of the study and invite the heads of the core
subjects to complete the survey through a hyperlink to the website HYPERLINK “http://
www.my3q.com” www.my3q.com within three weeks. Responses from the six groups
of subject heads concerned (including those of Mathematics and Liberal Studies teaching
in English or Chinese) were uploaded onto Microsoft Excel files and processed with the
Statistics for the Social Sciences (SPSS) program (Stern, 2010; Morgan, Leech, Gloeckner
& Barrett, 2011). The specific functions that were run included FREQUENCIES and
DESCRIPTIVES for identifying general patterns and the mean, minima, maxima and
standard deviation values of responses, CROSSTABS for determining whether pairs
of variables were related, and CORRELATE for assessing the strength and direction of
relationships (Muijs, 2011).

Results

School, student and teacher backgrounds

Respondents to the questionnaire survey varied substantially in numbers across
subjects, from 63 (out of 514) teachers each of English and Chinese to 90 (out of 514)
teachers of Mathematics teaching in either language. All of them had long teaching
experiences of 11 years or more. Unlike the others, Liberal Studies teachers had fewer
than five years in their subject as it was only an elective offered in about 25% of schools
at the Advanced Supplementary level before 2009. Training could be considered
sufficient overall as the numbers of teachers who had taken the respective curriculum and
assessment courses (e.g. 7.7 in Liberal Studies (EMI) on average) were greater than the
numbers of student groups concerned (5.6). Most of them were teaching in co-educational
aided schools sponsored by a variety of religious, welfare and community organisations (cf.
Table 1).

Students completing the NSS curriculum in 2011-12 had been allocated to their
classes mostly by their performance in Chinese, English and Mathematics in Form 3 in the
academic year 2008-09. The majority of schools were running five classes of Form 4 to
Form 6 for this first NSS cohort. However, the mean number of groups in each school was
about six in the case of Liberal Studies because of the availability of a government grant
to employ one additional teacher for facilitating teaching in smaller classes.
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Table 1: Responses about background information

English Chinese Mathe- Mathe- Liberal Liberal
Language | Language matics matics Studies Studies
(CMI) (EMI) (CMI) (EMI)
Total =63 | Total = 63 | Total =46 | Total =44 | Total =53 | Total = 15
1. School by type of sponsorship N=59
1 = Aided; 2 = Government; Mode=1 |Mode=1 |[Mode=1 |[Mode=1 |Mode=1 [Mode=1
3 = Direct subsidy scheme
2. School by the sex of students N=59
1 = Boys; 2 = Gitls; Mode=3 |Mode=3 [Mode=3 |[Mode=3 |Mode=3 [Mode=3
3 = Co-educational
3. Overall teaching experience N=59
1=0-5years; 2=6- 10 years Mean =4.1 Mean =4.2 |Mean=2.7 |Mean=2.7 |Mean =3.6 |Mean =3.1
3=11-15 years; 4 = 16 — 20 years Mode=5 |Mode=5 |[Mode=3 [Mode=3 [Mode=3 [Mode=>5
5 =21 years or more
4. Teaching experience in this subject N=59
1 =0-5 years; 2 = 6-10 years Mean =4.1 Mean =4.0 [Mean=4.1 [Mean=4.1 |Mean=1.7 [Mean = 0.9
3 =11-15 years; 4 = 16-20 years Mode=5 [Mode=5 |Mode=5 |Mode=5 |Mode=1 [Mode=1
5 =21 years or more
5. No. of years with Liberal Studies at Mean =4.7 |Mean = 1.3
the Advanced Supplementary Level N-A. N-A. N-A. N-A Mode=0 [Mode =1
6. Mean no. of classes N =59
(a) Form 4 (2009-10) IMean =3.9 |[Mean=4.3 [Mean=4.1 Mean=4.6 Mean=4.7 |Mean =4.4
Mode=5 [Mode=5 |[Mode=5 [Mode=5 [Mode=5 |[Mode=>5
(b) Form 5 (2010-11) IMean =3.9 Mean =4.4 [Mean=4.5 [Mean=4.6 [Mean=4.7 [Mean =4.5
Mode=5 |Mode=5 [Mode=4 [Mode=5 [Mode=5 [Mode=>5
(c) Form 6 (2011-12) Mean =3.9 Mean=4.4 [Mean=4.6 [Mean=4.6 [Mean=4.7 [Mean=4.4
Mode=5 |Mode=5 [Mode=5 [Mode=5 [Mode=5 [Mode=5
7. Mean no. of groups N=59
(a) Form 4 (2009-10) 4.7 4.8 4.6 4.6 6.0 5.6
(b) Form 5 (2010-11) 4.7 4.8 4.9 4.9 6.0 5.6
(c) Form 6 (2011-12) 4.6 4.8 49 49 5.8 5.6
8. Streaming of F3 students into F4 by N=59
1 = Overall rank; 2 = Performance in Mode=1 |Mode=1 |[Mode=1 |[Mode=1 [Mode=1 [Mode=1
Chin., Eng. & Maths.; 3 = other criteria
N=59
9. Mean no. of Form 6 teachers this year 5.1 4.7 1.8 1.8 5.1 5.1
Mean no. of Form 6 students this year 156 157 167 167 153 149
Mean no. of Form 6 classes this year 5.0 4.8 5.0 4.6 4.7 4.5
Mean no. of Form 6 groups this year 5.0 5.1 49 4.8 5.7 5.6
10. No. of teachers who had already taken N =58
the basic curriculum course in this Mean = 8.5 |Mean=8.1 |Mean=6.6 |Mean=6.6 |Mean=5.7 |Mean=7.7
subject Mode=4 |Mode=5 |Mode=5 |Mode=8 |Mode=6 [Mode=26
11. No. of teachers who had already taken N=57
the basic assessment course in this Mean =7.5 |Mean =7.8 |Mean=6.5 |Mean=6.5 |Mean=7.6 |Mean=7.7
subject Mode=5 |Mode=5 |Mode=5 |Mode=5 |Mode=8 [Mode=26

