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Series Editors’ note

It is now commonplace to regard validity as a unitary concept with theory
based, content and criterion related validation processes all having a part to
play in contributing evidence in respect of the interpretation of test scores.
High stakes test providers such as Cambridge ESOL are also concerned with
the ethical dimension of testing in terms of the impact of a test on individuals
and society and place equal emphasis on social values and social
consequences in any considerations of the validity of test scores.   

Test impact is concerned with the influence of a test on general educational
processes and on the individuals who are affected by the test results. It is
recognized that examination boards have a major impact on educational
processes and on society in general because their examinations often have
widespread recognition and ‘cash in’ value. Washback is an important
element of test impact. While impact may occur at a ‘macro’ or social and
institutional level, washback occurs at the ‘micro’ level of the individual
participant (primarily teachers and students). 

There is now a clear consensus on the need for a concern with, if not
agreement on, the effects of what has been termed ‘washback/backwash’.
Washback is considered a ‘neutral’ term (which may refer to both (intended)
positive or beneficial effects and to (unintended) harmful or negative effects
and is broadly defined as the effect of a test on teaching and often also on
learning.  It has been associated with effects on teachers, learners, parents,
administrators, textbook writers, classroom practice, educational practices
and beliefs and curricula although the ultimate effects on learning outcomes
should perhaps be the primary concern.

Given that language teachers have to equip students with the skills that
tests are intended to provide information about, it seems likely the closer the
relationship between the test and the teaching that precedes it, the more the
test is likely to have washback on both staff and students. Some authors
caution that although the test may influence the content of teaching this may
not be uniformly positive and more critically tests may have little impact on
methodology, how teachers teach. Liying Cheng found such a situation
following the exam reforms in Hong Kong but her research clearly indicates
that if adequate training for teaching the new test is not provided we should
hardly find it surprising that old methodologies persist. The same is true in the
Sri Lankan washback study described by Wall to be published in a later
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volume in this series where additionally a debilitating civil war was hardly
conducive to change.

This volume looks at the impact of the 1996 Hong Kong Certificate of
Education in English (HKCEE), a high stakes public examination, on the
classroom teaching of English in Hong Kong secondary schools. Liying
Cheng investigates the effects from the decision-making level of the
Education Department (ED), the Curriculum Development Committee
(CDC), and the Hong Kong Examinations Authority (HKEA), down to the
classroom levels of teaching and learning, with reference to aspects of
teachers’ attitudes, teaching content, and classroom interaction.

The study addresses the following research questions:
(1) What strategies did the HKEA use to implement the examination 

change?
(2) What was the nature and scope of the washback effect on teachers’ and 

students’ perceptions of aspects of teaching towards the new 
examination?

(3) What was the nature and scope of the washback effect on teachers’ 
behaviours as a result of the new examination in relation to:
(a) Teachers’ medium of instruction, teacher talk, teaching activities,
(b) Teaching materials used in teaching, aspects of lesson planning,
(c) Assessment and evaluation in relation to their teaching.

Despite widespread lip service to the mantra of ‘washback’ in the
international testing community, until recently only a limited number of
research studies have been undertaken to study the effects of high stakes
language tests on teaching and learning and even fewer were based on
samples as adequate as the one employed in this study in Hong Kong.

An important strength of Liying Cheng’s work is the use she made of both
quantitative and qualitative methods to investigate these effects. A balanced
combination of quantitative and qualitative research methods is employed to
explore the meaning of change in the Hong Kong context as a result of the
new examination. Phase I utilized interviews, observation, and initial
surveys of teachers and students. Phase II involved two parallel survey
studies of teachers and students. The major research methods used in Phase
III were classroom observations and follow-up interviews. The triangulation
of the methodology (multi-method methodology) and inclusion of
comparable student and teacher data is of interest to all those contemplating
researching in this area.

The overt aim of the HKEA, in introducing the examination, was to bring
about positive washback effects on teaching and learning in schools.
However, the study shows the washback effect of the new examination on

Series Editors’ note



classroom methodology to be limited in many respects although the content
of lessons shows marked change. Of particular interest is the identification of
washback intensity (potential areas in teaching and learning that experience
more washback effects than others within the given context of the study). 

Two forthcoming volumes in this series on washback by Wall on the 
O level English examination in Sri Lanka and Green on IELTS should further
enrich our understanding of this under-researched area of validity and help
further ground the methodologies for investigating it.

Cyril Weir
Michael Milanovic

2004
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Section One: 
Education on the change 

Rapid change has long been a phenomenon 

of modern times. And it is a phenomenon that is

universal; no one and nowhere has escaped.

Lord & Cheng (1987: vii)

This section lays out the research background for an impact study of a major
public examination change on English language teaching in Hong Kong
secondary schools. The focus of this study was to determine whether or not
any washback effect was evident on the teaching and learning of English in
Hong Kong secondary schools as a result of a change to its public examination
system. The examination under study was the 1996 Hong Kong Certificate of
Education Examination (HKCEE) in English language.1 This section consists
of two chapters. Chapter 1 provides background information on the Hong
Kong education system and its secondary school English language teaching
and learning context. Chapter 2 reviews relevant research studies related to the
educational phenomenon known as and referred to as washback. 

1. The 1996 HKCEE in English language, also described as the revised HKCEE in this book, refers to the
official 1996 HKCEE English examination syllabus, and the examination itself. Changes were made to
the original HKCEE syllabus in 1993. The official 1996 HKCEE syllabus was put into effect in
secondary schools in 1994. The 1996 HKCEE English examination was taken by students for the first
time in May 1996.





The Hong Kong research
context

Hong Kong is an examination-mad town. Public

examinations dominate its secondary education

system with students preparing for ‘O’ level

examinations taken at the end of secondary 5 and

‘A’ level examinations, which they sit after

secondary 7. Teachers plan and conduct their

lessons with an eye fixed firmly on the

requirements of the examinations in their 

subjects.

Fullilove (1992: 131)

The problem
As is well known among educators, assessment practices are currently
undergoing a major paradigm shift, which can be described as a reaction to the
perceived shortcomings of the prevailing paradigm’s emphasis on
standardized testing (Biggs, 1995, 1996; Genesee, 1994). Alternative
assessment is built on current theories of learning and cognition and is
grounded in futurists’ views of what skills and abilities students in our society
will need for future success. This kind of assessment has been initiated as a
result of current educational reform movements and accountability (Herman,
1992; Oller, 1979). This assessment reform further reflects a trend towards
using assessment to reform curriculum and improve instruction at the school
level (Linn, 1983, 1992; Noble & Smith, 1994a, 1994b; Popham, 1983, 1987).
Assessment is used by and has an impact on schools, colleges, and employers.
In addition, assessment is also expected to have an impact on what and how
teachers teach. According to Linn (1992), each of the above-intended
consequences needs to be evaluated, the process of which should start with
identifying the assessment system’s intended effects on teaching and learning.  

3
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An important assumption behind the current beliefs about examination
consequences is that deleterious effects on teaching and learning can be
overcome by switching to alternative assessments. Those deleterious effects
are associated with the traditional assessment paradigm of standardized
testing. Alternative assessments such as performance-based assessment, on
the other hand, are more closely linked to curriculum frameworks. It is argued
(Baker, Aschbacher, Niemi, & Sato, 1992; Honig, 1987; Linn, 1992; Noble &
Smith, 1994b; Popham, 1987,1991) that performance-based assessment can be
designed to be so closely linked to the goals of instruction as to be almost
indistinguishable from them. Rather than being a negative consequence, as the
impact is now with some high-stakes uses of existing standardized tests, it is
asserted that teaching to these proposed performance-based assessments
would be considered a virtue. 

The current study is situated along this line of the debate. Hong Kong is in
line with the overall worldwide assessment paradigm shifts in education.
English language teaching is moving towards a target- and task-based
approach to curriculum and assessment. In 1993, the Hong Kong
Examinations Authority (HKEA) introduced major changes to its existing fifth
year Secondary (S5) English examination syllabus, which is known as the
Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination (HKCEE) in English
language.2 These changes were made in accordance with the Target Oriented
Curriculum initiative in Hong Kong, and were reflected in two sections of the
examination. One section is the integrated listening, reading, and writing exam
paper, which requires students to perform simulated ‘real life’ tasks rather
than just multiple-choice questions as in the previous paper. The other section
is the oral paper, which presents brand new exam formats and has an increased
weighting. The goal of this exam change was to improve the current English
language teaching and learning standards in Hong Kong secondary schools.
The intended impact was to positively influence the teaching of English by
moving away from traditional behaviourist approaches towards the new
philosophy of constructivist models of learning. Examples of this new
approach include a change from non-interactive teacher dominated talk to
more practical and task-based teaching approaches. 

This major public examination change reflects a change towards a more
task-based and integrated approach to assessment in Hong Kong. The
intention was particularly evident at the policy-making level.3 The focus of the

1 The Hong Kong research context

4

2. The HKCEE in English language offers alternative syllabuses to cater for two different groups of
candidates. Candidates may enter for Syllabus A or Syllabus B, but not both. The skills covered by the
two syllabuses are broadly comparable. However, a higher standard is expected of the candidates taking
the Syllabus B examination. This study focuses only on Syllabus B of the HKCEE in English.

3. Interviews were conducted with the Deputy Secretary and three senior English subject officers from the
HKEA.



current study, however, was to determine whether the effort of the Hong Kong
Examinations Authority to change this public examination into a more
appropriate assessment had changed teaching in Hong Kong secondary
schools to become more integrated and task-based. The changes made to the
HKCEE represent only one step towards assessing students’ abilities to carry
out real life language tasks using integrated and task-based approaches.
However, the HKCEE is still norm-referenced, with its major function still
being to select students rather than to educate them (Biggs, 1995: 1-2).

Purpose of the study
The purpose of the study was to:

• study the phenomena of the washback effect4 in the light of measurement-
driven instruction

• understand how the main participants within the Hong Kong educational
context reacted to changes made in the HKCEE – a major public English
examination 

• explore the nature and scope of the washback effect on aspects of
teachers’ and students’ perceptions, and teachers’ behaviours, within the
context of the examination change

• identify areas of washback intensity5 in teaching and learning.

As mentioned above, the public examination studied was the Hong Kong
Certificate of Education Examination in English language (1996). The primary
purpose of the HKCEE is to measure the attainment [sic] in all subject areas of
students who have completed a full-time secondary school course of five years’
duration (Hong Kong Examinations Authority, 1992/93). This series of
examinations is taken by the majority of secondary students at the end of their
fifth year of secondary school. Students either proceed to further studies at the
sixth form level, or leave school and seek employment. 

The Hong Kong Certificate of Education examinations are conducted annually
in April and May by the Hong Kong Examinations Authority. Forty-two subjects
(including practical subjects) are examined; English language is one of them.
Candidates’ performance in individual subjects is assessed on the basis of six
grades: A, B, C, D, E, and F, where A is the highest and F the lowest (a fail).
Achievement below grade F is designated as ‘unclassified’. Grade E represents a
basic level of achievement in a subject and syllabus. Grade C or above is
recognized as the equivalent of an O level pass in a British G.C.E. overseas
examination. 

Purpose of the study

5

4. The washback effect in this book is sometimes referred to as the effect of washback, or simply as 
washback. Although it is used in the singular, it is taken to include all of the different effects of
washback collectively. 

5. Washback intensity refers to the degree of washback effects in one area, or in a number of areas in 
teaching and learning affected by an examination (see Cheng, 1997).



As mentioned earlier, in 1993 the Hong Kong Examinations Authority
introduced major changes to its existing HKCEE in English, in format and in
weighting, in an attempt to ‘narrow the gap between what happens in the exam
room and the real world’ (HKEA, 1993). The former HKCEE consisted of five
examination papers: Paper I – Composition, Comprehension, and Usage;
Paper II – Comprehension and Usage; Paper III – Listening Comprehension;
Paper IV – Oral English; and Paper V – Summary, Directed Writing, and
Comprehension. The revised 1996 HKCEE consists of four papers instead of
five (see Table 1 below). They are Paper I – Writing; Paper II – Reading
Comprehension and Usage; Paper III – Integrated Listening, Reading, and
Writing; and Paper IV – Oral. Major changes were made to Paper III and
Paper IV in relation to the previous syllabus, which will be discussed in full
in a later part of this chapter.

Definition of key research terms
For the purpose of this study, the following research terms are operationally
defined.

Washback is a common notion in educational and applied linguistics
literature. Backwash is also used in the literature bearing the same definition
(Biggs, 1995; Fullilove, 1992; Spolsky, 1994, 1995). Washback is defined as
‘the impact of a test on teaching, and...tests can be powerful determiners, both
positively and negatively, of what happens in classrooms’ (Wall & Alderson,
1993: 41). The term washback is preferred in this study and used throughout
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OLD HKCEE (from 1983 to 1996) NEW HKCEE (from 1996 onwards)

Paper I – Composition,
Comprehension, and Usage

Paper II – Comprehension and
Usage

Paper III – Listening
Comprehension

Section A – Short Items

Section B – Extended Listening

Paper IV – Oral English

Section A – Reading and Dialogue

Section B – Conversation

Paper V – Summary, Directed
Writing, and Comprehension

25%

20%

15%

10%

30%

Paper I – Writing

Paper II – Reading Comprehension
and Usage

Paper III – Integrated Listening,
Reading, and Writing

Part A – Short Tasks

Part B – Extended Tasks

Paper IV – Oral

Part A – Role Play

Part B – Group Interaction

26%

24%

32%

18%

Table 1 Comparison of the weighting of each component on 
the old and new HKCEE



the book to indicate an intended direction and function of curriculum change
by means of public examinations, as was the case for this study on Hong Kong
schools. The researcher has retained the use of the term washback or backwash
in its original form when quoting directly from the authors. 

Public examinations are used in this book to refer to large-scale
standardized tests. The public examination under study is the 1996 revised
Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination (English). It is a large-scale
standardized examination taken at the end of Secondary Five, its ‘primary
purpose being to measure the attainments of students who have completed a
full-time secondary school course of a five-year duration’ (HKEA, 1994a: 6).
The examination known as HKCEE is issued by the Hong Kong Examinations
Authority and conducted annually in May. 

Curriculum change normally refers to pedagogical and policy-based
changes, often initiated by an education body. Curriculum changes, in more
recent times, also occur at the grassroots level when teachers feel that the
curriculum they are following requires reform. However, in this study, the
term curriculum change refers to those changes to the curriculum that are
driven by assessment; that is, as a result of changes in a public examination
syllabus and format. 

Classroom teaching is where ‘The classroom can be defined as a place
where more than two people gather together for the purpose of learning, with
one having the role of teacher’ (Tsui, 1995: 1). Teaching and learning are
studied together as they are interactive processes in the classroom. 

In this study, classroom teaching is defined and studied at the following
levels:

• basic theoretical or philosophical level
• policy level 
• behavioural or surface level (c.f. Stern, 1989).

This study investigated the washback effect of the public examination change
upon the above levels of classroom teaching.

Task-based and integrated approach is where a task is referred to as
‘some kind of activity designed to engage the learner in using the language
communicatively or reflectively in order to arrive at an outcome other than
that of learning a specified feature of the language’ (Ellis, 1994: 595). It can
refer to a real life activity or a contrived, pedagogical activity (Nunan,
1989b). In this study, a task-based and integrated approach to language
teaching and learning involves learners in using the language
communicatively and reflectively, and involves the integration of the four
major language skills to carry out real life type tasks in the classroom. Such
an approach is specified in the new 1996 HKCEE and constitutes the major
changes made to the exam syllabus, and is the driving force behind the
impact it intended to bring about.

Definition of key research terms
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Context of the study
This section will provide important background information on the Hong
Kong education context. It will address the main features of the Hong Kong
education system and the language teaching context, and describe the situation
of English language teachers in Hong Kong secondary schools. 

The Hong Kong education system

Hong Kong’s education system has moved from being a highly selective, elite
system to one providing nine years of universal, free, and compulsory
education. Since 1978 there has been a massive expansion in the provision of
post-secondary places at all levels, from craft courses to postgraduate degrees.
The transition of secondary education in the 1970s and 1980s witnessed
successive reforms of different stages of the system, which touched both on
the quantity and quality of education. By 1980, most (87%) of the student
population chose to continue beyond the nine years of mandatory schooling,
with 40% studying in government or government-aided schools and the rest in
self-financing private schools (see Postiglione & Leung, 1992: 11).

With these educational opportunities available, the next need was to further
improve the quality of education for all learners. In Hong Kong, as in other
modern knowledge-based societies, there is a recognized necessity for:

• quality education for all learners, which enables them to think, to learn
how to learn, and to respond to the rapid changes in society and the
economy

• a fair and quality-focused system of assessment and evaluation that
ensures that all learners and the school curriculum are meeting these
unprecedented challenges (Falvey, 1994; Hong Kong Curriculum
Development Council, 1995). 

Hong Kong’s education system is typically one with a selection bias. The
government places students according to the Primary One Admission Scheme
after kindergarten, the Secondary School Places Allocation System (SSPA)
after primary school, and the Junior Secondary Education Assessment (JSEA)
after junior secondary school. Students who remain in secondary schools until
Secondary Five (also known as Form Five) will sit for the Hong Kong
Certificate of Education Examination (HKCEE). About one third of these
students go on to study for two more years in the sixth and seventh form and
then sit for an advanced level of examinations for entry into tertiary education. 

Furthermore, the Hong Kong education system is centralized (see Figure
1.1 below). Two centralized agencies coexist within the Hong Kong education
system, namely the Curriculum Development Council (CDC) and the Hong
Kong Examinations Authority (HKEA). They are mainly responsible for the
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identification and promotion of new or revised educational programmes.
While the HKEA’s official function is primarily to oversee the creation and
administration of examinations, it has frequently been used as the primary
agency of both initiating and constraining curriculum changes. The main
result of these two agencies is the production of the CDC’s teaching and the
HKEA’s examination syllabuses. The HKEA is an independent statutory
body, but there is an overlapping membership with the Education Department
(ED) – the Hong Kong governmental education organization.  

Figure 1.1 Governing structure and curriculum development 
(Source: Morris, 1990a: 6)

As mentioned above, the examination syllabus devised by the HKEA (Hong
Kong Examinations Authority) and the teaching syllabus devised by the CDC
(Curriculum Development Council) coexisted in Hong Kong secondary
schools. The official syllabuses published by various subject committees
under the CDC usually contain statements like the following (CDC English
Syllabus): 

The Curriculum Development Council, together with its subject
committees, is widely representative of the local education community,
with membership including heads and teachers from government and
non-government schools, university and college of education lecturers,
officers of the Advisory Inspectorate, and officers of other divisions of
the Education Department (1983: 5). 
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Moreover, it is stated in the teaching syllabus for English Language (Hong
Kong Curriculum Development Council) that:

It must be recognised that for both these groups of students [students either
proceed to Secondary Six for further studies or leave school or seek
employment after Secondary Five], the Hong Kong Certificate of
Education examination assumes critical importance. For almost all of
them, the results they achieve in this examination will be the prime factor
determining their future careers. It seems vital, then, that the teaching
syllabus at this stage and the examination syllabus should be in step (1983:
12-13).

While the CDC focuses on teaching materials and methods and the HKEA
runs the public examinations, the curriculum in practice continues to be
defined by the publications of the latter body, particularly the public
examination scripts and their accompanying marking schedules (Morris,
1990a: 19). The textbooks in use locally, too, generally reflect the examination
syllabus in their format, emphasis, and approach (Fullilove, 1992: 134).
Preparing students for the HKCEE is still regarded as the major teaching focus
at the Secondary Four and Five levels in Hong Kong secondary schools. Given
the importance of the HKCEE in Hong Kong secondary schools, it is natural
that schools, teachers, and students all work towards a better pass rate in the
HKCEE. Morris (1990a) points out that the influence of the public
examination and its exam syllabus on teachers constrains the teaching
approach used in Hong Kong secondary schools.

Following the 1989 publication of the Education Commission Report No. 4,
the Target Oriented Curriculum (TOC) and relevant assessment initiatives
have been planned and implemented initially in all primary schools, since
1995. The TOC was planned to be extended to secondary school education in
the year 2001. The curriculum is to be target-based, and assessment practice
is designed to determine whether or not the targets have been met.

The TOC was designed to set clear guidelines for learning in order to
connect more closely with learning and its assessment, thereby promoting the
individual progress of all primary and secondary school learners. This
initiative was prepared by the CDC and issued by the Hong Kong Education
Department in 1992. The philosophy behind the Education Commission
Report No. 4 was that students should be given the chance to demonstrate they
can make use of certain learning strategies. The individual targets for some
students may be different from the academic targets necessary for entry into
tertiary education. Anyone who does not achieve that goal should not be
labelled a failure. The Education Department wishes to ensure that all students
are able to demonstrate that they are capable of achieving genuine learning
targets and of mastering certain skills. These skills can be assessed and a
report of the outcomes can be produced as evidence of learning at specified
levels.

1 The Hong Kong research context
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Under the TOC, levels of achievement are being set for Hong Kong
students in Chinese, English, and Mathematics. They are described in the
official handbook as learning targets that are designed for four key stages.6 As
a result of the concern over multiple-choice test formats in the Hong Kong
educational context, the HKEA has determined that in the future, each subject
area will require students to be assessed, partially, by questions that require a
written response. This means that students will have to express themselves in
continuous prose, create and organize ideas in text, and communicate with the
examiner. This decision is expected to have implications for the teaching and
learning of all subjects. The HKCEE in English, the focus of this study, is one
of the attempts made by the HKEA to incorporate the principles of TOC and
to bring about a positive washback effect on teaching and learning in schools.

In reality, major changes proposed in the Hong Kong curriculum context
over the last ten years are expected by the Hong Kong Education Department
to affect, in particular, the teaching and learning of Chinese, English, and
Mathematics. However, these planned changes, especially those relating to
pedagogy, in most cases have not been implemented in the classroom (c.f.
Morris, 1990a, 1990b).

According to Morris (1990a: 5), three phases in Hong Kong curriculum
development are commonly distinguished: Phase I – Initiation (or policy-
making), Phase II – Implementation, and Phase III – Institutionalisation.
Initiation and policy-making is most evident in the Hong Kong educational
context. The activities and organizational structure of the two centralized
agencies, the CDC and the HKEA, are mainly intended to identify and
promote new or revised educational programmes. Both the structure and the
official rhetoric of these organizations stress and portray a picture of local
participation and problem solving in the production of the CDC teaching and
HKEA examination syllabuses. 

While the structure of the CDC reflects an attempt to encourage a ‘problem
solving’ strategy, the reality is more akin to a ‘power coercive’ strategy such
as official directives and requirements. Teaching approaches recommended by
the CDC are sometimes viewed cynically by teachers, who tend to believe that
those approaches would be wholly ineffective in enabling students to pass the
public examination, which is controlled by the HKEA. The effective control
of ED (the Education Department), and the HKEA officials over the processes
of curriculum policy-making means that they are the main sources of
‘expertise’. 

The implementing processes involved are intricate because real changes, as
distinct from verbal or ‘changes on paper’, are involved. Unfortunately,
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resources in Hong Kong have mainly been directed to the initiation stage of
curriculum development and have largely ignored what students and teachers
do in the classroom. A lack of real change, especially in terms of methods in
teaching and learning, cannot be explained solely in terms of the knowledge
or skills of teachers, which might be true to some extent (Falvey, 1991b, 1996;
Johnson, 1992, 1993/1994; Lord, 1987, and Morris, 1990a, 1990b, 1991,
1995). Teachers are willing to express agreement with the rhetoric around
innovations, especially those relating to changes in teaching methods, but they
generally do not, and are often unable to, implement the desired approach. The
centralized nature of curriculum development in Hong Kong means that the
government is in de facto control of both the nature and the variety of
curriculum made available to students. Given that teachers often do not
understand what the particular innovation requires in practice, or that they do
not have the skills to implement it, the absence of any systematic attempt to
provide in-service training or resources is surprising (Morris, 1990a). 

Indeed, many secondary school teachers in Hong Kong have no subject
training. Schools have few teaching resources, the curriculum is dominated by
public examinations, and most classes have more than forty students. The fact
that teachers were seen to have positive attitudes towards curriculum
innovations in Hong Kong suggests that innovations are successfully
implemented. Moreover, the main criteria for evaluating teachers’
performance are the percentage of students who pass, and syllabus coverage.
Teachers do not view examinations as a wholly alien phenomenon. They
actually view them as a normal and natural part of their work, which give a
purpose and a framework to the tasks of teaching and to the functioning of
schools. As the primary function of education is one of selection in Hong
Kong, changes are unlikely to occur unless teachers perceive them to be
necessary for students to pass the public examination. In fact, in the course of
a Hong Kong student’s school career, he/she may go through as many as eight
sets of examinations over and above diagnostic classroom assessments, all of
which play a significant role in opening up or closing off future options for the
student, not only in education but ultimately in life.

The teaching of English in Hong Kong secondary 
schools

Hong Kong is an international centre of trade, finance, and commerce with a
population of over six million, 98% of whom are Chinese, with Cantonese as
the predominant language. As such, English serves a unique and important
role. Although English is used with varying degrees of proficiency among the
Chinese population, ranging from native-like to minimal or non-existent, it has
traditionally been the principal language of government, education, and
business, as well as an important medium for communication, media, tourism,
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and the arts (Falvey, 1991a, 1991b; Harrison, 1990; Johnson, 1983; Richards,
Tung, & Ng, 1992). English has therefore always played a crucial role within
Hong Kong’s education system.

English is taught as a subject in Hong Kong secondary schools for some
eight periods7 a week. The English curriculum has reflected general trends in
language teaching over the years, with a movement away from a structural
approach in the 1970s to a more communicative one in the 1980s. However,
in practice, both students and teachers see the primary goal of English teaching
at the secondary level as passing the public examinations, which are
administered in the fifth and seventh forms. For the majority of students 
in Hong Kong, English is an important school subject (Richards et al 1991: 3;
c.f. Falvey, 1991b).

It is specified in the Teaching Syllabus recommended by the CDC
(Curriculum Development Council) that:

the principal objective of the English language curriculum in the schools
of Hong Kong is to provide every student with the opportunity to develop
the maximum degree of functional competence in English, of which he or
she is capable, given the constraints inherent in the situation, in particular
competence in those domains of use which are especially appropriate to
the Hong Kong situation (1983: 8).

The importance of English, however, is not uniform throughout a student’s
school career. Initially, from kindergarten to primary school, the significance
of English is not so obvious, because all the other subjects are taught in
Chinese, except for a comparatively small number of students in English-
medium8 primary schools. At the end of Primary Six, students are required to
sit for the Secondary School Entrance Examination under the Secondary
School Places Allocation System (SSPA). The SSPA is the process by which
primary students are allocated to secondary schools. This system requires
students to sit for tests in English, Chinese, and Mathematics. 

The SSPA consists of two parts: Internal Assessment and the Academic
Aptitude Test. The Academic Aptitude Test consists of two multiple-choice
papers, Verbal Reasoning and Numerical Reasoning. The Verbal Reasoning
paper is in Chinese and the Numerical Reasoning has both Chinese and
English versions. A Primary Six student’s chance for allocation to a school of
his/her (or parents’) preference depends largely on his/her position in the order
of merit. This order of merit is based on the internal school assessments at the
end of Primary Five, both mid-year and at the end of Primary Six. The internal
assessment is formed by standardizing all the students’ marks for all subjects
by means of a mathematical formula. To ensure that students will receive a
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balanced education, all subjects taught in the school are assessed, except
Biblical Knowledge and Putonghua9 in some schools.

From Secondary One to Seven, with the last two years spent preparing for
tertiary education, most students study using English as the medium of
instruction for nearly all subjects (except Chinese Language, Chinese
Literature, and Chinese History). There is no public examination until students
reach Secondary Five. However, at the end of Secondary Three, students will
be put into either a Science or an Arts stream from Secondary One to
Secondary Five depending on the results of their internal school assessment.
Students will sit for the Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination
(HKCEE) at the end of Secondary Five. This examination plays a key role for
students who either want to get a career-oriented job or continue with further
study. The Use of English examination (UE) is for those students finishing
their seventh year of secondary school education who are preparing for
entrance into tertiary institutions.

The existing secondary school English syllabus was mainly a major
revision of a syllabus published in 1975. It explicitly sets out to encourage, as
it says, a ‘more communicative, purposive type of approach’, rather than a
structural one. In actual teaching, the HKCEE examination syllabus plays the
key role. The 1996 examination syllabus was revised in 1993 and had been in
effect since the 1994 – 1995 academic year. 

Looking at the teaching of English in Hong Kong secondary schools, a panel
chair – subject head of English, is the first person to make decisions (with or
without the school principal) about various aspects of teaching and learning.
His/her responsibility involves designing the Scheme of Work,10 choosing the
major teaching materials, organizing subject meetings, arranging teachers to
teach at certain grades, and assessing the quality of teaching in general. Some
schools appoint form coordinators to be in charge of teaching English at
different key stages. Teachers are also grouped to teach accordingly, e.g. at
Forms 1-3, 4-5 or 6-7. In general, the more experienced teachers will be
allocated to teach higher levels. Teachers teaching Form 4-5 (Secondary 4-5),
which is key stage Four, usually have a bachelor’s degree (in any subject).

Normally teaching is organized either on a weekly system or a cycle system
in Hong Kong secondary schools. A weekly system arrangement is based on
the usual five day calendar. A cycle, however, consists of a six day calendar,
which provides one of the greatest challenges to conducting any school
research within the Hong Kong educational context. 
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Teachers of English in Hong Kong secondary schools

English teachers in secondary schools have different levels of training and
experience. They may be (a) non-university graduates, but holders of a
teaching certificate (mainly teaching at junior secondary grades), (b)
university graduates, but not necessarily in English, with or without a teaching
certificate (Richards et al, 1992). A common phenomenon is that returning
graduates from overseas universities are hired to teach English even though
they have had no formal study of the English language, Linguistics, or
Literature at their respective universities. They are hired for the sole reason
that they possess some skill in speaking English, the assumption being that if
they can speak English, they can teach it (Boyle & Falvey, 1994; Falvey,
1996; King, 1994).

Richards et al (1992) pointed out that, although teachers generally have a
high degree of professional commitment, they must contend with large classes
(up to 40 students), a heavy teaching and administrative load (an average of
30 class periods per week) and limited availability of resources. Furthermore,
their performance is likely to be assessed on the performance of their students
in public examinations, not on the quality of their teaching. Due to the
increased demand for English speaking graduates in the workplace, they are
also recruited into the private sector by major companies. Fewer English
graduates are entering the teaching profession. This shortage of qualified
English teachers contributes to the current teaching situation in Hong Kong.
Figures 1.2 and 1.3 below show the training and qualification context of
English teachers in Hong Kong secondary schools. 

Figure 1.2 Survey of all graduate and non-graduate secondary school
teachers of English (Source: Coniam, Sengupta, 

Tsui, & Wu, 1994: 353)

Figure 1.3 Survey of all graduate teachers of English in Hong Kong
secondary schools (from Coniam et al, 1994: 353)
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All Secondary School Teachers of English in Hong Kong

Number: 5240

Subject trained: 18.9%

Subject and professionally trained: 14.2%

University Graduate Teachers of English in Hong Kong

Number: 3700

Subject trained: 27%

Subject and professionally trained: 14.2%



Due to the grave shortage of qualified teachers of English, Falvey (1996)
points out that the majority of English teachers in Hong Kong are unprepared
either for recent changes to the curriculum or for the pedagogical changes,
which had occurred in the past. 

Background of the study

Rationale behind the 1996 HKCEE English Language
Syllabus

Assessment in Hong Kong is geared towards providing a basis to select
students (Biggs, 1993), not only in the HKCEE (Hong Kong Certificate of
Education Examination) at the end of Secondary Five and the HKAL (Hong
Kong Advanced Level) at the end of Secondary Seven for tertiary selection,
but also in primary schools, to provide the data for banding11 in the Secondary
School Places Allocation (SSPA) exercise. The Hong Kong educational
system is characterized as ‘an examination-led system, …where what goes on
in the classroom is largely dictated by what happens in the public examination
halls’ (Fullilove, 1992: 135). 

Given the traditional importance placed on public examination
qualifications in the Hong Kong community, the Hong Kong Examinations
Authority inevitably exerts a great influence on what happens in the senior
classes of the secondary schools. The Authority’s staff are very conscious of
the notion that ‘if it is not examined, it won’t be taught’ (Hong Kong
Examinations Authority, 1994b: 80) and much thought is given to how the
examination process can be used to bring about positive and constructive
change to the system – commonly referred to as positive washback. 

Washback is a term that can be found frequently in official education
documents in Hong Kong (see the Education Department 1989, 1990; HKEA,
1992/93, 1993, 1994a, 1994b; Hong Kong Government, 1984, 1986, 1990). In
Hong Kong, washback is expected whenever language examinations are
introduced. Some examples of a positive washback effect from public
examinations in Hong Kong are reported in the literature (see Andrews,
1994a, 1994b; Andrews & Fullilove, 1993, 1994; Fullilove, 1992; Johnson &
Wong, 1981). Moreover, Morris (1990a) states that any change in the Hong
Kong educational system must first involve a change in the examination.
Many of the major innovations of recent years have been designed with the
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AAT covers verbal and numerical reasoning. The SSPA covers the whole of the primary curriculum.
Band One schools have the best intake of students with Band Five the lowest. However, banding is not
an absolute scale. The level of students is also related to the geographical location of the schools.



expectation that the examination changes will help classroom teachers to keep
a better balance between teaching and skill-building on the one hand, and
examination preparation on the other. However, what is still not clear is the
nature and the scope of the washback effect of public examinations in Hong
Kong.

This current study was designed to investigate the washback effect on the
teaching of English in Hong Kong secondary schools from the revised 1996
Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination in English. The revised
examination syllabus was used for the first time in classroom teaching in
September 1994 in Hong Kong secondary schools. The first cohort of students
would sit for the revised examination in May 1996. The aim of the study was
to observe how the whole education system reacted in the context of the
change in this assessment, and to discover the implications of the washback
effect on the teaching of English in Hong Kong secondary schools.

In 1993, the HKEA introduced major changes to its existing examination
syllabus in English in accordance with the Target Oriented Curriculum (TOC)
initiative in Hong Kong.

The proposed changes of the 1996 HKCEE in English aim to modernise
and improve the examination syllabus as well as to incorporate some TOC
principles by adopting an integrated approach and by being more task-
based. It is expected that the change will narrow the gap between what
happens in the examination room and the real world (Hong Kong
Examinations Authority, 1993, Appendix C1).

This attempt to ‘narrow the gap’ is reflected in the major changes to the old
examination syllabus, whereby five examination papers were merged into four
to form the revised version (see Table 1 (p. 6) for a comparison of the old and
the new HKCEE). 

The 1996 HKCEE English Language Syllabus 

The overall aim of the examination is to assess candidates’ achievement of 
the objectives of the Syllabus for English Language (Secondary) prepared by
the Curriculum Development Council and recommended for use in schools 
by the Education Department. The proposed changes aim to modernize and
improve the examination syllabus as well as to incorporate some principles of
the Target Oriented Curriculum by adopting an integrated approach and by
being more task-based. It is expected that the change will narrow the gap
between what happens in the examination room and the real world. 

The 1996 HKCEE (see Appendix IV for the actual exam paper) consists of
four papers with major changes having been made to Paper III and Paper IV.
Paper III – Integrated Listening, Reading, and Writing consists of Part A:
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Short Tasks and Part B: Extended Tasks. In Part A, candidates are required to
select from and make use of the information they hear and/or read in order to
carry out a variety of short tasks. Part B requires students to process
information by selecting and combining data from both spoken and written
sources in order to complete various writing tasks (Hong Kong Examinations
Authority, 1994a). Paper IV – Oral English underwent significant changes,
from Reading Aloud and Guided Conversation in the old examination paper
to a task-based Role Play and Group Discussion in the new exam. Both papers
of the 1996 HKCEE require students to take an active role and participate fully
in language interaction, and to carry out tasks by using different integrated
language skills.

Paper I – Writing (weighting = 26%) remained basically unchanged from
the previous examination except that candidates can now select from three
topics, not four. The time provided to complete this section is the same – one
hour and ten minutes. The weighting of this section changed slightly from
25% to 26%. A choice of questions is given, some of which may require more
than one writing task. Questions will specify or imply context, reader, and
purpose for writing. They will also require candidates to do one or more of the
following:

• to express their own views, feelings, and ideas, imaginative and otherwise
• to describe and discuss their own experiences
• to respond to, reflect upon, evaluate, and make use of given information.

