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A B S T R A C T   

This paper describes Hong Kong’s borrowing, primarily from the UK, of the assessment for learning policy, in the 
context of prolonged use of formal summative public examinations. The narrative review and analysis are guided 
by a social positivist critique of the assessment for learning policy in the Hong Kong context. This paper con
cludes that Hong Kong’s attempts to implement assessment for learning are ambitious but somewhat futile 
because of persistent use of public examinations for important decision-making. Change in Hong Kong may only 
happen through a gradual implementation of assessment for learning practices that takes into account cultural, 
societal, and historic norms. Critical issues are identified and recommendations are proposed for further 
implementation of assessment for learning in Hong Kong.   

1. Introduction 

Assessment has been conventionally used for accountability and se
lection purposes in East Asia for centuries (China Civilisation Centre, 
2007). Although it was not a new idea of using assessment to support 
student learning (e.g., Bloom, 1969; Scriven, 1967), the wide recogni
tion and acceptance of this idea happened late in the 20th century. Since 
the influential publication of Black and Wiliam (1998a, 1998b) on 
formative assessment and the work of the Assessment Reform Group 
(ARG) on assessment for learning (Assessment Reform Group, 1999, 
2002), assessment reform with an emphasis on assessment for learning 
has become an international trend (Berry, 2011b). The challenge in 
adopting such a policy within a context that has prolonged and wide
spread acceptance of public examinations is that it requires addressing 
the concerns and power of that extant policy framework (Kennedy, 
Chan, & Fok, 2011). Hence, this paper describes the status quo of Hong 
Kong’s borrowing of the assessment for learning policy in the context of 
prolonged use of formal summative public examinations, and identifies 
tensions in the policy implementation process that have still to be 
addressed. 

1.1. Assessment of learning 

Assessment of learning focuses on collecting learning evidence 
typically through large-scale written examinations. In this fashion, 
assessment happens at the end of a particular learning period and is 
regarded as separate from learning. The premise of assessment of 
learning is to hold students individually accountable for their learning, 
by assigning evaluative judgements (i.e., grades or scores), checking off 
student performance against criteria, placing students into classes or 
groups based on performance, and reporting grades to parents, future 
employers, and educators. It is also seen in the various qualifications 
examinations in which students participate for graduation or entry se
lection to higher levels of educational or employment opportunity 
(Guthrie, 2002). 

Characteristics commonly associated with assessment of learning are 
formal, standardised methods of data collection from students, rigorous 
attention to accuracy in scoring of student responses (e.g., machine 
scoring of multiple-choice questions, strictly moderated human marking 
of written examination responses). The score reporting is usually a blend 
of criterion- and norm-referencing. For example, grades from the Hong 
Kong Diploma of Secondary Education (HKDSE) examinations are 
criterion-referenced aligned with five levels of performance (1–5), but 
performance in the top level 5 is supplemented with a norm-referenced 

* Corresponding author at: Department of Curriculum and Instruction, The Education University of Hong Kong, 10 Lo Ping Road, Tai Po, N.T., Hong Kong. 
E-mail address: zyan@eduhk.hk (Z. Yan).  

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect 

Studies in Educational Evaluation 

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/stueduc 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.stueduc.2021.100985 
Received 11 August 2020; Received in revised form 15 November 2020; Accepted 1 February 2021   

mailto:zyan@eduhk.hk
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/0191491X
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/stueduc
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.stueduc.2021.100985
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.stueduc.2021.100985
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.stueduc.2021.100985
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.stueduc.2021.100985&domain=pdf


Studies in Educational Evaluation 68 (2021) 100985

2

system (5** [5 star, star] for the highest 10 % and 5* [5 star] for the next 
highest 30 % level 5 candidates). These processes generally lead to 
credible and reliable scores that can be used to rank students for grading, 
scholarship, entry, and so on. Students with extremely high levels of 
success on such examinations (e.g., multiple 5** scores in Hong Kong) 
are publically identified and praised. The credibility of this method of 
identifying and rewarding talent depends on the impartiality and rigor 
of the system used to assess achievement or competence. 

Nonetheless, despite the power of examinations to overcome collu
sion, corruption, or deception (Cheung, 2008), it is clear that students 
from disadvantaged backgrounds tend not to perform as well as those 
with privileged homes (English, 2002) Furthermore, examination at the 
end of a cycle of learning, does not provide feedback to learners about 
what they could do to improve. Thus, while the unfair social conse
quences of student assessment may be problematic for critics of 
contemporary society, the obvious and powerful consequences of 
standardised, public examination contributes to shaping consensus as to 
its legitimacy. 

1.2. Assessment for learning 

In contrast, assessment for learning emphasises that assessment is an 
integral part of learning and should be used as a tool to support learning 
and teaching. ARG (2002) defines assessment for learning as “the pro
cess of seeking and interpreting evidence for use by learners and their 
teachers to decide where the learners are in their learning, where they 
need to go and how best to get there.” (pp. 2–3). Fundamentally, the goal 
is to overcome the challenges associated with summative or terminal 
assessment before any it’s too late to do anything about it effect. 

National responses to this trend have varied, with some systems 
totally abolishing high-stakes examinations (e.g., Queensland) and 
others trying to balance classroom formative and external summative 
assessment (e.g., New Zealand) (Berry, 2011b). Although the ARG 
definition has been widely cited, the interpretation of the definition and 
the ways it is reflected in educational policy and practice are different 
and sometimes deviate from the original principles (Klenowski, 2009). 
For example, 

‘deciding where the learners are in their learning, where they need to go 
and how best to get there’, has sometimes been (mis)interpreted as an 
exhortation to teachers to (summatively) test their students frequently to 
assess the levels they attain on prescribed national/state scales in order to 
fix their failings and target the next level. In this scenario, scores, which 
are intended to be indicators of, or proxies for, learning, become the goals 
themselves. Real and sustained learning is sacrificed to performance on a 
test. (Klenowski, 2009, p. 263) 

Nonetheless, the fundamental purpose of assessment for learning is 
to use assessment processes (e.g., sharing intentions and criteria, engi
neering classroom activities to elicit learning, providing feedback, 
involving students in assessment; Leahy, Lyon, Thompson, & Wiliam, 
2005) within teaching contexts, prior to terminal or summative decision 
making, to improve student learning. Teachers do this by monitoring 
closely the work students produce and the processes they use to com
plete that work and consequently adapting teaching activities to move 
students toward greater success. By treating assessment processes as 
pedagogical processes (Black & Wiliam, 2006; Stobart, 2006), assess
ment for learning seeks to change the way classrooms work. It could be 
argued that assessment for learning is good teaching and not actually 
assessment (Brown, 2013, 2019), but the general stance of assessment 
for learning is to prioritise pedagogical and learning-oriented practices 
(Mok, 2010) over summative evaluations. 