The number of teachers with a valid reply to each item is given by the number N for the subject concerned
unless stated otherwise.

54



Learning diversity at the NSS level: A preliminary study

Provision of educational resources

In spite of the need to minimize learning diversity in the core subjects, most of the
schools had provided extra resources on an equal-sharing basis (cf. mode = 1 across row 1;
mode = 3 across row 2, Table 2). The use of extra teachers, multimedia or other teaching
materials and outside service support was less frequent than the deployment of teaching
assistants (as in the cases of Chinese Language, Liberal Studies (CMI) and Liberal Studies
(EMI); see row 4(b)) presumably because of funding constraints.

Table 2: Responses about the provision of educational resources

English Chinese Mathe- Mathe- Liberal Liberal
Language | Language matics matics Studies Studies
(CMI) (EMI) (CMI) (EMI)
Total =63 | Total =63 | Total =46 | Total =44 | Total =53 | Total = 15
1. Has your school provided extra N=59
resources to the subject to cater for Mode=1 | Mode=1 | Mode=1 | Mode=1 | Mode=1 | Mode =1
learning diversity? 1= Yes; 2 =No
2. The extra resources are N=52 N=39 N=27 N =41 N=12

1 = provided to weaker students only Mode=3 | Mode=3 | Mode=3 | Mode =3 | Mode =3 | Mode =3
2 = provided to top students only
3 = equally shared among all students

3. No. of types of other resources provided | Mean = 1.5 Mean = 0.8| Mean = 0.7| Mean = 0.7| Mean = 1.3| Mean = 1.1
to the subject Mode=1 | Mode=1 | Mode=0 | Mode=0 | Mode=1 | Mode = 1

4. Types of other resources provided to the
subject (1 = Yes; 2 = No)

(a) Extra teachers Mode=1 | Mode=2 | Mode=0 | Mode=2 | Mode =2 | Mode =2

(b) Extra teaching assistants Mode=2 | Mode=1 | Mode=0 | Mode=2 | Mode=1 | Mode =1

(c) Extra multimedia or other teaching| Mode=1 | Mode=2 | Mode=0 | Mode=2 | Mode =2 | Mode =2
materials

(d) Outside service support Mode=1 | Mode=2 | Mode=0 | Mode=2 | Mode=2 | Mode =2

The number of teachers with a valid reply to each item is given by the number N for the subject concerned
unless stated otherwise.

Teaching and learning strategies

The most common activities held recently to enhance teaching quality were drama,
opera and movie shows for the two language subjects, writing contests for EMI Liberal
Studies and visits for Mathematics and CMI Liberal Studies (row 1, Table 3). Liberal
Studies teachers and Mathematics teachers had organised study trips or visits since
Secondary 5 more often than others (row 2). More students who were weaker in English
Language and EMI Liberal Studies had benefitted from these enhancement activities (row
3) than students who were weaker in Mathematics (both through EMI and CMI).
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Table 3: Responses about enrichment activities in teaching
English Chinese Mathe- Mathe- Liberal Liberal

Language | Language matics matics Studies Studies
(CMI) (EMI) (CMI) (EMI)
Total =63 | Total =63 | Total =46 | Total =44 | Total =53 | Total = 15
1. Most recent type of activity held to N=31 N=7 N=6 N=37
enhance the teaching of the subject Drama / Drama / Visit Museum Visit Writing
opera / opera / visit course
movie movie