The text produced by the candidate should be appropriate to the context,
purpose, and/or audience in terms of content, style, and use of English. For
assessment purposes, equal weighting will be given to content and language.
Content will be assessed in terms of the interest, relevance, organization, and
appropriateness to the context. Language will be assessed in terms of the
extent to which the candidate’s style and use of sentence structure, vocabulary,
spelling, and punctuation support or interfere with successful communication.

Paper II – Reading Comprehension and Usage (24%) includes, in addition
to multiple-choice items, a variety of non-multiple-choice usage items. The
time provided for this section changed from one hour to one hour and 30
minutes. The weighting changed from 20% to 24%. Candidates are required
to respond to a variety of written texts and to demonstrate their abilities to:

• understand the overall meaning of a text as well as extract specific
information from it

• recognize, interpret and make inferences from opinions, assumptions,
intentions, attitudes and feelings, which occur explicitly or implicitly in a
text

• use linguistic and contextual clues and general knowledge to determine
meaning
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• complete a text by supplying or selecting words or phases, which are
semantically and syntactically appropriate to the overall meaning of the
text

• modify a written draft so that the modified text makes sense and reflects a
correct use of language

• make use of information provided in a variety of texts in order to produce
or complete a different type of text, such as a text written for a different
audience, with a different purpose or in a different style or format.

Since this paper is objective and wide-ranging, and tests both reading
comprehension and usage, the criteria for assessment vary according to the
items.

Paper III – Integrated Listening, Reading, and Writing (32%) has an
integrated listening, reading, and writing component, as well as traditional
task-based listening items. The new paper combines the original Paper III –
Listening (approximately 45 minutes) 15% with Paper V – Summary, Direct
Writing, and Comprehension (one hour and 30 minutes) 30%. The time
allowed for the new paper is one hour and 30 minutes. It is weighted at 32%
of the total examination, with Part A (Short Tasks) making up 10% and Part
B (Extended Tasks) 22%.

Paper III consists of two tasks. In Part A: Short Tasks, candidates are
required to select from and make use of information they hear and/or read in
order to carry out a variety of short tasks. In Part B: Extended Tasks,
candidates will be required to process information by selecting and combining
data from both spoken and written sources in order to complete various
writing tasks. At least one of these tasks will necessitate extended writing. All
the information necessary to complete these tasks will be provided.

Assessment is based on how well candidates complete the tasks, taking into
account the appropriateness of their language to the purpose and context,
relevance, and organization where applicable. Language will be assessed in
terms of the extent to which use of sentence structures, vocabulary, spelling,
and punctuation supports or interferes with successful communication.

Paper IV – Oral (18%) is task-based and will consist of role-playing and
group interaction. The original paper consisted of reading and dialogue, and
conversation. The time provided changed from about five minutes in the
original paper to 15 minutes in the new paper. The weighting increased from
10% to 18%. 

Part A: Role Play – The candidate and the two examiners will take part in
a role play. The candidate will be required to perform a task with each
examiner based on the instructions and information, in a manner appropriate
to the role. The candidate will be assessed on conversational strategies and
overall fluency.

Part B: Group Interaction – Four candidates grouped together are presented
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with a situation and task, which they will work on together through discussion.
The task will require candidates to express, elicit, and respond to ideas,
opinions and feelings. They may also need to seek and give clarification,
summarize their points, and redirect the discussion.

Candidates are assessed on their conversational strategies, overall fluency,
and the contribution they make to the interaction. The emphasis is on effective
communication rather than on task completion.

1 The Hong Kong research context
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September 25 1992 First meeting of the HKCEE English Language Subject Committee 
on the proposals for revising the CE English Language exam.

March 9 1993 Second meeting of the HKCEE English Language Subject Committee 
on the proposals for revising the CE English Language exam.

August 1993 1. Schools received the Proposed HKCEE English Language Syllabus 
(1996) for comments.

2. Textbook publishers received the Proposed HKCEE English 
Language syllabus (1996) for textbook revision.

January 1994 Seminars and workshops started being organised by the HKEA for 
tertiary institutions and textbook publishers for the Proposed English 
Language Syllabus (1996).

September 1994 Schools: 

1. Received the official Syllabus Handbook for the revised HKCEE 
English Language Syllabus (1996).

2. Adopted new textbooks12 for the revised HKCEE English 
Language Syllabus (1996) for their Form 4 students.

3. First cohort of students started being taught under the new 1996 
HKCEE syllabus while the last cohort of F5 students was still being 
taught under the old syllabus.

Same teachers {taught under the new HKCEE English Language syllabus (1996)}
teaching both {taught under the old HKCEE English Language syllabus (1995)} 

May 1996 First cohort of students takes the new HKCEE English Language 
Syllabus (1996)

Figure 1.4 Chronological development of the 1996 HKCEE

12. At the start of the new academic year, schools whose students would take the 1996 HKCEE in English
had all adopted new textbooks for at least their Form Four students. The situation varied for the lower
forms. Some of the schools changed to new textbooks from Form One – Form Four, some only with
Form Four. However, there was one cohort of Form Five students in 1995, who were required to take the
old version of the HKCEE. 



Research time framework

This was a longitudinal study consisting of three different phases that were
conducted between January 1994 and November 1996. Time played a
significant role in this study. During the research into the washback effect on
secondary school English teaching with reference to the 1996 Hong Kong
Certificate Examination in English Language examination syllabus, there
were two different cohorts of Form Five students studying English with the
same teaching syllabus. This syllabus for English (used for Forms 1-5) was
prepared by the CDC (Curriculum Development Committee) in 1982.
However, these two cohorts of students were required to take different
HKCEE examinations at the end of their Form Five. Therefore, even though
they were subject to the same teaching syllabus, the fact that they were
required to take different examinations meant that they would be taught
differently in order to meet the requirements of the two different
examinations. One group was the last to take the old HKCEE examination in
1995, the other the first to take the new revised HKCEE examination in 1996.
This provides the basis of the research context. The research schedule is
outlined in Figure 1.4.

Research questions

Based on the chronological framework outlined in Figure 1.4, the
washback effect of this public examination change was observed initially
at the macro level (i.e. major parties or participants within the Hong Kong
educational context), and then at the micro level in schools (regarding
different aspects of classroom teaching and learning). It is important to
emphasize here that both teaching and learning were studied in this project
as both of these constructs occur interactively in the classroom. Therefore,
both teachers and students were included in the study. However, aspects of
learning and learners were studied only when they related to classroom
teaching. 

This study explored the following research questions–operational
definitions of the research questions are discussed in Chapter Three together
with the research design.

• what strategies did the HKEA use to implement the examination change?
• what was the nature and scope of the washback effect on teachers’ and

students’ perceptions of various aspects of teaching towards the new
examination? 

• what was the nature and scope of the washback effect on teachers’
behaviours as a result of the new examination? 

Background of the study
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Overview of research methodology
To answer the above research questions, a combined research framework for
this study was employed (Erickson, 1986; Erickson & Shultz, 1981; Miles,
1979; Miles & Huberman, 1994). First, the study stressed the importance of
context, setting, and subjects’ frames of reference (Marshall & Rossman,
1989). Second, the study emphasized the importance of multiple perspectives
of the research problem as well as the characteristics of policy-makers,
textbook publishers, teachers, and students. Third, the study highlighted the
research strategy–watching and asking (Allwright & Bailey, 1991; Chaudron,
1988; van Lier, 1988)–using both quantitative and qualitative methods. The
following figure presents an overview of the research methodology in relation
to the book. 

Figure 1.5 Overview of the research methodology
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Significance of the study
This was the first large-scale empirical study of washback in Hong Kong. It
was one of the few washback studies that has employed both quantitative and
qualitative data. This research provided solid research evidence of the
washback effect of public examinations on aspects of teaching and learning,
and on the Hong Kong educational system as a whole. It identified the general
characteristics of a system of testing in Hong Kong that contributes to or
distracts from the systematic validity of an assessment. It explored the general
life cycle of the effect of washback within the Hong Kong educational context.
Although this investigation provided hard data and evidence of the washback
effect in a specific educational context, it should also contribute to the general
understanding of washback in education. It further offered some insights into
English language teaching and learning in Hong Kong secondary schools. ‘To
judge the value of an outcome or end, one should understand the nature of the
processes or means that led to that end. It is not just that means are appraised
in terms of the ends they lead to, but ends are appraised in terms of the means
that produce them’ (Haladyna, Nolen, & Haas, 1991: 6).

If an examination is to have the impact intended, educators and
measurement specialists need to consider a range of factors that affect how the
change succeeds or fails and how it influences teachers’ and students’ attitudes
and behaviours. Alderson and Wall (1993) have pointed out that language
testers should pay more attention to the washback effect of their tests, but they
should also guard against oversimplified beliefs that ‘good’ tests will
automatically have a ‘good’ impact, which is the belief of the Hong Kong
Examinations Authority, and probably the general public. 

Significance of the study
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Literature review

Introduction
This chapter focuses on the theoretical underpinnings that shaped and guided
this research. It consists of four interrelated parts, which substantiate the
theoretical framework of the study. The first part explores the concept of
washback by tracing its origin and discussing various terms that have been
used to describe this educational phenomenon. It will then illustrate the
function of washback in order to explore the meaning and the mechanism of
washback in the study. The second part begins by exploring foundations of the
beliefs of teaching and learning on which language testing is based. It will then
discuss the impact of testing by reporting relevant research studies that have
been carried out both in general and in language education. This part explores
why and how washback influences aspects of teaching and learning within the
educational system. The third part closely explores the phenomenon of
washback under different educational contexts, especially within the Hong
Kong educational context in which this study is situated. This section puts
washback under the microscope and into specific regional educational
contexts. The fourth part of this chapter reviews current models of teaching
and learning research in the context of the theoretical and practical
considerations of washback discussed in the first three parts. 

Exploring the research concept
This part consists of three sections: the origin of washback, the definition and
scope of washback, and how washback functions in practice. This part aims to
construct a concept of washback from the general educational perspective and
language education in particular.

The origin of washback

Washback (Alderson & Wall, 1993), together with other similar related terms
such as backwash (Biggs, 1995, 1996), test impact (Bachman & Palmer, 1996;
Baker, 1991), systemic validity (Fredericksen & Collins, 1989), consequential
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validity (Messick, 1989, 1996), measurement-driven instruction (Popham,
1983, 1987), curriculum alignment (Shepard, 1990, 1991, 1992 & 1993), and
possibly other terms, all refer to different facets of the same phenomenon. The
concept and study of washback has also been derived from recent
developments in language testing and measurement-driven reform in the areas
of general educational assessment. 

Advances in language testing, especially in the past decade, can be seen
through (a) the development of a theoretical view that considers language
ability to be multi-componential and recognizes the influence that testing
method and test taker characteristics have on test performance, and (b) the
applications of more sophisticated measurement and statistical tools, and the
development of ‘communicative’ language tests that incorporate principles of
communicative language teaching (Bachman, 1990, 1991; Bachman &
Palmer, 1996). One of the major preoccupations of language testers in the past
decade has been investigating the nature of language proficiency in the light
of ‘the unitary competence hypothesis’ (Oller, 1979).

Research in language testing has centred on questions about whether or not
and how we assess the specific characteristics of a given group of test takers
and whether and how we should incorporate these characteristics into the
design of language tests. Perhaps the singlemost important theoretical
development in language testing since the 1980s was the realization that a
language test score represents a complexity of multiple influences. Language
test scores cannot be interpreted simplistically as an indicator of the particular
language ability to be measured. They are also affected by the characteristics
and content of the test tasks, the characteristics of the test taker, the strategies
the test taker employs in attempting to complete the test task, and the
inferences we wish to draw from them. What makes the interpretation of test
scores particularly difficult is that these factors undoubtedly interact with each
other.

Language tests are used for a variety of purposes, including:  

• making inferences or predictions about test takers’ language abilities or to
make predictions about their capacity for using language to perform
further tasks in contexts outside the test itself 

• making decisions (e.g. selection, diagnosis, placement, progress, grading
certification, employment) about test takers on the basis of their test
scores, which can inform the decision-makers about their ability or their
capacity for language use in non-test situations. 

Alderson (1986) pointed out an additional area to which language testing
research needed to turn its attention in years to come–the washback effect.
Alderson (1986: 104) discussed the ‘potentially powerful influence offsets,’
and argued for innovations in the language curriculum through innovations in
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language testing. Washback is often introduced in language testing courses
for teachers as a powerful concept that all test designers need to strongly
consider, and of which most classroom teachers are all too aware. Davies
(1985) asks whether tests should necessarily follow the curriculum, and
suggests that perhaps tests ought to lead and influence curriculum. Morrow
(1986: 6) further used the term ‘washback validity’ to describe the quality of
the relationship between testing and teaching and learning. He claimed that
‘...in essence an examination of washback validity would take testing
researchers into the classroom in order to observe the effect of their tests in
action.’ 

Messick (1989, 1992, 1994, 1996) has placed the washback effect within a
broader concept of construct validity (consequential validity). Messick claims
that construct validity encompasses aspects of test use, the impact of tests on
test takers and teachers, the interpretation of scores by decision makers, and
the misuses, abuses, and unintended uses of tests. Washback is an inherent
quality of any kind of assessment, especially when people’s futures are
affected by the examination results, regardless of the quality of the
examination (Eckstein & Noah, 1992, 1993a, 1993b). Whether the washback
effect is negative or positive could be dependent on what the examination
measures. If an examination is congruent with the sentiment and the purposes
of the course objectives, beneficial washback can be achieved; if not, negative
washback effects are bound to happen. 

In short, washback is an educational phenomenon derived from research
studies into (a) the relationship between teaching, learning, and testing and
into the relationship between different curriculum components, and (b) into
the relationship of curriculum change and innovation. These two areas are
highly related to the current study.

The influence of testing on teaching and learning (washback or backwash)
is rooted in the notion that tests should drive teaching and hence learning
(measurement-driven instruction). In order to achieve this goal, a ‘match’ or
an overlap is encouraged (curriculum alignment) between the content and
format of the test and the content and format of the curriculum (e.g.
curriculum surrogate such as the textbook). The closer the fit or match
between test content and curriculum, the greater the potential improvement on
the test. However, the idea of curriculum alignment has been declared
unethical (see Dalton, 1988; Haladyna et al, 1991: 4). Such an alignment is
particularly evident in the Hong Kong context (especially in terms of 
the textbooks), where new or revised examinations are introduced into the
education system to improve teaching and learning (systemic validity). 

The new 1996 HKCEE of the current study was designed with the intention
of using the function of this public examination to influence and guide
teaching and learning of English in Hong Kong secondary schools. 

2 Literature review
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The definition and scope of washback

Washback is a term commonly used in language testing, yet it is rarely found
in dictionaries. However, the word backwash can be found in certain
dictionaries and is defined as ‘the unwelcome repercussions of some social
action’ by the New Webster’s Comprehensive Dictionary of the English
Language, and ‘unpleasant after-effects of an event or situation’ by Collin’s
Cobuild Dictionary of English Language.

Washback, commonly used in the field of applied linguistics, refers to ‘the
impact of a test on teaching’ (Wall & Alderson, 1993: 41; c.f. Alderson &
Wall, 1993: 117). It refers to the extent to which a test influences language
teachers and learners to do things ‘they would not necessarily otherwise do
because of the test’ (Alderson & Wall, 1993: 117). Messick (1996: 241) points
out that ‘washback, a concept prominent in applied linguistics, refers to the
extent to which the introduction and the use of a test influences language
teachers and learners to do things they would not otherwise do that promote or
inhibit language learning.’ He continues to comment that ‘some proponents
have even maintained that a test’s validity should be appraised by the degree
to which it manifests positive or negative washback,’ a notion akin to the
proposal of ‘system validity’ (Frederiksen & Collins, 1989) in the educational
measurement literature. Shohamy notes (1992: 513) that ‘this phenomenon is
the result of the strong authority of external testing and the major impact it has
on the lives of test takers.’

Biggs (1995: 12) uses the term ‘backwash’ to refer to the fact that testing
drives not only the curriculum, but teaching methods and students’ approaches
to learning (Crooks, 1988; Frederiksen, 1984; Frederiksen & Collins, 1989).
However, after quoting definitions of the term backwash from the Collin’s
Cobuild Dictionary of English Language, Spolsky (1994: 55) commented that
‘backwash is better applied only to accidental side-effects of examinations,
and not to those effects intended when the first purpose of the examination is
control of the curriculum.’ According to Alderson and Wall (1993: 115), the
notion that testing influences teaching is referred to as ‘backwash’ in general
educational circles, but it has come to be known as ‘washback’ among British
applied linguists, though they see no reason, semantic or pragmatic, for
preferring either term.

Pearson (1988: 98) points out that ‘public examinations influence the
attitudes, behaviours, and motivation of teachers, learners and parents, and
because examinations often come at the end of a course, this influence is seen
working in a backward direction, hence the term ‘washback.’ He further
emphasizes that the direction in which washback actually works must be
forwards in time. Alderson and Wall (1993) also emphasize the fact that
evidence of washback is typically demonstrated in behavioural and attitudinal

Exploring the research concept

27



changes in teachers and learners that are associated with the introduction of
tests bearing important educational consequences. This is precisely the context
of the current study as mentioned in Chapter One, where a major public
examination change–the new 1996 HKCEE–is introduced with the aim of
bringing about a positive washback effect on the behaviour and attitudes of
teachers and learners (see HKEA, 1993, 1994a, 1994b). 

Messick (1996: 241) mentioned that ‘for optimal positive washback, there
should be little, if any, difference between activities involved in learning the
language and activities involved in preparing for the test.’ However, ‘such
forms of evidence are only circumstantial with respect to test validity in that a
poor test may be associated with positive effects and a good test with negative
effects because of other things that are done or not done in the education
system’ (Messick 1996: 242). Furthermore, Alderson and Wall (1993: 116)
argue that ‘washback, if it exists–which has yet to be established–is likely to
be a complex phenomenon which cannot be related directly to a test’s
validity.’ The washback effect should refer to the effect of the test itself on
aspects of teaching and learning. Besides, other operating forces within the
education context also contribute to or ensure that the washback effect takes
its place on teaching and learning.  

Bailey (1996: 259) summarized, after considering several definitions of
washback, that washback is defined as the influence of testing on teaching and
learning, that it is widely held to exist and to be important, but relatively little
empirical research has been done to document its exact nature or the
mechanisms by which it works. Bailey commented further that there were also
concerns about what constituted both positive and negative washback, as well
as about how to promote the former and inhibit the latter.

Washback defined in this study

The term ‘washback’ is preferred by the researcher to indicate an intended
direction and function of curriculum change on aspects of teaching and
learning by means of a change of public examinations. However, it is
important to point out that even when washback is used in this study to
describe an intended curriculum change by means of public examination
change, unintended and accidental side effects can also occur, because
successful curriculum change and development is a highly complex matter.
Unintended and accidental side effects are defined as ‘backwash’ by Spolsky
(1994: 55) and as ‘negative washback’ by Alderson and Wall (1993: 115). The
researcher has, however, retained the use of ‘washback’ or ‘backwash’ in the
book in its original form when quoting directly from the authors. 

It was clearly evident from this study that the introduction of the new 1996
HKCEE examination (Hong Kong Examinations Authority, 1994: 5) was a
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top-down attempt to elicit positive washback effects on the teaching and
learning of English in Hong Kong secondary schools. It is an attempt by the
Hong Kong Examinations Authority to make use of the washback effect to
bring about changes in teaching and learning, though the specific areas of
washback are not clearly defined, either in the Hong Kong Examinations
Authority’s documents or in the HKEA Subject Committee agenda. 

Negative washback 

Language tests are often criticized for their negative influence on teaching–so-
called ‘negative washback’ (see Alderson & Wall, 1993: 115). Vernon (1956:
166) commented that teachers tend to ignore subjects and activities that do not
directly contribute to passing the exam, and claimed that examinations ‘distort
the curriculum.’ Davies (1968a: 125, 1968b), for example, indicates that ‘all
too often the washback effect has been bad; designed as testing devices,
examinations have become teaching devices; work is directed to what are in
effect–if not in fact–past examination papers and consequently becomes
narrow and uninspired.’ Alderson & Wall (1993: 5) refer to ‘negative
washback’ as the negative or undesirable effect on teaching and learning of a
particular (and, by inference, if not direct statement, poor) test. In this case,
‘poor’ usually means something that the teacher or learner does not wish to
teach or learn. The tests may well fail to reflect the learning principles and/or
the course objectives to which they are supposedly related. 

Fish (1988) discovered that teachers reacted negatively to pressure created
by public displays of classroom scores, and also found that relatively
inexperienced teachers felt greater anxiety and accountability pressure than
did experienced teachers. Noble and Smith (1994a: 3) also pointed out that
high-stakes testing affected teachers directly and negatively, and that
‘teaching test-taking skills and drilling on multiple-choice worksheets is likely
to boost the scores but unlikely to promote general understanding’ (1994b: 6).
Smith (1991b: 8) concluded from an extensive qualitative study of the role of
external testing in elementary schools that ‘testing programs substantially
reduce the time available for instruction, narrow curricular offerings and
modes of instruction, and potentially reduce the capacities of teachers to teach
content and to use methods and materials that are incompatible with
standardized testing formats.’ 

Positive washback

Some researchers, on the other hand, strongly believe that it is feasible and
desirable to bring about beneficial change in language teaching by changing
examinations, which refers to so-called ‘positive washback.’ This term refers
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to tests and examinations that influence teaching and learning beneficially (c.f.
Alderson & Wall, 1993: 115). In this sense, teachers and learners have a
positive attitude towards the test and work willingly towards its objectives.
Pearson (1988: 107) argued, ‘good tests will be more or less directly usable as
teaching-learning activities. Similarly, good teaching-learning tasks will be
more or less directly usable for testing purposes, even though practical or
financial constraints limit the possibilities.’

Davies maintains the view that a good test should be ‘an obedient servant
of teaching; and this is especially true in the case of achievement testing.’ He
further argues that ‘creative and innovative testing...can, quite successfully,
attract to itself a syllabus change or a new syllabus which effectively makes it
into an achievement test’ (1985: 8). To Davies, the test no longer needs to be
only an obedient servant; rather, it can also be a leader. Consequently, Pearson
looks at the washback effect of a test from the point of view of its potential
negative and positive influences on teaching. To him, a test’s washback effect
will be negative if it fails to reflect the learning principles and/or course
objectives to which it supposedly relates, and it will be positive if the effects
are beneficial and ‘encourage the whole range of desired changes’ (1988:
101).

However, there are rather conflicting reactions towards washback on
teaching and learning. In Wiseman (1961: 159), the term washback was used
to ‘describe the deleterious effects of examinations.’ He described paid
coaching classes which were intended for preparing students for exams, and
argued that those coaching classes were not a good use of time because the
students were practising exam techniques rather than language learning
activities. However, Heyneman (1987: 262) commented that many proponents
of academic achievement testing view ‘coachability’ not as a drawback, but
rather as a virtue. 

Furthermore, Alderson and Wall (1993: 117 – 118) stressed that the quality
of the washback effect might be independent of the quality of a test. Any test,
good or bad, can be said to have beneficial or detrimental washback. Whatever
changes educators would like to bring about in teaching and learning by a
particular assessment method, it is worthwhile to first explore the broad
educational context in which an assessment is introduced. Alderson and Wall
(1993) pointed out that: 

It is surely conceivable that other forces exist within society, education,
and schools that might prevent washback from appearing, or that might
affect the nature of washback despite the ‘communicative’ quality of a test
(1993: 116).

Therefore, it would be worthwhile investigating, first, the nature of an
examination and/or assessment in teaching and learning, and then the nature
of the washback effect and the conditions under which it operates, keeping in

2 Literature review

30



mind the importance of the context in which it might take place in order to
understand how washback functions in practice. 

Heyneman (1987: 262) concluded that ‘testing is a profession, but it is
highly susceptible to political interference. To a large extent, the quality of
tests relies on the ability of a test agency to pursue professional ends
autonomously.’ If the consequences of a particular test for teaching and
learning are to be evaluated, the educational context in which the test takes
place needs to be investigated. Whether the washback effect is positive or
negative will largely depend on how it works and within which educational
contexts it is situated. 

The function of washback

Traditionally, tests come at the end of the teaching and learning process for
evaluative purposes. However, with the advent of current high-stake public
examination systems nowadays, the direction seems to be reversed. Testing
comes first before the teaching and learning process in order to influence the
process. This section looks at the mechanism of such a phenomenon in relation
to other educational theories and practices.

Where examinations are commonly used as levers for change, new
textbooks will likely be designed to match the purposes of a new test, and
school administrative staff, teachers, and students will all strive to achieve
good scores on tests. In addition, many more changes in teaching and learning
can happen as a result of a particular new test. Often such consequences are
independent of the original intentions of the test designers. Shohamy (1993: 2)
pointed out that ‘the need to include aspects of test use in construct validation
originates in the fact that testing is not an isolated event; rather, it is connected
to a whole set of variables that interact in the educational process.’

Moreover, Messick (1989) also recommended a unified validity concept, in
which he shows that when an assessment model is designed to make
inferences about a certain construct, the inferences drawn from that
assessment model should not only derive from test score interpretation but
also from other variables in the social context (see also Cooley, 1991;
Cronbach, 1988; Linn, Baker, & Dunbar, 1991; Messick, 1992; Gardner, 1992;
Gifford & O’ Connor, 1992). As early as 1975, Messick (1975: 6) pointed out
that ‘researchers, other educators, and policy makers must work together to
develop means of evaluating educational effectiveness that accurately
represent a school or district’s progress towards a broad range of important
educational goals.’ In this context, Linn (1992: 29) stated that it is incumbent
upon the measurement research community to make the case that the
introduction of any new high-stakes examination system should include more
provisions for paying greater attention to investigations of both the intended
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and unintended consequences of the system than has been typical of previous
test-based reform efforts. 

Bailey (1996: 262-264) cites Hughes’ (1993) trichotomy to illustrate the
mechanisms by which washback works in actual teaching and learning
contexts. According to Hughes, there are three aspects of ‘backwash’ that
should be clarified. 

Hughes (1993: 2) further notes: 

The trichotomy into participants, process and product allows us to
construct a basic model of backwash. The nature of a test may first affect
the perceptions and attitudes of the participants towards their teaching and
learning tasks. These perceptions and attitudes in turn may affect what the
participants do in carrying out their work (process), including practising
the kind of items that are to be found in the test, which will affect the
learning outcomes, the product of the work.

Table 2  The trichotomy of backwash model 
(Source: Hughes, 1993: 2)

While Hughes focused on participants, processes, and products in his
backwash model, Smith (1991a), in a discussion of examples of planned
change, tried to construct a model showing five components of change: the
target system, the management system (consisting of both the members of the
system and the structures within the system), the innovation itself, available
resources, and the environment in which the change is supposed to take place.
Markee (1997) illustrated through his study of curricular innovation how
change may be designed, implemented, and maintained. He employed the
following model:  who (participants) adopts (process) what (the innovation),
where (the context), when (the time duration), why (the rationale), and how
(different approaches in managing innovation). These models try to illustrate
the mechanism of washback as a phenomenon of change in teaching and
learning, and serve as guides for the current study of the washback effect,
particularly, Hughes’ (1993) and Markee’s (1997) models. 

On the other hand, Alderson and Wall (1993), in their Sri Lankan study,
focused on aspects of teaching and learning that might be influenced by
examinations. They came up with 15 hypotheses regarding washback (1993:
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120-21), outlined below, to illustrate areas in teaching and learning that were
usually affected by washback. In addition, the current researcher has also
developed the notion of washback intensity to refer to the degree of the
washback effect in an area, or in a number of areas of teaching and learning
affected by examinations. These areas in teaching and learning were studied
in the research in order to chart and understand the function of washback–the
participants, the process, as well as the products of the washback effect that
might be brought about due to the change of a major public examination. 

• a test will influence teaching
• a test will influence learning
• a test will influence what teachers teach; and
• a test will influence how teachers teach 
• a test will influence what learners learn
• a test will influence how learners learn
• a test will influence the rate and sequence of teaching; and
• a test will influence the rate and sequence of learning
• a test will influence the degree and depth of teaching
• a test will influence the degree and depth of learning
• a test will influence attitude towards the content, method, etc., of teaching

and learning
• tests that have important consequences will have washback; conversely,
• tests that do not have important consequences will have no washback
• tests will have washback on all learners and teachers
• tests will have washback effects for some learners and some teachers, but

not for others. 

Alderson and Wall concluded that further research on washback is needed,
and that such research must entail ‘increasing specification of the Washback
Hypothesis’ above (1993: 127). They called on researchers to take account of
findings in the research literature in at least two areas: (a) motivation and
performance, and (b) innovation and change in the educational settings. 

Wall (1996: 334), following up their above study, stressed the difficulties
in finding explanations of how tests exert influence on teaching. She took from
the innovation literature and added into her research (Wall et al 1996) areas
such as (a) the writing of detailed baseline studies to identify important
characteristics in the target system and the environment, including an analysis
of current testing practices (see also Shohamy, Donitsa-Schmidt, & Ferman,
1996), current teaching practices, resources (Bailey, 1996; Stevenson &
Riewe, 1981), and attitudes of key stakeholders (Bailey, 1996; Hughes, 1993),
and (b) the formation of management teams representing all important interest
groups: teachers, teacher trainers, university specialists, and ministry officials
(see Cheng, 1997, and also Figure 2.1, in which key stakeholders are referred
to as participants). 
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Fullan (1991, 1993), also in the context of curriculum innovations,
discussed changes in schools and came up with two major themes: 

• innovation should be seen as a process rather than as an event (p. 47)
• all the participants who are affected by an innovation have to find their

own meaning for the change (p. 30).

He explained that the subjective reality that teachers experience would
always contrast with the objective reality that the proponents of change
originally imagined.  Teachers work on their own, with little reference to
experts or consultation with colleagues. They are forced to make on-the-spot
decisions, with little time to reflect on better solutions. They are pressured to
accomplish a great deal, but are given far too little time to achieve their goals.
When, on top of this, they are expected to carry forward an innovation that
someone else has come up with, their lives can become very difficult indeed
(c.f. Huberman & Miles, 1984). Besides, it is also found that there tends to be
discrepancies between the intention of any innovation or curriculum change
and the understanding of teachers (Andrews & Fullilove, 1994; Markee 1997),
which can decide the success of any reform or innovation. 

Andrews (1994a, 1994b) highlighted the reality of the relationship between
washback and curriculum innovation, and summarized three choices by which
educators might deal with washback: they can fight it, ignore it, or use it (c.f.
Heyneman, 1987: 260). By fighting it, Heyneman refers to the effort to replace
examinations by other sorts of selection criteria on the grounds that
examinations have encouraged rote memorization at the expense of more
desirable educational practices. Andrews (1994b: 51-52) used the metaphor of
an ostrich for those who ignore it. ‘Those who are involved with mainstream
activities, such as syllabus design, material writing, and teacher training view
testers as a ‘special breed’ using an arcane terminology. Tests and exams have
been seen as an occasional necessary evil, a dose of unpleasant medicine, the
taste of which should be washed away as quickly as possible.’ By using
washback, the purpose is to promote pedagogical ends, which is not a new
idea in education (see also Andrews & Fullilove, 1993, 1994; Blenkin,
Edwards & Kelly, 1992; Brooke & Oxenham, 1984; Pearson, 1988; Somerset,
1983; Swain, 1984). This is the situation in the Hong Kong context.  

In the discussion of the impact of examinations upon curriculum and
innovation in Hong Kong English language teaching, Andrews (1994b)
argued that: 

There does seem to be a phenomenon to which one could attach the label
washback as well. As a tool to engineer curriculum innovation, however,
washback seems to be a very blunt instrument, one which may have
relatively predictable quantitative effects on, for example, the time
allocated to different aspects of teaching and on the content of that
teaching, but rather less predictable qualitative effects upon the teaching-
learning process and what actually takes place in classrooms (79).
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In this section, the washback research concept, the origin of washback, the
definition and scope of washback, and the function of washback have been
discussed. Washback, as the phenomenon is used in language testing,
exemplifies the intricate relationship between testing and teaching and
learning. It also illustrates the tremendous impact and power of testing on
teaching and learning in schools. However, whether the impact of testing on
teaching and learning is positive or negative is still debatable and needs to be
studied further. Discussions in this section have focused on a number of
studies on searching for the meaning and mechanism of the function of
washback, such as Messick’s (1975, 1989, 1996) consequential validity,
Alderson and Wall’s (1993) 15 washback hypotheses, Hughes’ trichotomy
(1993), Wall (1996), Andrews (1994b), and Markee’s (1997) curricular
innovation insights into washback in language education. 

The above studies and all the other studies mentioned in this section help to
determine the nature of washback and how washback works in education.
Together, they form the central issues that are explored in the current study.
Drawing on the above research, this study aims to explore how different levels
of people or stakeholders within the Hong Kong educational system reacted
when washback was strategically anticipated to determine possible areas of
washback intensity in teaching and learning in Hong Kong secondary schools,
and to define the interrelationship between who changes what, how, when,
where, and why (c.f. Markee, 1997: 42-47).

Exploring the research phenomenon

This section consists of three interconnected parts: measurement-driven
instruction, examinations as means of control, and the influence of high-stakes
testing. It explores how and why washback could work to influence other
components within the educational system, trace the rationale behind the use
of public examination, and its powerful function to change teaching and
learning.

Measurement-driven instruction

As early as 1877, Latham (1877: 1) characterized examinations as an
‘encroaching power’ that was influencing education, blurring distinctions
between liberal and technical education, and narrowing the range of learning
through forcing students to prepare by studying with crammers and in
cramming schools. It has been asserted that this encroaching power also
permitted any external body–a university or a government agency–to exert
control over the internal operations of educational systems that were becoming
increasingly complex (Spolsky, 1994: 58). 
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Popham (1987) also outlined the traditional notion of measurement-driven
instruction to illustrate the relationship between instruction and assessment.
Popham suggested that assessment directs teachers’ attention to the content of
test items, acting as powerful ‘curricular magnets.’ In high-stakes
environments, in which the results of mandated tests trigger rewards,
sanctions, or public scrutiny and loss of professional status, teachers will be
motivated to pursue the objectives that the test embodies. According to Noble
and Smith (1994b: 1), ‘the most pervasive tool of top-down policy reform is
to mandate assessment that can serve as both guideposts and accountability.’
Noble and Smith also pointed out that the goal of current measurement-driven
reform in assessment is to build a better test that will drive schools towards
more ambitious goals. This in turn will reform them towards a curriculum and
pedagogy geared more towards thinking and less towards rote memory and
isolated skills–the shift from behaviourism to cognitive-constructivism in
teaching and learning beliefs. 

Beliefs about testing reflect beliefs about teaching and learning. ‘Whatever
the objectives cover, tests can be written to measure them, can be administered
to all, and re-administered as necessary to those who fail’ (Noble & Smith,
1994b: 2). 

The traditional teaching and learning views, from which views of
traditional testing are derived, are grounded in behaviourist psychology and
pedagogy. According to this view, the desired performance of pupils is
brought about by reinforcing successive approximations of correct
performance. Academic tasks are broken down into discrete units and
presented to the pupils. Rewards and progress through an ordered hierarchy of
tasks and skills are contingent on correct performance. Inadequate responses
result in repetition and repeating through the same material until it is mastered,
with instruction in ‘higher order’ skills resting on a foundation of ‘basic
skills.’ In the behaviourist model, the pupil is considered a passive recipient of
knowledge. The intentions of learners are generally ignored. 

However, according to the more recent psychological and pedagogical
views of learning, labelled ‘cognitive-constructivism’, three interrelated
dimensions are emphasized.

1. Learning is viewed as a process of construction. In this view, learning
is not an act of recording discrete pieces of information, each piece
independent of the others and needing only to be repeated until it is
mastered. It is a process of interpretation and construction of meaning
(Glaser & Bassok, 1989). Students are active participants in their
learning, constructors of knowledge, not passive recipients of
information and skills (Piaget, 1973). 

2. Learning is knowledge-dependent. It is not merely an act of receiving
information but one of interpreting information through earlier learning.
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The role of prior knowledge and experience is given special attention, for
what a pupil learns on a given occasion is dependent on what has been
already learned. It is much easier for individuals to learn more about their
areas of expertise than it is for them to learn about other topics outside
their experiences.  