Sometimes assessment for learning is used interchangeably with 
formative assessment (Wiliam, 2018), but some researchers see them as 
distinct concepts. Formative assessment, with its origins in Scriven 
(1967) and Bloom, Hastings, and Madaus (1971), positions assessment 

(usually tests and quizzes) during teaching to guide adjustments by the 
teacher to curriculum and pedagogy so as to achieve intended learning 
outcomes. In contrast to this teacher- and test-centric approach, 
assessment for learning (Black & Wiliam, 1998b) reflects a pedagogical 
approach in which assessment-like techniques (i.e., clear learning in
tentions, questioning, feedback, peer assessment, and self-assessment) 
are marshalled to create a student-focused, non-test learning environ
ment. Within assessment for learning, there has been resistance to this 
approach as being too clearly focused on pre-determined learning out
comes with Swaffield (2011) suggesting that pure assessment for 
learning focuses on learner-defined outcomes and processes. 

The policy documents on assessment reform in Hong Kong use the 
term formative assessment as an umbrella term that covers assessment 
for learning and assessment as learning to contrast with the focus on 
summative examinations. Assessment for learning was promoted earlier 
(Curriculum Development Council, 2002, 2009) focusing on the teach
er’s role in using assessment for formative purposes; while assessment as 
learning appears later (Curriculum Development Council, 2014, 2017) 
to highlight the importance of students’ active and reflective role in 
assessment processes. Obviously such a differentiation between assess
ment for learning and assessment as learning is oversimplified. Inter
ested readers may refer to Yan & Boud (in press) for a more detailed 
discussion on this topic. This article focuses on assessment for learning 
for a practical reason: assessment for learning has been promoted for 
two decades in Hong Kong, while the concept of assessment as learning 
is relatively new. 

1.3. Educational assessment in Hong Kong 

Historically, China used a progressive series of increasingly chal
lenging examinations to select candidates from the general population 
for various levels of bureaucratic functions. Not only did the exam sys
tem permit social and personal life improvement, academic success was 
a signal of personal worth and virtue (China Civilisation Centre, 2007). 
This system is popularly described as ‘Confucian’ because its origins are 
associated with the philosopher Kong Fu Tse. However, the notion that 
Chinese or Hong Kong systems of assessment are somehow intrinsically 
Confucian reflects a ‘thin’ version of Confucianism, rather than one 
deeply embedded in Confucian philosophical principles (Kennedy, 
2016). Nevertheless, ‘Chinese people have a tradition of changing their 
lives through examinations’ (Dorgan, 2000, p. 15). The imperial ex
amination system continued until the early stages of the 20th century 
with the fall of the Qing dynasty. Nonetheless, even in modern China, 
there has been extensive use of high-stakes public examination at the 
end of middle school (zhong kao) and at the end of senior high school 
(gao kao) for selection into further opportunities. Hong Kong education 
is also characterised by its examination-dominated culture and reliance 
on high-stakes, summative public examinations (Biggs, 1998; Chan, 
1986; Choi, 1999). 

Hong Kong, drawing on imperial traditions and the British public 
school examination culture (e.g., 11+, ‘O’ levels, ‘A’ levels), has 
continued the use of public examinations for important decision making. 
The Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination (HKCEE) con
ducted at Secondary 5 and the Advanced Level Examination (HKALE) in 
Secondary 7 have been replaced by the Hong Kong Diploma of Sec
ondary Education (HKDSE) in 2012 in order to reduce the number of 
public examinations. In this background, one public assessment that 
existed solely for selection and accountability purpose, (i.e., Academic 
Aptitude Test; AAT) was abolished in 2001 for the sake of reducing the 
drilling that is likely to distort upper primary school education (Carless, 
2005). Nevertheless, under the influence of two complementary tradi
tions around examinations, Hong Kong has a widely accepted assess
ment of learning system that is used to make important decisions about 
students’ futures. The high-stakes examinations are regarded as a solid 
basis for selection into further schooling, as well as a legitimate means of 
moving up the social ladder (Berry, 2011a; Choi, 1999; Kennedy, 2005). 
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Although examinations provide surety against collusion, corruption, 
or nepotism (Cheung, 2008), they are often seen by students as 
oppressive burdens (Brown & Wang, 2013). The big problem of 
high-stakes examinations, as pointed out by many scholars (e.g., Biggs, 
1996; Morris, 1985), is a negative test impact (also known as backwash 
or washback) effect on teaching and learning. That is, students and 
teachers focus their learning and teaching on the contents that are ex
pected on the test. The curriculum is narrowed down and dominated by 
the examinations. 

Some positive changes have been made to reduce this over
dependence on examination-oriented assessment culture and practices 
since the establishment of Hong Kong as a Special Administrative Region 
of China (Brown & Ngan, 2010). The Education Commission (2000), in 
the education reform proposal Learning for Life – Learning through Life, 
advocated less dictation exercises and mechanical drills, and recom
mended that schools should put more emphasis on assessment for 
learning. According to the curriculum structure that was revised in 
2009, the 12-year schooling before university is broken into four 3-year 
Key Stages. Currently, all Hong Kong students receive 12 years of 
schooling, but just 20 % or so of students are selected, based on their 
HKDSE examination results, for government places in universities. 