2. How often has your panel organised trips | N =62 N=57 N=42 N=41 N=62 N=62
or visits since F5 to enhance the teaching
of the subject? Mean = 4.3 | Mean =4.0 | Mean = 1.5 | Mean = 1.4 | Mean = 3.6 [ Mean = 1.1

1 = Very often;

2 = Often;

3 = Sometimes;

4 = Occasionally;
5 = Rarely or none

3. Have the trips or visits helped the weaker N=59
students to enhance their learning? Mean = 3.1 | Mean = 2.6 |Mean = 1.7 |Mean = 1.7 |Mean = 3.0 | Mean = 3.3
(5 = Very much so; 1 = Not at all) Mode=5 |Mode=3 |Mode=1 |Mode=1 [Mode=3 |Mode=>5

The implementation of the NSS curriculum has led to the use of new strategies (row
1, Table 4). CMI Liberal Studies teachers recorded the use of much more strategies than
other teachers (e.g. 2.1 vs. 1.1 each by English Language and Chinese Language teachers;
row 2). Amongst the range of recommendations by the EDB (Curriculum Development
Council & Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority [CDC & HKEAA],
2007a, 2007b, 2007¢c & 2007d), team teaching was the most widely employed one while
peer lesson preparation, project learning and small group teaching methods were used at
similarly lower frequencies (row 3). All teachers except those of Liberal Studies in EMI
schools reported the use of strategies to cope with individual differences within their
subjects (row 5). For this purpose, strategies like curriculum tailoring and tutorials were
practised at similarly higher frequencies than the others. Cooperative learning was the
least widely used overall especially in the case with Chinese Language (row 5). More new
strategies (2.2) were employed in CMI Liberal Studies than in other subjects and in EMI
Liberal Studies (0.8) in particular (row 6).

Meanwhile, the NSS curriculum has succeeded in extending the focus of study from
textbooks to other materials in Liberal Studies (CMI and EMI) much more than in other
subjects. It had much less effect on Mathematics (CMI and EMI) in this regard (row 7) as
well as on time-tabling across all subjects (row 9). Learning beyond the confines of the
classroom was fostered to greater extents in English and CMI Liberal Studies than in the
other core subjects (row 8).
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Table 4: Use of new strategies by teachers

English Chinese Mathe- Mathe- Liberal Liberal
Language | Language matics matics Studies Studies
(CMI) (EMI) (CMI) (EMI)
Total =63 | Total =63 | Total=46 | Total=44 | Total=53 | Total =15
1. Has the NSS curriculum led to new| N=59

strategies for teaching this subject | Mode = 1 Mode = 1 Mode=2 |Mode=2 |Mode=1 Mode =2
in the school? (1 = Yes; 2 = No)

2. Mean number of new strategies N=42

employed 1.1 1.1 0.6 0.5 2.1 0.0
3. What are these new strategies? N=59 N=42

(a) Team teaching Mode =1 Mode =2 Mode =0 Mode =0 Mode =1 Mode =2

(1 =Yes; 2=No)
Mode =1 Mode =2 Mode =0 Mode =0 Mode =1 Mode =2
(b) Peer lesson preparation
(1 =Yes; 2=No)
Mode =1.2 | Mode =1 Mode =0 Mode =0 Mode =1 Mode =1
(c) Project learning
(1 =Yes; 2=No)
Mode =2 Mode =1 Mode =0 Mode =0 Mode =1 Mode =1
(d) Small group teaching
(1 =Yes; 2=No)
Mode =1 Mode =1 Mode =0 Mode =0 Mode =2 Mode =1
(e) Others (1 = Yes; 2 =No)
4. Are there teaching strategies to N=59
cope with individual differences in| Mode = 1 Mode =1 Mode =1 Mode =1 Mode =1 Mode =2
the subject? (1 = Yes; 2 = No)
5. What are these strategies for N=59 N =43
coping with individual differences
in the subject?
(a) Streaming (1 = Yes; 2 = No; Mode =1 Mode =2 Mode =0 Mode =0 Mode =1 Mode =2
0 = Non-response)

(b) Tailor-made curricula
(1 =Yes; 2 =No; Mode = 1 Mode = 1 Mode =2 Mode =0 Mode =1 Mode =2
0 = Non-response)

(c) Co-operative learning
(1 =Yes; 2=No; Mode =2 Mode =2 Mode =2 Mode =2 Mode =1 Mode =2
0 = Non-response)

(d) Tutorials
(1 =Yes; 2=No; Mode =2 Mode =2 Mode =0 Mode =0 Mode =2 Mode =0
0 = Non-response)