3. Learning is situated in a context (Biggs, 1992, 1993, 1995; Resnick,
1989; Resnick & Resnick, 1992). Knowledge is not independent of the
context in which it develops. Learning not only occurs in a context but is
also social. Learning cannot be separated from the context in which it
occurs (Gergen, 1985). 

The above perspective proposes that effective instruction must mesh with
how students think. The direct instruction model under the influence of the
behaviourist ‘tell-show-do’ approach does not match how students learn,
nor does it take into account students’ intentions, interests, and choices.
Teaching that reflects the cognitive-constructivist view of learning is likely
to be holistic, integrated, project-oriented, long-term, discovery-based, and
social. Thus cognitive-constructivists see performance assessment or
testing as parallel to the above belief of how students learn and how they
should be taught. Performance assessment based on the constructivist
model of learning is defined by Gipps (1994: 99) as ‘a systematic attempt
to measure a learner’s ability to use previously acquired knowledge in
solving novel problems or completing specific tasks. In performance
assessment, real life or simulated assessment exercises are used to elicit
original responses, which are directly observed and rated by a qualified
judge.’ The new 1996 HKCEE under the current study, drawing upon the
above theory, employs a task-based and integrated approach to assess
students. 

Furthermore, proponents of performance assessment believe that what is
assessed is what gets taught. Following this belief, Resnick and Resnick
(1992: 59) stated that, 1) ‘You get what you assess. 2) You do not get what
you do not assess. 3) You should build assessments towards how you want
educators to teach’. High-stakes testing could drive reform if it followed better
psychology and pedagogy and employed more appropriate measurement
forms, namely the above performance assessments. If tests affect curriculum
and instruction, the argument goes, performance assessment could serve as an
impetus for a thinking-oriented curriculum1 geared towards developing higher
order abilities and problem-solving skills (Honig, 1987; Resnick & Resnick,
1992; Wiggins, 1989a, 1989b, 1993).
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In addition, an important assumption of high-stakes testing (or public
examinations), as mentioned above, is that deleterious effects associated with
previous efforts for test-based accountability can be overcome by switching to
performance-based assessments closely linked to curriculum frameworks. It is
argued that instruction directed towards preparation for a performance-based
assessment promotes better instructional practice (Aschbacher, 1990;
Aschbacher, Baker, & Herman, 1988; Baker, Aschbacher, Niemi, & Sato,
1992). They argued that a better test would produce better results.
Performance-based assessment can be designed to be so closely linked to the
goals of instruction as to be almost indistinguishable from them. Rather than
being a negative consequence, as it is now with some high-stakes uses of
existing standardized tests, ‘teaching to these proposed performance
assessments, accepted by scholars as inevitable and by teachers as necessary,
becomes a virtue, according to this line of thinking’ (Noble & Smith, 1994b: 7).
The rationale also lay in the belief that measurement-driven instruction was
initiated due to public discontent with the quality of schooling (Popham,
Cruse, Rankin, Standifer, & Williams, 1985: 629).

The current study is situated along the above line of discussion of using
‘better’ (task-based and integrated) assessment to bring about ‘better’ teaching
and learning (more real-life activities and more active learning). It is also
based on interviews with key informants from the HKEA and other officials
within the Hong Kong educational context. The rationale and intention to
bring about a positive washback effect on teaching by means of a major public
examination change that adopts a more task-based and integrated approach is
evident from information provided by the policy-making agencies. It aimed to
find out how the efforts to change this public examination into a more
constructive assessment tool, or a more appropriate assessment (Biggs, 1995),
would actually have the effect of changing teaching towards a more
constructive approach in the Hong Kong secondary schools.

The HKEA has a strong belief in the statement, ‘We believe in washback!’
and ‘If it’s not examined, it won’t be taught’ (Deputy Secretary of the HKEA,
personal communication, February 7, 1996).

Authority staff are very conscious of the fact that much thought is given
to how the examination process can be used to bring about positive
backwash. Many of the major innovations of recent years have been
designed with this in mind, i.e. with the expectation that the examination
changes will help classroom teachers to keep a better balance between
teaching and skill-building on the one hand and examination preparation
on the other (HKEA, 1994: 80).

However, according to the studies mentioned earlier (see Alderson & Wall,
1993; Wall, 1996), the HKEA’s view might be simplistic. Furthermore,
according to Noble and Smith (1994a: 1-2), their study of the impact of the
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Arizona Student Assessment Program (ASAP) revealed both the ambiguous
characteristics of the policy-making process and the dysfunctional side effects
that evolved from the policy’s disparities. However, the legislative passage of
the testing mandate in May 1990 demonstrated Arizona’s commitment to top-
down reform and its belief that assessment can leverage educational change.
Noble and Smith (1994a: 13-14) focused on the beliefs that influenced the
change made to the testing mandate at the policy-making and administrative
levels, and those that influenced educators’ reactions to and implementations
of the policy. They were particularly interested in examining the interplay
between policy and practice by investigating how different parties in different
kinds of settings reacted to the testing mandate and then what effects this had
on curriculum and instructional practices.

According to Noble and Smith (1994a), Madaus (1985a, 1985b, 1990), and
Rein (1983), the relationship between testing and teaching and learning is
much more complex than just the design of a ‘good’ assessment tool. There is
more underlying interplay within each specific educational context where
assessment takes place. However, these studies focused only on the influence
of the examination at the macro level of the educational context where the
examination takes place. The micro level, e.g. teaching and learning, ought to
be observed as well in order to achieve an overall understanding of the
relationship between testing and teaching and learning, which is one of the
objectives of this study.  

Glaser and Silver (1994) examined how the formats of measurement
interact with the formats of instruction in classrooms. They concluded that ‘it
is testing, not the official stated curriculum, that is increasingly determining
what is taught, how it is taught, what is learned, and how it is learned,’ which
demonstrated the need for a detailed investigation into teachers and students
in the classroom. 

The situation mentioned above is quite true within the Hong Kong
education system. Two syllabuses, the Teaching Syllabus of the Curriculum
Development Council (CDC) and the Examination Syllabus of the Hong Kong
Examinations Authority (HKEA), coexist in secondary education. However, it
is clearly stated even in official education documents (c.f. Hong Kong
Curriculum Development Committee, 1983: 12-13) that ‘the teaching syllabus
at [Secondary Four to Secondary Five] and the examination syllabus should be
in step.’ In reality, teachers in Hong Kong rely mainly on the HKEA syllabus
rather than the teaching syllabus in their teaching (Cheng, 1997; Morris,
1995). 

Proponents of testing further argue that the power of testing to influence
what is taught, how it is taught, what is learned, and how it is learned is a very
beneficial attribute. Its advocates believe that if the skills are well chosen, if
the tests truly measure them, and if the goals of instruction are explicit, then
teacher and student efforts are focused on well-defined targets, standards are
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clear and uniform; accountability at all levels is easier and more objective, and
the public has concrete information on how well the schools are doing. The
idea seemed to be linear and ideal. However, Madaus (1988: 85) pointed out:  

The tests can become the ferocious master of the educational process, not
the compliant servant they should be. Measurement-driven instruction
invariably leads to cramming, narrows the curriculum; concentrates
attention on those skills most amenable to testing; constrains the creativity
and spontaneity of teachers and students; and finally demeans the
professional judgement of teachers (1988: 85).

He further pointed out (1988: 92) that if important decisions were presumed
to be related to test results, then teachers would teach to the test. ‘The reasons
are, firstly, there is tremendous social pressure on teachers to see that their
students acquit [sic] themselves well on the certifying examinations.
Secondly, the results of the examination are so important to students,
teachers, and parents that their own self-interest dictates that instructional
time focus on test preparation.’ According to Madaus (1988), there is a
positive aspect as a high-stakes test can lever the development of new
curricular materials. Despite the ability of the examination to encourage the
introduction of new materials, the examination precedent soon takes over, so
the way in which the new materials eventually come to be taught and learned
is determined by the examination. Even if new materials are produced as a
result of a new examination, they might not be moulded according to the
innovators’ view of what is desirable in terms of teaching, but rather
according to the publishers’ view of what will sell (see Andrews, 1994b;
Cheng, 1997). This is, in fact, the situation within the Hong Kong education
context of the current study.

In addition, measurement-driven instruction will occur when a high-stakes
test of educational achievement influences the instructional programme that
prepares students for the test (Popham, 1987: 680). The reason is that
important contingencies are associated with the students’ performance in such
a situation. Popham also stated that:  

Few educators would dispute the claim that these sorts of high-stakes tests
markedly influence the nature of instructional programs. Whether they are
concerned about their own self-esteem or their students’ well-being,
teachers clearly want students to perform well on such tests. Accordingly,
teachers tend to focus a significant portion of their instructional activities
on the knowledge and skills assessed by such tests (1987: 680). 

It seems that measurement-driven instruction can be a potent force for
educational improvement if properly conceived and implemented. Popham
(1987: 682) believes that ‘creative teachers can efficiently promote mastery of
content-to-be tested and then get on with other classroom pursuits’ (1987:
631). He suggested that educators need to abandon outmoded notions that
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testing must follow teaching. Properly conceptualized tests to him can provide
the clarity to make instruction more effective. 

Following the above discussion that measurement can drive instruction in a
positive way, if measurement is properly conceptualized, the current study
will explore how and how effectively Popham’s belief about washback (c.f.
HKEA, 1994b) can be realized in actual teaching and learning in Hong Kong
secondary schools.  

Examinations as a means of control

Examinations have been long used as a means of control. They have been with
us for a long time, at least a thousand years or more, if their use in Imperial
China to select the highest officials of the land is taken into consideration
(Arnove, Altbach, & Kelly, 1992; Lai, 1970; Hu, 1984). Those examinations
were probably the first Civil Service Examinations ever developed by the
human race. To avoid corruption, all essays in the Imperial Examination were
marked anonymously, and the Emperor personally supervised the final stage
of the examination. Although the goal of the examination was to select civil
servants, its backwash effect was to establish and control an educational
programme, as prospective Mandarins set out to prepare themselves for the
examination (Spolsky, 1994, 1995). 

Even in modern times, the use of examinations to select for education and
employment dated back at least 300 years. Examinations were seen as ways to
encourage the development of talent, to upgrade the performance of schools
and colleges, and to counter, to some degree, nepotism, favouritism, and even
outright corruption in the allocation of scarce opportunities (Eckstein & Noah,
1992). If the initial spread of examinations can be traced to such motives, the
very same rationales appear to be as powerful as ever today. Examinations are
often subject to much criticism. However, in spite of all the criticism levelled
at them, examinations continue to occupy a leading place in the educational
arrangement of many countries. 

Such use of tests for power and control, as pointed out by Shohamy (1993:
2), is an especially common practice in countries that have centrally controlled
educational agencies (c.f. Heyneman, 1987; Heyneman & Ransom, 1990; Li,
1990; Shohamy et al, 1996; Workman, 1987). Policy-makers in central
agencies, aware of the power of tests, use them to manipulate educational
systems, to control curricula, and to impose new textbooks and new teaching
methods. Under those centrally controlled education systems, tests are viewed
as the primary tools through which changes in the educational system can be
introduced without having to change other educational components such as
teacher training or curricula. Furthermore, Shohamy et al (1996: 299) stated,
‘the power and authority of tests enable policy-makers to use them as effective
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tools for controlling educational systems and prescribing the behaviour of
those who are affected by their results – administrators, teachers and students.
School-wide exams are used by principals and administrators to enforce
learning, which in classrooms, tests and quizzes are used by teachers to
impose discipline and to motivate learning’ (c.f. Stiggins & Faires-Conklin,
1992).

Consequently, testing has become ‘the darling of policy makers’ in the
USA (c.f. Madaus, 1985a, 1985b). Similar statements could have been made
at various times during the past century and a half, most notably during
periods when schools were under attack and reformers sought to demonstrate
the need for change (Linn, 1992). Furthermore, as has been true of previous
educational reform efforts, assessment is central to the current educational
reform debate for at least three reasons. First, assessment results are relied
upon by governmental and educational organizations to document the need
for change. Second, assessments are seen as critical agents of reform. Third,
assessment results are used to demonstrate that change has or has not
occurred.  

Petrie (1987: 175) emphasizes that ‘it would not be too much of an
exaggeration to say that evaluation and testing have become the engine for
implementing educational policy.’ Moreover, Linn (1992) commented that
educational assessments are expected not only to serve as a monitor of
educational achievement, but also to be powerful tools of educational
reform.

Educational reform and testing are intimately linked in America (see
Resnick & Resnick, 1992: 1). First, test scores signal the need for reform.
Second, tests are also widely viewed as instruments for educational
improvement. They also point out that the link between testing and
educational reform efforts has been a feature of efforts to improve American
schools since at least the end of the 19th century (Resnick, 1982). In each new
round of reform, testing theories and practices have been refined and
elaborated. However, they argue that ‘there is rarely sustained or widespread
consideration of the possibilities that the very idea of using test technology as
it has developed over the past century may be inimical to the real goals of
educational reform’ (Resnick & Resnick, 1992: 1). 

Given the important decisions attached to examinations, it is natural that
they have always been used as instruments and targets of control in school
systems (Eckstein & Noah, 1993a, 1993b). Their relationship with the
curriculum, with what a teacher teaches and what a student learns, and to an
individual’s life chances are of vital importance in most societies. Therefore,
systemic and empirical study of the role and function of public examinations
in teaching and learning is essential. 
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Influence of high-stakes testing

High-stakes testing refers to tests whose results are seen–rightly or
wrongly–by students, teachers, administrators, parents, or the general public
as the basis upon which important decisions are made that immediately and
directly affect the student. High-stakes tests can be norm- or criterion-
referenced, and internal or external in origin (Madaus, 1988: 87). High-stakes
tests offer future academic and employment opportunities based upon their
results. They are usually public examinations or large-scale standardized tests. 

The Hong Kong Certificate of Education Examination (HKCEE), the
subject of this study, is such a high-stakes test. The HKCEE is taken by
students at the end of their fifth year of secondary education. Students either
proceed to further studies to Secondary Six, or leave school and seek
employment after Secondary Five. In both situations, the certificate
(examination) is vital for them. 

There are quite a number of studies, both general in nature and in language
education, illustrating that high-stakes standardized testing influences
teaching and learning. The major areas that have been studied are as follows
(see also Borko, Flory, & Cumbo, 1994; Kellaghan & Greaney, 1992;
Kellaghan, Madaus, & Airasian, 1982; Kubiszyn & Borich, 1996; Macintosh,
1986; Sproull & Zubrow, 1981): 

• schools (organization, practice, and achievement; accountability pressure)
• teachers (their attitudes and responses to standardized tests; teacher

attention to testing in instructional planning and delivery; teaching
contents; time spent on test preparation; teachers’ sense of professional
pride; and teachers’ general attitudes about the fairness and utility of
testing etc.)

• students (their reactions, self-concepts, and self-assessment; and student
learning outcomes) 

• parents (familiarity with the changes in evaluation of their children’s
school progress, and their knowledge about and attitudes towards
standardized testing).

Numerous studies have shown that high-stakes testing influences teaching
and learning in the following ways. Smith et al (1990) found that pressure to
improve students’ test scores caused some teachers to ‘neglect material that the
external test does not include.’ In another study, Smith (1991b) commented that
teachers have negative feelings about standardized testing and the narrowing of
the curriculum. Mathison (1987) discovered in his research that teachers altered
their instructional materials to resemble the format of mandated tests.

Herman and Golan (1991) found that teachers adjusted the sequence of
their curriculum based on what was included in the test. According to the
findings of Herman and Golan’s (1991) study, testing substantially influences
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teachers’ instructional planning. Teachers tend to look at prior tests to make
sure that their instruction includes all or most of the test content, and plan to
ensure that they cover all test objectives. They also adjust their instructional
plans and the sequence of their curriculum based on the test performance of
the class they had the previous year. Herman and Golan also reported that
testing affects the teaching and learning process through instructional items
devoted to direct test preparation activities. They concluded that testing
substantially influences teachers’ classroom planning. Moreover, testing is
more influential and exerts stronger effects on teaching in schools serving
more disadvantaged students.

Stodolsky (1988) found that the existence of mandated testing led teachers
to neglect team teaching approaches. Madaus (1985b) observed that when test
score gains are tied to awards, teachers feel motivated rather than pressured to
increase scores. Furthermore, Madaus (1988) noted that teachers taught to the
test when they believed important decisions, such as promotion, would be
based on test scores. Romberg, Zarinnia, and Williams (1989) found that, as a
result of the emphasis on test results, teachers increased attention to paper-
and-pencil computation, but decreased attention to project work. They
concluded (1989: 4), ‘that the greater the consequences attached to the test, the
more likely it would be to have an impact on teaching’ (c.f. Alderson & Wall,
1993).

Madaus (1988: 93) pointed out that in every setting where a high-stakes test
operates, a tradition of past examinations will develop, which eventually de
facto defines the curriculum. It is argued strongly that if the skills and
knowledge are chosen, and if the tests truly measure them, then coaching is
perfectly acceptable. However, according to Madaus (1988), this ignores a
fundamental fact of life: when the teachers’ professional worth is estimated in
terms of examination success, teachers will corrupt the skills measured by
reducing them to the level of strategies in which the examination is drilled. He
also pointed out that if the examination is perceived as important enough, a
commercial industry would develop to prepare students for it, which is true of
most testing agencies.

Furthermore, Noble and Smith (1994b: 6) argued that ‘teaching test-taking
skills and drilling on multiple-choice worksheets is likely to boost the scores
but unlikely to promote general understanding.’ It is also reported in Forbes
(1973) that students are forced to cram for examinations rather than prepare
for a broad curriculum. High-stakes testing shapes the curriculum, but not in
straightforward ways.

There are a number of studies (Cannell, 1987; Linn, Grave, & Sanders,
1989; Shepard, 1990) that raise questions about whether improvements in test
score performance actually signal learning. Moreover, Pearson (1988: 103)
reported that ‘the result of ignoring, or giving only a token place to the testing
of speaking is apparent in Sri Lanka’.  
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Other studies point to standardized tests’ narrowness of content, their lack
of congruency with curricula and instruction, their neglect of higher order
thinking skills, and the limited relevance and meaningfulness of their multiple
choice formats (see Baker, 1989; Herman, 1989, 1992; Shepard, 1990).
According to these and other researchers, rather than exerting a positive
influence on student learning, testing may trivialize the learning and
instructional process, distort curricula, and usurp valuable instructional time
(Bracey, 1987, 1989; Dorr-Bremme & Herman, 1986; Romberg, Zarinnia, &
Williams, 1989; Smith, Edelsky, Draper, Rottenberg & Cherland, 1990; Stake,
1988). 

On the other hand, Dorr-Bremme and Herman (1983) found that the
teachers in their study paid little attention to standardized tests, as the teachers
believed such tests were of little relevance to students, and that teachers
viewed the results of such tests as relatively unreliable sources of information.
Moreover, referring to testing on teacher planning and instruction, Dorr-
Bremme and Herman (1983) found relatively little influence of standardized
tests on teacher decision-making; for instance, on placing students, planning
instruction, or grading. Hogan (1986), after analysing the two major
curriculum changes (e.g. mathematics and linguistics) in the past 25 years in
his context of his study, found that standardized testing has not dictated the
curriculum and is not likely to dictate the curriculum in the future.
Standardized tests, it seemed to him, exercise little influence upon the major
curriculum change. 

However, it is worthwhile pointing out that the above is definitely not the
situation in Hong Kong. In Hong Kong, examinations dominate and influence
the actual teaching and learning (Fullilove, 1992; Johnson & Wong, 1981).
Hong Kong school classrooms are portrayed as teacher-centred, textbook-
centred and test-centred. Furthermore, teachers and textbook writers follow
the direction of the test although the degree of attention on the test varies
according to the actual teacher, textbook writer, and publisher (Andrews &
Fullilove, 1994; Cheng, 1997). 

In summary, it can be seen that studies into the influence of high-stakes
testing have led to a variety of results: influences at different levels (school,
teachers, learners, and parents), and influences on different aspects of teaching
and learning (teaching content, instructional planning, approaches to teaching,
the teacher’s professional worth, and student learning outcomes). The greater
the consequences attached to a particular test, the more likely it is to have an
impact on teaching and learning. The above studies had noted positive,
negative, and no influence on teaching and learning. The current study will
draw on the above findings and explore the most sensitive and intensive areas
in teaching and learning that are likely to be influenced by an examination
change.
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Exploring washback within different educational
contexts
Previous sections in this chapter have focused on investigations of the
washback phenomenon from a theoretical perspective. The effect of washback
has been seen to have an impact on different levels of people, and on many
different aspects of teaching and learning within a given educational context.
The phenomenon is related to testing, teaching, and learning theories as well
as curriculum innovation (change) theories. This section situates washback
within different educational contexts, and explores how washback works in a
certain context. It aims to explore any regional significance of the washback
phenomenon (c.f. Shohamy, 1993 for more information on the role of
centrally controlled education systems). Washback studies carried out in other
regional educational contexts will be discussed first, followed by washback
studies within the Hong Kong educational context.

Washback within other regional educational contexts

Research into the washback phenomena in language education has involved
several language projects carried out in different countries: the study of new
exams in Sri Lanka (Pearson, 1988; Wall, 1996; Wall & Alderson, 1993); the
Netherlands school language exams (Luijten, 1991; Wesdorp, 1982); a needs-
based exam at a Turkish university (Hughes 1988); the Nepalese English exam
(Khaniya, 1990a, 1990b); the national university entrance examination in
China (Li, 1990); the Japanese university entrance exams (Buck, 1988;
Ingulsrud, 1994; Watanabe, 1996a, 1996b); EFL and ASL exams in Israel
(Shohamy, 1993; Shohamy et al, 1996); similar research in Germany (Perrin,
1996); Canada (Nagy & Traub, 1986); Australia (Dunn, 1989; Wigglesworth
& Elder, 1996); and research on the various exams and exam revisions in
Hong Kong (Andrews, 1994a, 1994b; Andrews & Fullilove, 1993, 1994;
Cheng, 1993, 1997; Fullilove, 1992; Johnson & Wong, 1981; Lam, 1993,
1994; Smallwood, 1994; Workman, 1987). 

Hughes (1988) reported, after developing tests for the British Council for
two years at Bogazici University (a leading Turkish university), that an overall
increase could be seen in students’ language proficiency in the area of
syllabus, textbooks, and also in teaching, due to changes in assessment, but he
did not explain what aspects of teaching changed. Alderson and Wall (1993)
reported on the Sri Lankan project, which was consciously intended to provide
a ‘lever for change’ (Pearson, 1988). They found that there was a certain
amount of washback on the teaching content, but not on teaching methods. In
contrast, Wesdorp (1982), in reporting his investigation into multiple-choice
testing in the Netherlands, concluded that standardized testing had no
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washback effect on skills that are taught, teacher activities, or students’ study
habits. However, he mentioned that it was necessary to follow the
developments in testing to prevent an adaptation of the educational system to
the testing technique. 

Li (1990) studied the Matriculation English Test (MET), the English test
for entrance to all universities in the People’s Republic of China. She
suggested that because of the sheer number of people who take this test
annually (three million), it could be called ‘a test of great power.’ She also
explored the extrinsic and intrinsic power of the test to inform significantly
and influence benevolently. She pointed out that washback relies on feedback,
and the power of a test manifests itself as a power both to inform and to
influence (1990: 397). According to Li, washback from the MET was seen in
teaching materials and lesson content, but the ‘most telling changes’ were
outside the classroom. These changes reflected ‘a new awareness of time and
resources and a new enthusiasm for after-class learning of English.’ Feedback
from one province in China showed all simplified English readers were sold
out throughout the province. Li also discovered a shift in the classroom away
from formal linguistic knowledge to practising and using the language.
However, she also reported that teachers felt very uncomfortable with the
MET, but students were much more adaptable and often accepted new testing
methods quite readily. Considering the significant influence that tests have on
Chinese students’ future opportunities, perhaps this was natural. 

Pearson (1988) studied washback in Sri Lanka, where a considerable
amount of work was carried out on developing new public examinations and
on encouraging the use of new kinds of formal and informal classroom tests.
He commented that ‘giving the examinations such a dominant role in the
whole scheme means that it is now vital, as never before, that the washback
effect be beneficial, and that they encourage the whole range of desired
changes’ (1988: 101). He argued that, from the point of view of washback, a
‘good’ test should do two things: it should encompass all areas of the syllabus,
and it should directly reflect the accepted view of what teaching and learning
involves. Good tests are often said to increase the amount or improve the
quality of learner motivation, to stimulate learning on particular occasions,
and to reinforce previous learning. Furthermore, Pearson commented (1988:
107) that good tests will encourage the use of beneficial teaching-learning
processes, and will be more or less directly usable as teaching-learning
activities. 

Shohamy (1993: 17) reported her study on the impact of three tests in
Israel. She commented that these tests served as ‘an effective tool for changing
the behaviours of teachers and students because of their power and high
stakes’. However, she said that the educational effectiveness of tests couldn’t
be very high as these tests narrowed the process of evaluation, ‘making it
merely instrumental and un-meaningful.’ She concluded that:
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Tests used for the purpose of improving learning can be effective only if
they are connected to the educational system; they are not effective when
used in isolation. But using tests to solve educational problems is a
simplistic approach to a complex problem. It works on people’s fear of
authority. It can even be said that the testers themselves are abused by the
educational leadership. Testers need to examine the uses that are made of
the instruments they so innocently construct (1993: 19).

Shohamy et al (1996), in their paper Test Impact Revisited, pointed out that
a test’s impact is often influenced by several factors: the nature of the subject-
matter tested, the nature of the test, and the uses to which the test scores are
put. Furthermore, the washback effect may change over time and may not last
indefinitely within the education system. 

Studies conducted in other regions have also provided insights for the
present study. Madison (1979) reported that the package of interdependent
changes to an examination envisaged in Ethiopia had led to the failure to
implement all the necessary related changes, which explains the new
examination’s ultimate failure. Somerset (1983), in his work in Kenya, Nepal,
and Hong Kong, has shown that public examinations can be used
constructively to bring about positive changes in the way pupils are taught,
and the approaches to learning that they are encouraged to use. However, these
studies reported have largely failed to link the washback effect on teaching
and learning with the educational systems in those particular regions. 

Washback within the Hong Kong educational context

Washback is a term that can be found frequently in official education
documents in Hong Kong (see the Hong Kong Examinations Authority, 1993;
Hong Kong Government 1984, 1986, 1990; Education Department of Hong
Kong, 1989). For example, it was stressed in the Hong Kong Education
Commission Report No. 4 (1990) that ‘a project should be carried out to
determine the ‘washback’ effect of different forms of assessment.’ Moreover,
Morris (1990b) argues that any change in the Hong Kong educational system
must first involve a change in the examinations. Also, the Education
Commission Report No. 4 (1990) stated:

The Hong Kong Examinations Authority is well aware of the fact that the
syllabi for the HKCEE affect the curriculum and even the teaching
methods in schools, particularly in Secondary 4 and 5...the revised
HKCEE syllabi have served to improve the clarity of the curriculum
objectives, which has had a positive influence on teaching (70).

Some examples of the positive washback effect of public examinations in
Hong Kong have been reported in the literature (see Andrews, 1994a, 1994b
Andrews & Fullilove, 1994; Fullilove, 1992; Johnson & Wong, 1981). In Hong
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Kong, certain washback effects are expected whenever language examinations
are introduced (c.f. Hong Kong Examinations Authority, 1993). Washback is
strongly believed to have a positive effect on teaching and learning. As stated
previously, the HKEA has a strong conviction about washback, as expressed by
the Deputy Secretary ‘We believe in washback!’ (Deputy Secretary of the
HKEA, personal communication, February 7, 1996; c.f. HKEA 1994b: 80).
However, a search of the literature indicates that an understanding of the nature
of washback and the scope of its effect on public examinations in Hong Kong
is still based more on presumptions than empirical data.

Fullilove (1992: 131) reported the phenomena of washback in Hong Kong
as ‘the tail wagging the dog… Hong Kong is an exam-mad town–a place
where language testing is a prime determinant of course design and classroom
practices, as in which hundreds of How to Pass The...cribs are published.’ It is
also a place where parents sometimes present their children for one- or two-
day testing programmes in an attempt to get them accepted to the ‘right’
kindergarten (a decision which they believe will give their children favoured
opportunities in the future). In Hong Kong, approximately five per cent of
those students who commence primary school education will ultimately, by
successfully mastering the examination system, gain a place in one of Hong
Kong’s tertiary education institutes (c.f. Johnson & Wong, 1981).

Fullilove (1992) commented in detail about the washback effect on several
aspects of teaching in Hong Kong:

The examinations affect the content of the lessons taught, both in broad
terms and in much more specific detail as well. This influence on course
content may be direct–through what the teacher plans for her lessons–or it
may be somewhat less direct, but nonetheless highly significant, through
the content of the recommended textbooks used in most schools. In the
broadest terms, the content of course is influenced by the weighting of the
parts or subsections of the examinations (1992: 136).

Johnson and Wong (1981: 279) saw the Scaling Test in Hong Kong as an
example of ‘testing as a force for change in teaching’ and testing ‘as a potent
tool for ultimately changing the classroom learning and teaching techniques of
English as a second or foreign language.’ They viewed the test as a way of
introducing more genuinely communicative methods of teaching into the
classroom, including the use of authentic materials, and thereby ‘as a way of
achieving syllabus revision with the resulting changes in textbook design and
the classroom learning and teaching techniques’ (Johnson & Wong, 1981:
277). According to Johnson and Wong, eventually the exam would ‘lead to
syllabus revision, the design of new textbooks with different goals and
objectives from those currently in use, and as a consequence, new classroom
methods and techniques which stress the use of authentic English in a
purposeful and interactive way.’ 
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However, the outcome that Johnson and Wong (1981: 285) anticipated did
not take place immediately, i.e. ‘English is taught as a formal, textbook-based,
discursive, academic subject, the process and product of which bear little
resemblance to the authentic English being used around us.’ Another example
of classroom innovation also reported in Johnson and Wong (1981) is a public
examination change in the addition of a listening component to the HKCEE.
It was explicitly expected that this new element of the examination would
have a significant effect on the teaching of English in secondary schools in
Hong Kong. Towards the end of the implementation, the Education
Department, at considerable expense, had induction loop listening systems
installed in each government and aided school to encourage schools to include
lessons for improving students’ listening skills. However, whether the positive
washback that was expected to take place in teaching and learning was
actually realized is still in question.

In addition, Morris (1990b: 49-51), in his study of teachers’ perceptions of
the barriers to the implementation of a pedagogical innovation, found out that
teachers cite public examinations as the most important factor affecting their
teaching. Teachers generally felt the need to cover the syllabus and prepare
students for examination questions. In general, they believed that the most
efficient way of accomplishing these two tasks within the busy school year
was through the traditional teaching method of lecturing to their students.
Therefore, more innovative methods were generally avoided by the teachers,
even if they believed these more modern approaches were worthwhile.

Andrews & Fullilove (1994), Andrews (1994b), and Workman (1987)
discovered that there are widely diverging views about the nature of changes
to examinations the HKEA wanted to engineer, as well as a mismatch between
the views of the HKEA and those of the teachers, even though these changes
were decided by a working group of the HKEA (consisting of subject officers
and teacher representatives). The contrasting views of the relative importance
of different pedagogical strategies viewed by decision-makers and teachers
raise as many questions as HKEA could possibly answer. This further
demonstrates not only the complexity of the washback effect under the Hong
Kong educational context, but also a further need for studies like this one into
the washback phenomenon if curriculum alignment is to be expected, as
mentioned earlier in this chapter. This current study will address the
complexity of the phenomenon and explore in-depth the areas of teaching and
learning within the Hong Kong educational context.

Exploring washback within current models of
teaching and learning
As has been noted in the previous sections, the washback effect is a powerful
educational phenomenon. It not only influences different people at different
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levels within educational contexts, but also has an impact on many aspects of
teaching and learning in the school curriculum. Studies into such educational
phenomenon ought to draw research findings about teaching and learning,
make references to the existing models of teaching and learning, and also draw
on theories in educational change, since the notion of change is the
fundamental principle of the washback phenomenon. This section explores the
theoretical background and existing frameworks of teaching and learning to
guide the current study of washback. 

Classroom research

Classroom-centred research (Brumfit & Mitchell, 1989a, 1989b) focuses on
the classroom, as distinct from research that concentrates on the inputs to the
classroom (the syllabus, the teaching materials) or on the outputs from the
classroom (learner achievement scores). It investigates what happens inside
the classroom when teachers and learners come together. It focuses on the
process variables of the classroom and answers questions such as how and
why it is that things happen as they do in the classroom. The focus of such
classroom-centred research reflects the purpose of the current washback study
because it investigates how washback works in the educational context and in
the classrooms. This study focuses on teacher and student interaction in the
classroom, practice opportunities, and time allocation of teaching and learning
activities, in order to understand how these aspects of teaching and learning
might have been influenced by the new 1996 HKCEE and what changes the
examination actually brought about in classroom teaching and learning.

This type of research, according to Long (1980), is generally carried out by
observation and/or introspection. Observation involves keeping a record of
what goes on in the classrooms being observed. Introspection can involve
interviewing teachers or giving them questionnaires to which they respond and
reflect on their experience, or diary keeping (see also Allwright, 1983, 1988;
Allwright & Bailey, 1991). 

Language researchers in general have chosen to look at the classroom as a
setting for language acquisition and learning in terms of the language input
provided by teacher talk and classroom interaction processes (see Allen,
Frohlich, & Spada, 1984; Allwright, 1983, 1988; Allwright & Bailey, 1991;
Long, 1980, 1983, 1984). The classroom should be the first place to look if we
really want to understand how to help our learners learn more efficiently and
how teachers and students interact. The classroom is also the first place to look
if we wish to know whether a proposed new examination (in this study, the
1996 HKCEE) can bring about changes in classroom teaching and learning, as
intended by the HKEA, and the types of changes that may result. 

Consequently, observation is essential for such classroom research, and this
involves keeping a record of what is happening. Various observation
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instruments have been developed to explore a range of variables based on
different models of teaching. However, there are no existing observation
instruments available for washback studies of this kind, although there are
washback studies involving classroom observations (see Alderson & Hamp-
Lyons, 1996; Wall & Alderson, 1993). The study of washback on teaching and
learning, firstly, ought to involve a broad classroom setting (c.f. Wall et al,
1996). Secondly, variables such as process variables, presage variables,
context variables and product variables should be investigated one by one if a
complete picture of the examination’s effect on teaching and learning is to be
seen within the local context (see Dunkin & Biddle, 1974; Hughes, 1993;
Stern, 1983, 1989).

Regarding the different approaches to classroom observations (see
Allwright, 1988; Bailey, 1985; Chaudron, 1986, 1988; Dunkin & Biddle, 1974;
Ellis, 1984, 1994; Long, 1980; Stern, 1983, 1989, 1992), Chaudron (1988)
summarized four different approaches to classroom observation into four
traditions in classroom research. The first, the psychometric tradition, was used
in the early evaluations of L2 instruction. This tradition followed, as much as
possible, standard educational psychometric procedures, with comparison
treatment groups and measurement of outcomes on proficiency tests. This
tradition involves context, presage and product studies, which investigate the
quantitative relationships between various classroom activities or behaviours
and language achievement. This tradition has been criticized for its neglect of
variables in the classroom and for trying to establish a linear relationship
between input and output variables via quantitative analysis (c.f. Allwright,
1988). This approach is not useful for studying washback as this phenomenon
is far too complex to have a possible linear input and output relationship. 

The second tradition, interaction analysis, refers to observational schemes
used to describe teacher-student interaction in the classroom. It was developed
by the mid-1960s (c.f. Moskowitz, 1968, 1971), when the influence 
of sociological investigations of group processes led to the development of
systems for the observation and analysis of classroom interaction in terms 
of social meanings and an inferred classroom climate. These schemes are
designed to help teachers discover and evaluate their own classroom
behaviours so as to become ultimately ‘his [sic] own agent for change’
(Moskowitz, 1971: 219). However, criticism was levelled at the capacity of
those schemes to capture the complete picture of classroom interaction
(Bailey, 1985). For the current study, this form of analysis is really too minute
to capture and understand such a multidimensional phenomenon like
washback. 