The major large-scale assessments in Hong Kong are summarised in 
Fig. 1 and readers are referred to Brown and Ngan (2010) for a detailed 
description of the assessment system in Hong Kong. The formative use of 
assessment has been promoted and practiced in various forms. For 
example, students with suspected special education needs, can be 
assessed by a registered educational psychologist with the Learning 
Achievement Measurement Kit (LAMK). Schools can monitor student 
attitudes and social experiences by using a battery of assessments that 
explore student attitudes, skills, and values in the Assessment Program 
for Affective and Social Outcomes (APASO) (Moore, Mok, Chan, & Lai, 
2006). APASO is a component within the Education Bureau’s electronic 
School Development and Accountability system, which is designed to 
help schools conduct self-evaluations. 

The Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority (HKEAA) 
developed the Basic Competency Assessment (BCA) system from 2004. 
BCA contains a formative Student Assessment (SA) and a Territory-wide 
System Assessment (TSA). The SA provides teacher resources for 
assessing Chinese, English, and Mathematics from P1 to S3. The SA 
consists of a web-based central assessment item bank, online assess
ments, computer marking of student performance on online assess
ments, and instant reports as to students’ performance. Teachers are 
expected to flexibly use the SA, according to student needs and learning 
progress, to enhance student learning. Teachers design a test by select
ing criteria that they wish to evaluate (i.e., they align the assessment to 
the curriculum they are implementing in their own classroom) and the 
system indicates task difficulty in terms of Key Stages. The system pro
vides individual and class reports about items answered correctly or 
incorrectly, suggests possible causes for inaccuracy, and links each 
question to its basic competency criterion. 

In contrast, the TSA is a system monitoring assessment conducted in 
all schools with samples of pupils at Primary 3, 6 (implemented every 
second year starting from 2011), and Secondary 3. The goal of the TSA is 
to 1) provide an overall picture of Hong Kong student performance so as 
to facilitate government’s policy-making; and 2) help schools to adjust 

learning and teaching strategies according their students’ performances. 
The TSA are administered and scored against Key Stage competence 
descriptors by the HKEEA at set times in the school year. While the focus 
is not on students, public reports are made about levels of competence 
across the territory. Schools which have disproportionate levels of below 
basic competence are offered targeted support to raise student perfor
mance. The identity of schools needing support is kept confidential and 
all schools are told the performance of the school relative to the 
territory-wide averages. It is noteworthy that this monitoring system 
uses formal examination protocols to provide system diagnostic 
information. 

There are two major summative public assessments. The Pre-S1 Hong 
Kong Attainment Test (Pre-S1 HKAT) is administered to all Primary 6 
students. The results are used to moderate school-based assessment 
scores of the subsequent cohort in the same school and determine in part 
the type of secondary school students attend. This moderation of teacher 
judgements by examination is expected to raise the credibility of de
cisions attached to the assignment of students to Band 1–3 secondary 
schools. 

To better account for aspects of secondary school competencies that 
require performances (e.g., oral language, laboratory skills, etc.), school- 
based assessments (SBA) contribute toward certification in the HKDSE. 
The SBA is worth 15 %–50 % of the total mark in a subject, with the 
balance obtained through the end-of-year written examination. While 
SBA is administered by teachers, quality assurance is obtained by the 
HKEAA by having common formats for SBA tasks across schools, quite 
specific rules guide the conduct of the SBA events, common scoring 
rubrics are used, and extensive moderation procedures are used. The 
HKDSE, supplemented by SBA, is the most significant public examina
tion system that students encounter. Pupils are required to study four 
compulsory ‘core subjects’ (i.e., Chinese and English languages, math
ematics, and liberal studies) and choose one to four elective subjects 
from a pool of 20 options. The performance in the HKDSE is reported in 
five levels (level 1–5; 5** for the highest 10 % and 5* for the next highest 
30 % level 5 candidates). Given the level of government funding for 
places at university, candidates consistently scoring below Grade 5 are 
unlikely to be awarded a government place in universities. 

1.4. Purpose of this paper 

The success of the assessment for learning reform depends on many 
factors (Lam, 2018). Consistent with Smith (1973), a number of com
ponents in the policy implementation process have to successfully 
collaborate for policy to be implemented. The policy making process has 
to create a policy that actively supports, rather than benignly tolerates or 
resists, the objective. Implementation organisations (e.g., examination 
authority, teacher professional education and development, subject 
professional associations), the target group (i.e., teachers, school 
leaders, parents, and students), and environmental factors (cultural, 
social, political, and economic conditions) all have to align to ensure 
success of a policy innovation. 

In a systematic review, Heitink, Van der Kleij, Veldkamp, Schild
kamp, and Kippers (2016) identified prerequisites for the successful 
implementation of assessment for learning from four aspects: (1) 
teachers with sufficient capacities and beliefs; (2) students with 

Fig. 1. Hong Kong’s formative and summative education assessments by year level, updated from Brown and Ngan (2010).  
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sufficient knowledge, skills, and beliefs; (3) a school context that is 
supportive to assessment for learning and provides professional devel
opment; and (4) appropriate assessment design and implementation. 
Furthermore, culture and the local education context are also crucial 
factors influencing such an educational reform because assessment is not 
simply a technical issue (Brown, Kennedy, Fok, Chan, & Yu, 2009; Yan, 
2014b). Any attempt to borrow assessment policy and practices from the 
international research literature should take into account local cultures 
and context factors (Adamson & Davison, 2003). When there are 
competing or contradictory tensions within or between various com
ponents in the implementation process (e.g., resistance by parents, 
continued use of tests to evaluate schools, or continued use of exami
nations to ration further educational opportunities), then discrepancies 
arise that can undermine a policy initiative (Smith, 1973). Hence, the 
goal of this paper is to examine the degree to which the assessment for 
learning policy has been successfully implemented in Hong Kong and 
identify tensions in the implementation process that impact its wide
spread replacement of the assessment of learning culture. 