(e) Others Mode =2 Mode =2 Mode =2 Mode =2 Mode =2 Mode =2
6. Mean number of teaching N=59 N =43
strategies for individual differences 1.7 1.4 1.2 1.3 2.2 0.8

7. Has the NSS curriculum led to a
shift in focus from textbooks to Mode =1 Mode =1 Mode =2 Mode =2 Mode =1 Mode =1
other materials? (1 = Yes; 2 = No)
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English Chinese Mathe- Mathe- Liberal Liberal
Language | Language matics matics Studies Studies
(CMI) (EMI) (CMI) (EMI)
Total =63 | Total =63 | Total=46 | Total=44 | Total=53 | Total = 15
8. Has the NSS curriculum
encouraged your students to N=59
learn beyond the confines of the | Mode =1 Mode =2 Mode =2 Mode =2 Mode =1 Mode =2
classroom? (1 = Yes; 2 = No)
9. Has the NSS curriculum led to
flexible time-tabling arrangements N=59
in your subject? (1 = Yes, 2 = No) | Mode =2 Mode =2 Mode =2 Mode = 2 | Mode =2 Mode =2

The number of teachers with a valid reply to each item is given by the number N for the subject concerned

unless stated otherwise.

The following pairs of statistically significant relationships between teaching
strategies and resource provision are worthy of investigation (Appendix 1):

(a) The frequency of organising trips or visits to enhance the teaching of the subject was
significantly related to and even dependent on

(i) the receipt of extra resources to cater for learning diversity among students if
Liberal Studies was taught in English (item 1), and

(ii) the number of types or resources provided in the case of the students of English,
EMI Liberal Studies and EMI Mathematics (item 2).

Significant relationships between pairs of variables warranting further analysis were
also found in the following (Appendix 2):

(b) The number of new strategies for teaching the subject was

(1) significantly related to or even dependent on the receipt of extra resources to
cater for learning diversity in the case of English Language (item 3), and

(ii) significantly related to the number of other types of resources provided by the
school in the case of English Language (item 4).

(c) The number of teaching strategies to cope with individual differences was

(1) significantly related to the receipt of extra resources to cater for learning diversity
in the case of English Language (item 5), and

(ii) significantly related to or even dependent on the number of other types of
resources provided by the school in the cases of English Language, Chinese
Language and CMI Liberal Studies (item 6).
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(d) In the case of English Language, whether the NSS curriculum could lead to the use
of new teaching strategies was dependent on the receipt of extra resources to cater for
learning diversity among students (item 8).

(e) In the case of EMI Liberal Studies,

(i) whether the NSS curriculum could bring a shift in focus from textbooks to other
forms of learning and teaching materials was dependent on the receipt of extra
resources to cater for learning diversity among students (item 9), and

(i) whether the NSS curriculum could encourage EMI Liberal Studies students to
learn beyond the confines of the classroom was dependent on the receipt of extra
resources to cater for learning diversity among students (item 10).

(f) The use of teaching strategies to cope with individual differences was related to or
even dependent on the receipt of extra resources to cater for learning diversity in the
case of CMI Liberal Studies (item 11).

(g) Whether the NSS curriculum could encourage students to learn beyond the confines
of the classroom was significantly related to or even dependent on the shift in focus
from textbooks to other materials in the cases of English Language, EMI Liberal
Studies and CMI Mathematics (item 12).

Continuous assessment

A hallmark of the first two cycles of the NSS curriculum (2009-12 and 2012-13) is
the requirement for students of English, Chinese and Liberal Studies to be assessed six
times internally in prescribed areas through their second and final years of senior schooling
and their scores sent to HKEAA prior to the start of the written examinations. The two
most common forms of this school-based assessment (SBA) exercise were project work
and internal tests. Mathematics does not have any SBA requirement although continuous
assessment is still encouraged (CDC & HKEAA, 2007e, 2007f).

A majority of teachers had taken courses offered by the EDB or other professional
training institutes on updating their knowledge of the related assessment frameworks (row
15, Table 5). Their rating about the easiness and fairness of SBA was due to (i) similarity
in the difficulty of assessment for all students and (iv) the marking of assignments
by different teachers (rows 5 and 6). Teachers of English and CMI Liberal Studies
also attributed their ratings to (ii) the dependence of student training on their relative
performance, (iii) streaming of students by academic level and (iv) teaching of classes/
students by the same teacher. Teachers except those of EMI Liberal Studies reported a lack
of preparation materials for students (row 2). The mean number of supporting items named
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by teachers ranged from 1.5 in Chinese Language to 2.2 in CMI Liberal Studies only (row
3). Materials provided by the EDB, HKEAA and other organisations were used more
often than others. In terms of usefulness then, reference exercises ranked highest among
English, EMI Mathematics and EMI Liberal Studies teachers (row 4). Sample papers were
regarded as more useful than others for preparing students to take the examinations in
Chinese Language, CMI Mathematics and CMI Liberal Studies.