The influence of the second tradition, which views interaction as a chain of
teacher and student behaviours (each one classifiable into one or another
category), is seen in the third tradition, that of discourse analysis. This third
tradition arose from a linguistic perspective, an attempt to fully analyse the
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discourse of classroom interaction in structural-functional linguistic terms.
Although this approach had the potential for being applied in a quantitative
fashion, its development has largely been confined to researchers’
redefinitions of the appropriate categories used to describe discourse (see
Coulthard, 1977; Sinclair & Coulthard, 1975). Such analysis might also be too
detailed for the purpose of this research, but it can be useful for illustrative
purpose for this study.

The fourth tradition, the ethnographic tradition, arose from sociological
and anthropological traditions, and has gained wide acceptance in first
language classroom research over the last twenty years. It attempts to interpret
behaviour from the perspective of the individual participant’s unique
understanding rather than from the observer’s or analyst’s supposedly
objective analysis. Classroom ethnography provides extensive empirical
descriptions of what is happening in the classroom by ‘generating a
description that approximates the knowledge of participants in a particular
event, making the implicit explicit, the invisible visible’ (Mehan, 1979: 176).
Although ethnography is often criticized for its lack of generalization to other
contexts (Chaudron, 1988), it is still a very appropriate approach to gain a feel
for the context of the study. 

As washback studies involve the exploration of teaching and learning in a
broad classroom setting, a combined research framework would be required to
draw on the various strengths of the above traditions. Any one of the
approaches alone would not be adequate to satisfactorily carry out such a
study of washback on teaching and learning. Furthermore, Allwright (1983:
199) noted two viewpoints on classroom-centred research, one focusing on the
interactive aspects of classroom behaviour and the other focusing more on
teacher talk as input. The first of these, based on a sociological view of
education, has brought classroom research on language teaching and learning
nearer the sociological tradition of such educational researchers as Hymes (c.f.
Cazden, John, & Hymes, 1972), and the particular ethnographic work of such
educational researchers as Mehan (1979). The second viewpoint, focusing on
teacher talk, has brought us much closer to what is now the mainstream of
second language acquisition research; one of the crucial variables is input (c.f.
Krashen, 1981). The current washback study, therefore, focuses more on the
above two approaches–interactive behaviour and teacher talk in the
classroom–as they are very closely related to the changes made in the HKCEE. 

To summarize, different traditions of classroom research have led to
different approaches to data collection and analysis. They have also led to the
creation of different models of teaching, which will be reviewed below. For
the purposes of this current study, and taking classroom process (interaction)
as a focus, various aspects of the four traditions mentioned
above–interactional analysis, discourse analysis, and ethnography–have been
drawn upon to serve the research purpose. 
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Classroom research models

The various traditions and approaches to classroom-based research mentioned
above illustrate how specific areas of teaching and learning have been
investigated and observed. The conceptual figures below illustrate two
teaching and learning models for the study of classrooms at different levels
and different issues involved, which provide theoretical and methodological
guides for the current study. A model for the study of classroom teaching (see
Dunkin & Biddle, 1974, p. 38; cited also in Stern, 1983, and Chaudron, 1988)
serves as an initial guide for the clarification of the variables and behaviours
in studies of teaching. Chaudron’s (1988) model of four levels of general
issues concerns the effectiveness of classroom instruction. Dunkin and
Biddle’s model (1974; cited also in Stern, 1983, and Ellis, 1994), and
Chaudron’s (1988) model have been combined to serve as the theoretical
framework for this study. Issues that arise from these two models, written in
bold typeface in Figure 2.1 below, are the focus of the current study.
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Four general issues (Chaudron, 1988) concerning the effectiveness of classroom instruction

1. Learning from instruction
a. the acquisition of certain fundamental units or elements (words or facts)
b. the integration in functional relationships and applications 
c. certain degrees of production, practice, or other mental operations involving 
those elements 

2. Teacher talk – speech rate, syntax, vocabulary, pragmatic functions, etc.

3. Learner behaviour – linguistic behaviour, learning strategies and social interactions

4. Interaction in the classroom – turn taking, questioning and answering, negotiation of 
meaning and feedback, in contrast to a more traditional view of teaching and learning 
which conceptualises classroom instruction as the conveyance of information from the 
knowledgeable teacher to ‘empty’ and passive learners.

Presage 
variables

Context 
variables

Product 
variablesPROCESS VARIABLES

THE CLASSROOM

Teachers’ classroom behaviour

Students’ classroom behaviour
x

(Dunkin & Biddle, 1974)

(Highlighted for the current study)

Figure 2.1 Variables for classroom observations



These two models, with an emphasis on the classroom process, have been
combined to guide the classroom observations for the current study. The unit
of observation for this study is a lesson. This study deals primarily with the
process variables of the classroom component (see Figure 2.1) where a teacher
and students interact with each other–what teachers do and what students do
in the classroom. Observations are conducted in depth to explore the four
aspects of classroom interaction raised by Chaudron (1988). Interaction in the
classroom is the focus of the current study. Teacher presage variables and
student characteristics of the context variables in Figure 2.1 were studied
through two comparative surveys of teachers and students. Stern (1983: 498)
defined that presage variables are the characteristics, which teachers as
individuals or as a group bring to teaching, their own formative experiences,
their training, and their personal qualities. The context variables consist of the
conditions within which the teacher must operate, the community, the school,
its environment, and the students themselves. The community, the school and
its environment were not chosen as the focus of this study. Product variables
were not investigated in this study due to the nature of the research questions
answered and the time constraints of this study. The time span of the research
ranged from the time the HKCEE was changed in 1993 to after the new 1996
HKCEE was written by the first cohort of F5 students in 1996. Only limited
changes could be expected in students’ learning outcomes within such a short
time span. 

It is also worthwhile to borrow from Stern in addition to the above two
models. Stern (1989) argued that the interest in studying the classroom is
indeed close to the reality of language teaching practice, but there is an over-
concern with the minutiae of teaching and learning in saying ‘the collection of
infinite and unmanageable details quickly leads to the inability to see the
woods for the trees’ (Stern, 1989: 207; see also Johnson, 1989; Larsen-
Freeman, 1980). This point is particularly important as the current washback
study involves a broader classroom setting. 

Stern (1989) outlined the basic categories of a scheme for analysing
language teaching, which is very useful to this washback study. His model
consists of three levels. The first level, the basic level, relates to the basic
fundamental assumptions of language learning and teaching made by the
teacher, the evaluator, the administrator, the researcher, and even the learners
themselves. It consists of four concepts: language, society, learning, and
teaching.

The second level, the general categories of language teaching, gives
language teaching its particular shape and direction. It is rooted in teaching
methods and curriculum design theories. This level was called the ‘policy
level’ (c.f. Stern, 1989: 210), where professional planning and decision-
making occur, and consists of (a) categories of content, (b) categories of
objectives, (c) categories of treatment or procedures, and (d) categories of
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evaluation. Treatment or procedures, the most controversial aspect of
language pedagogy, are linked with three strategies highly relevant to the
current study of washback effect on aspects of teaching and learning. They
are: 

• teaching strategies: listening, reading, speaking, and writing
• timing strategies: segmenting lessons into larger or smaller chunks
• social and interpersonal strategies: teacher or student-centred/individual or

class.

The third level, language class in action, reveals the fundamental concepts
of language, learning, and teaching at the basic level, and decisions at the
second level, in the area of curriculum objectives, strategies, and evaluation
through the behavioural acts of teaching and learning. The three levels form a
scheme of language teaching analysis, which allows researchers to recognize
that observation schemes must ultimately be related to the underlying policies
and fundamental assumptions of language teaching and learning. This point is
closely related to the current study of the washback effect on teaching and
learning as changes in the HKCEE were designed with the intention of
effecting changes in teaching and learning in Hong Kong classrooms. This
model serves as the guide for the data collection and analysis in the current
study. 

Nevertheless, the current researcher sees the model for research into
classroom teaching and learning in a reverse order, shown in Figure 2.2.
Washback brings changes from the top (the decision-makers) for conceptual
change and decision-making, down to the school (the teaching and learning
level). Washback functions on multiple levels and perhaps at different times.
In this regard, the ideas of Fullan (1983) and Fullan & Stiegelbauer (1991)
have been drawn upon. They strongly argue the need for teaching and learning
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General categories of language teaching

Policy level

Fundamental concepts

Basic theoretical or philosophical level

Level 1

Level 2

Level 3

Figure 2.2  A language teaching analysis scheme 
(Source: Stern, 1989: 210)

Teaching and learning activities
Classroom behaviour / classroom observation

Behavioural or surface level



to be studied within multiple perspectives. Fullan (1983: 36) makes it clear
that educational change is multidimensional. Fullan’s ideas coincide with
Hughes’ (1993) trichotomy of backwash model mentioned above (c.f. Bailey,
1996) and Markee’s curricular innovation model (1997: 42 – 47). Hughes’s
trichotomy focuses on examination influences on participants, processes, and
products. Bailey (1996) elaborated Hughes’ trichotomy further to include
different levels of influence within the trichotomy. 

Moreover, Fullan (1983: 37) pointed out that objectively it is possible to
clarify the meaning of educational change by identifying and describing its
main dimensions. He argued that ignorance of such dimensions often explains
a number of interesting phenomena in the field of educational change; for
example, why some people accept an innovation they do not understand, why
some aspects of a change are implemented and not others, and why strategies
for change neglect certain components. Nunan (D. Nunan, personal
communication, October 14, 1997) emphasizes the intricate and interlocking
relationship between curriculum as planned, curriculum in action, and
curriculum as outcomes. He points out the possible lack of fit between these
three components. 

Drawing from all sources of research in the classroom at the macro and
micro levels above, the research proposes a working model below to study the
complex and multidimensional nature of washback (Figure 2.3). This model
serves as a theoretical and methodological guide for the current study. The
curriculum as planned at Level 1 pointed out by Nunan refers to the intended
changes behind the new examination syllabus. The curriculum in action and
curriculum as outcomes elements are to be studied in the second and third
levels. In between, there will be gaps or mismatches at each level.

Figure 2.3 Explanatory model of washback
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Teaching syllabus

HKEA 
Exam syllabus

Textbook publishers 
Teaching content

Tertiary institutions
Teaching methods

Schools
Principals
Teachers
Students

Level 1
Decision making Agencies

Level 2
Intervening Agencies

Level 3
Implementing Agencies

How do the two syllabuses work?
How are the teaching and learning
principles behind the exam 
syllabus realized as manageable tasks?

How do teachers realize the 
teaching and learning theories behind
the exam syllabus and the textbooks?
How do teachers arrange their lessons
and activities accordingly?

How are the teaching and 
learning activities carried out in
classrooms?



The dimensions of change that are explored in this study consist of (a)
teaching materials, (b) teaching approaches, and (c) beliefs involving a
dynamic interrelationship between the three dimensions. All three dimensions
are investigated in the current study employing various research methods in
three phases. Washback intensity within these dimensions is also investigated
according to the classroom model above (see Figures 2.1 and 2.2). Washback
intensity refers to the degree of the washback effect in an area or number of
areas of teaching and learning affected by an examination (c.f. Cheng, 1997:
43). Moreover, Fullan (1983) points out that ‘change inevitably causes
anxiety, loss, and struggle for those affected once they realise that basic
conceptions of education and change are involved which will affect ‘their
occupational identity, sense of competence, and their self-respect’ (1983: 40).
Schon (1971) similarly argues that real change involves passing through areas
of uncertainty; which cannot be pre-empted by planning. Therefore, studies of
this kind need to involve various intervening factors in teaching. The current
study of the intended washback effect of the new 1996 HKCEE on teaching
and learning would inevitably involve an investigation of changes in the
teacher (teaching practices) from a general psychological perspective as well
as a change in specific areas of teaching and learning through observations and
interviews. 

Summary
This chapter has reviewed washback from four perspectives: the concept
itself, the mechanism of this phenomenon, washback in regional contexts, and
washback within teaching and learning contexts. It has explored the
theoretical underpinnings and built up a working framework for this study.
What is most notable is the large proportion of studies that are essentially
prescriptive. These studies deal with the phenomena of washback from
different perspectives and at multiple levels. There are, however, fewer
empirical analyses that have investigated the phenomena in the teaching and
learning environments. There are even fewer research studies that consider
washback at both the macro and micro levels, particularly in language
education. 

From the literature, it can be seen that using examinations as a means of
control can be traced to 201 BC in China. Large numbers of studies have dealt
with the influence of standardized testing since the beginning of the century.
Criticisms focus mainly on the negative influence of standardized testing due
to its accountability or mandating nature. Recently, performance assessment is
preferred–a more appropriate assessment in terms of the current teaching and
learning theories and models–to exert a positive influence on teaching and
learning or to drive the teaching and learning by making using of its high-
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stakes assessment properties. This is known as measurement-driven
instruction. However, as has been pointed out by many researchers, the
relationship between testing, teaching and learning is a far more complicated
issue than it might appear to be on the surface. Such an idea might be too ideal
and simplistic. A study of the effects of washback needs to draw on curriculum
and innovation models and explore the phenomenon within a
multidimensional context. 

Summary
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Section Two: 
Methodology for washback
study

Washback needs to be studied and understood, 

not asserted.

Wall & Alderson (1993: 69)

Not many research studies have been undertaken to study the effects of
washback on teaching and learning. Even fewer studies have employed a
mixed (quantitative and qualitative) method for the investigation. In particular,
the lack of classroom data in washback studies makes discussion of the
phenomenon a myth. This section consists of one chapter with three major
parts. The first part introduces the overall research rationale and framework,
research design, and the specific research strategies adopted in this study. The
next two parts describe and illustrate the two major instruments employed in
this study, namely the two survey instruments and then the classroom
observation study.
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Research methodology

Part 1: Overall research design

This section will discuss the theoretical and methodological derivations 
that this study has drawn on for its own research agenda. It will first discuss
(a) the theoretical derivations, (b) the methodological derivations, (c) the
research strategies and methodology adopted in this study, and (d) the research
methods used in light of the research questions. 

Research questions

The purpose of the research is to investigate how a change in the HKCEE,
a high-stakes public examination, influenced classroom teaching within the
local Hong Kong educational context, including aspects of teachers’
attitudes, teaching content, and classroom interaction discussed in Chapter
2. The washback effect of this public examination change was observed
initially at the macro level (including major parties within the Hong Kong
educational context), and then at the micro level in the schools (concerning
different facets [aspects] of teaching and learning) (c.f. Bachman &
Palmer, 1996). The following three research questions were explored in
this study:

Research Question One: What strategies did the HKEA use to
implement the examination change?

Strategies are operationally defined as the processes and methods
employed in the decision-making of the HKEA for the new 1996 HKCEE.  

• how did the HKEA make the decision to change the HKCEE?  
• why did they make the decision (i.e. the rationale for the change)?
• what support did they have in bringing the new 1996 HKCEE into the

Hong Kong school system?
• how did different participants act in the context of the change? 

Participants in this study refers to different parties or levels of people
within the Hong Kong educational context reviewed in Figure 2.3 of Chapter
2. The nature of the new 1996 HKCEE might have affected their perceptions
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and attitudes towards teaching and learning. Therefore, this phase of the study
would involve looking at the Hong Kong education system as a whole and
looking at the reactions and actions of different participants in the context of
change. The different participants that were studied include: 

• the decision-making organizations, such as the HKEA, the CDC, and the ED 
• the intervening organizations, such as textbook publishers and tertiary

institutes
• implementing agents such as principals, panel chairs, teachers, and

students.

To answer the above questions, the researcher chose to watch (observation)
and ask (key informant interviews). 

Research Question Two: What was the nature and scope of the
washback effect on teachers’ and students’ perceptions of aspects of
teaching towards the new examination? 

Teachers’ and students’ perceptions are operationally defined as teachers’
and students’ apprehensions and understanding of aspects of classroom
teaching in relation to the new 1996 HKCEE. The aspects of teaching that
were studied include: 

• teachers’ perceptions of the rationale and formats of the new HKCEE
• teachers’ perceptions of the added work/pressure and difficulties in

teaching to the new HKCEE
• teachers’ perceptions of the teaching methods, activities, the use of mock

exams, and of textbooks in the context of the new HKCEE
• students’ perceptions of their teachers’ talk, medium of instruction, and

teaching activities, as well as their own learning activities, the use of
English inside and outside class, their motivation and opinions about their
English lessons

• teachers’ perceptions of the learning aims and motivation of students,
learning strategies, activities they would like to recommend their students
do in relation to the HKCEE.

The above questions were answered mainly by two comparative survey
studies over two years and follow-up interviews.  

Research Question Three: What was the nature and scope of the
washback effect on teachers’ behaviours as a result of the new
examination? 

Teachers’ behaviours are operationally defined as what teachers do in the
classroom. Teachers’ behaviours in the classroom were studied in the
following areas:
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• teachers’ medium of instruction, teacher talk, teaching activities
• teaching materials used in teaching, aspects of lesson planning
• assessment and evaluation in relation to their teaching.

The above aspects were studied through two comparative surveys as well
as classroom observations. Teachers’ classroom behaviours were further
studied through classroom observations in terms of practice opportunities,
classroom interaction, and teacher talk. 

Research framework

The research stresses ‘the importance of context, setting, and subjects’ frames
of reference’ (Marshall & Rossman, 1989: 46). The methodology used in this
study aimed to capture the reality, variation, and complexity of changes in
day-to-day classroom practice as well as changes within the local Hong Kong
educational context. For this study, the recommendations of Erickson (1986;
c.f. Erickson & Shultz, 1981) as well as Miles and Huberman (1994) have
been used for the design of the research methods. In order to understand action
and practice, the researcher engaged directly in the local scene, spent
sufficient time to understand action in its specific social context, gained access
to participant meanings, and showed how these meanings-in-action evolved
over time. Without careful grounding in the local context, a more general
understanding was impossible. Due to the nature of this public examination
and its impact on the educational system as a whole, this study investigated the
educational context before investigating a particular area of teaching and
learning in depth. Three levels of the washback effect of the 1996 HKCEE
were identified in terms of curriculum change. 

• decision-making agencies, consisting of the HKEA (for the exam
syllabus), the CDC (for the teaching syllabus) and the ED (for educational
policy) 

• the intervening agencies, consisting of textbook publishers (for teaching
materials) and tertiary institutes (for teacher education)

• the implementing agencies, consisting of teachers, students, and school
administrators.

The HKEA made the decisions about the examination change with its
subject committee, which consists of persons nominated by the Director of
Education, English subject examination officers, language experts from
tertiary institutions, and school teachers. The HKEA piloted the revised
syllabus and went to schools to solicit opinions from teachers. It then
recommended textbook publishers to revise  textbook materials and informed
tertiary institutions about teacher education consideration. After those stages
were completed, the school and teacher level decided how they were going to
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carry out their actual teaching according to the syllabus. This completed a
cycle for this curriculum change.

However, Smith et al (1994) found that definitions of the situation held by
policy makers, i.e. the images of the problems a given policy should solve, as
well as the characteristics of pupils, teachers, curriculum, assessment, and
educational change, etc., are shaped and ‘translated imperfectly by
practitioners.’ Teachers and principals redefine and reinterpret the messages
about policy that they receive. They then act–adapt, teach, learn, and
evaluate–according to their own definitions of the situation (Blumer, 1986;
Geisinger, 1994). This study, by observing the local educational context,
identified gaps from the top level down to the actual classroom teaching. The
perception of those gaps by the researcher within the Hong Kong educational
context greatly improved the knowledge and understanding of how and in
what areas a public examination change can actually influence the school
curriculum.

Three different levels of the flow of washback effect are identified above.
The important intervening level was particularly teased out, since it was
discovered through school visits that Hong Kong teachers mainly relied on
textbooks1 in their teaching. Textbook publishers reacted quickly to the new
1996 HKCEE exam. However, the current researcher decided to focus not
only on textbooks, but rather to explore the washback effect within a broader
context and more in the areas of teaching and learning behaviours in the actual
classroom. This is because what teachers do reflects an accurate picture of the
washback effect. Washback on textbooks itself can be a very interesting area
to study. At the core of the research problem are the teachers and students who
are influenced by the exam. To know whether there was any washback effect
from the 1996 HKCEE, the classroom would be the place to study.

After a clear idea was gained of how the Hong Kong educational system
reacted in the face of a change to its major public examination, and the
interrelationship between levels of curriculum change, the main research
methods of the study were then designed. Mixed methods were employed.
Different levels of method triangulation were used to tackle problems at
different levels and in different areas of teaching and learning. The areas of
teaching and learning were chosen to be studied based on several models of
teaching and learning below: 

• Dunkin and Biddle (1974: 38): Presage, context, process and product:
four key variables in the study of teaching

• Chaudron (1988: 5-10): Learning from instruction, teacher talk, learner 
behaviour, and interaction: four key issues in the study of teaching
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• Stern (1989: 210): Teaching and learning activities (surface level), cate-
gories of language teaching (policy level), and fundamental concepts
(basic theoretical level).

A detailed description of the above models is given in Chapter 2. These
models have provided theoretical guidance in what to look for in teaching and
learning in this study. They also support the researcher’s beliefs and ideas
about teaching and learning. Besides the language teaching model, curriculum
models were also drawn upon for a broader perspective of the complex nature
of washback (Fullan, 1983, 1993; Markee, 1993, 1997; Morris, 1995). 

For example, Morris (1995) points out that the curriculum is not something
that is wholly determined by the government. Schools and teachers are
regularly making decisions about parts of the curriculum. Decision-making is
made based on people’s values and with reference to political considerations.
Therefore, both normative and positive perspectives should be considered. A
normative perspective is concerned with what should happen in schools
(related to the decision-makers’ intended washback effect), while a positive
perspective is concerned with what actually does happen in schools (actual
washback in the school setting). Therefore, washback needs to be studied in
relation to the above components and at different levels of the educational
context. 

This research was limited by time. It started when the decision for the
change to the HKCEE was made in 1993 and lasted up to 1996 when the first
cohort of F5 students sat for the new 1996 HKCEE. The time framework
discussed in Chapter 1 in a way restricted the researcher to start and finish the
data collection within a certain fixed time, especially with respect to the
comparative surveys and classroom observations. Once that certain fixed time
in the research schedule passed, there would be no opportunity for the
researcher to go back to collect that type of data again, which is a limitation of
this study. 

Methodology derivations from other washback studies

A review of washback studies showed that little empirical research has been
carried out in the investigation of washback, particularly in language
education (Alderson & Hamp-Lyons, 1996). Methods employed for washback
studies are based on surveys, interviews, testing measures and classroom
observation. A number of research studies on washback have been carried out
using survey methods for data collection on the effects of standardized testing
(Herman & Golan, 1991; Lam, 1994; Shohamy, 1992; Wesdorp, 1982). These
studies mainly draw on findings from teachers’ and/or students’ self-report
responses to questionnaires. Smith (1991b) investigated the effects of tests on
teachers and classrooms through qualitative studies using interviews
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(Andrews & Fullilove, 1994b; Watanabe, 1996a, 1996b). A few researchers
(for example Hughes, 1988; Khaniya, 1990a) have administered language
tests to measure washback on students’ learning outcomes. Alderson and Wall
(1993) used classroom observations (Alderson & Hamp-Lyons, 1996; Wall,
1996). They called for a strong observation component in the data collection
in order to understand the nature of washback. 

Besides a classroom observation component, the researcher thought that if
the core of washback has to do with the effects of tests on teaching and
learning, it would be necessary to document those effects both by asking
about, and watching teaching and learning (see Bailey, 1999; Sudman &
Bradburn, 1982; van Lier, 1988, 1989a, 1989b). 

Bailey (1999) argues that the need for classroom observations and a
combined approach can be illustrated by looking at a washback study that
employs only the survey method. For example, Herman and Golan (1991)
(cited in Bailey, 1999) conducted a survey among matched pairs of teachers
from two different kinds of schools, and investigated schools where test scores
had increased, and where test scores had decreased or remained the same.
Among other things, the teachers’ self-report responses to their questionnaire
yielded the following findings:

• teachers felt pressure to improve students’ test scores
• testing affects instructional planning and delivery
• substantial time is spent preparing students for testing
• non-tested subjects also got some attention.

Without observing the actual teaching, it would be very difficult to explore
the above in full. For example, we would not know: (a) how much such
pressure influences teaching, (b) in what ways tests influence planning and
delivery, (c) how much time is spent preparing students for testing, and (d)
what kind of attention is given to those subject areas which are not covered in
the tests. Survey data alone is useful but insufficient for understanding
washback.

Furthermore, Wall and Alderson (1993: 62) point out the complexity of
washback and emphasize the importance of a combined method to answer
questions such as ‘why the teachers do what they do, what they understand
about the underlying principles of the textbook and examination, and what
they believe to be effective means of teaching and learning.’ They concluded
that ‘observations on their own cannot give a full account of what is happening
in classrooms.’ 

It was important for us to complement the classroom observations with
teacher interviews, questionnaires to teachers and teacher advisers, and
analyses of materials (especially tests) teachers had prepared for classes
(Wall and Alderson, 1993: 63).
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Following the discussion above, the researcher felt that it would be
worthwhile investigating (a) the nature of the examination within the teaching
and learning context, and then (b) the nature of the washback effect and the
conditions under which it operates. A study of washback cannot be carried out
without considering the complex nature of the classroom, as it embodies a
specific set of functions and values from the teacher and the learner, and also
from the point of social setting and institutions at large (van Lier, 1988).

For this study, there are two levels of washback phenomena that lend
themselves to exploration. First, the present educational context related to the
teaching and learning situations in Hong Kong secondary schools should be
observed. Observations would be appropriate to see which parties within the
education system would react most to the examination change. Observing at this
stage could provide an initial feel for the Hong Kong education setting in
relation to the new 1996 HKCEE. Second, investigation could be undertaken by
asking (surveying and interviewing) teachers and students on their feelings
about and perceptions of the new 1996 HKCEE, and observing (classroom
observations) classroom teaching and learning. Therefore, a combined approach
by asking and watching is essential for this type of exploratory study. 

After a combined approach had been decided for the study, the next logical
step was to look at any instruments that had been developed for similar
washback studies. However, no single uniform questionnaire has emerged as
being widely used to survey teachers and students about washback (Bailey,
1999). The reason for the lack of a uniform questionnaire, according to Bailey,
is either the advantages to surveying students in their native language, or
because such studies have tended to focus on the washback from a particular
local exam. In addition, neither is there an existing classroom observation
scheme for observation. This might simply be due to the limited numbers of
washback studies using classroom observations. The lack of existing uniform
instruments for studying washback indicates that the researcher had to design
her own instruments for the survey and classroom observation mentioned
above. The validation and reliability of these instruments had to rely on
triangulation of the data collection within the study. 

To stress one point before moving on to the next section, after a review of
washback studies carried out in different countries (see Chapter 2), the
researcher believes that the study of washback is culturally and socially
bound. The influence of certain exam(s) on teaching and learning is largely
determined by the function of the examination system as well as the education
system under study. Therefore, the educational context needs to be studied
before studying specific areas of teaching and learning in relation to the
examination. Alderson and Wall point out that: 

It is surely conceivable that other forces exist within society, education,
and schools that might prevent washback from appearing, or that might
affect the nature of washback despite the ‘communicative’ quality of a test
(1993: 116).
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Research strategies and methodology for this study

Drawing upon the theoretical and methodological points described in the
above two sections, the researcher decided that the investigations for this
study should be carried out at different levels within the Hong Kong
educational context and by employing various methods.

Levels of study within the Hong Kong education system

This study explores the washback effect of the new 1996 HKCEE on
classroom teaching. The investigation was carried out when a major public
examination was changed in the Hong Kong secondary school system. The
intended washback of the new HKCEE on teaching and learning has been well
documented (see HKEA, 1993, 1994a, 1994b). What is not known is how the
changes in the public examination would affect the classroom teaching in
Hong Kong secondary schools and what aspects would be affected. The
purpose of the study is to explore the various variables within the classroom
teaching context that might be influenced by the public examination. As
Fullan puts it: 

It is essential to understand both the small and the big picture. We have to
know what changes look like from the point of view of the teacher,
student, parent, and administrator if we are to understand the actions and
reactions of individuals; and if we are to comprehend the big picture, we
must combine the aggregate knowledge of these individual situations with
an understanding of organisational and institutional factors that influence
the process of change as government departments, universities, teacher
federations, school systems and schools interact (1991).

The design of the study occurred within the specified time frame
necessary to catch both the big and small picture–the macro and micro
levels (see Figure 3.1). This study has adopted an approach that focuses on
perceptions, values, and situational factors rather than on the classical mode
of evaluation, with the study focus on inputs and outputs, to explore the
teaching and learning process in the unique, complex, and varying
situations in schools. It should never be overlooked that the school itself is
‘the crucible of the curriculum and that the teacher is its principal agent
(Fullan, 1991).’ The teacher’s definition of his/her own roles, his/her
perception of the school and his/her judgement of what is possible within it
should provide the starting point for the study of washback in relation to the
new 1996 HKCEE. The reason for this starting point is that washback
requires a context-based case study of curriculum change in relation to its
assessment components, and classroom teaching in relation to the
characteristics of individual teachers and students. Teachers and students
are members of a complex interactive social system. Therefore, a form of
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ethnographic observation is appropriate for the study in which
manifestations of changes to the HKCEE examination syllabus could be
seen and experienced in their natural settings. 

The aim was to observe how the Hong Kong education system reacted in
the context of changes to the public examination at the macro, and then the
micro levels. The observations served the purpose of discovering aspects of
teaching within the Hong Kong educational context in which the most
significant (or insignificant) changes occurred (see Figure 3.1 below). 

Qualitative and quantitative data

Underlying the above questions is the problem of finding meaning in change.
If ‘changes’ are to be successful, individuals and groups must find meaning
concerning what should change as well as how to go about it. It is also
essential to understand both the small and the big picture. We have to know
what change looks like from the perspective of the teacher, student and
administrator if we are to understand the actions and reasons of individuals. If
we are to comprehend the big picture, we must combine the aggregate
knowledge of these individual situations with an understanding of
organizational and institutional factors that influence the process of change,
such as the HKEA, tertiary institutions, and textbook publishers. Washback
study is a multivariate endeavour that requires us to think of and address more
than one factor at a time.

Combining research methods, both quantitative and qualitative data were
employed based on the goals and the circumstances of the study. As discussed
above, a washback study should involve what teachers talk about or think
about. It also needs to involve an analysis of what teachers actually do in the
classroom, and what actual changes have been made consciously and
subconsciously inside the classrooms, both individually by the teachers and
students and also jointly between the two parties. The goals and circumstances
of the study require a multi-method methodology. 

Quantitative and qualitative approaches have their own separate strengths
and weaknesses. The quantitative approach usually involves a large volume of
data and a large number of subjects. The results are generalizable, but are
often oversimplified and show poor ecological validity. The qualitative
approach can present a more accurate picture of reality and reveal more
complexities, but it is time-consuming and the results are not readily
generalizable (Bryman, 1992; Cohen, 1976; Cohen & Manion, 1989;
Halfpenny, 1979; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983; Patton, 1987). While we
test hypotheses with a quantitative method, we have derived inferences from
qualitative, conceptual considerations. The qualitative paradigm permits
objectivity in the form of inter-observer agreement (Chaudron, 1986; Howe &
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Eisenhart, 1990; Martyn, 1992; Miles, 1979). Brannen (1992) argues that
quantitative and qualitative research methodologies are mutually dependent.
To serve the exploratory research purpose with teaching and learning
variables, neither of the single approaches would be sufficient to answer the
research questions of this washback phenomenon. 

The instruments adopted in this research were two survey questionnaires
and classroom observations that were succeeded by follow-up interviews. The
purpose of the two survey questionnaires was to explore aspects of classroom
teaching related to teaching content, teachers’ reactions to and perceptions of
the new 1996 HKCEE, and classroom teaching and learning activities that
were influenced by the change in the public examination. The aim of the
qualitative part of the study, through classroom observation, was to draw from
the survey results and discover further aspects of examination impact, and to
explore the relationship between testing and classroom teaching activities. As
Wall and Alderson (1993) point out, observations on their own can only reveal
part of what is happening within the educational setting. The data makes sense
only in context. The context, however, can only be acquired by study of the
situation with a qualitative approach, as the situation can be more sensibly
understood. Therefore, questionnaires and classroom observations with
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follow-up interviews were used. These three methods complement each other
in this type of study. While a survey study tends to test research assumptions,
classroom observation is an exploratory process of learning, which helps to
shape the research design and refine the observation scheme. This type of
multiple method approach provides cross-examination mechanisms, often
referred to as triangulation (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983: 198). They point
out that ‘different types of data lead to the same conclusion, one can be a little
more confident in that conclusion.’

Various approaches to triangulation have been employed to increase the
quality control and representativeness of the study (Allwright & Bailey, 1991;
van Lier, 1989a, 1989b). The approaches used in this study are as follows:

• data triangulation refers to data from more than one source being brought
to bear in answering a research question (i.e. data from the HKEA,
textbook publishers, teachers and students, panel chairs, and others)

• researcher triangulation uses more than one person for data collection
and/or analysis

• methodological triangulation is used for eliciting data (survey, interviews,
and classroom observation). According to Brannen (1992: 11), method
triangulation may be between-methods or within-method. A within-
method approach involves the same method being used on different
occasions (in this study, two-year comparative surveys and classroom
observations), while between-methods means using different methods in
relation to the same object of study. Thus this study has combined
classroom observations with survey methods of teachers and students.
Furthermore, the two research methods have been used repeatedly during
the two-year study.

Ethnographic research is typically carried out in the form of a case study.
The purpose of using a case study is to illuminate an issue, suggest answers to
questions, describe a process, or explain a change. It is not used to establish a
generalizable theory. The data collection is done in the field, usually in an
unobtrusive way, i.e. letting the data unfold naturally rather than to collect
responses to stimuli generated by the researcher. The ‘researched’ are
therefore neither subjects nor respondents; they are teachers or informants.
Instead of trying to test the researcher’s thinking, ethnographic research aims
at obtaining original perceptions. The validity of ethnographic research relies
on the researcher making full use of human instruments. Ethnographic
research and hypothesis testing can be mutually complementary. 

In this research, it is the exploration of the nature of washback that is
important, not the issue of inference or generalizability (Yin, 1984).
Therefore, qualitative methods with case studies of classroom teaching in this
research were used. This research started as an inductive inquiry that began
with an absence of a clear hypothesis.
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Figure 3.2 Data and method triangulation for the study

Research phases

Taking into account the time constraints on this research, this study was
carried out in the following stages. 

Phase I lasted from November 1993 to November 1994. This was the
decision-making stage. Findings will be reported in Chapter 4. The major
research methods used in this phase were: 

• key informant interviews
• overall observations
• initial survey study.

Phase II lasted for another year, from November 1994 to December 1995.
This period of research was in itself a time series study characterized by
comparative surveys into teachers’ and students’ attitudes and their classroom
behaviours in 1994 and 1995. This phase is the perception stage, the findings
for which will be reported in Chapter 5 (Teacher Survey) and Chapter 6
(Student Survey). The major research methods used in this phase are two
parallel survey studies, the teacher and student surveys.

Phase III of the study lasted from November 1994 to November 1996,
which overlapped with Phase II of the study. It focused on the classroom to
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observe closely what was actually happening inside the ‘black box’ (Long,
1980) in relation to the new 1996 HKCEE. Detailed follow-up interviews of
case study teachers were also carried out. This phase was the implementation
stage. Findings will be reported in Chapter 7. The major research methods
used in this phase are classroom observations and follow-up interviews.

The research findings are reported in separate chapters according to the
three stages of the study. Discussion will be presented together with the
findings. 

Figure 3.3 The three phases of the research study

This part has summarized the theoretical and methodological derivations
from previous research. It explains where the current study stands and the
rationale for its design, and discusses the various methodological issues
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Phase I

Stage: Decision-making of the public examination change (HKCEE)
Time: November 1993 – November 1994
Method:
• key informant interviews 
• overall observations of all parties within the Hong Kong education context
• initial surveys of teachers and students.

Phase II

Stage: Implementation of the revised public examination (HKCEE)
Time: November 1994 – December 1995
Method:
• survey study of attitudinal changes toward the revised HKCEE in 1994, its introduction into 

teaching in 1995, and its first year of implementation in the teaching and learning of 
English in Hong Kong secondary schools

• survey study of F5 students’ attitudinal changes towards the revised HKCEE in 1994, in 
relation to the activities they carry out in their English lessons.