2. Method 

This is a narrative review (Paré & Kitsiou, 2017) of Hong Kong’s 
policy borrowing in assessment over the last two decades. Narrative 
reviews usually “do not involve a systematic and comprehensive search 
of all of the relevant literature. Instead, narrative reviews are often 
opportunistic in that they survey only that literature and evidence that 
are readily available to the researchers.” (Paré & Kitsiou, 2017, p. 185, 
italics in original). In that spirit, the authors take advantage of their own 
privileged position as teaching and research academics in Hong Kong. 

Intermediary organisations that connect research to policy and 
practice are necessary for effective policy reform (Corcoran, Rowling, & 
Wise, 2015). In that sense, both authors work or worked in the largest 
teacher education body in Hong Kong, putting them in the central 
intermediary organisation for developing teacher knowledge and skill in 
assessment for learning. The first author teaches future Hong Kong 
school teachers about assessment and has a special interest in 
self-assessment practices, having developed the Self-assessment Prac
tices Scale with Hong Kong primary to university-level students (Yan, 
2018b, 2020) The second author was also a teacher educator of curric
ulum and assessment in Hong Kong for three years, during which time he 
was the lead author of a Hong Kong teaching text on educational 
assessment. He continues his involvement through Honorary Professor 
status in the same department as the first author. His research in Hong 
Kong has focused on understanding teacher and student conceptions of 
assessment in collaboration with both mainland and Hong Kong Chinese 
researchers. The joint experience of the authors allows them to formu
late a qualitative interpretation of curriculum policy documents and 
empirical research on assessment for learning in Hong Kong. While this 
approach is somewhat subjective and opportunistic, this type of review 
is useful in gathering together a volume of literature in a specific subject 
area and synthesising it (Paré & Kitsiou, 2017). 

Our analysis is guided by a social positivist approach to educational 
transfer or borrowing (Perry & Tor, 2008) as applied to the assessment 
for learning policy in the Hong Kong context. The social positivist 
perspective takes the view that “larger global practices shape educa
tional practices within a given national context” (Perry & Tor, 2008, p. 
513). As Lingard and Lewis (2016) make clear, global priorities and 
practices can influence local situations and local situations can exploit 
and reinterpret global practices resulting in both globalised localisms 
and localised globalisms. This means that, while external forces (e.g., the 
U.K. assessment for learning reform) can be viewed as a transformative 
force on Hong Kong’s educational policy and practice, it is also likely 
that local pressures to reform schooling (e.g., extending free education 
to 12 years of schooling) might exploit perceived advantages in the 
external policy to modify local conditions. 

The methodological priority of social positivism is to examine 

primary source materials (e.g., textbook and curriculum frameworks, 
policy documents) and survey studies involving large samples of the 
population (Perry & Tor, 2008). Hence, we examine official documents 
and empirical studies. The official documents analysed were policy 
documents from the Hong Kong government, such as the Education 
Commission and the Hong Kong Examination Authority, and the cur
riculum guide for primary and secondary education from the Curriculum 
Development Council, the curriculum agency of the government. 
Empirical studies included were research studies of teachers, school 
leaders, and students around the uses, purposes, and effects of assess
ment for learning in Hong Kong. Selection and interpretation of docu
ments and studies was governed by the authors’ insider experience of 
educational assessment practices and policies in Hong Kong. 

3. Results 

3.1. Development of the assessment for learning policy in HK 

Despite the examination-dominated norms, the Hong Kong govern
ment made some initial attempts at better alignment between curricu
lum and assessment from as far back as the 1970s. In 1978, the Teacher 
Assessment Scheme (TAS), a form of school-based assessment (SBA), 
was incorporated into the Hong Kong Advanced Level Examination 
(HKALE) for the Chemistry subject and it accounted for 20 % of the final 
grade. Since then, the TAS was gradually extended to other subjects as 
well as the Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination (HKCEE). 
Although the main purpose of TAS for HKALE and HKCEE was to cover 
learning areas (e.g., practical skills) that were difficult to be assessed by 
public examinations, it did provide assessment for learning opportu
nities embedded with the process of continuous assessment for qualifi
cations over the whole course period (Yan, 2014b). Unfortunately, the 
implementation of TAS failed mainly because of heavy workloads for 
teachers, and a lack of confidence among teachers as to the accuracy and 
consistency of teacher scoring within and across schools (Berry, 2008; 
Cheung & Yip, 2004; Yip & Cheung, 2005). 

The Target-Oriented Curriculum (TOC) in the 1990s was another 
large-scale initiative to involve teachers in monitoring and responding 
to student learning as part of regular coursework teaching. TOC was a 
form of outcome-based education that required teachers to record stu
dents’ learning progress and provide formative feedback to support 
learning (Berry & Adamson, 2011; Lam, 2018). However, TOC did not 
flourish for a number of reasons including the discrepancy between TOC 
principles and the prevailing system of formal examinations in schools, 
as well as unfavourable attitudes and beliefs held by teachers, the heavy 
workload involved, lack of school support, and relatively low assessment 
literacy (Carless, 2011; Lam, 2019; Morris, Lo, & Adamson, 2000). 

In response to Black and Wiliam’s (1998a, 1998b) reviews on 
formative assessment and ARG’s research on assessment for learning 
(1999, 2002), Hong Kong teacher education (Berry, 2008) and curric
ulum agencies (Curriculum Development Council, 2001) have system
atically sought to introduce assessment for learning. In 2001, a 
large-scale curriculum reform was initiated emphasising students’ 
“learning to learn” capacity (Curriculum Development Council, 2001). 
Specific calls to introduce assessment for learning were enunciated in 
2002: 

All schools should review their current assessment practices and put 
more emphasis on assessment-for-learning. The latter is a process in 
which teachers seek to identify and diagnose student learning problems, 
and provide quality feedback for students on how to improve their work. 
Different modes of assessment are to be used whenever appropriate 
for a more comprehensive understanding of student learning in 
various aspects. (CDC, 2002, Chapter 5, p. 1; italics added) 

Assessment for learning was advocated in part because it was 
consistent with a curricular shift in educational goals from purely 
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examination or mastery of subject content knowledge to acquisition of 
more generic life-long skills. Subsequent policy documents have placed 
assessment as an integral part of the curriculum, learning and teaching 
and feedback cycle. 