SBA for English, Chinese and Liberal Studies was generally considered by teachers
as a fair but difficult procedure for their students (row 6 and row 5). This trend was
especially noticeable in the case of CMI Liberal Studies (with the mean value equal to 3.9).
The large amount of time needed was the main reason for making it a problem in Chinese
Language and Liberal Studies (row 16). The assessment of listening, reading, writing,
speaking and integrated skills in English Language was considered a challenge (row 12)
for students.
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Teachers of Mathematics need not administer SBA in their subject. They could name
four advantages for this arrangement, with the reduction in teacher workload and reduction
in pressure on students being the two most common (row 18, Table 5). English and EMI
Liberal Studies gave far more negative comments about SBA. Statistically significant
relationships warranting further investigation were found as follows (Appendix 3):

(a) The degree of easiness in implementing school-based assessment was related to
and dependent on complexity in daily procedures in the cases of English Language,
Chinese Language and EMI Liberal Studies. In the case of CMI Liberal Studies, the
relationship was significant but the former variable was not dependent on the latter
(item 13).

(b) The degree of fairness for implementing school-based assessment in EMI Liberal
Studies was dependent on complexity in the assessment process (item 14).

(c) The degree of difficulty in implementing the SBA of Listening (item 15) and
Speaking (item 18) in English Language was dependent on complexity in daily
assessment.

(d) The degree of difficulty in implementing the SBA of Reading (item 16) and Writing
(row 17) in English Language was related to but not dependent on complexity in daily
assessment.

(e) The degree of difficulty in implementing the SBA of Speaking in English Language
was related to but not dependent on the proportion of teachers who had taken the
assessment-related courses offered by EDB or other professional training institutes
(item 28).

(f) The pressure on teachers from the SBA of Independent Enquiry Studies projects
in EMI Liberal Studies was dependent on the proportion of teachers trained in
assessment (item 30).

Discussion

School, student and teacher backgrounds

Although no sampling has been made to invite teachers for participation in this study,
the profiles of schools and teachers’ experience obtained are generally compatible with
official statistics. Similarities can also be found in the mean number of Form 4 and Form
6 teachers, students, classes and groups, the criteria for streaming Form 3 students into
Form 4, and the numbers of teachers who had completed the subject-based curriculum and
assessment courses. In the light of these trends, the questionnaire replies can be taken as
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representative of the views of NSS teachers although allowance should be taken for those
of the non-respondents.

Provision of educational resources

Teachers’ responses suggest that educational resources are often insufficient
especially if additional manpower is concerned and marked learning diversity does exist
in the class. The situation is especially critical in the first few years of the NSS curriculum
which emphasises the use of new teaching approaches, coverage of academic content
at greater depth and breadth and the implementation of school-based assessments in a
majority of subjects. The EDB had offered a teacher professional preparation grant and a
curriculum migration grant to all schools but they were to be shared by all subjects.

Special resources have been provided in Liberal Studies in view of the numerous
controversial issues for in-depth analysis and the need for providing guidance on the
completion of an Independent Enquiry Study (IES). However, no similar manpower or
hardware support is available to other core subjects probably because they have long
existed in the curriculum. This situation is hardly satisfactory in view of the intensive
preparations needed for SBA in Chinese and English and the higher demands for students
in Mathematics when compared with those of the CE examination that has been replaced.
More efforts are certainly required for helping students master basic academic skills (e.g.
communication, application and computation), more advanced problem-solving techniques
and higher-order questions.

Teaching and learning strategies

Teachers in general have taken steps to cater for learning diversity in the classes
through the use of appropriate teaching strategies without sufficient support in spite
of the importance given to educational resources by writers in the literature section.
Questionnaire responses revealed that drama, opera and movie shows, writing contests and
visits were often used for enhancing teaching quality and facilitating in-depth learning.
This trend could be beneficial to students who were weaker in writing as well as students
who were weaker in oral presentations as both groups were given more opportunities to
learn how to express themselves and interact with others in a variety of real-life situations.
Whilst team teaching was often used in the classroom, peer lesson preparation was used
at much lower frequencies. This finding is surprising in view of the close relationship
between these two strategies. However, it might be a reflection of the need to be pragmatic
when teachers had little interaction time inside the staff room amidst a heavy workload,
or that cooperation among them had long been running smooth. On average, the use of
strategies which emphasized class discussion, debate and other forms of collaborative
learning in the core subjects with the advent of the NSS curriculum and the DSE
examination was still limited.
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To cope with learning diversity amongst students, teachers were often making
more use of curriculum tailoring and tutorials than streaming and cooperative learning
procedures possibly because of the lower degree of organisation and monitoring needed.
Mathematics teachers (CMI and EMI) were the less frequent users of new strategies
overall and for coping with individual differences in particular. The facts that school-based
assessment was not required in their subject unlike the cases with English, Chinese and
Liberal Studies and that individual differences were less marked here might be the reasons
for this trend.