Phase III

Stage: Restructuring of the revised public examination (HKCEE)
Time: November 1994 – November 1996
Method:
• classroom observations of teachers’ behavioural changes in the actual teaching and 

learning contexts 
• detailed follow-up interviews of the three teachers who participated in Phase II.



involved in the research design. By investigating the washback effect of the
new 1996 HKCEE in English, we can explore the general characteristics of
a system of testing, which can be identified as contributing to or distracting
from the test’s systematic validity, and to discovering any social,
psychological, ethical, curricular, and educational consequences of the
public examination change (Messick’s ‘unified validity’, 1989, 1994, 1996).
Validation of a system of testing in exploring its consequences on teaching
and learning within an education system requires both a long time and joint
efforts to achieve a beneficial effect. The validation of the assessment
practices within the system also involves the participation of the whole
education system regarding teaching education, material writing, and
curriculum development. As only a limited amount of empirical research has
been carried out to investigate the washback effect of examinations, either
in the field of general education or in the specific field of language
education, it is hoped that this study can provide a methodological
framework for further study. 

Part 2: Research design for the survey study
This section of the chapter will first present the research questions asked in the
survey study. It will then describe the two questionnaires in relation to the
participants, instruments, and procedures used for the data collection and
analysis. Finally, it will indicate limitations of the survey study.

The instruments used in the survey study were two questionnaires. Two
parallel survey studies, a teacher survey and a student survey, were carried out.
The two sets of questionnaires were issued twice: in 1994 and in 1995 (see
Chapters 5 and 6 for findings). 

The survey questionnaires

As mentioned above, two parallel and comparative survey studies were
carried out. They were conducted twice: once in 1994 and once in 1995.
Both survey studies were issued in late October/early November. The two
survey studies comprised Phase II of the study – perception of washback
among teachers and students. Both studies explored the washback effect of
the new 1996 HKCEE on aspects of classroom teaching and learning:
attitudinal and behavioural changes in the context of the new 1996 HKCEE
from teachers’ and students’ separate points of views. The teacher survey
was conducted in English as the participants were teachers of English,
whereas the student survey was in Chinese to avoid any problem caused by
the use of English as a second language. Both questionnaires are reported in
the following way:
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• rationale and aim
• structure and content
• questionnaire design.

Teachers’ questionnaire 
Rationale and aim (see Appendix I)

The purpose of this questionnaire was to explore any attitudinal and
behavioural changes over two academic years among teachers in relation to
the new 1996 HKCEE. It investigated whether or not any washback had
occurred on teachers’ perceptions of aspects of classroom teaching and
learning as specified and operationalized in the research questions. It should
be noted here that the short administration duration of the survey over two
academic years might indicate that only limited scope of changes in teachers’
perceptions could be observed. When the questionnaires were administered in
1994, some teachers were still working with one cohort of F5 students
scheduled to take the old HKCEE, and at the same time teaching F4–the first
cohort scheduled to take the new HKCEE. When the questionnaires were
administered for the second time in 1995, both cohorts of F5 and F4 students,
which the teachers were teaching, were scheduled to take the new HKCEE. It
is also assumed that the limited aspects of changes observed in the survey
could reflect washback effects induced by the 1996 HKCEE as this exam
change was the biggest change in Hong Kong Secondary school at the time of
the research.  

Structure, content, and sources 

The Teachers’ questionnaire (TQ) consisted of three parts and was designed
and issued in English. 

Part One consisted of eight categories2 of teacher personal particulars
related to: (a) demographic information, such as gender, age, academic
qualifications, professional qualifications, and years of teaching experience,
and (b) current teaching situations, such as major forms that were currently
being taught, numbers of teaching periods per week, and the school banding.

Part Two consisted of 12 categories and 95 items altogether (TQ 2.13-
2.12). Each item was designed on a five-point Likert scale of agreement,
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operationally described as a category, which consists of two items: male and female.

3. TQ 2.1 refers to the Teachers’ Questionnaire Part Two, Category One, which consists of 10 items.  



Research design for the survey study

77

Structure Content Items

Theme One

Theme Two

Theme Three

Theme Four

Theme Five 

Theme Six

Personal particulars (TQ 1.1–1.8)

• demographic information, such as gender, age, academic 
qualifications, professional qualifications, years of teaching 
experience 

• current teaching situations, such as major forms currently 
taught, the numbers of teaching periods per week, and the 
school band.  

Teachers’ reactions and perceptions in relation to the new 1996
HKCEE (TQ 3.1 & TQ 2.1-2.5)

• teachers’ reactions to the new 1996 HKCEE

• the reasons behind the new 1996 HKCEE 

• the new exam formats of the new 1996 HKCEE 

• possible extra work and pressure under the new 1996 
HKCEE

• possible difficulties in teaching the new 1996 HKCEE

• teaching methods teachers would like to change in the new 
1996 HKCEE.

Teaching materials (TQ 3.6, 3.7, 3.10)

• textbook arrangements related to teaching materials (who and 
how)

• teaching and learning resources.

Teachers’ classroom behaviours (TQ 3.2–3.4; 3.8 – 3.9).

• medium of instruction

• teaching arrangement (who plans and how to plan).

• lesson preparation

• teacher talk 

• teaching activities. 

Assessment and evaluation (TQ 2.10–2.12)

• the use of mock exams

• the assessment of teaching in Hong Kong secondary schools 

• factors that influence teaching.

Aspects of learning (TQ 2.6–2.9)

• learning strategies 

• learning activities 

• learning aims 

• motivation to learn. 

8

6

3

7

3

4

Table 3.1 Structure and themes of the teachers’ questionnaire



where five = strongly agree, four = agree, three = undecided, two = disagree
and one = strongly disagree. The five-point Likert scale was employed as it is
one of the most commonly accepted Likert scales in the education field
(Cohen, 1976; Cohen & Manion 1989; Gu, Wen, & Wu, 1995; Jaeger, 1988).
This part mainly dealt with teachers’ perceptions of aspects of teaching,
learning, and assessment and evaluation in schools in relation to the new 1996
HKCEE. 

Part 3 consisted of 10 categories, which dealt with teachers’ reactions to the
new examination and aspects of classroom teaching and learning activities of
English in Hong Kong secondary schools in the context of the new 1996
HKCEE. Categories 1 to 6 (TQ3.1 – 3.6) were designed on a multiple-choice
basis. Teachers are required to choose the appropriate answers according to
their own classroom teaching and learning situations. Categories 7 to 10
(TQ3.7 – 3.10) were designed on a five-point Likert scale of frequency, where
5 = always, 4 = often, 3 = sometimes, 2 = seldom, and 1 = never. 

There are six main research themes designed and structured within the
questionnaire. Table 3.1 presents the main themes of the teachers’
questionnaire, which explored the above operationalized research questions in
this study. Three main sources contributed to the development of the
questionnaire. Theme Two of the questionnaire was mainly derived from
interviews with members of the HKEA Subject Committee, which consists of
language experts and secondary school teachers. These interviews aimed to
find the main areas that might be influenced by the exam change. Themes
Three and Five were derived from government documents such as the teaching
and examination syllabuses (Forms I-V) and relevant documents published by
Hong Kong Education Departments. Themes Four and Six were derived from
talking to principals, panel chairs, form coordinators, teachers, and students.
They also drew on other relevant research studies in Hong Kong (see Biggs,
1992, 1993, 1995, 1996; Hivela & Law, 1991; Johnson, 1983, 1989,
1993/1994; Morris, 1990a, 1990b, 1991, 1995; Pierson, Gail, & Lee, 1979;
Richards et al, 1992). 

Design and validation procedures 

To emphasize  the nature of the research, two main strategies, asking and
watching, were the basis of considerations in the survey design (Erickson,
1986; Low, 1988). Both strategies were employed in the design of the
questionnaire. They are reflected in the two main methods used in the survey
study, namely, qualitative input and piloting procedures, which were
employed in this study to ensure the validity of the items in the questionnaire.
While qualitative input ensures the content validity, piloting procedures
ensure the construct validity.
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Stage One: qualitative input. Qualitative input consists of (a) theoretical
derivations from related research studies reviewed in Chapter 2, which
suggested modifications or additions to the research questions, instrument
development, and plans for analysis of data, and (b) qualitative data from
interviews and school visits. The qualitative input served the essential
elements for this type of exploratory study. Such study is different from
hypothesis testing, as here the researcher is required to go into the field to
watch what is happening in the classroom and to interview teachers in order
to find out what is going through their minds. It is important to get a feel for
the research problem in context (Arnove, Altbach, & Kelly, 1992; Alderson &
Scott, 1992). The emphasis of the qualitative input was on achieving a
research focus on the research problem. For this type of exploratory study, the
research problem (questions) took a long time to emerge explicitly.

Stage Two: piloting with open-ended protocols. Piloting ensures that
questionnaire items are interpreted as much as possible in the same way by
every survey respondent (Cohen, 1976; Cohen & Manion, 1989; Jaeger,
1988). There were two major piloting stages during the questionnaire design
before the main study was carried out. 

The first pilot study4 was carried out on April 16, 1994 with 48 teachers,
four months before they began teaching towards the revised examination
syllabus for the first cohort of F4 students in September 1994. This was at the
time that the decision was made to change the HKCEE and when the HKEA,
textbook publishers, and tertiary institutions were organizing seminars and
workshops for the new examination. Therefore, the first aim of this initial
questionnaire was to obtain preliminary data on teachers’ reactions towards
the revised examination, their perceptions and understanding, and what they
would like to do to prepare their students for the new examination. The second
aim was to validate the construct of the questionnaire items. 

The first part of the questionnaire was constructed in such a way that
teachers first responded to a series of questions related to possible changes in
areas of teaching and learning with a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer. The second part of
the questionnaire was designed on a five-point Likert scale, which invited
teachers to comment on their present teaching, the choice of textbooks, and the
teaching methods they use.

The purpose of this questionnaire was to explore teachers’ immediate
attitude to the context of the revised examination. After the yes/no answers
were given, the teachers were then invited to elaborate further their own views
with written answers in the spaces provided. The purpose of this ‘written
word’ data is to facilitate understanding of teachers’ feelings about the
examination change, and to provide qualitative input for the more structured
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survey comparison in Phase II of the study. Such a process for the teachers to
provide written data is very time-consuming, but it proved to be valuable. The
most important aspect of such an amount of qualitative data, for this pilot
study, was that it provided a valuable content validation for the major
questionnaire study. 

To reiterate here, as the nature of the survey design required the survey to
be issued twice to enable a comparative study of the two-year sample, the
piloting procedure was extremely important. Once the main study for the first
year was issued in 1994, there was little room to allow for modifications for
the second year. The procedure was pre-determined by the comparative nature
of the survey. The piloting procedures also served the purpose of focusing on
the research problem. In this case, the research was to explore the areas of
teaching and learning that could be influenced by the changes in the HKCEE
in order to explore the nature of the washback effect.

The second pilot study was carried out on October 18, 1994 with 31
teachers. This was at the time when the revised 1996 HKCEE5 was being
implemented to prepare the first cohort of students over the two year period.
At that time, almost all schools whose students sat for the HKCEE acquired
revised textbooks for the new 1996 HKCEE. The second study aimed to pilot
and pre-test the categories and items for the questionnaire for main study and
to determine what was and was not working in the questionnaire. In this way,
the second pilot ensured that questionnaire items would be understood as
intended. The procedure served as a method of construct validation for the
main survey study. The overall structure of this version of the questionnaire
was the same in format as the questionnaire for the main study. However, a
number of substantial adjustments and modifications were made to the
questionnaire items. 

A focus group was used to allow participants the opportunity to react to
various aspects of the questionnaire. Such a method was employed as another
procedure for construct validation. 11 of the 31 teachers during the second
pilot were selected randomly for ‘cognitive interviews’ (sometimes referred to
as ‘thinking aloud’ procedures). The purpose was to determine whether (a) the
question items in the survey were understood as intended by the researcher,
and (b) they were understood in the same way among the teachers themselves.
Such group discussions have been coupled with cognitive interviews, which
are appropriate for evaluating specific question wording (Cohen & Manion,
1989). The interviews were conducted on a face-to-face basis, and sufficient
time was given whenever teachers raised questions in relation to any of the
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in September 1994. The first cohort of F5 students was required to sit for the exam in May 1996. 



questionnaire items. These results from the first pilot procedure were cross-
referenced with the second pilot results. 

After the above procedures were finalized, expert analysis was carried out
on the pre-final version of the questionnaire for the main study. In an expert
analysis, a researcher reviews a questionnaire to gain an understanding of the
response task and to note potential problems (Brannen, 1992; Bryman, 1992).
The researcher then could classify the observations to enable a general
understanding of the questionnaire, specific points where the respondents
might have difficulties, and the types of misinterpretations the respondents
might make. Two research colleagues, both doctoral candidates in the area of
language education, were invited to complete the questionnaire and voice their
opinions. Their views on the questionnaire structure, the design of the
categories, items, and wordings helped to shape the final questionnaire and
prepare it for the main study. Figure 3.4 illustrates the stages of the
questionnaire design together with the procedures undertaken for the
considerations about validity discussed above. 

Students’ questionnaire 
Rationale and aim

The purpose of the student questionnaire was to explore students’ attitudinal
and behavioural changes that can be linked very closely with classroom
teaching and learning in the context of the new 1996 HKCEE over the two
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Original Research Ideas

Finalization of the Questionnaire

Stage One: Considerations for Content Validation

1. theoretical derivations
2. school visits (observations)
3. background interviews with teachers.

Stage Two: Considerations for Construct Validation

1. field pilots (twice with separate focuses)
2. focus groups and cognitive interviews
3. expert analysis.

Figure 3.4 Stages of the teachers’ questionnaire design



years. The student survey explored the changes in relation to classroom
teaching and learning activities from the students’ points of view. It also
investigated the role of the public examination in students’ learning. It
provided data from the students’ points of view, but also served as valid
referencing data (a triangulation) to the findings from the teacher survey.
Therefore, this survey focused on the main themes designed in the teacher
survey. The survey was issued to F5 students, as they were the cohort who
would sit for the revised HKCEE. It was issued twice: once in 1994 to F5
students under the old HKCEE, and once in 1995 to F5 students who were the
first cohort to sit for the new 1996 HKCEE. 

Structure, content, and sources 

This questionnaire consisted of two parts. 
Part One consisted of five categories (SQ 1.16 – 1.5). It dealt with student

demographic information in the survey and the learning contexts in which
students were situated. Student demographic information included gender and
the grade when students started to be taught in English. General information
about the learning contexts included medium of instruction of their English
lessons, the frequency with which their teachers mentioned the public
examination (the HKCEE) in class, and the numbers of private tutorials they
attended each week for the HKCEE. All items in this part were designed on a
multiple-choice basis. 

Part Two consisted of three sections with 11 categories and 78 items in
total. This part deals with students’ attitudes towards teaching and learning
activities inside and outside their English lessons. There were three sections
with a total of three themes. Section A (five categories, SQ 2.1-2.5) dealt with
classroom teaching and learning activities. Items in this section were designed
on a five-point Likert scale, where five = always, four = often, three =
sometimes, two = seldom and one = never. Section B (five categories, SQ 2.6-
2.10) invited students’ opinions about aspects of learning. Items in this section
were designed on a five-point Likert scale, where five = strongly agree, four
= agree, three = undecided, two = disagree, and one = strongly disagree.
Section C (one category, SQ 2.11) consisted of one category with 12 items.
They were designed on a five-point Likert scale of agreement as well. These
items are related to students’ attitudes towards aspects of the public
examination’s influence in schools. There are two sub-themes in relation to
the public examination. Items one, five, eight, 11, and 12 dealt with the impact
of examinations on students themselves. Items two, three, four, six, seven,
nine, and ten dealt with the impact of examinations on students’ learning
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processes and outcomes. The categories in the student survey are described
according to the main themes below in Table 3.2.

The students’ questionnaire was mainly derived from the following
sources:

• Hong Kong government reports (Education Department, 1990; HKCDC,
1983; HKEA, 1992/93, 1993, 1994a, 1994b)

• relevant research studies within the Hong Kong education context
(Falvey, 1991a, 1991b, 1996; Lord, 1987; Lord & Cheng, 1987; Morris,
1990a, 1990b, 1991, 1995; Pierson, Gail, & Lee, 1979; Postiglione &
Leung, 1992; Richards et al, 1992)

• school visits for observing classes and interviewing teachers and students.

Section C of Part Two of the student questionnaire was adapted from
Gullickson (1984). His study focused on teachers’ perspectives of their
instructional use of tests. These perspectives were closely related to students
and their learning in this study. 

Table 3.2 Structure and themes of the students’ questionnaire
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Structure     Content and themes Items

Part 1

Part 2

Demographic information: 

Gender, the grade when they were taught in an English learning
context, medium of instruction in their English lessons, frequency
with which their teachers mention the public examination (HKCEE)
to them, and the numbers of private tutorials attended each week for
the HKCEE.

Theme 1: Classroom teaching and learning activities

• their teachers’ talk in class

• their teachers’ teaching activities in class

• students’ learning activities in class

• students’ use of English in class

• students’ use of English outside class.

Theme 2: Perceptions of aspects of learning:

• English lessons

• their motivation for learning English 

• their preferred learning strategies

• whether or not they are influenced by  the public exam

• aspects of examination influences on students.

Theme 3: Students’ attitudes towards the public exam.

SQ 1.1-1.5

SQ 2.1-2.5

SQ 2.6-2.10

SQ 2.11



Design and validation procedures 

To match the research questions asked in the teacher survey, the student
questionnaire was designed parallel to the teacher questionnaire. Therefore,
the basic considerations for validation were the same as for the teacher survey.
For example, the two main strategies–asking and watching–and the two stages
of design–qualitative input and the piloting procedure–were undertaken for
both student and teacher surveys. 

Stage One: Qualitative Input was performed in the same way as the teacher
survey, which consisted of (a) theoretical derivations and (b) school visits
(observations and interviews). Stage Two: Piloting and Translation was
carried out rather differently from the teacher survey as the student survey was
issued in Chinese rather than English. Piloting was carried out in November
1994 with 83 students in one class of the first cohort of F4 students studying
for the new examination, and one class of the last group of F5 students sitting
for the old examination. Both classes were in a subsidized school in the New
Territories. The questionnaire was designed on a five-point Likert scale. The
section relating to students’ attitudes towards learning activities inside and
outside the classroom (Section A) was scaled according to frequency, while
the sections relating to aspects of their learning and public examinations
(Sections B & C) were scaled according to the degree of agreement. The pilot
was carried out in class in the presence of their teacher and the researcher, to
enable students to ask questions about the questionnaire while they were doing
it. This approach helped the researcher to note any unseen problems with the
questionnaire. Part of the findings from this piloting was reported in Phase I
of the study.

Translation procedures 

The student questionnaire was originally designed in English, while it was
being co-developed with the teacher questionnaire in the study. It was,
however, issued to the students in Chinese. The rationale behind this was to
minimize misunderstanding and reliability and validity problems caused by
the language factor (Geisinger, 1994). Therefore, in addition to using the same
procedures that were used in the teacher survey, extra efforts were made in the
validation procedure of the translated version. 

The Chinese version of the questionnaire, which was translated from the
English version developed alongside the teacher questionnaire, was widely
read by research colleagues, especially Cantonese7 speaking colleagues in the
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7. The Chinese used within the Hong Kong education context is called Cantonese for the spoken and
modern Chinese for the written form. Written Chinese in Hong Kong is largely the same as written
Chinese in mainland China, except complicated characters are used instead of simplified characters in
China. However, there are certain regional variations. Therefore, it is a valid procedure to avoid any 
misunderstanding by consulting persons who grew up and were educated locally.  



Faculty of Education at the University of Hong Kong. To enhance the validity
of the questionnaires, the Chinese version was retranslated back into English
to see whether anything was missing or could be misinterpreted. The
translation was carried out by fellow doctoral researchers within the Faculty.
This approach minimized the differences between the use of the written
Chinese language in Hong Kong and in mainland China.

The design stages and validation procedures of the student questionnaire
are summarized and illustrated in Figure 3.5. 

Figure 3.5 Stages of the students’ questionnaire design

Sampling for both teacher and student surveys

There are 448 secondary day schools (versus evening schools) in Hong Kong,
located in 19 districts. Figure 3.6 shows the types of secondary schools in
Hong Kong. They are, on one hand, categorized as government, aided, and
private schools (horizontal row in Figure 3.6). The main reason for the
existence of different types of schools is historical and political in nature. 
The other category of school types (vertical column in Figure 3.6) is related to
the medium of instruction. Anglo-Chinese refers to English medium
instruction; that is, all courses are delivered in English except Chinese and
Chinese history. Chinese refers to Chinese medium of instruction. The third
category, Anglo-Chinese & Chinese, refers to a combination of both mediums
of English and Chinese. As the study focuses on the washback effect of the
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Original Research Ideas

Finalization of the Questionnaire

Stage One: Considerations for Content Validation

1. theoretical derivations
2. school visits: observations and interviews.

Stage Two: Considerations for Construct Validation

1. field pilots (with one F5 class of 42 students)
2. expert analysis from research colleagues
3. language translation process – English to Chinese and 

back into English.



new 1996 HKCEE, only schools whose students would sit for the HKCEE
were explored. Therefore, no international or English schools were included
in the study. Evening schools and pre-vocational schools8 were also excluded.
Students in those schools do not sit for the HKCEE. 

Figure 3.6 Distribution of Hong Kong secondary schools 1993/94
(Source: Hong Kong Government, 1993: 55)

Both surveys focused on teachers and students from 323 aided schools out
of the 388 Anglo-Chinese schools. The rationale for this choice was the fact
that students in these schools usually opt for Syllabus B of the HKCEE, which
is the focus of the study. The specific population of the survey consisted of
teachers of English from those schools and the F5 students in their classes.
Teachers of English were surveyed in 1994 and in 1995 from the same 60
Hong Kong secondary schools. These 60 schools comprise 15% of the total
secondary school population in Hong Kong. 

F5 students taking the old HKCEE in 1994 and F5 students in 1995 who
would take the new 1996 HKCEE responded to the student survey. They 
were sampled from 35 out of the 60 secondary schools. These 35 schools 
comprised 7.8% of the above school population. F5 students were surveyed 
in 1994 and 1995 from the same 35 schools. All teachers who taught those
students were included in the teacher survey in both years. 

The teacher survey

In 1994, 350 teachers were sampled. The return rate was 40% (140 out of 350
questionnaires issued that year). In 1995, 200 teachers were sampled. The
return rate was 47% (94 out of 200 questionnaires issued in that year). The
1995 sampling was smaller compared to that in 1994, the rationale being that
this sampling served as a focus study. This was also due to resource
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8. Students in those schools can sit the HKCEE, if they wish to, as independent adult candidates.

Government Aided Private Total

Anglo-Chinese 33 299 56 388
Chinese 2 14 7 23
Anglo-Chinese & Chinese 3 5 4 12
English 1 5 15 21
Others – – 2 2
English & others – – 2 2

Total 39 323 86 448



constraints. The following table provides detailed information about both
years’ samplings. 

Table 3.3 Sampling of teachers’ questionnaires in 1994 and 1995

The teacher survey was conducted with similar groups of teachers in both
years. The sample was from the same schools survey in 1994 (see also
teachers’ demographical information survey in 1994 and 1995 in Tables 3.5
and 5.1). The population of teachers in Hong Kong secondary schools changes
immensely from year to year, due to the current nature of Hong Kong as a
rapidly changing society, seen through such examples as the change of
profession and movement into commercial sectors, emigration to other
countries, etc. Another constraint on the research was the fact that it was
almost impossible to trace the same groups of teachers and issue the
questionnaires to them over a two year period. Therefore, the questionnaires
were issued to similar groups of teachers in 1994 and 1995.

The student survey

In 1994, 1100 student questionnaires were issued to F5 students taking the
old HKCEE. The return rate was 76.7% (844 out of the total 1100
questionnaires issued that year). In 1995, 600 questionnaires were issued to
F5 students who would take the new 1996 HKCEE. The return rate was
73.8% (443 out of 600 questionnaires issued that year). The rationale behind
the smaller sample in 1995 is the same as that for the situation with the
teachers mentioned above.

Table 3.4 Sampling of students’ questionnaires in 1994 and 1995

Research design for the survey study

87

Teachers’ Perspectives on Public Examinations in Hong Kong Secondary Schools

1994 1995
Sample Size Returned Percent Sample Size Returned Percent

350 140 40% 200 94 47%

Students’ Perceptions of Public Examinations in Hong Kong Secondary Schools

1994 1995
Sample Size Returned Percent Sample Size Returned Percent

1100 844 76.7% 600 443 73.8%



Data collection procedures

After the sampling procedures were finalized, a random list of the 60 schools
was generated from the school database. The procedure was carried out at the
Faculty of Education, University of Hong Kong. Data collection procedures
were carried out using the same approaches for the surveys in both years. The
following section will explain the data collection procedures for the teacher
survey and the student survey. 

Teachers’ questionnaires

The teacher questionnaires were distributed through many channels: (a) P.C.
Ed in-service teachers or INSTEP9 teachers studying at the University of Hong
Kong, whose schools were on the sampled school lists, brought the
questionnaires to their colleagues in their own schools. Their colleagues either
took the questionnaires back to the University of Hong Kong by themselves or
returned them by mail. Stamped self-addressed envelopes were prepared for
these people. (b) The majority of questionnaires were mailed to the school
principals and panel chairs (heads of the respective English department) with
stamped self-addressed envelopes. Mutual agreement about return procedures
via telephone and letter correspondence was reached before the mailing. These
school administrators subsequently arranged for the surveys to be carried out
in their schools and mailed back. 

Students’ questionnaires

Student questionnaires were distributed mainly by three methods. The detailed
procedures were: (a) questionnaires were mailed to F5 teachers. Consent was
obtained from their principals and themselves. In this case, questionnaires
were administered directly by the F5 teachers who were teaching those F5
students at the time of the research who would sit for the HKCEE.
Alternatively, they arranged appropriate times for their students or their
colleagues’ students to complete the questionnaires in their schools. They then
brought them back or sent them back using self-addressed return envelopes.
(b) Questionnaires were mailed to the school principals after the principals
gave consent. They would arrange for the survey to be carried out in their
schools and for the questionnaires to be sent back to the researcher. (c)
Questionnaires were issued to students in class when the researcher was in
their classroom. 
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Data analysis procedures

As the two questionnaires were designed using parallel procedures, the data
analysis procedures were the same for both the teacher and the student
surveys. Data from both questionnaires were edited, sorted, and filed on to a
TOPCON computer at the University of Hong Kong. Firstly, frequency
distributions were calculated for all the questionnaire items, and missing
values of each item–missing completely at random (MCAR)–were replaced by
the items’ mean value. All percentages were reported as valid percentages
with missing data excluded. The survey data was analysed using SPSS10 (DOS
version in 1994 and Windows version in 1995). Figures to illustrate the
findings were created in Microsoft Excel 5.0 and the tables were created in
Microsoft Word 6.0. 

To emphasize the comparative nature of the survey studies, both
questionnaires were issued twice during the two years to explore possible
attitudinal changes among teachers and students brought about by the new
1996 HKCEE in relation to aspects of classroom teaching and learning.
Therefore, the comparative study was the key to this study. The major aim of
the parallel surveys was mainly to find out the differences between findings
over the two year period. The differences of the survey findings were tested
for statistical significance by using two statistical methods, namely, the chi-
square test and the independent sample t-test. A probability of less than 0.05,
as commonly used in educational research (Cohen & Manion, 1989; Jaeger,
1988), was taken as statistically significant for both surveys for the findings in
each year. 

The chi-square test was performed initially to find the similarities between
the two groups of teachers and students according to the survey demographic
information. The statistical rationale behind the chi-square procedure was the
nature of the nominal variables designed in this part. Chi-square is used to
evaluate the discrepancy (the degree of relativity) between the means of the
teachers’ and students’ demographic information in the samples over the two
different years. A significance level (P < 0.05) from the chi-square statistical
analysis provides a valid basis for further sample mean comparison by
independent t-tests. A note of caution is that the possibility of error increases
with the number of chi-square tests being carried out (Woods, Fletcher, &
Hughes, 1986: 149). Consequently, a multiple method design and method
triangulation (see Figure 3.2) was employed in the study to complement each
method used and to guide against errors rising from the data collection and
analysis. 

The results in Table 3.5 show that there is no significant difference among
the seven categories of the teachers’ demographic information (P > 0.05)
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except one category, forms currently taught by teachers, which had a
significant difference at the .00016 level.11 The findings showed that the two
samples of teachers were very similar despite being different groups of
teachers. 

Table 3.5  Teachers’ demographic information

Chi-square tests were also carried out for the student survey. Results
showed there were no significant differences in student demographic
information between the 1994 and 1995 samples (see Table 3.6). 

The student sample was similar to samples in 1994 and 1995 from the
above table. As mentioned above, the student survey compared the
differences between two groups of F5 students – one group of F5 students
taking the old HKCEE in 1995, and one group of F5 students taking the new
1996 HKCEE. After the 1994 survey, the 1994 F5 group did not exist
anymore. They left school or went on to study at F6. Therefore, it was not
possible to issue the survey to the same group of F5 students over the
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11. In retrospect, the 1994 sample should have avoided F6-7 teachers as they are not directly related to
HKCEE teaching. It was hypothesized at the time of the research that this group of teachers might show
a more positive attitude to the 1996 HKCEE due to a similar task-based exam change in the Use of
English examination at the end of Form 7. This uneven sampling might contribute to the mixed picture
seen from the results reported in Chapter Five.

Items    Variables                                Chi-square Significance

Gender

Age

Academic qualifications

Professional qualification

Years of teaching

Major forms currently taught

Teaching periods per week

School band

Male or Female 

20-30 or 31-40; 

41-50 or above

B.A. or B.Sc.

Masters or others

Teacher Certification

P.C. Ed/Dip. Ed

Advanced Diploma

RSA or M.Ed.

1-3 or 4-6 or 7-9

10 or more 

F1-F3; F4-F5; F6-F7

16-21 or 22-27

28-33 or above 33

Band 1 or Band 2

Band 3 or 4 or 5

.37266

.66865

.18192

.22437

.49256

.00016

.18056

.18852



following year. The survey, however, was indeed carried out with F5
students in the same 35 schools in both years. Furthermore, the other three
aspects of the student survey regarding the learning context showed
significant differences over the two year period, which indicated a change
in their learning context with the new 1996 HKCEE (the 1995 sample being
the first cohort taking the new exam), even though these students came from
the same 35 schools in 1994 and 1995. The variables regarding which
language (Chinese = L1, English = L2 or a mixed mode of L1 and L2)
students were taught in their English classes, the frequency their teacher
mentioned the public exam per week, and the number of private tutorials
students attended showed significant changes. This part of the data could
show the changes in relation to the 1996 HKCEE. An independent sample
t-test was carried out to test differences in the students’ attitudes between
the 1994 and 1995 samples. A probability of less than 0.05 was taken as
statistically significant. 

Part 3: Research design for classroom
observations
This section will expand on the discussions in the literature review, presented
in Chapter Two. It presents the major considerations that were taken in the
research design for the classroom observations in this study. The purpose of
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Items    Variables                                Chi-square Significance

Gender

The grade when English was first
taught

Medium of instruction

Frequency with which their teacher
mentioned the public exam

Private tutorials per week

Male or Female

P 1-2 or P 3-4 or P5-6 

S 1 or S 2

English only

English supplemented with
Chinese

Half English and half
Chinese or Mainly Chinese

Never or seldom

Sometimes or often 

Always

None, once or twice

3-4 times or 5 times & above

.67864

.83762

.00000

.00000

.00005

Table 3.6 Students’ demographic information and 
their learning contexts



the classroom observations was to find out whether the new 1996 HKCEE
brought about any changes in classroom teaching in Hong Kong secondary
schools. Where the findings show changes, the nature of those changes is
discussed. This section also describes the rationale behind the research
design, the classroom observation scheme, the teacher and student
participants in the study, and the procedures used for data collection and data
analysis. 

The combined framework for the current inquiry

This section describes the main reasons behind the choice of a combined
framework for the classroom observations in this study. 

Rationale

Classroom observation has been long employed as a research method into
teaching and learning. ‘Classroom observation views the classroom as a place
where interactions of various kinds take place, affording learners opportunities
to acquire the L2’ (Ellis, 1994: 565). Allwright (1984: 156) sees interaction as
‘the fundamental fact of classroom pedagogy’ because ‘everything that
happens in the classroom happens through a process of live person-to-person
interaction.’ This perspective has led researchers to observe and describe the
interactional events that take place in a classroom in order to understand how
learning opportunities are created.

This study deals with possible changes that the new HKCEE might bring
about in the teaching and learning of English in Hong Kong secondary schools
over a period of time. Thus, observation is an essential element in this type of
study. However, this study is different from the classroom studies, which
focus only on what happens inside the classrooms. This study not only focuses
on what happens inside classrooms, and levels of teaching (c.f. Stern, 1983),
but also observes washback within the educational context. This aspect of the
classroom research data and the teacher survey data complement each other,
and they combine to answer the research questions of the study. Observations
in this study were carried out at the decision-making level first (see Figure 2.3
in Chapter 2). The observed changes (reported in Chapter 4) showed the
reactions of different parties (participants or stakeholders) in the Hong Kong
education system to the examination changes, and the necessary support
offered to schools at the lower grade level. Detailed classroom observations
were then carried out to investigate teaching and learning interaction.

As highlighted in Chapter 2, observation is always selective. It needs a
chosen object, a definite task, an interest, a point of view, or a problem.
Selection is usually directed by prior decisions as to what is relevant and
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significant to a particular study. These decisions are derived from theoretical
or value assumptions. Furthermore, Long (1980: 12) comments that
‘observation instruments are, in fact, more (or less) theoretical claims about
second language learning and teaching’ (see also Haggstrom, Morgan, &
Wieczorek, 1995; Stern, 1989).

However, others may not share the assumptions that determine the
observer’s selection. As a result, they could contest the selection on the
grounds of bias (Weir & Roberts, 1994: 165). For this reason, observation data
should be obtained by a system capable of being described to others, to
minimize reflection of the observer’s personal expectations and achieve as
much independence and objectivity of the data as possible.

The review of the literature on classroom observation methodology in
Chapter 2 illustrates four traditions and two different approaches to
classroom observation: the systematic observation approach and the
ethnographic approach. The systematic approach (see Flanders, 1970:
Interaction Analysis Categories) used an observational system designed to
reduce classroom behaviour to small-scale units under pre-determined
categories suitable for tabulation and statistical analysis. This methodology
focuses on objectivity of the data, in the sense that the observer is not
required to make inferences during the data collection process. Therefore,
low inferencing, and with well-trained observers, high inter-rater reliability,
can be achieved. 

The ethnographic approach, on the other hand, uses participant observation,
in which observers immerse themselves in the situation they are observing for
a certain duration, interacting with the participants (also called informants)
and interviewing them formally or informally (see Allwright & Bailey, 1991;
Breen, 1989; Byrne, 1987; Mehan, 1979; Nunan, 1989a, 1989b). The data
collection process often involves recording detailed field notes including notes
on the physical setting, and the way that different parties interact. This
methodology acknowledges the complexity of the classroom situation and
uses a holistic framework, basing the observation not on pre-determined
categories but according to the context in which the teaching is occurring.
Observers have to interpret and even make judgements during the observation
and recording process. The ethnographic approach is, therefore, termed ‘high-
inference’ recording, although high validity cannot be achieved.

The merits and limitations of the two approaches have been debated
(Allwright, 1983; Allwright & Bailey, 1991; Chaudron, 1988). It seems to the
researcher that the systematic approach should be used only when a
researcher, backed up by well-established educational theories, is very clear
about what exactly to observe, and possesses a well-tested observation
scheme. In such systematic observation, the influence of other factors on the
variables under observation is ignored during the observation process because
if the observer takes further factors into consideration he or she is making
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inferences, which affects the objective recording process. In an ethnographic
approach, researchers can be less sure about what exactly the focus of the
observation is at the beginning and try to clarify what behaviours to look for
as they gain experience during the observations. They are less interested in
quantifying behaviours, and can feel free to infer and try to gain meanings out
of the observations. 