Assessment is an integral part of the curriculum, pedagogy and assess
ment cycle. It involves collecting evidence about student learning, 
interpreting information and making judgements about students’ 
performance with a view to providing feedback to students, teachers, 
schools, parents, other stakeholders and to the education system. 
(CDC, 2009, Booklet 4, p. 1; italics added) 
Assessment is the practice of collecting evidence of student learning 
in various aspects (including the learning process and learning out
comes); interpreting data, assessing students’ performance for the 
purpose of providing feedback to students, teachers, schools, parents 
and other stakeholders as well as the education system, which are 
fundamental to improving learning and teaching. Therefore, assess
ment is an integral part of the curriculum, learning and teaching and 
feedback cycle. (Curriculum Development Council, 2014, Chapter 5, 
p. 2; italics added) 

In the most updated curriculum and assessment guide for primary 
(Curriculum Development Council, 2014) and secondary education 
(Curriculum Development Council, 2017), the Curriculum Development 
Council reinforces the idea of assessment for learning and made a further 
step by encouraging schools to integrate assessment as learning into the 
learning and teaching circle: 

Under “Assessment as Learning”, students should understand their 
learning targets, monitor their learning progress, reflect on what to learn 
and the learning strategies to adopt based on feedback, adjust their 
learning methods and future learning targets, or even plan for their future 
direction of learning. In the long run, students should become their own 
best assessor and provide feedback for their own learning. (CDC, 2014, 
Chapter 5, p. 8; italics added) 
Assessment-as-learning engages students in reflecting on and monitoring 
their progress of learning through establishing their roles and re
sponsibilities in relation to their learning and assessment. Students use 
feedback from reflection and monitoring to make adaptations and 
adjustments to the learning objectives and strategies. (CDC, 2017, 
Chapter 4, p. 6; italics added). 

Thus, it is clear that the Curriculum Development Council has fully 
adopted the notion of assessment for learning coherent with the UK 
Assessment Reform Group, with a strong emphasis on assessment as 
something that students do in learning, rather than something done at 
the end of learning or by teachers. It is also clear that the adoption of an 
assessment for learning policy built upon earlier efforts to move 
assessment from purely summative formal examinations. Nonetheless, 
the curriculum position of assessment enunciated in these extracts does 
not remove the important role of formal assessment mechanisms, such as 
testing and examination. Indeed, it appears that assessment for learning 
is an adjunct teaching strategy that has to co-exist with the public ex
amination system. 

3.2. Stakeholders’ perceptions and practice of assessment for learning in 
Hong Kong 

After a decade of promotion, CDC (2014) reported that Hong Kong 
schools have made various attempts to adopt assessment for learning, 
including formulating assessment policies that emphasise formative 
assessments, apply diversified modes of assessment, emphasise forma
tive feedback, making full use of assessment data to support teaching 
and learning, and so on. A number of empirical studies focusing on 
assessment for learning tends to affirm its potential positive impact on 
student learning in Hong Kong. For example, assessment for learning 
practices in Secondary 1 classrooms showed a positive impact on 

students’ motivation in writing (Lee, 2011a) and their positive learning 
experience (Lee, 2011b). Lee and Coniam (2013) found that imple
menting assessment for learning resulted in better performance of Sec
ondary 1 students in writing tasks, although no explicit evidence on 
enhancing student motivation was reported. They attributed the 
learning gain to students’ better understanding of the requirements of 
writing tasks, which was a positive outcome of how teachers imple
mented assessment for learning. In a study on student teachers, Ng 
(2014) found that assessment for learning from the teacher and peers 
demonstrated positive impact on the quality of wiki projects. However, 
it should be noted in these studies that assessment for learning from the 
teacher was preferred because students appreciated the teacher’s au
thority and experience. This means the student-oriented focus of 
assessment for learning in CDC (2014) may not yet be prevalent in 
practice. 

Students’ perception about assessment is crucial for investigating the 
potential contribution of assessment for learning (Conlon, 2006), espe
cially if a view of assessment for learning is taken that prioritises the 
students’ role. In a large-scale survey of Hong Kong primary school 
students (N = 3019), Guo and Yan (2019) found that generally students 
had positive instrumental yet negative aff ;ective attitudes towards 
formative assessment. In other words, students perceived formative 
assessment as useful for their learning, but they did not like it. Gao 
(2009) reported that secondary students’ perceptions of SBA for English 
ranged from SBA being just like exams to being indistinguishable from 
learning, indicating that much depends on the specifics of the teacher 
and the student. Brown and Wang (2013, 2016) reported that university 
students acknowledged assessment as a useful tool for supporting their 
learning, although they emotionally disliked assessment. Hue, Leung, 
and Kennedy (2015) found that Hong Kong students held a generally 
positive attitude toward the pedagogical role of assessment. In partic
ular, primary students considered teacher-student interactive assess
ment as the most important practice because primary students preferred 
interacting with teachers. In contrast, secondary students cared more 
about examinations and, therefore, preferred teacher-dominated 
assessment because this provided quicker and achievement-oriented 
feedback. 