Because of its issues-based nature, Liberal Studies is a subject which requires the
interpretation and analysis of news and commentaries available in a variety of publications
and electronic media (Deng 2009). Many teachers had accordingly changed the focus
of study from textbooks to other materials to greater extents than their colleagues. In a
similar vein, learning beyond the confines of the classroom was fostered more in English
and CMI Liberal Studies than in the other subjects probably because of the higher priority
accorded to learning directly from other peoples (like visitors from other countries), local
community figures (like legislative councillors) and various organisations (such as news
firms and environmental groups). Meanwhile, teachers of CMI Liberal Studies were the
more frequent users of these new strategies than their colleagues in EMI schools probably
because of the need to spend more time on teaching in English and worries about students’
ability to discuss controversial issues with insight in a second language.

It is difficult for teachers to organise visits, overseas tours or other out-of-campus
activities for their NSS students during school days in view of the disruption to the other
classes and difficulties in finding appropriate substitute teachers. The urge to complete the
syllabus and allow sufficient time for revision work before the mock examination could
make the problem worse. Teachers also need more time to analyse past exam and sample
papers with students and assess how far the goals of learning and assessment laid down in
the curriculum and assessment guides for the subjects have been achieved. The impact of
the NSS curriculum on the flexibility of time-tabling arrangements was minimal after all
for these reasons because teachers have to spend more time on identifying the gaps and
modifying their teaching and assessment strategies accordingly.

Meanwhile, an increasing range of educational performances, talks, shows, writing
contests, visits, study trips and other extra-curricular learning activities has been organised
for NSS students in many schools in recent years. To improve their effectiveness, these
activities should be streamlined and integrated with curriculum topics both in terms of
timing and subject matter. Making use of the facilities in public libraries, museums,
universities and government departments is a useful step in this direction. Study tours
should be also improved so that students can participate in at least one during their senior
years and thereby get more diversified learning experiences irrespective of academic
ability and the degree of family support available.
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Continuous assessment

The majority of teachers, especially those of English Language, Chinese Language
and Liberal Studies, were concerned about the lack of preparation materials for continuous
assessments as well as the written examination. These feelings were understandable given
that they were not too familiar with the new curriculum and students who would otherwise
be siphoned off by the Certificate of Education system could now proceed to Form 6 and
face the more demanding DSE examination. In many cases, the only materials that could
be relied upon were the sample questions released in early 2010 and the exercises first
available in September 2011. Many teachers could not well estimate the number of marks
required for getting a pass or any other specified grade and thereby decide on how and
how much to teach and assess. Even after the release of practice papers in January 2012,
their worries about marking standards and the amount of preparation needed had not been
much allayed, as could be inferred from a press statement issued by the HKEAA (2012b).

English, Chinese and Liberal Studies are the subjects which require school-based
assessments. The teachers concerned in general felt that the notion of SBA was fair
because the validity and reliability of assessment could be enhanced if more aspects of
learning (say, oral presentation besides writing skills) were considered and especially if
marking and moderation for all classes were done by two or more teachers. They were in
agreement with the view in the literature that wider-ranging assessments could encourage
weaker students to learn and give due consideration to their overall abilities. However, in
spite of holding such a consensus, they considered SBA difficult to implement effectively
even after completing the courses run or commissioned by the HKEAA. More focussed
training and workshop programmes are surely needed so that teachers can help students
of diverse abilities to overcome the challenges presented by overly broad and challenging
subject content and skills especially in aspects of assessment in which students have
insufficient confidence (such as in the oral section of the English Language examination;
cf. HKEAA, 2010).