The two approaches discussed above represent two different research
paradigms, but they are not mutually exclusive. It has been pointed out (Tsui,
1995) that there is not necessarily a conflict between these two dimensions of
description. The two approaches to classroom observation–systemic
observation and ethnographic study–should be used complementarily rather
than exclusively. Furthermore, the investigation into the washback effect of
the new 1996 HKCEE on teaching and learning presented a very complicated
research situation. There were many intervening factors that interacted in
teaching and learning as a result of the changes to the examination. Therefore,
the nature of the research questions posed in this study required a combined
approach of two research paradigms, as neither single research paradigm
could answer the research questions thoroughly. Allwright and Bailey (1991:
67) referred to this type of approach as ‘quantify only what can be usefully
quantified, and utilize  qualitative data collection and analysis procedures
wherever they are appropriate’ (c.f. Halfpenny, 1979). 

Therefore, the researcher first employed the ethnographic approach of
classroom observation to develop an understanding of the washback effect on
teaching, as there were no preconceived notions as to the variables to be
studied or hypotheses to be tested. At that stage, the purpose of observation
was hypothesis generating rather than hypothesis testing (Long, 1983; Nunan,
1988, 1989a, 1989b; van Lier, 1988). 

A systematic classroom observation scheme was later designed based on
the baseline study. The classroom observation approaches used in the study
drew upon and were developed from three main sources: 

• theoretical models in the study of second language teaching and learning
• the non-participant observations made during school visits and by talking

to teachers and students
• preliminary findings from the survey studies and interviews. 

Theoretical models

This study has drawn on several theoretical models (c.f. Chapter 2). A model
for the study of classroom teaching (Dunkin & Biddle, 1979: 38) served as an
initial guide for the clarification of the variables and behaviours in this study.
The current study focuses primarily on the process variables within the
classroom box below (see Figure 2.1). The researcher tried to relate teacher
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presage variables and student characteristics of the context variables to the
classroom process, and these variables are explored further in the survey
study. Product variables were not investigated in the study due to the time
constraints on the research. The time span of the research ranged from the
change in the HKCEE exam syllabus to the time when the 1996 HKCEE was
issued. The data collection covered two and a half years, from January 1994
to June 1996, which is a relatively short period. Consequently, as no dramatic
changes were expected in students’ learning outcomes, product variables were
not considered necessary.

Figure 3.7 Variables focused on in the main study during classroom
observations

As discussed in Chapter 2, a number of observation instruments have been
developed based on recent developments in language teaching (Allwright &
Bailey, 1991: 202-223; Chaudron, 1988; Matthews, Spratt, & Dangerfield,
1985). They derive from four major traditions in classroom research:
psychometry, interaction analysis, discourse analysis, and ethnography. The
current study first employed an ethnographic approach that served as a
qualitative, process-oriented approach to the study of classroom interaction.
The value of such qualitative insights lies in the power to alter perspectives on
the variables of interest and to aid in the development of theoretical constructs
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Two of Chaudron’s four general issues (1988) concerning the effectiveness of
classroom instruction served as the focus of this study:

• teacher talk
• interaction in the classroom – turn taking, questioning and answering, 

negotiation of meaning and feedback in contrast to a more traditional view 
of teaching and learning, which conceptualizes classroom instruction as the 
conveyance of information from the knowledgeable teacher to the ‘empty’ 
and passive learners.

Product variables
Not studied

PROCESS VARIABLES
Studied via classroom 

observations

THE CLASSROOM

Teachers’ classroom behaviour

Students’ classroom behaviour
x

Presage & context 
variables

Studied via surveys



and relationships within the current inquiry. A process-oriented approach was
adopted in this study to explore the inter-subjective and context-dependent
nature of classroom events as they occur, noting the regularities and
idiosyncrasies in the events. Consequently, drawing on the four issues raised
by Chaudron (1988), a classroom observation instrument was designed for the
purposes of the research. This observation scheme was partially based on the
Flint (Moskowitz, 1971: 213) and Brown Interaction Analysis System
(Brown, 1975), and partially on the COLT (Communicative Orientation of
Language Teaching) category (Frohlich, Spada, & Allen, 1985: 53-56).

Many classroom observation instruments are in existence. Such
observation schemes may differ with respect to the type and number of content
categories, coding procedures, units of analysis, as well as the purposes for
which the instruments have been designed. The major observation schemes
are concerned with teacher-student interaction. They are essentially
adaptations, extensions, or simplifications of Flanders’ original categories (c.f.
Malamah-Thomas, 1987). These comprise two main categories, teacher talk
and pupil talk (c.f. Brown, 1975). Descriptive frameworks in the Interaction
Analysis tradition aim to analyse classroom verbal interaction in order to find
out something about the sort of teaching and learning that is occurring.
Moskowitz’s Flint (Moskowitz, 1968, 1971) was directly inspired by
Flanders, but adapted to make it more relevant to practice in the language
classroom. The Flint instrument consists of twelve basic categories; seven for
teacher talk and two for student talk. The remaining three categories are
silence, confusion, and laughter. Brown’s Interaction Analysis System
(Brown, 1975) is not designed specially for analysis of language classrooms,
but it is a useful tool for analysing verbal interaction (Harrison, 1996). It
consists of six categories: three for teachers, two for students and one for an
unclassifiable category–silence (Brown, 1975, cited by Malamah-Thomas,
1987: 48). Such instruments examine the classroom climate and the degree of
direct and indirect teacher influence (Flanders, 1970). The Interaction
Analysis System was drawn on in this study at the baseline stage for the
analysis of interaction patterns in this study. These are the categories included
in the study:

Teacher: a. lecturing, describing, explaining, narrating, directing
b. initiating questions 
c. answering

Student: a. initiating questions
b. answering questions.

However, after a trial analysis of the interaction patterns in the first round
of observations, the interaction analysis produced disconnected tallies of
behaviours, and failed to describe the interaction pattern of the classroom. The
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scheme proved to be too small for exploring the washback phenomenon for
this study and not relevant to the research questions posed. 

The COLT observation scheme was, consequently, adopted for this study, as
it tends to pay closer attention to what teachers and students actually do in the
classroom and how they interact (Allen et al, 1984: 232). It consists of two parts.
Part A describes classroom events at the level of episode and activity. Part B
analyses the communicative features of verbal exchanges between teachers and
students or among students themselves as they occur within each activity
(Frohlich, Spada, & Allen, 1985: 57; Mitchell, 1988; Mosback, 1994; Naiman,
Frohlich, Stern, & Todesco, 1978; Simon & Boyer, 1967 – 1970; Spada, 1989). 

Part A of the COLT scheme was drawn upon for this study as the researcher
felt that the classroom analysis at the level of episode and activity best fitted
the nature of the research questions to be answered. For example, one of the
intended washback effects of the new 1996 HKCEE was the addition of group
work (role-play and group discussion in the new format). The rationale was
that highly controlled, teacher-centred approaches are thought to impose
restrictions on the growth of students’ productive abilities. Part B was not
drawn upon, as an analysis of the communicative features of verbal exchanges
between teachers and students or among students was not directly relevant for
this investigation of the new 1996 HKCEE’s washback effect on classroom
teaching and learning. The categories are too detailed and fine to catch
washback, much like using a butterfly net to catch an elephant (K. Bailey,
personal communication, 1997). 

To summarize, the main rationale for employing combined research
approaches and drawing upon the above two observation schemes, rather than
employing any single or existing scheme, was based on the complex nature of
the washback effect as well as the lack of existing observation schemes for
washback studies (Alderson & Hamp-Lyons, 1996; Bailey, 1999). As
mentioned above, few washback studies have employed classroom
observation as part of their data analysis (see Alderson & Hamp-Lyons, 1996;
Wall & Alderson, 1993). 

Development of the classroom observation scheme

The classroom observation method used in this study was based on an
approach as an inside the ‘black box’ perspective (Long, 1980: 1; c.f. Gaies,
1983). This perspective views the classroom as a place where interactions of
various kinds take place. It leads to attempts to demonstrate the effects of
different types of interactional opportunities on L2 learning.

As discussed above, the classroom observation scheme adopted in this
study was first drawn from various observation schemes. It was also
developed from various data sources over a period of time. Unstructured
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observation was used at the initial stage of the study, as the researcher was
becoming familiar with the Hong Kong education context and Hong Kong
secondary schools. The purpose of this initial approach was to explore aspects
of teaching and learning that might be influenced by the new 1996 HKCEE
and to develop the research focus.

In this part of the observation, various secondary schools with different
characteristics were visited. The types of secondary schools observed
consisted of government, aided, and private schools, and schools with
different mediums of instruction, with Anglo-Chinese schools as the focus of
the study. 

Observing classroom teaching and learning activities within those schools
enabled the researcher to identify variables related to the study, and a
structured classroom observation scheme was designed. Such structured
observation led to quantification and comparison of individual teachers
teaching under the old and new HKCEE. Unstructured observation at the
initial stage, however, provided a valid procedure in developing the structured
classroom observation instrument (to be discussed later). 

As was discussed in Chapter 2, observations alone only reveal part of what
happens within the educational setting. Therefore, data from survey studies
and interviews as well as lesson transcriptions were employed to validate the
observation scheme as part of the process of triangulation, in which
independent measures are made of the same subject, and their degree of
consistency assessed (Cohen & Manion, 1989). 

Research focuses for the 1996 HKCEE washback on classroom teaching

This study explored whether or not, and how, the new 1996 HKCEE would
bring changes to the teaching and learning of English in Hong Kong
secondary schools. As described earlier, a combined methodology was
selected based on an understanding of the complex nature of such study. The
combined approach was also dependent on the researcher’s understanding of
the nature of classroom teaching as well as of the contextual variables
involved in relation to the exam change. As a result of the work of
researchers from various disciplines, knowledge of classroom instruction in
relation to the exam change has been studied more recently. Such
knowledge, reviewed in Chapter 2, provided the researcher with a basis from
which to make certain assumptions about the nature of classroom instruction
in relation to the examination change, and thus derive research questions and
select appropriate techniques for inquiry. One word of emphasis is needed
here. The nature of the new 1996 HKCEE aimed to narrow the gap between
what happens in the language classroom and the real world. The changes in
the examination reflect a curriculum change, namely, TOC, as well as
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assessment paradigm changes from behaviourism to constructivism. The
specific exam changes are reflected mainly in an integrated listening,
reading, and writing paper, as well as the oral paper. The following research
focuses were decided on for exploring the washback effect of the new
syllabus on classroom teaching in 1996. Compared to teaching under the old
syllabuses in 1995:

1. The teacher will assign more practice opportunities to students. A
practice opportunity is defined in this study as the opportunity for students to
engage in activities for the development of their knowledge about the
language and their ability to communicate in the language. If washback does
occur, the rationale for the new 1996 HKCEE would lead to a change from
highly teacher-centred classroom teaching to a more student-oriented
classroom. In this study, practice opportunities are measured by a percentage
of class time assigned by the teachers to their students for them to carry out
language tasks or activities.

2. The teacher will assign more class time to student activities involving
group work, such as role-playing and group discussion, which will increase
language practice opportunities. Such activities improve the quality of the
student talk, help to individualize instruction, promote a positive affective
climate, and motivate the learner to learn. Group work provides the kind of
input and opportunities for output that enables rapid L2 acquisition (see Long
& Porter, 1985). Also, role-play and group discussions are the two new exam
formats in the new 1996 HKCEE oral paper. If washback occurs, the change
of oral formats to role-playing  and group discussions, as well as the increased
percentage of time devoted to the oral component would lead to the teacher
assigning more time to these activities.

3. The teacher will talk less. The students will talk more. This part of the
observation will show how much students or the teacher contribute to
classroom interaction. If there is a tendency for students to contribute more
and more to the classroom interaction, it can be assumed that students have
taken a more active part in learning than before. This is also related to the
rationale for the new 1996 HKCEE, especially the increased importance of
students’ activities such as role-playing or group work, which would probably
lead to less teacher talk and more student talk.

4. There will be more frequent and shorter teacher turns in class. ‘A turn is
defined as off-stream (i.e. discontinuing), introducing something new, or
denying/disputing a proposition in a previous turn’ (van Lier, 1988, cited in
Ellis, 1994: 579). The rationale for the study of turns lies in the assumption
that whether students are actively involved in classroom interaction is largely
determined by the turn-allocation behaviour of the teacher and turn-taking
behaviour of the students (c.f. Tsui, 1995: 19). To allocate turns to all students
is something that all teachers strive to achieve, and which they often believe
they have achieved. 
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5. The teacher will use more authentic materials from real-life sources. In
this study, ‘authentic materials’ refers to materials taken from real-life sources
rather than textbooks or exam practice books. This assumption is explored at
two levels: the type and the source of the teaching materials. The type refers
to the material: written, audio or video. The source refers to whether the
materials are pedagogical (main textbook specifically designed for L2
learning); semi-pedagogical (mock exam papers) or non-pedagogical
(materials originally intended for non-school purposes).

The observation scheme

The categories were designed to (a) capture significant features of classroom
events in Hong Kong secondary school English classrooms, and (b) provide a
means of comparing episodes of classroom interaction with natural language
as it is used outside the classroom (c.f. Allen, Frohlich, & Spada, 1984: 232).
The observation scheme in the study consists of five major categories as
follows.

1. Time: How is time segmented within the lesson as a percentage of 
class time?
This category relates to instructional behaviours in the classroom. The unit of
analysis chosen was a ‘segment.’ A segment is defined by Mitchell,
Parkinson, and Johnstone (1981: 12-14) as ‘a stretch of classroom discourse
having a particular topic and involving participants (both the teacher and
students) in carrying out an activity or task through interaction. A change of
topic/activity type or a mode of interaction indicates a completion or the start
of a new segment.’ 

The segment was selected as the basic unit of analysis because it has
distinctive features, both linguistic and pedagogic and therefore can be readily
divided into categories as a percentage of class time. Segment boundaries
were identified on the basis of ‘focusing moves’ and ‘framing moves’
(Sinclair & Coulthard, 1975), which are indicators of the completion of one
stage of a lesson and the beginning of another. These moves are realized
through linguistic markers such as ‘ok,’ ‘right,’ ‘now,’ ‘well,’ ‘today,’ etc.
Therefore, the first step in analysing any lessons observed was to segment the
lesson into activities by using the moves. 

2. Participant organization: Who is holding the floor/talking during the
segments of the lesson as a percentage of class time? 
‘Participant organisation describes three basic patterns of organisation for
classroom interactions’ (Allen, Frohlich, & Spada, 1984: 235; Edelsky, 1981).
Is the teacher working with the whole class or not? Are the students divided

3 Research methodology

100



into groups or are they engaged in individual seatwork? If they are engaged in
group work, how is it organized? The various subsections are: 

• whole class – teacher to students or to class; student to student; choral
work by students (the whole class or groups participate in the choral
work, repeating a model provided by the textbook or teacher) 

• group work
• individual work.

These categories are low-inference. They are descriptive of how a lesson is
carried out in terms of the participants in the classroom interaction (the teacher
or the students). The categories also reflect different theoretical approaches to
teaching. For example, group work is considered to be an important factor in
the development of fluency skills (c.f. Allen, Frohlich, & Spada, 1984: 236).
The reason for this claim is that highly controlled, teacher-centred approaches
are thought to impose restrictions on the growth of students’ productive 
ability: 

In classes dominated by the teacher, students spend most of their time
responding to questions and rarely initiate speech. Moreover, student talk
in a teacher-centred classroom is frequently limited to the production of
isolated sentences, which are assessed for their grammatical accuracy
rather than for their communicative appropriateness or value. Because 
the emphasis in group interactions is more likely to be on the expression
of meaning, and less likely to be on the linguistic accuracy of utterances,
classes which can be shown to provide more group activities may 
affect the L2 development of learners in ways which are different from
those that represent a teacher-centred lock-step approach to instruction 
(Allen, Frohlich, & Spada, 1984: 236). 

The participant organization of classroom interaction patterns has a
significant meaning for the washback effect of the new 1996 HKCEE. The
participant organization is one of the rationales behind the new exam to
encourage more practice opportunities for students. After the videotaped
lessons were segmented according to classroom activities, using framing and
focusing moves as indicators, these classroom activities were analysed
according to the above three categories. The findings then enabled a
comparative investigation of the interaction patterns in both F5 classes under
the old and the new HKCEE syllabus, to see whether there would be any
changes seen comparing the two academic years’ teaching in schools. 

3. Activity type: What teaching and learning activities are realized through
various activities as a percentage of class time?
After each lesson was segmented and interaction patterns of classroom activity
were analysed, it was possible to look more closely at the types of activities
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carried out within the segments. ‘Activity type’ was an open-ended construct
with no predetermined descriptor. Each activity was separately described,
such as discussion, drilling, or singing. Frequently, activities consisted of two
or more episodes: (a) the teacher reads the words of a song aloud, (b) the
students repeat the words after the teacher, and (c) the students sing the song. 

4. Content: What the teacher and the students are talking, reading, or writing
about, or what they are listening to. 
‘Content’ describes the subject matter of the activities. It is studied in relation
to two areas in this study, management and language. ‘Management’ refers to
(a) classroom procedures and (b) disciplinary routines. ‘Language’ refers to
language input focusing on form, function, or discourse. 

5. Materials used: What types of teaching materials are used and for what
purpose?

(i) Types of materials:

• written or audio-visual?
(ii) Purposes of materials:

• pedagogical (main textbooks specifically designed for L2 learning)
• semi-pedagogical (mock exam papers)
• non-pedagogical (materials originally intended for non-school 

purposes).

Teacher participants involved

Based on the nature and the methodological considerations of this study,
criteria for identifying potential teachers who were teaching F5 classes both in
1994 and 1995 were selected:

• teachers who were willing to accept observations of their teaching
• teachers who agreed to have their lessons video-recorded
• teachers who were willing to encourage their students to ignore the video

camera
• school administrators (principals and panel chairs12) who had a positive

attitude towards observations

Initially nine teachers agreed to participate in the first year (1994)
observation. The majority of them were female teachers, except for one male
teacher. They were all qualified teachers in that they either possessed a teacher
certificate or were doing a P.C.Ed. (Postgraduate Certificate of Education).
This group of teachers was not meant to be representative of teachers of
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English in Hong Kong secondary schools. The teachers were selected using
purposeful sampling (Patton, 1987), and the main purpose was to select
teachers based on whether they could provide a rich variety of information
about classroom teaching and learning activities in schools in relation to the
new 1996 HKCEE. This group of teachers has been trained to look at their
own teaching and that of other colleagues. They had the meta-language to
articulate how they felt about teaching and learning. They might also have
been more aware of the theoretical underpinnings of teaching and learning in
relation to examinations since they had undertaken some kind of teacher
education. As they had been exposed to new and challenging ideas in theories
of teaching and learning, they might also be more willing to make changes in
their teaching. As this sample is very small, it will be appropriate to look at
each teacher as an individual case (Hargreaves & Fullan, 1992). 

Among these nine teachers, there was one panel chair. The rationale for
including the panel chair is that the role of a panel chair (the subject head of
English) is usually crucial to the general planning of teaching and learning in
Hong Kong secondary schools. The choice of teachers for this study was less
by specific selection and more by mutual agreement. One of the biggest
problems of this type of independent research, compared with funded
research, lies in the difficulty of getting teachers’ cooperation. It was
extremely difficult to find teachers who were willing to allow the researcher
to go into their classroom for the observation. Teaching is a private activity
individually performed by teachers. Classroom research is a sensitive
business, and being investigated in any way provokes anxiety. Teachers feel
the intrusiveness of outsiders, in this case the researcher (c.f. Allwright &
Bailey, 1991; Chaudron, 1988; Larsen-Freeman, 1980). Indeed, teachers often
feel far too busy to offer help to researchers. 

As mentioned above, the first year classroom observations (1994 academic
year) started with nine teachers. The recording methods were either tape- or
video-recording. After the first round of observations, video-recording was
chosen as the recording method for the main study. Video-recordings can
reveal the maximum amount of information about the interaction patterns of
teaching, and also allow the researcher to explore those lessons in full and
retrospectively. When videotaping was discussed with the nine teachers, two
teachers refused to allow their classes to be video or audio taped. Therefore,
only field notes are available for those two. When the second year data
collection was about to begin, two teachers dropped out. One teacher’s
teaching schedule was altered by her principal–she no longer taught F5
students, who ought to have been observed. Another teacher refused to be
observed for the second year (1995) as she thought it would be rude and
disruptive for her students to be observed. In the end, only three teachers
remained willing to be observed in the second year and willing to be video-
recorded.
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These three teachers were chosen for the main study. They were all
female13 teachers. Two had obtained teaching certificates and one teacher was
attending a Postgraduate Certificate of Education programme at the time of the
research. Two of them were pursuing further degrees. They were very
enthusiastic teachers and loved teaching. The most encouraging aspect of the
classroom observations was that all three teachers made use of the video-
recorded lessons for their own teaching and research purposes. One teacher
used the taped lesson to motivate her students. She and her students watched
some of the taped lessons together to identify areas of language improvement.
In addition, the three schools where the teachers were teaching were different
with regard to banding, religious affiliation, and geographical locations. One
school was a top ranked school, one was in the middle, and the other was a
lower ranked school. 

Data collection strategies

This section discusses the data collection strategies used for the classroom
observations and describes the data collection and data analysis procedures. 

The nature of the data collection

Due to the complex nature of the study and lack of existing research
models, this study of the washback effect on classroom teaching is not
linear, but cyclical. The research questions took some time to formulate
while different variables within the Hong Kong education system were
being explored. Each of the processes gave new insights into the washback
phenomenon. Data collection was carried out using a ‘recycling’ process,
but with a spiral motion (see Figure 3.8). The recycling data collection
process helped the researcher to understand the nature of the research data
in relation to the research questions under study. This process of gradual
understanding brought the researcher closer to the heart of the research
problems.

This type of interactive data collection and analysis is typical in exploratory
studies such as this one with a defined time line (see Bailey & Nunan, 1996;
Calderhead, 1996). Two interactive stages of observation, consisting of both
baseline study and main study, were carried out in the different phases of this
study (see Figure 3.9). According to Allwright and Bailey (1991: 73–75),
‘baseline data provides information that documents the normal state of affairs
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13. Efforts were made to include both male and female teachers for the study, but none of the male teachers
who were approached agreed to be observed. They gave various reasons for not wishing to be observed
such as a heavy workload and difficulty in arranging their schedule. 



as well as the basis against which researchers make comparative claims about
how different or unusual the phenomena being observed is.’ To the current
researcher, a baseline study not only provides base-line data (c.f. van Lier,
1988: 5), but also helps to refine the observation scheme and procedures for
the study. In that sense, it serves as a piloting and validation mechanism
similar to what had been undertaken in the survey studies. Findings of the two
stages of observation are reported in Phase I (Chapter 4) and Phase III
(Chapter 7). 

Figure 3.8 Cyclical nature of the data collection

Based on the above methodological considerations, a comparative study of
classroom observation frameworks was formulated for the main study (see
Figure 3.10). The figure below illustrates the comparative nature of the present
study. The control variables are the old and the new HKCEE syllabuses.
Classroom observations were carried out to observe the same teachers in the
same schools teaching the same forms of students.

Figure 3.9 Stages of classroom observations
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Data analysis

Data processing

Research questions

Basline Study

Nine teachers in nine schools
23 lessons observed, consisting of both F4 and F5 lessons

Stage One

Stage Two

Main Study

Three teachers in three schools from the baseline pool
22 lessons observed, consisting solely of F5 lessons



Figure 3.10 Comparative nature of the classroom observations 
for the main study

For the current study, F5 lessons were the main focus. To interpret such a
complex educational phenomenon, however, depends on a faithful description
of what is happening in the classroom as well as of the contextual variables
within the Hong Kong educational context. Erickson (1986) suggested two
main strategies, namely, asking and watching. Allwright (1984) used other
similar terms: observation and introspection. Observing or watching may have
influenced the researcher’s bias, whereas introspection might minimize the
bias by seeking other explanations through asking, distributing questionnaires,
and interviewing with participants and informants (see Section One for more
information). 

This study employed both ‘observing’ and ‘asking’ approaches. Asking
(i.e. interviewing) was carried out at a later stage after the classroom
observations. The major aim of the follow-up interview was to invite the
participants to open up and reveal their words and actions in the video-
recordings (why they do certain things in certain ways in the classroom) rather
than seeking responses to specific questions. 

Furthermore, as the purpose of the study was to find out what was going on
in the ‘black box’ (Long, 1980) in the context of a major examination change,
non-interference observations were decided upon to enable the researcher to
observe closely the natural occurrences in the classroom. Therefore, non-
participant observations were the most appropriate way for this study to record
all relevant information from the lessons. The researcher’s intention was to
minimize  her intrusiveness in the classroom in order to minimize interference
with the subtle behaviours of the teacher and students. Therefore, fixed video-
recordings were employed. 

Data collection procedures 

Permission to collect data 

Non-participant classroom observations were carried out during a one-and-a-
half year period. Permission to collect data was obtained first from the school
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1994 – F5 classes (old)

1995 – F5 classes (new)

From October to December

compare

1. Teaching and learning beliefs

2. Teaching content

3. Teaching and learning behaviours
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principal and panel chair and then from the individual teacher. The researcher
first consulted teacher schedules to locate any Form Five classes that could
be visited. Scheduling of each classroom observation was agreed between the
teachers, students, and the researcher. Decision and agreement was reached
initially upon the actual days of teaching according to the weekly or rotary
system. All school visits were pre-arranged with the teachers and schools
involved. Telephone calls were made one day before each school visit.
Usually teachers needed to inform their principal and the school general
office in order to avoid unnecessary difficulties in getting into the school
premises.

Seasonality of data collection 

The majority of classroom observations were carried out between October
and December, both in 1994 and in 1995, in the winter term when a long and
continuous stretch of teaching was occurring. The HKCEE takes places
annually in May, and intensive exam practice starts as early as February each
year. All observations were carried out before the start of such exam
practices.

The observation time was selected on the principle that the classrooms
should, as much as possible for the observations, reflect as their normal and
natural conditions for learning. Neither the very beginning of the term or the
end of the term would provide such a condition. Periods for classroom
observations were normally scheduled around October to December each
year. The relationship between washback and the time of teaching has been
documented in similar studies (see Freeman, 1996; Shohamy et al, 1996; Wall
& Alderson, 1993; Watanabe, 1996a, 1996b). Bailey (1999) employed the
term ‘seasonality’ to indicate the relationship between time and washback. 

The choice of these time periods for observation assumed major
significance for observing this particular phenomenon. First, consideration
had to be given to the school time-tabling. F5 teaching is different in that
preparation for the upcoming HKCEE plays a particularly dominant role in
teaching at this level. The school year usually starts in September. After a
period of around three months of teaching, schools will arrange an internal
examination in the format of the HKCEE. After the Christmas break, there is
very limited time for teaching before the Chinese New Year in Hong Kong
secondary schools. The remaining months of February, March and April are
spent on mock exam practice. Students can stay at home to prepare for the
HKCEE examination. May is the examination season for the HKCEE.
Therefore, September, October, and November are the most ‘normal’ months
for teaching at the F5 level. September, at the beginning of the term, is busy
for both the teachers and the schools. October and November, therefore, were
chosen for classroom observations.
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Figure 3.11 Flowchart of yearly timetabling for F5 students

Methods of recording 

After the initial school visits and baseline classroom observations of 32
lessons, detailed procedures for classroom observations and the observation
scheme were decided upon. Thirty-one 70-minute lessons (double lessons14)
of the selected three teachers were observed in 1994 and 1995 respectively.
Double lessons were chosen in order to observe a longer stretch of lessons
without interruption. Seventeen lessons were observed in 1994, which were in
the baseline study pool. Fourteen lessons were observed in 1995. 

Both audio-recording and video-recording were employed for the baseline
study. Only video-recording was employed for the main study. The observed
lessons were video-recorded since videotaped classroom activities could
reveal the maximum amount of information about the interaction patterns of
the teaching and learning. They also allowed the researcher to explore those
lessons in full and retrospectively. 

During the observations, a video camera was set up before each lesson in
one corner of the classroom, facing the students. The rationale for fixing the
video camera in one corner, without an operator, was to minimize any
interruptions and disturbance of the lesson, as well as to ensure normal teacher
and student interaction. Students got used to the camera very quickly. As the
camera was usually set up before they entered the classroom and before the
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September school starts

October longest stretch of ‘normal’ teaching;

November main classroom observations

December

January winter holiday

February mock exam practice at school and/or home

March teaching is carried out according to the HKCEE

April exam papers (format)

May HKCEE for all school subjects (c.f. Chapter 1)

June summer holiday

July students prepare for further study or employment

August

14. A double lesson usually refers to two 35-minute lessons together without a recess in between. 



lesson began, students tended to forget it and ignore it. In addition, facing the
camera at the students captured as much as possible of what was happening in
the classroom between the teacher and students. The researcher sat at the back
of the classroom and made field notes on the interaction in the classroom as
lessons progressed. The purpose of the field notes was to provide additional
contextual information on the lesson being observed. They were also used as
a way of recording anything that might not have been recorded by the camera.
Typical field notes included the following:

• features of teaching materials employed in terms of the main textbook,
exam practice book, and/or materials taken from real life sources,
regardless of whether these materials were written, audio-video, etc. 

• features of activities undertaken, namely, whether they were prescribed by
textbooks

• features of interaction between the teacher and students in regard to who
was holding the floor (talking), who initiated the questions, and who
responded to the questions.

• features of outstanding occurrences of a particular classroom such as
shared laughter

Data analysis for observation

Procedures for data analysis in this study consisted of (a) coding videotaped
lessons according to the observation scheme and (b) transcriptions of sampled
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Stage 1: Global viewing: brief notes to index the tapes were taken and transitions between 
occasions of interest were noted. Field notes were double checked. 

Stage 2: General coding of all twenty-two lessons observed were carried out for the main 
study. A stopwatch was used for coding time in relation to the observation scheme. 
A general pattern of those lesson interactions was achieved. Sorting and putting the 
interaction patterns into tables was performed for individual teachers.

Stage 3: Selected occasions were copied onto secondary tapes. Excerpts were timed, and 
junctures were described in detail. Participants and other researchers were invited to 
view the lessons together or separately for coder agreement, as well as for their own 
views of the occasions. 

Stage 4: Detailed descriptions of the participant organization structures and interactions were
developed. Transcriptions were made of representative parts of the lesson.

Stage 5: An exploratory scheme was constructed showing the interaction pattern of the 
lesson observed in relation to the research questions.

Stage 6: Follow-up interviews were carried out about issues arising from the data analysis. 
All interview data was transcribed verbatim.

Figure 3.12 Procedures for the analysis of videotaped data



lessons, both of which required ‘intensive immersion in the data’ as Edelsky
puts it (1981: 385). 

Procedures for the analysis of the videotaped data are illustrated in Figure
3.12, which is adapted from van Lier (1988: 65; see also Erickson & Shultz,
1981). 

Reliability and validity of classroom observations

Reliability for classroom observations is concerned with consistency
(Allwright & Bailey, 1991: 46). There are two issues involved. ‘One is
concerned with whether or not an independent researcher could achieve
consistent results if working in the same or similar context. The other aspect
is concerned with the consistency of the procedure of data collection, analysis
and interpretation’ (He, 1996: 108). 

To enhance the reliability of the data collection and analysis, the researcher
employed two approaches: (a) cross checking with existing data, and (b)
inviting inter-coders. Cross checking involved going back to the video-taped
lessons and recoding a previously analysed lesson. The purpose of this
approach was to make sure that the researcher was consistent with the criteria
for analysis. Inter-coders in this study consisted of codings of teacher
participants and of a research colleague who is an experienced classroom
observer. The purpose of inter-coding was to ensure consistency in the units
of analysis. Inter-coding was carried out first with teacher participants. Both
the researcher and the teachers would watch one of the observed lessons
together (about 16% of the lessons observed in both years). Each coder would
segment the lesson based on aggregating similar activities that occurred during
the lesson. Greater than 90% agreement was achieved with all three teachers’
lessons inter-coded. Secondly, inter-coder agreement was carried out with the
experienced observer with a random sample of observed lessons–10% of the
total lessons observed in the main study. Agreement was reached for about
95% of the segments of classroom activities.

Validity is concerned with ‘the extent to which the observational apparatus
and inferences drawn from it will be meaningful, significant, and applicable to
further studies’ (Chaudron, 1988: 23). For Chaudron, an essential element in
achieving validity is consistent reliability, in which others agree on the
categories and description and the frequencies attributed to them. 

The researcher has focused in this study on what it is that should be looked
for in relation to the washback effect of the new 1996 HKCEE. This involved
first a theoretical derivation based on assumptions (beliefs, ideas, and theories)
about both language teaching and learning and about assessment models and
paradigms. Second, it involved exploring the intended washback effect and
rationale behind the new 1996 HKCEE examination. Third, it was essential to
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have a good baseline study ‘to let the data lead the way’ (van Lier, 1988: 87).
This aspect of the data, together with the above theoretical derivations and
exploration of the new 1996 HKCEE, has enhanced the researcher’s
understanding of the research problem and ensured the validity of the
classroom instrument, its data collection, and analysis. 

Summary
By investigating the washback effect of the new 1996 HKCEE in English, we
can explore the general characteristics of a system of testing that can be
identified as contributing to or distracting from the test’s systematic validity,
as well as discover any social, psychological, ethical, curricular, and
educational consequences of the public examination change (Messick’s
‘unified validity,’ 1989, 1994, 1996). Validation of a system of testing in
exploring its consequences to teaching and learning within an education
system requires a long time and joint efforts to achieve a beneficial effect. The
validation of the assessment practices within the system also involves the
participation of the whole education system regarding teacher education,
material writing, and curriculum development.

The first part of this chapter summarized the theoretical and
methodological foundations for this study. The second part described the
development of the two questionnaires that were employed in this study. The
design and validation procedures, as well as the rationale, aim, structure,
content, and sources of the two surveys were discussed. Part Two also
discussed the sampling for the teacher and student surveys, and the data
collection and analysis procedures. The final part of this chapter discussed the
rationale for a combined framework used for classroom observations in
relation to the washback effect of the new 1996 HKCEE. It introduced the
teachers who participated in this study and the processes and procedures of
getting them involved, and it described details of the procedures for data
collection and analysis. In the end, the issues of reliability and validity
concerned with the classroom observations were discussed. 

As only a limited amount of empirical research has been carried out to
investigate the washback effect of examinations in the specific field of
language education, it is hoped that this study can provide a methodological
framework for further studies. 

Summary

111





113

Section Three: 
Teachers and students on the
change 

All real change involves loss, anxiety, and 

struggle.

Marris (1986) 

Due to the nature of this study, research findings in this section will be
reported in relation to the time line of the research. There were three phases of
the research as discussed in Chapter 3. 

Phase I lasted from November 1993 to November 1994, and was classified
as the decision-making stage. Findings from this phase will be reported in
Chapter 4. The major research methods used in this phase were: 

• key informant interviews
• overall observations 
• initial survey studies.

Phase II lasted for another year, from November 1994 to December 1995.
This period of research was made up of comparative surveys on teachers’ and
students’ attitudes and their classroom behaviours in 1994 and 1995. This
phase was classified as the perception stage. Findings from this phase will be
reported in Chapter 5 (teacher surveys) and Chapter 6 (student surveys). The
major research methods used in this phase were: 

• Two parallel survey studies–the teacher and student surveys

Phase III of the study lasted for approximately two years, which overlapped
in part with Phase II, from November 1994 to November 1996. It focused on
the classroom to observe closely what was happening inside the ‘black box’
(Long, 1980) in relation to the new 1996 HKCEE. Detailed follow-up
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interviews of case study teachers were also carried out. This phase was
classified as the implementation stage. Findings will be reported in Chapter 7.
The major research methods used in this phase were:

• classroom observations
• follow-up interviews.

The research findings are reported in separate chapters according to the
three stages of the study. Discussion will be carried out together with a
presentation of the findings. 



Phase I – The decision-making
stage of the examination
change

Introduction
This chapter reports Phase I of the study, the decision-making stage of the
public examination change (HKCEE). This stage lasted from November 1993
to November 1994. The major research methods employed were (a) key
informant interviews of different parties involved, (b) overall observations of
those parties at the macro level of the Hong Kong educational context, and (c)
initial survey findings from teachers and students at the micro level in Hong
Kong secondary schools.