Teachers’ perception and practice with regard to assessment for 
learning appears more complicated. Hong Kong teachers generally 
believe in using assessments for improving student outcomes (Brown 
et al., 2009; Hui, 2012; Yan & Cheng, 2015). This may reflect the impact 
of policy promotion, professional development, and teacher education 
about the positive impact of assessment for learning. It may also reflect a 
more traditional idea that by testing students, teachers are contributing 
to the development of personal attributes such as positive learning at
titudes and readiness for future challenges (Hui, 2012). However, 
despite endorsement of the principles of assessment for learning, it is 
still generally underused in classrooms (Lam, 2018; Yan & Cheng, 2015) 
and the extent of application varies among schools (Yu, Kennedy, Fok, & 
Chan, 2006). Many Hong Kong schools are still dominated by traditional 
examination-oriented assessment practices and are not using assessment 
for the purpose of supporting learning and teaching (Berry, 2010). Yan 
and Cheng (2015) surveyed 450 Hong Kong primary teachers and found 
that even though teachers had quite a positive attitude, higher levels of 
self-efficacy, and intention regarding formative assessment, there was 
little implementation of formative assessment in their classrooms. Lam 
(2016) reviewed the effectiveness of implementation of assessment for 
learning practices in the English language classrooms during the period 
2004–14. He found that although Hong Kong teachers have become 
more receptive to innovative assessment practices, they remain sceptical 
of their new role in such a change. He, therefore, concluded that 
assessment for learning has a long way to go before its full integration 
into the local classrooms. 

Based on the authors’ knowledge, together with arguments available 
in literature (e.g., Hui, Brown, & Chan, 2017; Kennedy, Chan, Fok, & Yu, 
2008; Lee & Coniam, 2013; Lam, 2018; Mak & Lee, 2014; Tang, Leung, 
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Chow, & Wong, 2010; Yan & Cheng, 2015), the reasons explaining the 
mismatch between teacher beliefs and practices regarding assessment 
for learning in Hong Kong touch on teacher factors and the contextual 
constraints they face, the two major prerequisites identified in Heitink 
et al.’s (2016) and (Yan et al.’s (2021)) reviews regarding the imple
mentation of formative assesment. However, the major obstacle has to 
do with the overarching surveillance and evaluation culture. 

3.3. Obstacles: teachers and their context 

Successful implementation of assessment for learning places a high 
expectation on teachers who must not only believe in assessment for 
learning, but also have sufficient professional knowledge and skills, 
commitment, and willingness to put assessment for learning into prac
tice (Carless, 2011; Lee & Coniam, 2013; Mak & Lee, 2014). Lack of a 
well-trained cadre of teachers with commitment was one of the major 
reasons for the unsatisfactory implementation of assessment for 
learning, even in its early forms of TAS and TOC. However, the suc
cessful change of assessment practices does not only rely on teachers’ 
beliefs and practices, but also require a context that facilitates the 
changes (Davison, 2013). 

Practical constraints in Hong Kong classrooms, such as large class 
sizes and heavy teaching workload, inhibit teachers’ full implementa
tion of assessment for learning. Successful assessment for learning needs 
deliberate planning, sufficient time for implementation in classroom 
practice, and individualised follow-up. It is difficult for a teacher to 
provide individualised feedback to students in a class with more than 30 
students (Yan & Cheng, 2015). In order to reconcile the contradictions 
between the requirements of the assessment for learning initiative and 
the available resources in reality, there needs to be a common under
standing and vision among the different stakeholders as to how to 
manage those expectations (Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009; Mak & Lee, 
2014). 

3.4. Obstacles: evaluation culture 

Possibly the most important obstacle revolves around Hong Kong’s 
systematic assessment culture. This refers to both evaluation of students 
through public examinations but also the wider social system of evalu
ating teachers and schools through systematic monitoring and evalua
tion of student achievement. Throughout Hong Kong there is a strong 
expectation that schools should place a heavy emphasis on enhancing 
students’ examination scores, which is contradictory with the major 
principles of assessment for learning (Berry, 2008). The wider social 
system refers to the examination-driven culture in Hong Kong that 
challenges the implementation of assessment for learning and trivialises 
assessment for learning initiatives (Kennedy et al., 2008; Lee & Coniam, 
2013). Assessment for learning practice in Hong Kong schools is largely 
constrained by the pressure to demonstrate good teaching quality 
through the preparation of students for examinations (Hui et al., 2017). 
This is exactly what concerned Black and Wiliam (1998b); that is, the 
requirements for certification and accountability would pose a sub
stantial challenge to conducting formative assessment. 

3.5. Unsuccessful assessment for learning initiatives 

In addition to the less satisfactory implementation of assessment for 
learning in Hong Kong classrooms, the major assessment for learning 
initiatives (e.g., the school-based assessment (SBA) in public examina
tions) have not been successful despite their good intentions. It was 
expected that the introduction of SBA would de-emphasise the sum
mative examinations and treat assessment as an integral part of the 
learning and teaching cycle (Yan, 2014b). However, in practice the 
summative function of the SBA overwhelms its formative role, thus, not 
conforming to the ideals of assessment for learning. Yan (2014a) found 
that Hong Kong teachers held a negative attitude towards SBA although 

they had confidence in completing SBA tasks. Many studies investigating 
SBA or TAS in Hong Kong (e.g., Cheung & Yip, 2004; Davison, 2007; 
Qian, 2014; Yip & Cheung, 2005) identified the major challenges in 
implementing SBA, such as lack of sufficient support (e.g., assessment 
materials, teacher training), the heavy workload, the negative backwash 
effect on student learning, and potential unfairness. Furthermore, stu
dents also demonstrated a generally negative attitude towards SBA. Gao 
(2009) reported in a qualitative study that students’ perceptions on the 
usefulness of SBA varied. Some appreciated SBA, while others com
plained that there was insufficient formative feedback from their 
teacher. In a study using both survey and interview, Tong and Adamson 
(2015) found that secondary students considered SBA as less useful than 
its intention and they were unable to make full use of the feedback. 
Teachers’ and students’ resistance to SBA raised public doubt about its 
validity (Davison, 2007). 