Mathematics teachers were more relaxed in their responses about continuous
assessment probably because of the absence of an SBA requirement. However, they still
gave many negative comments (about 2.6 per person) such as concern about time shortage,
calls for the establishment of modules M1 and M2 as a separate subject and dissent with
the introduction of SBA to their subject agenda. Teachers of English Language and
Liberal Studies (EMI) were more vociferous. Together they gave an average of 4.5 to
4.8 comments which described SBA as too time-consuming, tedious, dysfunctional for
promoting critical and analytical thinking, too demanding on medium- and lower-ability
students, and creating too much workload for teachers and panel heads. Teachers overall
were not receptive of SBA at least in its present format. Many of their calls were a mix of
downscaling and outright abolition, ridiculing the official description of SBA as a normal
part of the curriculum rather than an add-on process (CDC & HKEAA, 2007a, 2007b,
2007c, 2007d, 2007e, 2007f) in the course of teaching and learning.
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Suggestions

Student-oriented teaching, independent learning and continuous assessment are the
three new features of the NSS curriculum and DSE examination that could help weaker
students to perform better and even narrow their gap with the more capable. The first two
can facilitate the mastery of enquiry skills while the last can motivate students to study
harder at all times and provide a basis for teachers to modify their approaches whenever
warranted. Unfortunately, students in face of heavy workload may easily lose sight of what
the focus of the curriculum is. The assessment burden may become so great that teachers
cannot spend enough time on everyday curriculum planning and the upgrading of teaching
quality.

This study overall does suggest that learning diversity at the NSS level has not been
well catered for hitherto, like what Lam (2008) has observed of three student communities
in a mainstream Hong Kong school. A multi-faceted approach is needed for redressing the
weaknesses and ensuring the successful implementation of the NSS curriculum and DSE
examination. For overburdened teachers, the provision of additional manpower is essential
because only by then could they spend more time on catering for learning diversities. To
enhance the quality of teaching and student interaction during the lesson, the numbers
of students should be reduced to a maximum of 30 in the more capable classes and 20
in the less able. Reducing the size of less able classes can give more opportunities to
teachers finding the difficulties which their students are facing and the ways needed for
addressing them. Streaming procedures that create a balance of abilities with the more
able accounting for a high proportion (say, 40% to 50%) in the class should be practised
if its possible benefits on students (Glass, 2002) are found to be greater than strict ability
grouping procedures.

Unduly difficult subject matter, wide coverage of content and skills and a lack of time
for revision and self-reflection may encourage teachers to hang onto didactic approaches,
students to follow the steps of others indiscriminately if only to play safe, and continuous
assessment to become a means for widening the ability gap instead of otherwise. To
prevent these undesirable trends from appearing, on-going reviews for the tailoring of
subject content and reshaping of examination procedures are needed especially with
dynamic curricula like Liberal Studies. To ensure that all students irrespective of ability
can benefit, this exercise should be accompanied by efforts for widening and deepening
the extent of teacher inputs and competence than what the EDB and HKEAA (Fung, Tang
& Chan, 2011) have been doing so far.

Many teachers have attributed resource shortage as an obstacle to the implementation

of the NSS curriculum. The EDB should coordinate the production of suitable materials
by universities, government departments, Quality Education Fund, Hong Kong Education
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City and relevant subject organisations after conducting school surveys at regular
intervals. Instead of providing teachers with CD-ROMs and other items that may become
quickly outdated, they should give priority to the establishment and updating of websites
especially on new subject content, recommended teaching-learning approaches and the use
of assessment procedures for the enhancement of learning. Such materials should focus on
independent enquiry so that even students of medium or lower ability can learn to identify
subject matter of personal interest and investigate issues in a systematic manner. Offering
suggestions for the purchase and production of resources that can meet the learning needs
of individual classes and students is another essential step forward. The introduction of
an equitable system that cares for lower-ability students and less well-endowed schools is
also helpful for minimising learning diversity, as what the case with schools in Victoria,
Australia has shown (Beeson, 2013).

Teaching approaches that neglect the ability and needs of mixed-ability classes can
be stumbling blocks for improving the effectiveness of learning. Teachers can help the
more capable ones explore into complicated areas and advanced concepts and master the
skills for independent enquiry by using reflective and application-oriented approaches
such as brainstorming, report writing, interviews and debates. Encouraging these students
to join enrichment programmes offered by the universities and the Academy for Gifted
Education is useful in this regard. Such programmes can be made more valuable by
listening carefully to teachers’ views and increasing the number of students who are
served. As for the weaker ones, priority should be given to approaches which can help
them analyse knowledge and clarify misconceptions, such as group tutorials, tailor-made
exercises, simulation games and role plays (e.g. Dowson 2007; Hue 2007). Meanwhile,
cartoons and other forms of drawing are particular problems since they can be viewed
from different angles like the witch and the beauty scenario. Guidance for students here
should focus on the interpretation and comparison of alternative views through a variety of
interactive teaching-learning activities.