The washback exploratory model in context
Phase I started at the same time as the introduction of the revised HKCEE
examination syllabus. The researcher worked as an outsider and observer to
record anything that might have occurred due to the introduction of the
examination change. Observation was therefore a key element in this
exploratory study, with two levels of washback phenomena being observed
within the Hong Kong educational context. 

The first level was the general educational context in which teaching and
learning took place in Hong Kong secondary schools (see Figure 4.1). The
purpose of exploring this level was to identify the reactions to the examination
change of different parties at the macro level in the Hong Kong educational
system, the support these parties offered to teachers, and the preparation they
used to promote the examination change in schools at the micro level.
Secondly, an in-depth investigation was carried out into the particular areas of
teaching and learning affected by the examination in schools. I would like to
use the term ‘washback intensity’ here to refer to the degree of the washback
effect in an area or a number of areas of teaching and learning that are affected
by an examination. 
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Figure 4.1 Flowchart of washback in the Hong Kong 
educational context

The above figure illustrates the direction in which the revised HKCEE
syllabus was communicated to each party at each level within the Hong Kong
educational context. Based on these two levels of washback
phenomena–macro and micro–a general exploratory investigation was carried
out using overall observation at the first macro level. This involved (a)
unstructured key informant interviews in person and by phone and (b) initial
school visits, which were followed by preliminary survey studies and
classroom observations. Survey studies were employed to obtain a general
picture of how teachers and students reacted to the revised syllabus.
Classroom observations provided detailed information as to what teachers and
students actually did in the classroom. The preliminary investigations in Phase
I illustrate the degree of washback effect in the following areas of teaching and
learning in Hong Kong secondary schools as a result of the changes in the
HKCEE. 

The Hong Kong educational context at the macro
level
On September 25, 1992, the HKEA English Subject Committee1 held its first
meeting and made the decision to change the HKCEE. A second meeting was
held on March 9, 1993. The proposals for revising the HKCEE were
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1. There were 58 subject committees within the HKEA at the time of the research. 



documented. Then, in August 1993, the proposed 1996 HKCEE English
Language Syllabus was passed to major textbook publishers for textbook
revision and schools for comments and feedback.2

From January 1994, a series of seminars and workshops on the proposed
English Language Syllabus (1996) was organized by the HKEA, tertiary
institutions, and textbook publishers. This situation was unique, as the Hong
Kong education context seemed to react positively and collaboratively
towards this examination change. Hong Kong seemed to provide a favourable
ground for washback to occur. 

In September 1994, all schools received the official Examination Handbook
for the revised 1996 HKCEE, and adopted new textbooks3 for their Form Four
students. Hence, the first cohort of F4 students was taught under the new 1996
HKCEE starting in September 1994 while the last cohort of F5 students was
still being taught under the old HKCEE. This first cohort of students would be
required to take the revised HKCEE in May 1996. 

The Hong Kong Examinations Authority

One of the important findings in the Hong Kong educational context is the
important role of public examinations in schools, hence, the influential role of
the Hong Kong Examinations Authority (HKEA). The HKEA is an
independent statutory body whose membership overlaps with the Education
Department (ED). The main reasons for establishing the Authority in 1977
were based on the need to improve and rationalize the examination system in
Hong Kong, as well as to make more efficient use of human and technical
resources. 

It was believed that centralization would lead to greater cost effectiveness
by standardizing procedures and pooling the limited and specialized
human and technical resources available. The aim was also to maintain a
more stable and dedicated workforce. (HKEA, 1994b: 1)

The Authority has frequently been used as the primary agency for both
initiating and constraining curriculum changes, though its official function
remains to be an agent of implementation. In reality, the Curriculum
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2. The HKEA carried out a survey in about 600 Hong Kong schools in November 1993 after its second
meeting of the English Subject Committee concerning the proposed 1996 HKCEE English Language
Syllabus. Among those 183 schools that replied, 51% showed a positive attitude towards the change,
42% replied with modifications and 7% responded negatively towards the change (telephone interview
with a Senior English subject officer at the HKEA on 7 March 1994).

3. At the start of the new academic year, schools whose students would take the 1996 HKCEE in English
had all adopted new textbooks for at least their Form Four students, but the situation varied for the lower
forms. Some of the schools changed to new textbooks from Form One–Form Four, some only with Form
Four.



Development Council can also initiate a change as well as the HKEA. As
Morris (1990a) points out, any change in the Hong Kong educational system
must first involve a change in the examination. The change of the HKCEE
English syllabus was such a change initiated by the HKEA. This examination
change was also in accordance with the curriculum initiative called TOC
(Target Oriented Curriculum) that was being implemented in Hong Kong
primary schools. This linkage contributes greatly to the way that the Hong
Kong educational system is structured. For example, the overlapping
membership of the HKEA with the Education Department led to the change of
the HKCEE. The overlap also illustrated further how such change was
originated within the Hong Kong educational system. 

The following is an excerpt from one of the interviews4 with the Deputy
Secretary of the HKEA.  

The Education Department side was working on TOC [initially
called TTRA]. There were a lot of adversary committees
operating, which were supposed to give guidance to ED. The
original group consisted of five scholars who worked with the
English Language Fund to do the preliminary work for the ED
on TOC. I served on one of these committees. I represented the
Authority advice. I sat through several meetings so I was in a
good position to know early on the way the whole development
was going. And...this is difficult, but I could see clearly that
TOC was in big trouble–because it didn’t seem to me to have
much chance of success unless certain things happen. This was
part of the advice I gave to the Committee...

So I thought TOC was going to have a lot of troubles with the
teachers. And in fact, this proved to be the case. They began with
the primary school sector and the idea was they would move
gradually up into the secondary school sector. It won’t get to the
HKCEE exam until 2001. But in the primary school sector, they
have lost a lot of time. The teachers are not really trained and
equipped...

In this way, this is a pity because it seemed to me that the basic
underlying concept of TOC is something I approve of. Now I
looked at it and said what is the essence of the TOC approach as
far as the examination is concerned, and public examination is
concerned. I came to the conclusion that it was more or less the
direction we have been going but that if TOC did come right
through the system and reach F5, there would be certain
emphasis. The main one was that I believe there should be more

4 Phase I – The decision-making stage of the examination change

118

4. The interview with the Deputy Secretary was conducted by telephone on March 7, 1994 at the
Department of Curriculum Studies, the University of Hong Kong. The Deputy Secretary is one of the
leading persons within the Hong Kong Examinations Authority. He is also one of the 14 ex-officio
members appointed by the Governor.



integrated teaching and examining of skills instead of the skills
being discrete points, they should be integrated, because it
reflects real life. So I took the view that the gap between the way
we test English in the exam and, therefore, the way English was
taught in schools, the real world of HK where English is used as
a second language, and the gap, should be narrowed. You can’t
close it, of course. There is always something artificial about
public examinations but I thought we should narrow it. That is
why the changes came about–the new papers Part III and Part IV.
They stress the integration of skills...

This rather long excerpt shows how decisions about the examination
change were made initially at the higher level of the HKEA. The initial line of
thought was to try to incorporate the TOC principles recommended by the ED
and to facilitate the implementation of the TOC teaching and learning theories
in schools by means of an examination change. 

Consequently, the English Subject Committee5 of the Authority made
specific changes to the existing HKCEE. The intended washback effect–as an
initiative for curriculum change–was clear from the minutes of the first 
two meetings of its subject committee. Washback is also a term frequently
mentioned in the minutes when the Committee was discussing each
examination paper, though not many comments were made about washback in
the specific areas of teaching and learning.

During the first meeting of the Subject Committee, it was mentioned that
the Use of English Examination6 at Secondary Seven ‘has achieved good
results and beneficial washback in the classroom’ (HKEA, 1992/1993: 5). At
the second meeting, during the discussion of Paper I–Writing, Committee
members argued that the provision of specifying context, audience, and
purpose in the examination questions would ‘have good washback on
classroom teaching, as students can learn to determine the appropriacy [sic] of
style, content, relevance etc.’ (HKEA, 1992/1993: 3). When discussing Paper
III, it was noted that ‘a proof-reading exercise would have good washback
effect in the classroom and encourage students to check their own work.’ It
was expected by the Committee members that the new examination format for
Paper III (Integrated Reading, Listening, and Writing) would have a
favourable washback on classroom teaching, although it would be difficult to
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5. ‘The functions of a subject committee are to advise on the examination of the subject, draft examination
syllabuses and make proposals to the Board concerning syllabus changes, review annually the 
examination of the subject with particular attention to the setting of question papers and their marking
and report to the School Examinations Board, nominate setters, moderators, and examiners for 
appointment by the Authority’ (HKEA, 1994b: 12).

6. The Use of English is an English Language examination taken by students at the end of Secondary
Seven. ‘Use of English’ is one of the core components of Sixth Form education. As a continuation of the
Secondary One-Five English curriculum, it provides students with the opportunity to expand and
strengthen their English proficiency in order to prepare themselves for adult life or further education or
both. The ‘Use of English’ examination is also referred as the A level examination.



administer such a test. The Subject Committee also commented that the
changing of the weighting of each paper would bring about a good washback
effect, e.g. the weighting of Paper I (Writing) would be higher than that for
Paper II, a multiple choice paper. The integrated paper would also have a
higher weighting. The weighting of the oral paper on the new HKCEE went
up from 10% to 18% to focus more attention on development of oral skills.

It is clear from the above that the Subject Committee members had always
intended a washback effect on teaching and learning when they made the
decision about specific examination papers. This has been the case with all
major innovations in recent years (c.f. Andrews & Fullilove, 1994). The
HKEA staff are very conscious of the belief that ‘if it’s not examined, it won’t
be taught’ (HKEA, 1994b: 80). Much thought was given to how the
examination process could be used to bring about positive and constructive
changes in the system, with the expectation that the examination changes
would help classroom teachers keep a better balance between teaching and
skill-building on the one hand, and examination preparation on the other. 

The effect of washback was also evident in another overt way: the personal
agenda of the Deputy Secretary of the HKEA. During the interview, he
commented that:

The public exams are very important in HK schools–the HKCEE and
HKAL7 exams, partly because CE and A level have always had a central
role, partly it is historical. The HKEA was set up in 1977. We did the CE
exam in 1977, A level we took in 1980. Before that, the dominant role of
the examination in the public system here in the teaching in schools had
already been established. This is not something the HKEA has done. It is
something the HKEA has inherited. Someone like me coming along–I was
the headmaster for six years in two schools–when I joined the HKEA, one
of my personal agenda was to see whether or not the public examination
system could influence, for good, the way that English was taught in
schools. And that has always been part of my personal agenda. And I have
changed the exam system. That was the first thing I did when I first came,
I was the subject officer for English for two or three years. When I was the
senior officer, head of the 24 officers, I continued to play the role with
English. Now as a Deputy Secretary, I still do. It is a bit embarrassing.
Partly it is what you are interested in; partly [it] reflects my personal
interest and involvement. Despite what the system does, if there is one
person who knows how to use the system, I mean me, more can be
accomplished in using the exam for positive washback on classroom
teaching.

This extract clearly illustrates the extent to which a key person can
influence a curriculum change initiative. Furthermore, in the case of the
HKCEE change, there was consensus and support within the HKEA. Through
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interviews8 with three other senior examination officers, it was discovered that
the Target Oriented Curriculum initiatives and the intended positive washback
effect on teaching and learning were frequently mentioned in the context of
this examination change. This further demonstrates how decisions about the
change were made within the Authority and within the Hong Kong
educational context. 

Tertiary institutions and textbook publishers

The 1996 HKCEE examination was implemented in Hong Kong secondary
schools in September 1994. The first cohort of students was taught with the
new exam for two years, from Secondary Four to Secondary Five, before they
actually took the examination in May 1996. Half a year before the teaching of
the new 1996 HKCEE began, a series of seminars and workshops was
organized to help teachers implement the change in teaching:

• HKEA seminars9. These were organized with the aim of providing
teachers with information about the changes, such as the rationale and
content of the new exam, and the test formats to be employed. Issues
raised by schools and teachers, including their worries about the revised
examination were also discussed. Sample papers and the new test formats
were introduced and demonstrated using certain sample tasks.

• Seminars10 organized by tertiary institutions. The major aim of these
seminars was to give teachers the necessary methodological strategies that
they urgently required to deal with the proposed changes in the revised
examination. There were lengthy discussions among the teachers as to
how teaching and learning should be adjusted or modified according to
the new requirements of the revised HKCEE. 

• Textbook publishers’ seminars and workshops.11 These seminars and
workshops received the largest teacher participation. Textbook publishers
provided their understanding of the proposed changes and showed how
they had integrated the changes into practical language activities in their
textbooks. They demonstrated, in some detail, to the teachers how these
language teaching and learning activities and tasks could be carried out in
the classroom, including suggestions about how much time should be
devoted to particular activities.
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8. A series of interviews with the examination officers and English Subject Committee members were 
carried out in January, February and March 1994. 

9. One of the first seminars was observed on 5 February 1994 at the Hong Kong Teachers’ Resources
Centre. There were about 150 teachers present at the seminar.

10. The researcher personally took part in and observed two seminars organized by the University of Hong
Kong on 25 February and 5 March 1994.

11. Two initial seminars and workshops observed were organized by the Oxford University Press and the
Witman Publishing Company Ltd (Hong Kong) in March 1994.



Textbook publishers are very conscious of the reasons why schools choose
particular textbooks.12 One of the strategies to make their books sell is to
provide full support to teachers. They usually provide the following:

• suggested lesson plans
• a teacher’s book with extensive teaching notes and answer keys
• definitions of key words and expressions
• a suggested time allocated for each activity
• ways to carry out particular tasks
• suggested composition titles, etc.

Such full support might be useful for teachers, but in some way it also
shows how much the textbook publishers influence Hong Kong secondary
school teachers’ thinking and behaviour. For one thing, publishers in Hong
Kong take part whenever there is a curriculum or examination initiative since
they provide the initial change in the teaching content. If the change is not
fully reflected in the textbooks, the initiative could fail. Whether the textbook
publishers are able to reflect fully the theory or belief underpinning the change
is itself a complicated matter. 

One of the common features of these publisher seminars was that free
sample books with cassette tapes were always provided, even a free lunch. For
example, such an expensive seminar13 was held by Macmillan in the Sheraton
Hotel, attended by around 350 teachers. These seminars generally attracted a
large teacher audience. 

Another reason for those teachers and school principals to attend such
seminars was to explore teaching support in terms of teaching content and
material support. These textbooks were usually labelled specifically ‘For the
New Certificate Syllabus’, which certainly helped the books sell more easily.
If textbooks did not have such a label, teachers tended to be very reluctant to
adopt them. One example of this was observed during the Macmillan seminar.
One teacher commented to the writer of the Impact series of textbooks that it
did not reflect the revised HKCEE. No such label was evident on the book
cover, though the writer explained that the changes had been incorporated into
the actual tasks. However, sales of the Impact series, especially Impact 5,14

still fell. This not only showed that teachers relied on textbooks for direct
support when there was a change; it also demonstrated an apparently cosmetic
change that might be brought about by the change of the examination.
Teachers tended to look for explicit labels on the cover initially, rather than for
skill-building tasks in the textbooks. 
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12. Usually a set of textbooks would consist of: 1) student book 2) workbook 3) audio-cassette 4) teacher
book 5) supplementary materials and 6) tests for school assessment.

13. The Macmillan ELT seminar was held on 3 October 1995 in the Silver Ballroom, The Sheraton, Tsim
Sha Tsui, Kowloon.

14. Impact 5 is a textbook designed for Secondary Five. The major objective of Secondary Five is to work
towards the HKCEE.



The Hong Kong educational context at the 
micro level
No matter how positive the washback effect of the revised HKCEE was
perceived at the decision-making level, the actual changes had to take place in
the school settings and be implemented in the teaching and learning context.
The following section reports on the initial findings within the schools.

School administration – teaching content

A series of key informant interviews15 was conducted with principals and
panel chairs16 in Hong Kong secondary schools. The interviews aimed to find
out how school administrators reacted to the examination change, how the
schools made decisions about the choice of teaching materials, and how they
rearranged the teaching at an overall level. Through various school visits, it
was found that in some Hong Kong secondary schools the principals made the
decision on the choice of textbooks. In others, it was the English panel chairs
that made the decision on this issue. In most situations, a particular series was
chosen solely because publishers went to the school with whole sets of
complimentary textbooks. During the interviews, panel chairs expressed their
concern about whether a new textbook had provided actual teaching and
learning tasks to cope with the examination change. Together with other
teachers’ views, they would decide which sets of textbooks were to be used. 

In Hong Kong secondary schools, the overall teaching plan is designed
according to the set of textbooks employed. Usually, textbooks are chosen
after consultation with teachers. The reason, according to one of the panel
chairs, is that if teachers do not like that textbook, they would not teach well.
For F5 students, there was no main textbook for the year, only a workbook
was used to prepare them for each paper of the HKCEE examination. Through
the interviews in schools and with the textbook publishers, it was found that
textbooks were by far the most direct teaching support teachers could obtain
and rely on in their teaching. Teachers would expect textbook publishers to
reflect the revised examination syllabus so that they could prepare their
students well for the examination. Teachers did not rely on the CDC teaching
syllabus for much of their teaching. The existing teaching syllabus for the key
stage 4–Secondary Four and Five–was published in 1982 by CDC. When
teachers did refer to the syllabus, they actually meant the HKEA examination
syllabus, which was the syllabus they used in their teaching. This point was
further illustrated in later school visits. 
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15. Some of the interviews were carried out by telephone, some in person. Most of them were carried out in
early 1994. For detailed findings based on interviews with panel chairs, see Phase III Chapter 7.

16. The panel chair is the subject head in Hong Kong secondary schools.



Survey of teachers’ and students’ attitudes

Teachers’ questionnaire17

The aim of the initial questionnaire was to obtain preliminary data on teachers’
reactions to the revised examination, their perceptions and understanding of
the revisions to the examination, and what they would like to do to prepare
their students for the exam. The first part of the questionnaire was constructed
in such a way that teachers first responded to a series of questions related to
possible changes in areas of teaching and learning with a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer.
This explored teachers’ immediate attitudes towards the new examination.
After each yes/no answer, teachers were invited to elaborate further their own
views with written answers in the spaces provided (see Appendix I). Another
purpose of this written word data is to facilitate understanding of teachers’
feelings towards the examination change, and to provide qualitative input for
the more structured survey in Phase II of the study. 

The second part of the initial questionnaire was designed on a five-point
Likert scale, which invited teachers to comment on their present teaching in
terms of their teaching arrangement, the choice of textbooks, and the teaching
methods they employed in their school.

A preliminary survey was carried out in April 1994 with 48 teachers, four
months before they began teaching towards the revised examination syllabus
for the first cohort of F4 students in September 1994. These teachers were
from various kinds of Hong Kong secondary schools. 62% of these teachers
taught in English medium schools and 29% taught in Chinese medium
schools. Table 4.118 shows teachers’ primary reactions to the new 1996
HKCEE and to different aspects of teaching and learning in their schools. 

When teachers were asked about their reactions to the revised examination,
37% of the respondents were sceptical about the change, 29% were neutral,
and another 21% welcomed or enthusiastically endorsed the changes, with
13% of the teachers not responding to the question. When asked whether or
not they would like to make any changes in their teaching under the context of
the revised examination, 84% of the teachers commented that they would
change their teaching methodology. Teachers’ written responses included
statements such as ‘I will put more emphasis on the integration of the skills,’
‘Oral practice will mainly be based on facilitating discussion among students,’
and ‘To invite active participation from my students.’ 

While 66% of the teachers mentioned that the proposed changes in the 1996
examination syllabus were not contradictory to their present teaching
methodology, 68% of teachers felt that coping with the extra work and
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18. In some cases, survey results fail to add up to 100%. This is due to the missing data, as some teachers did

not provide responses to all questions.



increased number of teaching materials and aids would add pressure to their
teaching. As for teaching materials, four months before the teaching of the
new 1996 examination syllabus began, 55% of the respondents’ schools had
already changed textbooks. By the time the actual teaching started, nearly
every school in Hong Kong whose students would sit for the 1996 HKCEE
was using revised textbooks targeted towards the new examination. Teachers
were also provided with the new teaching materials.

Table 4.1 Teachers’ reactions to the revised HKCEE  (n=48)

Although 76% of the teachers indicated that they would certainly suggest
that students adopt new learning strategies for the new examination, some still
worried about shy and quiet students since, in the new syllabus, students are
required to initiate questions rather than just respond to them.

Looking at the teaching situation, it can be seen from Table 4.2 that 61% of
the respondents stated that teachers jointly chose the textbooks, 22% and 13%
of them stated that the decision was made by panel chairs and principals
respectively. As for the overall arrangement of teaching content, decisions
were made by teachers in the case of 60% of the respondents, and panel chairs
according to 29% of the respondents.

Table 4.2 Teaching arrangements in Hong Kong secondary schools
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Selection of textbooks Lesson arrangement

Teachers together 61% 60%

Panel chairs 24% 29%

Principals 13% 8%

Missing data 2% 3%

No. Item Yes No

1. Teachers knew the year in which the new exam would take place. 79% 21%

2. Teachers knew the major skills to be tested. 63% 26%

3. Teachers would like to change their teaching methodology. 84% 16%

4. Teachers felt the new exam would add pressure to their teaching. 68% 32%

5. Teachers regarded the new examination as contradictory to their teaching 11% 66% 
philosophy.

6. Teachers regarded the new examination as an involvement of more 71% 11% 
teaching aids.

7. Teachers would suggest that their students change their learning strategies. 76% 24%

8. Teachers perceived that the new examination would motivate their 47% 18% 
students to learn English.



When the teachers were asked how they carry out language skills training
in class, they replied that 61% of the English lessons were arranged for the
purpose of teaching separate skills such as listening, reading, or grammar
usage. Only 5% of the lessons involved integrated skills teaching. The
teachers were also asked what major role the following factors played in their
daily teaching. The following list shows the percentage of weighting
respondents indicated in each category:

• public examinations 30%
• teaching beliefs 35%
• teaching experience 6%
• learners’ expectations 19%
• principal’s expectations 7%
• peers’ expectations 3%

Among the factors that influence teaching, the teachers reported that
examinations played a 30% role, teaching beliefs a 35% role, and teaching
experience a 6% role. The rest of the influencing factors, at 19%, 7% and 3%,
were attributed to learners’, principal’s, and peers’ expectations. Although
examinations are one of the factors that play a major role in teaching, 68% of
the teachers, however, reported that they had never been negatively affected
by their students’ past test scores.  The reasons behind this were explored more
during school visits discussed in Phase III of the study.

Students’ questionnaire

A student questionnaire was issued with the primary aim of investigating the
role of the public examination on students’ learning. The students were also
invited to comment on the actual teaching and learning of English in their
schools. The questionnaire was designed on a five-point Likert scale. The part
related to students’ attitude towards public examinations was scaled according
to the strength of agreement, while the part related to their learning activities
inside and outside the classroom was scaled according to frequency. 

A preliminary survey was carried out in November 1994 with 42 students in
one Secondary Four class, the new cohort of the students studying under the new
examination, in the New Territories area of Hong Kong. Students were asked
about what motivated them to learn English, and produced the following list: 

• public examinations 30%
• future job 27%
• parents’ concern 19%
• classmate competition 8%
• teachers’ expectations 7%
• interesting textbooks 5%
• active learning activities 4%
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When students were asked about aspects of their learning that were affected
by the public examination, they produced the following list (in order of
importance): learning strategies, emotions, motivation, self-image, and
teacher-student relationships. According to the students, their examination
results affected their parents in the following ways: 

• parents changed the advice they gave to them
• parents became tense and anxious
• parents put more pressure on them.

Students were asked to comment on their classroom language activities
according to separate skills. Listening was given as the most frequent
classroom activity. The second most frequent classroom activities were those
related to language exercises such as grammar or vocabulary. Reading and
writing occupied similar class time, whereas the amount of time spent in
speaking was ranked the least. 

When asked about aspects of their teachers’ talk, the students reported
that their teachers talked to the whole class for 57% of class time. Only for
less than 5% of the time did their teachers keep silent in their teaching. The
major activities teachers carried out, according to the students, were, in rank
order:

• explanation of language points 
• explanation of language activities 
• explanation of homework 
• explanation of lesson objectives.

When students were asked to comment on the activities conducted in
English in class, doing exercises was the most frequent activity, followed by
asking their teacher for further explanation. Regarding their activities in
English outside class, watching TV or reading newspapers and magazines in
English were the most frequent activities. Communicating with teachers,
classmates or parents were among the least frequent activities the students
engaged in outside class. 

School visits – teachers’ and students’ classroom behaviours

When the revised HKCEE syllabus was introduced, two versions of the
examination syllabuses coexisted in Hong Kong secondary schools: the old
HKCEE syllabus and the revised 1996 HKCEE syllabus. Two cohorts of F5
students were studied: one F5 cohort that took the old examination in
1995–the last year the old HKCEE was taken, and one F5 cohort that took the
new examination in 1996–the first year the new 1996 HKCEE was taken. The
classroom observations involved watching the same teachers teaching both
cohorts of students. The preliminary observations focused on any change in
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the classroom activities employed by these teachers when teaching the two
groups.

Classroom observations were carried out on a small scale with those
teachers who were willing to be observed. As the main observations were
carried out in Phase II of the study, the only changes observed at this stage lay
in the different language activities teachers employed in their teaching. For
example, as the old HKCEE required that students demonstrate their ability to
read aloud a dialogue, teachers would teach their students the skill that was
required by the examination–reading aloud. A lot of reading aloud activities
were carried out using choral practice. However, with the current F4 and F5,
the group of students studying for the revised 1996 HKCEE, reading aloud
was replaced by role play and group discussion. Teachers no longer taught
reading aloud, and more and more time was being spent on group discussions
and oral presentations. 

Washback on the English curriculum
Summarizing the above research findings in the initial phase, a certain degree

of washback effect was perceived on the English curriculum as a whole as a

result of the change of the HKCEE syllabus: on the teaching content as well

as on teachers’ attitudes and behaviours towards teaching and learning in

Hong Kong secondary schools. 

Spolsky (1994) points out that the backwash effect usually happens

irrespective of test designers’ intentions and is out of their control, though the

reasons might be complicated in different educational settings. It is unlikely

that any changes would happen in a linear manner. As Wall and Alderson

(1993: 47-48) admit: 

What we did not know at the time was just how difficult it would be to
determine whether washback has occurred at all, and to decide, if there
were no evidence for it, whether this was because there was no such thing
or because there were conditions in the educational setting that were
preventing it from ‘getting through…’  

Even if there were favourable conditions in the educational setting in Hong

Kong at the macro level, as reported above, it was still not difficult to

formulate clearly the nature of the washback effect. It was even more difficult

to say whether the effect was positive or negative. What teachers stated they

would like to change was not necessarily the same as what they actually would

do in the classroom. Therefore, exploration of the relationship between

teachers’ beliefs and their teaching behaviours in Phase II and Phase III of the

study is important. As can be observed through school visits, although Hong

Kong is a place where change is constant, teachers still worried about their
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students, and showed their own confusion over the changes in actual teaching

as well. 

This logistically leads us into the second and third phases of the study to

enable detailed investigation to be carried out. Since only limited data was

collected in Phase I, it is not clear whether the new examination will

eventually change teachers’ behaviours or, if it does, to what extent. From the

preliminary classroom observations, changes were observed only in the way

teachers organized classroom activities. It is difficult to judge whether the

washback effect observed in the above teaching activities is simply as a result

of cramming for the examination, or a genuine difference in the way skills

were being taught. Cramming is obviously one level of the washback effect. It

was expected by the HKEA (1994b: 80) that ‘examination changes will help

classroom teachers to keep a better balance between teaching and skill-

building on one hand and examination preparation on the other.’

However, it would still be difficult to say whether cramming of the above

kind could produce a positive or negative washback effect on teaching. To test

this, more data based on classroom observations at Phase III are required.

Teaching and learning should include more varied activities than the

examination formats alone. Furthermore, the success of the initiative or the

examination change is partly within the hands of the teachers and students in

the actual teaching and learning context. 

However, it is natural for teachers to employ activities similar to those

required in the examinations. During school visits, teachers mentioned that it

was their responsibility to prepare their students well for the examination. If

they did not do enough to familiarize their students with the test formats, they

would feel guilty. One teacher said in an interview,19 ‘I am very examination-

oriented. And I will do whatever I can to get my students fully prepared for

this public examination.’

From the results above, it can be seen that public examinations and future

jobs are the main factors that motivate Hong Kong secondary students’

learning. As has been mentioned above, the main role of the public

examination is for selection. Passing the public examination and obtaining a

good job are closely related. It is crucial, therefore, for students to get good

scores in the examinations. 

In Hong Kong secondary schools, normal teaching at F5 stops at the end of

February or earlier. March is the month for mock examinations, and in May

students sit for the certificate examinations. When students reach the F5 level,

teaching and learning become more and more examination-driven. It is clearly

seen from the school visits and observations that schools tend to use practice
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papers, not textbooks, from the beginning of F5 to the time when the students

sit for the examination. Full preparation of their students for the examination

is seen in Hong Kong secondary schools as the responsibility of teachers and

principals. It is stated in the Teaching Syllabus of English (secondary),

developed by the Curriculum Development Council, that the teaching of

English at the F5 level will be heavily examination-oriented. Therefore,

cramming for the examination is natural in Hong Kong schools. However,

with the revised examination syllabus, which puts greater emphasis on task-

based skills, it might be expected that washback on the way language activities

are carried out will be positive.

Washback on textbooks
The most dramatic change due to the introduction of the 1996 HKCEE (see

Appendix VI for the details of the exam changes) lay in the teaching content,

an area of high washback intensity. By the time the examination syllabus

affected teaching in Hong Kong secondary schools in the 1994 – 1995

academic year, nearly every school changed their textbooks for the students.

Almost all textbooks were labelled specifically ‘For The New Certificate

Syllabus’. Publishers in Hong Kong worked extremely hard and fast to get

their textbooks ready for the schools. The main reason might be related to the

way in which Hong Kong society reacts rapidly, especially in relation to

commercial matters.

Through interviews with teachers and textbook publishers, it was
discovered that textbooks are by far the most direct teaching support teachers
can obtain and rely on for their teaching. Textbook publishers in Hong Kong
not only provide teaching materials but also detailed teaching and learning
activities with suggested methods. They even suggest how much time should
be devoted to carry out those teaching and learning activities. One textbook
writer said in an interview:20

Anyone who speaks some English would be able to teach English in Hong
Kong as we have provided everything for them... Sometimes teachers
phone us when they come across difficulties in teaching a particular unit
or task and we would write a detailed plan for them. 

In Hong Kong secondary schools, there is a general teaching schedule for

a whole academic year called a Scheme of Work,21 which teachers rely on in

their teaching. This Scheme of Work is designed according to the layout of the
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kind of textbook, which the school adopts for the school cycle or weekly

system in Hong Kong secondary schools. Teaching and learning is usually

based on a major textbook, together with a set of workbooks. These

workbooks are specifically designed to prepare students for specific

examination papers in the HKCEE. Therefore, given the teachers’ reliance on

textbooks, it could be assumed that the 1996 HKCEE would likely have

certain washback effects on the teaching and learning of English in Hong

Kong schools if those textbooks catering to the 1996 HKCEE had really

integrated the underlying theories behind the change and realized this

integration through the language activities in the textbooks. 

Washback on teachers’ attitudes and behaviours
It can be seen from the teacher survey results that the teachers generally

welcomed the 1996 HKCEE. However, there was not enough evidence at this

point to prove whether this would necessarily bring about positive changes in

teaching methodology. They might still find it difficult to put their ideas into

practice. This was evident from the written answers teachers provided in the

preliminary survey, when they described their worries about their shy and

quiet students. The teachers also worried about difficulties in classroom

management and the use of teaching facilities, as there was a requirement to

carry out more active learning activities in the revised HKCEE.

From the data obtained from classroom observations in Phase I of the

study, it was clear that those teachers teaching both the old and the new

syllabuses did make use of different types of activities. However, some

obvious changes made in teaching related directly to the different activities

in the textbooks the teachers employed. This meant that teachers changed

their ways of organizing classroom activities according to the textbook

publishers’ understanding of the 1996 HKCEE. Also those activities or tasks

were designed on the basis of only a limited sample of examination formats

provided by the HKEA. 

During school visits, it was seen that the teachers were very careful to

arrange classroom activities to meet the requirements of the revised syllabus.

In addition, they also talked about their confusion over its objectives. In effect,

at this stage the teachers followed the new syllabus simply by adherence to the

new textbooks, but it would be very interesting to observe how the teachers

reacted in their teaching after the first cohort of students took the examination.

By then, teachers might have a clearer idea of the new examination, and

possibly would rely less on the proposed sample papers and textbooks. This

part of the findings will be reported and discussed, based on in-depth

interviews with teachers in Phase III of the study. 

Washback on teachers’ attitudes and behaviour

131



Summary
Research on the washback effect ought to first begin with an analysis of the
nature of the test, be it a large-scale public examination or a classroom
assessment, since the function and/or the importance of a particular test
determines its degree of influence and the areas of its washback intensity.
Then, attention should be directed to investigating the particular educational
context in which the examination is taken. Only by exploring the context can
the research contribute to our knowledge of how a particular examination
change influences teaching and/or learning within that context, to what extent
and what kind of washback occurs, either positive or negative.

Moreover, we should explore the degree of superficiality of the washback
effect on teaching and learning. One of the main purposes of the HKEA in
changing the present examination is that ‘the new format will have favourable
washback on classroom teaching’ (HKEA, 1993: 5). From the preliminary
results, washback on aspects of teaching can be seen, for example, in the
changing of textbooks. Textbook publishers have certainly altered the format
and organization of the teaching content in their books according to the new
examination formats, which allows schools and teachers to have something to
rely on in teaching the new examination syllabus. It is evident from the
publishers’ seminars22 and workshops that teachers did not wish to buy those
textbooks if they had not been specifically labelled for the new HKCEE
examinations.

Similarly, changing an examination is likely to change the kind of
examination practice, but not the fact of examination practice. Changing
examination formats may not change the degree of emphasis on examinations,
nor does it necessarily change teachers’ methods in actual classroom teaching.
The changes tend to be at the obvious superficial level. The intention to bring
about a positive washback effect in classroom teaching by changing the major
public examination is a laudable one, but it might only change the format of
teaching. 

This chapter has summarized the research findings in Phase I of the study,
which comprised the observations and investigations made in the initial stage
of the examination change. This phase of the study answered the first research
question in Chapter 3. The findings showed the initial reactions of different
parties within the Hong Kong educational context, thus providing a sound
background for the further study carried out into the second and third phases
of the study. The next two chapters will report the research findings for Phase
II of the study. 
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Phase II – Teachers’
perceptions of the change

Introduction
The research findings of Phase II of the study–results of the Teacher
Questionnaire (TQ)–will be discussed in this chapter. The questionnaire was
issued twice, once in 1994 and again in 1995 to comparatively explore
possible changes in teachers’ attitudes to various aspects of teaching in
relation to the changes in the 1996 HKCEE syllabus. This section will report
the comparative findings from the two surveys. Differences in teachers’
attitudes between 1994 and 1995 were tested for statistical significance using
independent sample t-tests and the chi-square tests. A probability of less than
0.05 was taken as statistically significant for both tests. 

There were three parts in the Teacher Questionnaire (see Appendix I: TQ).
Part One consisted of eight categories of various nominal variables related to
demographic information about the teachers who responded to the
questionnaires. Part Two consisted of 12 categories and 95 items on a five-
point Likert scale of agreement, where five = strongly agree and one =
strongly disagree. Part Two explored teachers’ attitudes towards the new
HKCEE. Part Three consisted of 10 categories. The first six categories were
nominal variables, inviting the teachers to make a choice under each category.
The remaining four categories were designed on a five-point Likert scale of
frequency, where five = always and one = never and were related to the
teachers’ everyday teaching. For clarity and simplicity of reporting, notation
such as TQ 2.1.1 is used to describe the Teachers’ Questionnaire, Part 2,
Category 1, Item 1.

Demographic information on the teachers who
responded to the questionnaires
Eight aspects of teachers’ characteristics were included in the study: gender,
age, academic and professional qualifications, number of years of teaching,
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the current form they were teaching, number of lessons taught, and the band1

of their school.
The survey focused on 323 aided schools among 388 Anglo-Chinese2

schools, which was based on 448 day secondary schools in Hong Kong’s 19
school districts (Hong Kong Government, 1993: 55). The specific population
of the survey consisted of teachers of English from 60 such Hong Kong
secondary schools. These 60 schools comprised 19% of the total aided school
population (i.e. 60 out of 323). F5 students from 35 of these secondary schools
were surveyed. Teachers from the 35 schools who taught those students were
all included in the teachers’ survey in both years. 