Similar to SBA, the Territory-wide System Assessment (TSA) has 
become another controversial issue in Hong Kong. Although TSA was 
designed as a low-stakes assessment tool for the sake of enhancing 
learning and teaching quality, some key stakeholders have serious 
doubts about its rationale, purpose, and usefulness (Lam, 2018). Despite 
the government reiterating the formative use of TSA, many school 
principals perceived that TSA was playing an evaluative rather than 
pedagogical role (Ngan, Lee, & Brown, 2010). The leaders believed that 
the TSA results would be a tool to sanction and/or punish under
performing schools. Accordingly, some schools had introduced 
after-school tutorials for preparation for the TSA. Similarly, for many 
teachers, TSA has been regarded as a high‑stakes test because it acts as a 
tool to punish rather than assist schools that had unsatisfactory results 
(Hong Kong Professional Teachers’ Union, 2015). As a high degree of 
trust between stakeholders is a prerequisite for successful implementa
tion of assessment reform (Hopfenbeck, Tolo, Florez, & El Masri, 2013), 
the unsatisfactory implementation of TSA in Hong Kong is not a surprise. 

As a response to these critical voices about TSA, especially as it 
applied to young children in Primary 3, the TSA policy was reviewed and 
some adjustments were made in 2018 with a purpose of relieving 
accountability pressure and motivation to drill students. For example, 
no student names and school names are required, no collection of school 
reports by the government, and only 10 % of Primary 3 students from 
each school are sampled for the assessment, although schools can opt in 
to whole-level participation. Nevertheless, the public concerns seem not 
fully resolved and a boycott against participating in TSA continues at the 
time of writing this paper. 

Generally, it would seem teachers and school leaders do not perceive 
the BCA and TSA systems as improvement or learning-oriented (Hui 
et al., 2017; Ngan et al., 2010). This conclusion is what Kennedy et al. 
(2011) have analysed by concluding that assessment for learning is a soft 
policy, in contrast to the hard policy of the continued emphasis on public 
examinations in Hong Kong. 

4. Discussion 

Our analysis shows that Hong Kong’s borrowing of the assessment 
for learning policy is ambitious but largely futile, at least at the current 
stage, because of official use of public examinations for important 
decision-making (e.g., entry to university, evaluation of school quality, 
assignment of students to secondary school bands, etc.). Moreover, the 
implementation of assessment for learning is also hindered by practical 
constraints such as insufficient teacher training and school-based sup
port, big class sizes, and heavy teacher workload. These constraints are 
amplified by cultural and social systems that normalise academic suc
cess and norm-referenced competition. As argued by Mok (2007), the 
move from examination-driven culture to embracing assessment for 
learning requires major paradigm shifts. On one hand, assessment 
should be regarded as a tool for support effective learning and teaching 
rather than a selection and accountability mechanism. On the other 
hand, proper infrastructure needs to be built in schools so as to facilitate 
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changing assessment practice. 
The results challenge the notion of universal borrowing of educa

tional policy without consideration of cultural, societal, and historic 
norms. As suggested by Carless (2011), in encouraging teachers to use 
summative tests formatively, a whole-scale shift to a pure assessment for 
learning approach in Hong Kong could only happen through a more 
gradual implementation of the assessment for learning practices. At the 
system level, despite some positive moves (e.g., reducing the number of 
public examination; introducing SBA), assessment for learning desires of 
Hong Kong teachers and policy makers are unlikely to be fulfilled unless 
there is a change in access and support for access to higher or further 
education. The relatively recent provision of 12 years’ universal 
schooling in Hong Kong suggests that the possibility of even greater 
access to higher and further education exists. 

In Hong Kong, the borrowing of the assessment for learning policy 
aimed to achieve a balance between classroom formative assessment 
and external public examinations. The assessment for learning policy 
was borrowed because its principles were consistent with local concerns 
and issues already identified in the Hong Kong assessment system long 
before assessment for learning was invented. Hence, in one sense the 
adoption of assessment for learning was not a borrowing, but rather an 
evolutionary step amongst Hong Kong educational elites who sought to 
diversify the assessment context by de-emphasising the power of 
external, formal, summative examinations. So while assessment for 
learning seems to be a policy that is exported around the globe, Hong 
Kong’s situation seems better understood as a case of a localised glob
alism. The local goals and priorities tapped into a global trend and 
adapted it to fit local conditions and long-standing priorities (Lingard & 
Lewis, 2016). 

Unfortunately, the tension between assessment for learning, or 
formative assessment, and assessment of learning, or summative 
assessment, has always been an issue. Black and Wiliam (2018) noted 
that teachers from different jurisdictions shared the same concern: 
formative assessment is not feasible because they have to “teach to test” 
due to the pressure to raise their students’ test scores. They commented 
that “This is a particularly ironic finding given the evidence of the 
impact of formative assessment practices on student achievement on 
standardised tests” (p. 552). The challenges associated with localising 
assessment for learning in Hong Kong are much more significant 
compared to other western countries/regions because the policy was 
borrowed into a context that was fundamentally antithetical. Unlike 
USA or England where the top-down, test-based accountability was just 
introduced in 1980s, China, including Hong Kong, has indulged in this 
mode of assessment for accountability usage for over 3000 years (China 
Civilisation Centre, 2007). The examination-driven culture has been 
deeply rooted in the social system as well as its members’ mind-sets for 
not only a long-time but also for good reasons. For some Hong Kong 
teachers, “teach to test” means the spoon-feeding method of teaching 
and drilling which is strongly thought to be effective in upgrading stu
dent performance in summative assessment (Yan & Cheng, 2015). An 
interesting question to be asked is whether drilling is really superior to 
assessment for learning in terms of enhancing performance on summa
tive examinations? Many people believe so but the empirical evidence 
supporting such a belief is surprisingly little (Carless, 2011). This issue 
taps into the parallel issue as to whether Chinese learners practice 
memory-based approaches to learning because they are intrinsically 
programmed to do so or because that approach is a strategic rational 
response to how assessments are implemented and used (Kennedy, 
2016). These are interesting areas for future research. 