Recent years have also seen sharp increases in the organisation of educational
performances, talks, shows, writing contests, visits, study trips and other extra-curricular
learning activities for NSS students in many schools. To enhance their effectiveness,
these activities should be streamlined and integrated with curriculum topics both in terms
of timing and subject matter. Making use of the facilities in public libraries, museums,
universities and government departments is useful for this purpose. The organisation of
study tours should be improved so that everyone can participate and get more diversified
learning experiences in at least one of them during senior school irrespective of academic
ability and the degree of family support available.

Opportunities for giving detailed insights on oral and written responses in exercises,
tests and examinations are often seriously limited because of heavy workload and tight
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teaching schedules. Teachers in every subject need more training on giving feedback and
directions for improvement to students at different ability levels with respect to both the
compulsory and extension sections in the curriculum. It is the obligation of the EDB to
provide more enrichment courses and encourage teachers to conduct action research into
learning diversity within their classes. Organisations like the Quality Education Fund and
Hong Kong Teachers’ Centre can help by running award schemes and school authorities
may reduce the size or number of classes that the teachers concerned have to teach. Staff
development programmes which focus on the sharing of experience with mixed ability
classes should also be run to enhance collaboration within the same schools and/or with
other schools under similar situations.

If only for alleviating the problem of time shortage, EDB and HKEAA should also
restructure and tailor the curriculum to include only the essential content and cancel
one of the compulsory modules in all popular subjects. Incidentally, holding the written
examinations for the core and elective subjects in late April from the third cycle onwards
instead of in late March in the first two can also provide more time for enquiry-oriented
learning and teaching and the preparation of high-quality projects for school-based
assessment. Running supplementary lessons in the post-examination periods in Form 4 and
Form 5 is another possibility because teachers would be more relaxed then and students
could have more time for learning at greater depth and reflect on their own examination
performance during the subsequent summer vacation.

As highlighted by Berry (2006) about the role of assessment strategies for teaching
and learning, continuous assessment is another area of the curriculum where critical
review is needed at regular intervals. To strike a balance between breadth and depth, the
EDB and HKEAA should consider the inclusion of SBA in the core subjects only as an
elective and make it compulsory for students wishing to obtain higher grades and/or gain
access to government-subsidised degree courses in local universities. Like the case of
offering a higher grade for English Language students who opt for the more difficult paper
in Reading than the easier one, this practice can give advanced students more drive to
learn as well as appropriate leeway to who are less able or who are only be seeking a pass
grade.

As for Mathematics, students should be allowed to study module 1 or module 2
as a separate subject (say, called Further Mathematics) instead of just as an extension
of the compulsory part. This arrangement is congruent with the views of questionnaire
respondents as well as international practice, such as that in England where Level 5 in
DSE Mathematics (Extension) is taken as comparable to Grade A in Mathematics at the
GCE Advanced Level (HKEAA, 2012c¢). It gives more motivation to gifted students to
study challenging subject matter (if only for enhancing their chances of admission to
science and engineering courses at local and overseas universities), and alleviates the
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burden on the less capable ones in studying a module that is far too advanced. It also
reduces the workload of teachers, who can then concentrate on helping the more able to
achieve even higher and provide a firm basis for realising their potential in the study of
the subject. Their colleagues not teaching Further Mathematics can meanwhile devote
themselves to remedial and example classes with those who are less prepared. More
workshops should be run to enhance the teaching of compulsory topics in view of the great
variations in learning ability involved.

Conclusion

The New Academic Structure along with the NSS curriculum and DSE examination
in Hong Kong has been introduced for good purposes, such as enabling more students
to learn at depth before leaving for work, vocational training or proceeding to tertiary
education. It seeks to reduce the examination orientation of secondary education and
promotes more student-centred, enquiry-based and reflective practices of learning and
teaching in schools and classrooms (Quong, 2011). Society as a whole can benefit in the
long term as the educational level, creativity and critical thinking ability of the younger
generation are raised. Unfortunately, the implementation of New Academic Structure has
generated a series of controversies and heated debate both in the educational sector and the
general public, ranging from its desirability and date of first implementation at the start,
to the worth and content of Liberal Studies as a core NSS subject and the acceptability of
DSE qualifications to local and overseas universities.

Based on the results and discussion above, it can be concluded that the
implementation of the NSS curriculum and DSE examination in the four core subjects has
so far not taken sufficient care of the needs of both the more able and less able. Providing
adequate resource support, enhancing a paradigm shift about the nature of school learning,
improving the quality of teacher training and conducting critical reviews of both subject
matter and assessment methods from time to time are all needed for rectifying the situation
and thereby raising the standards of all students even if the ability gap cannot be narrowed
down substantially. Continuous monitoring and review of the situation for each of the core
and elective major subjects are needed so that more definite and insightful conclusions
about the catering of learning diversity can be drawn and more effective solutions can be
identified.
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Learning diversity at the NSS level: A preliminary study
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