However, at the classroom level, the implementation of assessment 
for learning is likely to be successful as a beneficial teaching/learning 
strategy, if three issues could be addressed. First, in addition to the 
merits of enhancing students’ learning competence in the long term, 
assessment for learning has to cater for teachers’, students’, and parents’ 
short-term goals (i.e., increasing examination scores for the benefits 
such bring). In other words, how to achieve the synergy between 

formative and summative assessment, as advocated by Black and Wiliam 
(2018), would be a prerequisite for localising assessment for learning in 
Hong Kong. Given the existing examination-driven culture, teachers 
won’t give priority to any teaching practices, including assessment for 
learning, if they think that practice fails to enhance the performance of 
students on high-stakes assessments. Thus, more attention should be put 
on how to indigenise assessment for learning through a proper adapta
tion of pedagogical formulations of assessment tasks and processes so as 
to accommodate localised expectations (Tang et al., 2010). As long as 
the quality of schools is associated with examination performance and as 
long as post-schooling opportunities for students are restricted by ex
amination performance, it will be hard to persuade Hong Kong residents 
that examinations are not the real thing. 

Second, students’ active role in assessment needs to be highlighted in 
assessment practices in Hong Kong (Lee & Coniam, 2013; Yan, 2018a, 
2018b). Hence, in addition to assessment for learning, assessment as 
learning should also be promoted as a further step in maximising student 
responsibilities in the assessment process (Yan & Boud, in press). On one 
hand, assessment as learning itself, is a productive teaching strategy that 
can provide ample learning opportunities for students during an 
assessment-like process; that is, the processes of task and criteria spec
ification, task completion, task feedback by teachers and students, and 
revision opportunities are seen as a way of teaching. Through regular 
assessment as learning, students are able to monitor their own learning 
and gradually develop into self-regulating and life-long learners. On the 
other hand, regular assessment as learning can enhance students’ 
engagement in assessment and develop their evaluative judgment 
(Harris & Brown, 2018). For example, they could have a better under
standing of the nature and requirements of the learning tasks, the quality 
criteria, the meaning of feedback, and the way to take action on feed
back. These features, in turn, can facilitate the process of and optimise 
the effect of teacher-directed assessment for learning. Furthermore, the 
practical constraints encountered in assessment for learning (e.g., big 
class sizes, heavy teaching workload) might be relieved since, in 
assessment as learning, the teacher is not the solely source of feedback 
and every individual student is a learning resource for themselves and 
one another (Yan, Brown, Lee, & Qiu, 2020). More importantly, in this 
approach the assessment-like activities are serving pedagogical purposes 
rather than assessment purposes (Brown, 2019). Fortunately, the gov
ernment has realised the importance of assessment as learning and put it 
into a policy document (CDC, 2014). Nevertheless, it calls for a para
digm shift in terms of conceptualisation and implementation of educa
tional assessment which as yet has not been achieved. 

Third, assessment literacy has to be enhanced across the board; that 
is teachers, school administrators, parents, students, curriculum makers, 
policy makers, and teacher educators all have to value educational 
processes that focus on quality learning and be capable of strategically 
using assessment data for promoting learning. It is no doubt that the 
implementation of assessment for learning largely depends on individ
ual teacher capacity and assessment literacy both of which need pro
fessional development and consistent support (Black & William, 2018). 
It should also be acknowledged that appropriate levels of assessment 
literacy among other stakeholders including students, principals, school 
personnel, and parents are important for the successful implementation 
of assessment for learning initiatives (Engelsen & Smith, 2014). Unless 
there is widespread public acceptance that chasing good examination 
scores is not the be-all and end-all of schooling, it will be difficult for 
teachers, even with the support of government policy, to instantiate a 
policy that flies in the face of public resistance.. 

5. Conclusion 

This article critically reviews and discusses the major challenges 
arising from the educational assessment reform in Hong Kong. It pro
vides a contextualised and critical analysis of borrowing assessment for 
learning, a western-originated idea, into a jurisdiction dominated by an 
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examination culture. In particular, the tensions between using assess
ment for learning as a pedagogical strategy and retaining a strong 
commitment to formal examination and testing are highlighted. 

The borrowing of the assessment for learning policy was a natural 
response to the concern Hong Kong educators and officials had for de
cades about the dominance of test-based modes of accountability. 
School teachers demonstrate a general awareness and acceptance of the 
importance of assessment for learning in classroom practice. However, it 
is far from true that the assessment culture in Hong Kong has been 
changed. Despite the theoretical merits of assessment for learning in 
support of productive learning, it appears underused in classrooms. 

The major challenge lies in the fact that the policy was borrowed into 
a fundamentally incompatible context and without addressing suffi
ciently the competing narrative of the hard policy of examinations. At 
the system level, despite some positive moves (e.g., reducing the number 
of public examinations; introducing SBA), the good intentions of 
assessment for learning policy are unlikely to be fulfilled until the su
perior position of examinations is reduced in Hong Kong. Nevertheless, 
at the classroom level, useful implementation of assessment for learning 
could still be possible if evidence and strategies were available to sup
port the idea that assessment for learning leads to better examination 
performance. The formative use of summative testing strategy advo
cated by Carless (2011) is one piece of a much larger puzzle which has as 
yet not been completed. Without convincing proof that involving stu
dents in assessment and enhancing assessment literacy of all stake
holders leads to better results than the status quo, success of this policy is 
unlikely. 

The assessment for learning reform is still ongoing in Hong Kong as 
this paper is written. Thus, our analysis does not provide an end-of-game 
evaluation. Instead, our aim is to present a realistic understanding of the 
status quo about the assessment for learning policy borrowing in Hong 
Kong. Our analysis describes factors impacting the full implementation 
of assessment for learning from the perspective of insiders who teach 
and research in the system. Although the analysis might not offer a so
lution on how best assessment for learning practice could be pursued in 
the Hong Kong context, we do hope it can give an overall picture of how 
assessment for learning is being conducted and the challenges all 
stakeholders are facing. Such a picture is crucial for drawing more 
attention and meaningful discussion among various stakeholders to 
arrive at a feasible solution. 
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