The return rate was 40% in 1994 (140 out of the 350 questionnaires issued
that year) and 47% in 1995 (94 out of the 200 questionnaires issued that year).
The population of teachers in Hong Kong secondary schools changes
dramatically from year to year due to the rapid pace of social change in Hong
Kong. One constraint on the research was that it was almost impossible to
track and survey the same groups of teachers over the year. The questionnaires
were, however, issued to similar overlapping groups of teachers in 1994 and
1995. As there was no guarantee that the sample was the same in each year, a
chi-square test was carried out after the survey. The chi-square test was used
to evaluate the discrepancy (the degree of relativity) between the means of the
teachers’ characteristics in the two sample years. The significance level (P
<.05) of the results from the chi-square statistical analysis provided a valid
basis for further sample mean comparison. The chi-square results showed that
there was no significant difference among the seven categories of the two
groups of teachers’ characteristics (see Table 5.1), which further indicated that
the two samples were similar, and satisfied the requirement for mean
comparison using independent sample t-tests, i.e. to statistically compare their
attitudes towards the new HKCEE in two different years. It should be noted
here that the survey was conducted over a short period over two academic
years (a 12-month period precisely). Therefore, changes were assumed to be
limited and/or restricted in certain aspects of teaching (see Part Two of
Chapter Three for more details regarding the survey design). It is, however,
assumed that the limited or restricted aspects of changes observed in the
survey could reflect washback effects induced by the 1996 HKCEE as this
exam change was the biggest change in Hong Kong Secondary schools at the
time of the research.

Only one category, however, ‘forms currently taught by teachers,’ showed
a significant difference (p = .00016). In 1994, the survey covered teachers
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1. School band is an indicator of the overall achievement level of a school’s student intake. Banding is
determined by the Secondary School Places Allocation System (SSPA) in Hong Kong. The SSPA is the
process by which primary students are allocated to secondary schools.

2. Anglo-Chinese schools refer to schools whose medium of instruction is English, that is, all courses are
delivered in English, except Chinese and Chinese history.



teaching all different forms, whereas the 1995 survey was more focused on
teachers who were teaching Forms 1-3 and Forms 4-5 in secondary schools.
The major assumption behind the 1995 survey was that those teachers were
the ones who were mainly responsible for preparing students for the new
HKCEE. The adjustment in the sampling should have been avoided in
retrospect as it might have contributed to the mixed picture seen in the results
to be reported below. Teachers in Hong Kong secondary schools teach either
Forms 1-3, or Forms 4-5 and/or Forms 6-7 according to Key Stages of
Teaching as set out in the CDC Teaching Syllabus. Which forms a teacher
teaches is usually decided according to their qualifications and experience and
assigned by their principals. Table 5.1 shows teachers’ characteristics and the
chi-square test of significant difference between the samples in 1994 and
1995. 

It can be seen that two thirds of the teacher participants were male and one
third were female. Ages ranged between 20 and 40 years old. More than 40%
of the teachers had one to six years of teaching experience, and half of them
had more than ten years’ experience. The majority of the teachers (around
75%) were teaching between 22 to 33 periods per week. The sampled teachers
came from schools of various bands in Hong Kong. This sample of teachers
was better qualified academically (more than 69% held a bachelor’s degree)
and professionally (more than 80% held a teacher’s certificate) when
compared with the general population of teachers of English in Hong Kong
secondary schools (Coniam, Sengupta, Tsui, & Wu, 1994). Only 18.9% were
subject trained, and 14.2% were both subject and professionally trained. It
needs to be stated that there are teachers of English in Hong Kong secondary
schools who have a bachelor’s degree, are not subject trained in English, but
are still permitted to teach English. In most of the cases, their bachelor degrees
were obtained from overseas universities. In one of the case study schools in
Phase III, there were 14 teachers of English. None of them were subject
trained in English including the panel chair, who was a chemistry major.

As the majority of the categories in the Teachers’ Questionnaire (see
Appendix I) were designed on a five-point Likert scale, independent sample t-
tests were carried out to test the difference in teachers’ attitudes in Part Two
and Part Three of the questionnaire. Certain categories, such as TQ 3.1-3.7 in
Part Three, were designed as multiple-choice questions depending on the
nature of the variables. In this case, chi-square tests were performed to test the
significance of difference among these variables. The results, however, will be
reported and discussed according to the following conceptual order, rather
than according to the statistical methods:

• teachers’ reactions to and perceptions of the 1996 HKCEE
• washback on teaching materials
• washback on teachers’ classroom behaviours

Demographic information
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• washback on assessment and evaluation
• washback on teachers’ attitudes towards aspects of learning.

Table 5.1 Characteristics of the respondents and chi-square test of
significant difference in 1994 and 1995
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Items Variables 1994 (%)3 1995 (%)    Chi-square significance

Gender

Age

Academic qualifications

Professional qualifications

Years of teaching

Major forms currently taught

Teaching periods per week

School band

Male

Female

20-30

31-40

41-50

Above 50

B.A. 

B.Sc.

Master’s

Others

Teacher’s Cert.

P.C. Ed/Dip.

Advanced dip.

R.S.A

M.Ed.

1-3

4-6

7-9

10+

F1-F3

F4-F5

F6-F7

16-21

22-27

28-33

Above 33

Band 1

Band 2

Band 3

Band 4

Band 5

69.1

30.9

38.1

36.0

20.9

5.0

59.0

10.8

12.9

17.3

38.2

48.0

8.8

2.0

2.9

26.9

17.9

8.2

47.0

35.1

35.1

29.8

19.8

35.9

40.5

3.8

28.1

26.6

26.6

10.9

7.8

63.4

36.6

36.6

37.6

17.2

8.6

66.3

3.3

10.9

19.6

32.4

62.0

2.8

0

2.8

22.3

20.2

13.8

43.6

40.4

52.1

7.4

25.8

38.7

35.5

35.9

22.8

15.2

13.0

13.0

.37266

.66865

.18192

.22437

.49256

.00016

.18056

.18852

3. Percentage reported in both survey studies is given here as valid per cent. 



Teachers’ reactions to and perceptions of the
1996 HKCEE
There were six categories on the questionnaire related to teachers’ reactions to
and perceptions of the 1996 HKCEE. One category refers to the teachers’
reactions (TQ 3.1), which was designed on a four-point scale. The other five
categories referred to the teachers’ perceptions of the new 1996 HKCEE (TQ
2.1-2.5). These five categories were scaled from five = strongly agree to one
= strongly disagree.

Teachers’ reactions to the 1996 HKCEE

Teachers were asked to describe their reactions to the 1996 HKCEE in 1994
and 1995. The results are presented in Table 5.2 below. 

Table 5.2 Teachers’ reactions to the 1996 HKCEE

When the teachers were asked about their reactions to the 1996 HKCEE
(TQ 3.1), it was found that there was a significant difference in their reactions
to the 1996 HKCEE between 1994 and 1995. There was an increase5 in the
number of teachers who ‘welcome the change,’ from 30.4% in 1994 to 42.7 %
in 1995, whereas a decrease in teachers who were ‘sceptical about the change,’
from 38.4% in 1994 to 20.2% in 1995. Teachers who ‘enthusiastically endorse
the change’ also increased from 1.6% to 4.5%. This increase is a clear
indication of teachers’ positive attitudes towards the new HKCEE over the
year. More teachers tended to be less sceptical about the change after the new
HKCEE had been in effect for one year. There was also a slight increase in
teachers who are ‘neutral about the change,’ from 29.6% to 32.6%. However,
this difference is marginal.
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Teachers’ reactions 1994 N=125 19954 N=89

Sceptical about the change 38.4 20.2

Neutral about the change 29.6 32.6

Welcome the change 30.4 42.7

Enthusiastically endorse the change 1.6 4.5

4. The numbers for 1994 and 1995 in the table refer to the number of valid cases of the statistical 
analysis.

5. The use of ‘increase’ or ‘in an increasing direction’ and ‘decrease’ or ‘in a decreasing direction’ in 
reporting the findings in the book refers solely to the increase and decrease in the mean score comparison
over the two year period for the independent t-tests.



This positive attitudinal change in teachers towards the new HKCEE is
supported by the initial survey study carried out in Phase I of the study.
Teachers in Hong Kong tend to have a positive and supportive attitude
towards change in general (Morris, 1990b). It is only when they come across
problems and difficulties in actual teaching that they confront the pressure of
change. The reluctant attitude to change might be due to the practical aspects
of teaching in the case of this examination change. Moreover, it is normal that
teachers seldom abandon what they have been doing and embrace completely
some new philosophy, methodology, or new curriculum approaches, even if
they do have a positive attitude towards the examination change. It is only to
be expected that teachers would modify what they have been doing to prepare
their students for the new HKCEE as it is so important to both students and
teachers alike. However, even if the survey showed a positive attitudinal
change, this does not necessarily mean that the teachers are going to change
their behaviour. Further discussion of this issue will be presented in Phase III
of the study.

Teachers’ perceptions
Five categories are related to teachers’ perceptions of the following areas: 

1. Perceptions of the reasons behind the new 1996 HKCEE.
2. Perceptions of the new format of the 1996 HKCEE. 
3. Perceptions of possible extra work and pressure under the new 1996

HKCEE.
4. Perceptions of possible difficulties in teaching the new 1996 HKCEE.
5. Perceptions of the possible teaching methods teachers would like to adopt

to prepare for the new 1996 HKCEE.

All these categories were designed on a five-point Likert scale with five =
strongly agree and one = strongly disagree. 

Change in perceptions towards the reasons behind changing the
HKCEE 

This category was designed to explore the extent to which teachers perceived
the reasons behind the change in the HKCEE and how much they understood
the underlying theories behind the change. When teachers were asked what
they saw as the major reasons for the HKEA to change the present exam
syllabus, the general picture ranked according to the mean scores in 1994
showed the following pattern, which explores what teachers saw as the
reasons behind the HKCEE change.  
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1994 1995
• to encourage better textbooks* 4.0413 2.5217
• to enable students to communicate more with others 3.8833 3.8602
• to narrow the gap between HKCEE and UE 3.7899 4.0108
• to motivate students to use integrated skills* 3.7333 3.9892
• to encourage students to play an active role in learning 3.6250 3.6882
• to meet the demands of tertiary education 3.6167 3.7742
• to prepare students for their future careers* 3.5583 3.8495
• to refine testing methods 3.2333 3.3011
• to widen the gap between high and low ability students* 2.9661 2.6237
• to cope with the present decline in English standards 2.9407 2.9140

Four out of the ten reasons listed above6 indicated significant differences
between 1994 and 1995, as shown in Figure 5.1 and Table 5.3.7 These four
reasons are marked with an asterisk in the list above. 

It can be seen from the above table that teachers’ perceptions of the reasons
‘to prepare students for their future careers’ and ‘to motivate students to use
integrated skills’ changed in an increasing direction, indicating that the
teachers implicitly agreed with the principles of the intended washback effect
of the new HKCEE (c.f. HKEA, 1992/1993). The agreement might also
suggest that teachers became more aware of the underlying theories behind the
new HKCEE between 1994 and 1995. This understanding may encourage
teachers in the direction of teaching for the examination.

However, teachers’ perceptions of the reasons ‘to widen the gap between the
top and low students’ and ‘to encourage more good textbooks’ decreased,
especially with regard to textbooks. In 1994, teachers perceived ‘to encourage
better textbooks’ as one of the main reasons behind the new 1996 HKCEE, but
fewer teachers held this view in 1995. The reason for this decrease might be
related to the actual quality of the revised textbooks produced for the new
HKCEE. On one hand, it was the intention of the HKEA to have support from
the textbook publishers for the examination change. On the other hand, teachers
also expected to have something to rely on in case of changes made by the
HKCEE. However, this might not necessarily indicate good textbooks. Teachers
have different points of view among themselves of good textbooks. The support
mentioned above might not necessarily be related to good textbooks. In fact,
textbooks suitable for an examination syllabus are not necessarily good. 
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6. The categories and items in the Teachers’ Questionnaire were obtained from the theoretical framework in
the previous research and from the qualitative data from the earlier initial study in 1994, carried out at the
beginning of the study.

7. Figures in this chapter are used to show the difference in the teachers’ attitude towards the new HKCEE
in 1994 and 1995. Tables are used to illustrate the significant attitudinal difference by means of statistical
analysis.



Table 5.3 Differences in teachers’ perceptions of the reasons 
behind the 1996 HKCEE

Figure 5.1 Teachers’ perceptions of the reasons behind the 
1996 HKCEE

Changes in perceptions towards the changes in the HKCEE exam
papers 

The responses given when teachers were asked ‘what are the major changes
that you have perceived in the exam papers of the 1996 HKCEE?’ are shown
in the following pattern, listed according to the mean score for 1994. From the
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Variables Year      Cases8 Mean      SD         T-Value df 2-Tail Prob.

To prepare students
for their future
careers

To widen the gap
between the top and
low students

To motivate students
to use integrated
skills

To encourage better
textbooks

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

120

93

118

93

120

93

121

92

3.5583

3.8495

2.9661

2.6237

3.7333

3.9892

4.0413

2.5217

1.002

.779

1.045

1.122

.857

.787

.907

.978

-2.31

2.29

-2.24

11.71

211

209

211

211

.022

.023

.026

.000

To motivate students to
use integrated skills

1995 1994

To prepare students for
future careers

To encourage 
better textbooks

To widen the gap
between the top and low

1 2 3 4 5

Likert Scale

8. The number of cases indicated here refers only to valid cases for statistical analysis. 



general pattern, it can be seen that teachers knew what the changes were in the
1996 HKCEE. The two main changes they perceived on the lists were those
changes related to the format change of the exam papers. 

1994 1995
• more role play and group discussion* 3.9741 4.2527
• more emphasis on oral activities 3.9316 4.0879
• closer to the ‘Use of English’9 in the oral paper* 3.8898 4.2000
• more integrated and task-based approaches* 3.8185 4.1758
• more practical and closer to real life* 3.5630 3.8462
• more emphasis on listening 3.4576 3.6923
• more related to Target Oriented Curriculum principles 3.3136 3.4000
• less emphasis on grammatical usage 3.0171 2.9780

Four out of the eight items, identified by an asterisk in the list above, were
found to have changed significantly over the period, as illustrated in Figure 5.2
below.

Figure 5.2 Teachers’ perceptions of changes made in the 1996 HKCEE
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More role play and
group discussion

1995 1994

Closer to UE in oral

More practical and 
closer to real life

More integrated and
task-based

1 2 3 4 5

Likert Scale

9. The Use of English is an English language examination taken by students at the end of Secondary Seven.
The examination tests the ability of candidates to understand and use English, as it might be required in
tertiary education and/or future employment. The examination consists of five sections. Four proficiency
sections (A-D) focus on a range of productive and receptive skills. One section (E) concentrates on work
and study skills. Section D, Oral English, tests the ability of candidates to give an oral presentation and
take part in a small-group discussion. Candidates are examined in groups of four. There are two parts.
In Part One, each candidate is required to present a brief spoken account of a short written text lasting
between one and a half to two minutes. The four texts are related to the same topics.
In Part Two, the candidates take part in a 12-minute discussion on a topic related to the texts they spoke
about in Part One of the examination. The discussion simulates a study-related or work-related situation,
where it is assumed there is a problem to be solved or a task to be addressed.



From the above results, changes can be seen in teachers’ perceptions of the
changes made in the new HKCEE. As a result, their attitudes matched more
closely the theory and the intended washback effect over the period. The
intended washback effect from the HKEA was to bring about positive change
in teaching, which would enable students to perform certain real life tasks and
use their language skills integratively. The four items mentioned in Table 5.4
are related to genuine language skill building. Teachers’ perceptions of the
rest of the items in this category remained relatively the same. This suggests
that teachers’ perceptions of the changes in the new HKCEE are compatible
with the HKEA intended washback effect.

Extra work or pressure involved in teaching towards the 1996 HKCEE

Teachers were asked what kind of extra work or pressure (if any) they thought
the 1996 HKCEE would put on their teaching. The extra work and pressure
reported by teachers in the 1994 survey is listed below, which shows the
general teaching pattern in Hong Kong. It can be seen that in 1994 teachers did
foresee an increased workload and new challenges in relation to the 1996
HKCEE. However, in 1995, teachers’ attention focused on ‘employing new
teaching methods.’

1994 1995
• preparing more materials for students* 4.0579 3.7742
• following a new syllabus 3.9917 3.7742
• meeting new challenges in teaching 3.9504 3.8602
• doing more lesson preparation 3.9256 3.7957
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Table 5.4 Differences in teachers’ perceptions of changes 
made to the 1996 HKCEE

Variables Year      Cases Mean      SD         T-Value df 2-Tail Prob.

More integrated and
task-based
approaches 

More practical and
closer to real life

Closer to the Use of
English in the oral
paper

More role play and
group discussion

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

119

91

119

91

118

90

116

91

3.8185

4.1758

3.5630

3.8462

3.8898

4.2000

3.9741

4.2527

813

508

890

855

941

889

889

769

-3.71

-2.31

-2.41

-2.37

208

208

206

205

.000

.022

.017

.019



• setting up new teaching objectives 3.8852 3.8710
• employing new teaching methods 3.8430 3.9247
• revising the existing materials 3.7951 3.6774
• organizing more exam practices 3.5785 3.4086

Only one out of the eight items in this category was found to have changed
significantly, as marked by an asterisk. However, mean difference10 for this
item between 1994 and 1995 is .2837, indicating a decrease in the mean score
from 1994 to 1995 as shown in Table 5.5. The result also showed that teachers
initially thought, in 1994, that the change in the HKCEE would result in
preparing more materials for students. However, their attitudes changed
between 1994 and 1995, and there seemed to be less worry or tension in their
attitudes towards preparing extra teaching material as a result of the change to
the examination.

Table 5.5 Differences in teachers’ attitudes regarding pressure the new
exam puts on their teaching

This finding is in accordance with the results regarding teachers’ attitudes
towards textbooks when they were asked what they saw as the major reasons
for the HKEA to change the exam syllabus. In 1994, teachers felt that the
1996 HKCEE would encourage better textbooks, but their attitudes changed
considerably (mean difference = 1.5196) in 1995, showing a decrease in the
attention to textbooks and teaching materials. Teachers in the study no
longer thought that changing the HKCEE was aimed at producing good
textbooks. In 1994 when teachers were first confronted with the examination
change, they expressed concerns over teaching materials. One of the
teachers’ main worries expressed in a school survey carried out by the HKEA
in 1993 was the need for new teaching materials to cope with the examination
change. 

In the interviews with teachers and during the school visits in Phase I of
this study, the teachers showed great concern over how to carry out their
teaching with the new examination syllabus. It might be normal for teachers
to seek immediate teaching support when faced with change. Moreover,
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Variables Year      Cases Mean      SD         T-Value df 2-Tail Prob.

Preparing more
materials for students

1994

1995

121

93

4.0579

3.7742

.830

.934

2.35 212 .020

10. The mean difference is obtained from the independent sample t-test on SPSS. 



according to Phase I of the study, textbooks are the most direct and
accessible teaching support in Hong Kong secondary schools. These
attitudinal changes towards textbooks and teaching materials might suggest
a positive attitudinal change towards the new HKCEE since teachers
demonstrated less concern about the teaching materials in 1995 compared to
1994. 

The remaining seven items listed above related to the extra work or
pressure that the teachers associated with the new exam. No significant
differences were shown over the year according to statistical analysis. It can
be seen from the mean scores11 that teachers did have strong feelings or
worries about the examination change. These feelings about the HKCEE
change remained relatively constant between 1994 and 1995. This, to some
extent, suggests overall tensions and worries over the examination change,
even though the mean scores for most of the items in 1995 tended to
decrease. However, the mean scores of teachers’ attitudes towards
employing new teaching methods increased over the period. This might
indicate the teachers’ subconscious desire to change to new methods
between 1994 and 1995, though it was not explicitly expressed on the Likert
scale.

Teaching methods the teachers would change due to the 1996 HKCEE

There were eight items in this section regarding the changes the teachers
would like to make in their teaching in relation to the 1996 HKCEE.

1994 1995
• to encourage more student participation in class 4.2397 4.2527
• to put more emphasis on the integration of skills 4.1405 4.1630
• to employ more real life language tasks* 4.1074 3.9130
• to put more stress on role play and group discussion 4.1066 4.1957
• to adopt new teaching methods 4.0820 3.8901
• to use a more communicative approach in teaching 4.0413 3.8804
• to put more emphasis on the oral and listening 4.0165 4.2609

components*
• to teach according to the new test formats 3.9917 4.1413

Two items in the above list (marked by an asterisk) were seen to differ
significantly between 1994 and 1995. The differences are further elaborated in
Figure 5.3 and Table 5.6.  
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11. Mean scores were obtained from a five point Likert scale in the teachers’ questionnaire.



Figure 5.3 Changes teachers would like to make in their teaching

Table 5.6 Differences in teachers’ attitudes to changes they 
would like to make in their teaching

The assumption made by the HKEA was that if the weighting of certain
components in the examination was increased, there would be an increase in
the emphasis on these areas reflected in teaching, which was true in this case.
Regarding ‘putting more emphasis on oral and listening components’ due to
the change in the examination, the teachers’ attitudes did change in an
increasing direction. Teachers were clearly aware of the increase in this case.
This showed that there might be certain washback effects of the examination
change on the weighting of the oral and listening components.

However, ‘employing more real life language tasks’ showed a significant
difference between the 1994 and 1995 surveys, but changing in a decreasing
direction. The teachers initially thought they would put more emphasis on real
life tasks as specified in the examination, but their attitudes had changed one
year later.

It is interesting to notice the discrepancy between this item and an item in
Figure 5.1, which is related to teachers’ perceptions of the changes made in the
examination. There was a significant difference in teachers’ attitudes towards
the 1996 HKCEE being ‘more practical and closer to real life.’  However,
when they were asked whether they would like to ‘employ more real life
language tasks,’ teachers’ attitudes changed in a decreasing direction over
time. This discrepancy clearly demonstrates the gap between the teachers’
attitudes and their actions in the classrooms. This may also indicate the non-
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Variables Year      Cases Mean      SD         T-Value df 2-Tail Prob.

More oral and
listening

More real life tasks

1994

1995

1994

1995

121

92

121

92

4.0165

4.2609

4.1074

3.9130

.645

.552

.668

.721

-2.91

2.03

211

211

.004

.043

1995 1994

More emphasis on oral
and listening

More real life tasks

1 2 3 4 5

Likert Scale



linear direction of making use of the public examinations to change teaching. 
The remaining items listed above (i.e. those not marked with an asterisk)

did not show significant differences between 1994 and 1995 according to
statistical analysis. However, it would be interesting to observe the order of
possible changes that teachers would like to make in terms of the new HKCEE
according to the mean scores listed above. For example, ‘more student
participation in class,’ ‘ more emphasis on the integration of skills,’ and ‘more
role play and group discussion’ are high on the list, with a slight increase in
1995. However, when it came to ‘new teaching methods’ and a ‘more
communicative approach in teaching,’ the teachers’ attitudes changed in a
decreasing direction. This might also suggest another kind of discrepancy
between teachers’ attitudes towards adopting new classroom activities and
employing new teaching methods.

Difficulties in teaching towards the 1996 HKCEE

Teachers were asked, ‘What do you find the most difficult aspects of teaching
the 1996 HKCEE?’ Seven items are listed below according to the mean scores
in 1994. 

1994 1995
• students’ current English level* 3.9580 4.4409
• class size 4.3445 4.5484
• inadequate textbooks and available teaching resources* 3.9417 3.5699
• noisy learning environment* 3.4874 2.7849
• the lack of teaching and learning resources and 3.8571 3.3978

facilities*
• too heavy a workload 3.8983 4.1075
• inadequate time for students to practise English 4.1186 4.6129

outside the language classroom*

Five out of the seven items are seen to have significantly changed over the
year as follows. Differences are shown in Figure 5.4 and Table 5.7 below.

From Figure 5.4, it can be seen that the teachers’ attitudes towards items
such as ‘inadequate time for students to practise English outside the language
classroom,’ ‘noisy environment,’ and ‘lack of teaching & learning resources’
were seen to change in a decreasing direction, which indicated that there were
fewer tensions and worries about those aspects of the perceived difficulties in
teaching towards the 1996 HKCEE between 1994 and 1995. The three aspects
concerning inadequate textbooks, noisy environment, and lack of teaching and
learning resources were the teachers’ main concerns when they were first
informed about the change in the examination. It seems that these external or
environmental worries diminished over time, especially in regard to textbook
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supplies. As shown in Figure 5.4 and Table 5.7, however, there are two
items–‘inadequate time for practice’ and ‘students’ current English level’–that
showed significant differences in teachers’ attitudes in an increasing direction
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Inadequate time for 
practice

Students’current English
level

1995 1994

Lack of teaching &
learning aids

Noisy environment

Inadequate textbooks

1 2 3 4 5

Likert Scale

Variables Year      Cases Mean      SD         T-Value df 2-Tail Prob.

Inadequate textbooks

Noisy learning
environment

Lack of teaching and
learning resources

Inadequate time for
students to practise

Students’ current
English level

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

120

93

119

93

119

93

118

93

119

93

3.9417

3.5699

3.4874

2.7849

3.8571

3.3978

4.1186

4.6129

3.9580

4.4409

.946

1.127

.982

1.062

.826

1.012

.849

.590

1.003

.729

2.62

4.99

3.64

-4.78

-3.90

211

210

210

209

210

.010

.000

.000

.000

.000

Figure 5.4 Teachers’ attitudes to the difficulties in teaching towards 
the 1996 HKCEE

Table 5.7 Differences in teachers’ attitudes to the difficulties in 
teaching towards the 1996 HKCEE



over the year. These aspects are the two major concerns that the teachers most
frequently commented on as being problematic in teaching the new
examination syllabus, especially in Phase II and Phase III of the study. Even
in the later interviews with the teachers after the first cohort of F5 students had
taken the new 1996 examination, teachers still considered students’ current
English level as the main obstacle in teaching the new examination syllabus.

There are only two items that did not show a significant difference between
1994 and 1995 but still show a tendency towards movement in an increasing
direction. 

1994 1995
• class size 4.3445 4.5484
• too heavy a workload 3.8983 4.1075

The above findings show that the practical aspects of teaching that received
increasing amounts of teachers’ attention were ‘inadequate time for practice’
and ‘students’ current English level.’ The other three aspects of teachers’
concerns in Figure 5.4 are seen to move in a decreasing direction from 1994
to 1995. One point needs to be emphasized here, which is that class size is
perceived by teachers as the most difficult aspect in teaching towards the 1996
HKCEE in terms of mean scores. This reflects the logistical problems of
teaching English in Hong Kong secondary schools, the average class size
being 40 students. 

Looking at teachers’ reactions to and perceptions of the new 1996 HKCEE,
it has been shown that teachers tended to have a more positive reaction to it in
1995 compared to 1994. Moreover, their perceptions of the reasons behind the
changes to the HKCEE in relation to the changes that were actually made in
the HKCEE reflected teachers’ awareness of the underlying theories in
teaching and learning behind the exam change and the HKEA’s intended
washback. The agreement between teachers’ and policy-makers’ perceptions
could also suggest a positive attitude towards the implementation of the new
HKCEE. However, whether teachers would actually alter their teaching to
reflect the underlying theories in teaching and learning is still a question to be
answered. 

In addition, it can be seen that washback on actual aspects of teaching in the
context of the examination change is very complicated as perceived by the
teachers, and showed a mixed picture (see the section on Teaching Methods
the Teachers Would Change due to the 1996 HKCEE). Teachers’ perceptions
of the teaching and learning in terms of ‘more emphasis on listening and oral
components’ changed significantly in an increasing direction from 1994 to
1995. ‘More student participation in class,’ ‘more emphasis on the integration
of skills,’ and ‘more role play and group discussion’ also showed a slight
increase in 1995. However, teachers’ perceptions in terms of adopting ‘new
teaching methods’ and a ‘more communicative approach in teaching’ changed
in a decreasing direction. 
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Another aspect of the findings was that there were, according to the mean
scores on teachers’ attitudes, general tensions and worries over the 1996
HKCEE related to specific aspects of teaching. However, there was less concern
or worry over the new teaching materials and textbooks detected in 1995.
Instead, the students’ current English level and inadequate practice time had
become the major concerns over the year. The actual impact of the examination
change on the teachers’ attitudes, however, cannot be directly determined from
the survey results due to the nature of the survey study, and the relatively short
period of the survey, and will be discussed further in Phase III of the study. 

Washback on teaching materials
There are three categories in relation to teaching materials (TQ 3.5, 3.6, 3.10).
Items in TQ 3.5 and 3.6 were designed on a multiple-choice scale. TQ 3.10
was designed on a five-point Likert scale, where five = always and one =
never. The purpose of the questionnaire was to explore possible relationships
between teaching materials and the examination change. 

Textbook arrangements related to teaching materials

There were two categories related to teaching materials in the context of the
change in the 1996 HKCEE. They were presented in a multiple-choice format
as shown in Table 5.8. Neither of them changed significantly over the year
according to the chi-square test of difference.

• who makes the major decision on the choice of textbooks? (TQ 3.5)
• what are the primary functions of textbooks in teaching? (TQ 3.6)

Table 5.8 Textbook arrangements in Hong Kong secondary schools
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Items Variables 1994 (%) 1995 (%)  Chi-square significance

Who makes the
major decision on
the choice of
textbooks?

What are the
primary functions
of textbooks in
teaching?

1. Principal

2. Panel chair

3. English teachers together

4. Yourself

1. To provide practical 
activities

2. To provide a structured 
language program to  
follow

3. To provide language 
models

4. To provide information 
about the language

2.6

40.0

57.4

0

11.6

69.5

8.4

10.5

2.2

28.1

68.5

1.2

15.1

59.3

12.8

12.8

.22462

.53810



From Figure 5.5 below, it can be seen that teachers of English in the Hong
Kong secondary schools have much say in the choice of textbooks. Together
with the panel chairs, it is normally the teachers of English who decide which
textbooks to use in their teaching. As one of the panel chairs explained, it was
natural and essential to choose the textbook which teachers preferred,
otherwise they would not enjoy teaching it.

Figure 5.5 Decision on the choice of textbook

Regarding the function of the textbook in teaching, it can be seen that
textbooks, by a wide margin, are ‘to provide a structured language program to
follow.’ This is fully illustrated for the choice of textbooks in Hong Kong
secondary schools, which indicates that textbooks play an important role in
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Figure 5.6 Teachers’ attitudes to the function of the textbook in teaching



English teaching. However, a slight decrease in teachers’ beliefs about this
function of textbook use can be seen between 1994 and 1995 in Figure 5.6. 

Teaching and learning resources

This category aimed to find out whether the teachers believed that the
examination change would involve extra teaching and learning resources. This
was one of the main concerns teachers expressed when they were first
informed about the change. Teachers were asked to express how often they
used a list of nine teaching and learning resources in their teaching (TQ 3.10).
This list is arranged according to the mean scores in 1994. Textbooks and
supplementary materials were rated among the most frequently used resources
in teaching. 

1994 1995
• textbooks 4.1791 4.0659
• supplementary materials 3.6866 3.7802
• examination syllabus* 3.5000 3.0000
• overall lesson plan (Scheme of Work) 3.4361 3.3444
• teaching syllabus* 3.4361 2.9101
• newspapers 3.0593 3.0659
• television/radio 2.5746 2.5495
• language laboratory 2.5448 2.4111
• pictures and/or cards 2.4511 2.4333

It was found that the use of two kinds of resources changed significantly
over the year. They changed, however, in a decreasing direction. The teachers
used both the teaching and examination syllabuses less in 1995.

The rest of the teaching and learning resources did not change according to
the mean scores in 1994 and 1995. It could clearly be seen that textbooks are
the most often used teaching and learning resources, followed by
supplementary materials (including workbooks for mock exams). There was a
slight increase in the use of supplementary materials in 1995, which might be
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Table 5.9 Differences in the teaching and learning resources 
used by the teachers

Variables Year      Cases Mean      SD         T-Value df 2-Tail Prob.

T. Syllabus

E. Syllabus

1994

1995

1994

1995

133

89

134

89

3.4361

2.9101

3.5000

3.0000

.940

1.114

.964

1.108

3.79

3.57

220

221

.000*

.000*



due to the new HKCEE. It is quite evident throughout the study that these
materials produced by textbook publishers are the most direct form of support
on which teachers rely in their teaching. The HKEA informed the textbook
publishers about the examination change after their decision, and they
provided them with the sample papers because the HKEA believes that any
curriculum change must involve a change in teaching materials as well.
Textbook changes must be in accordance with changes in examinations,
otherwise no schools or students would choose to buy new textbooks that bear
no relevance to the HKCEE examination.

When the results were examined in detail, it was found that pictures and
cards were used less in teaching than newspapers, and television and radio
programmes. The teachers usually encouraged their students to buy the Young
Post, published by the South China Morning Post,12 as part of their teaching
and learning activities. This is one example of the fact that the teachers use a
variety of authentic materials (real life materials) in their teaching. 

Summarizing the results in the area of washback on the choice of teaching
materials (TQ 3.5, 3.6, 3.10), there was no clear evidence of washback in this
area. The overall pattern was not seen to change in the context of the
examination change. There was not an increasing amount of attention given to
the examination syllabus. Moreover, the initial assumption by the teachers that
the examination change would require more teaching and learning resources
(due to the integrated and communicative approaches and the increase in the
oral components in the 1996 HKCEE), was not proven. The teachers
continued to use conventional textbooks and supplementary materials more
frequently in their teaching. 

Washback on classroom teaching behaviour
Questions related to aspects of daily teaching were investigated in this section.
The purpose of this section was to investigate whether the introduction of the
1996 HKCEE would influence the teachers’ decisions about and perceptions
of their everyday teaching activities. 

There were six categories in this section. The first three categories (TQ 3.2,
3.3 and 3.4) were designed in a multiple-choice format as shown in Table 5.10
below. The chi-square test was carried out to test the significance of
differences among the variables between 1994 and 1995. 

The next three categories (TQ 3.7, 3.8 and 3.9) were designed on a five
point Likert scale of frequency, where five = always and one = never. An
independent sample t-test was used for statistical analysis of differences for
these items over the year. Results of this section will be reported in two parts:
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(a) teaching arrangement and medium of instruction in English lessons (TQ
3.2, 3.3 and 3.4), and (b) lesson planning, teacher talk, and teaching activities
in English lessons (TQ 3.7, 3.8 and 3.9).

Both of the above two categories are related to aspects of teacher classroom
behaviours. They are reported separately in two categories because items in
the first category were designed on a multiple-choice scale, and the items in
the second category were designed on a five-point Likert scale. 

Teaching arrangement and medium of instruction

There were three categories in this section. As they were designed on a
multiple-choice scale, a chi-square test was first used to clarify the general
teaching situation. The results are shown in Table 5.10, and each category will
be discussed in detail below. Among the three categories in this section, only
one category, ‘how teachers arrange their teaching in schools’ (TQ 3.4)
showed a significant change between 1994 and 1995. 

The greatest difference among these items was seen in teaching
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Items Variables 1994 (%) 1995 (%) Chi-square significance

How do teachers
arrange their
teaching in
schools?

Who makes the
decision on the
arrangement of
lessons?

What is the
medium of
instruction?

1. According to textbooks

2. According to Scheme of 
Work

3. According to separate 
skills

4. According to the content

5. According to language 
activities

1. Principal

2. Panel chair

3. English teachers together

4. Yourself

1. English only

2. English supplemented 
with occasional Chinese 
explanation

3. Half English, half 
Chinese

4. Mainly Chinese

18.3

59.6

9.2

11.0

1.9

14.2

16.7

40.8

28.3

37.8

48.9

12.6

.7

17.1

39.0

24.4

17.1

2.4

19.1

14.6

29.2

37.1

24.4

63.3

8.9

3.4

.01593*

.25675

.05198

Table 5.10 Chi-square tests of differences in aspects of daily teaching



arrangement according to the Scheme of Work in the Hong Kong secondary
schools. The Scheme of Work is an overall teaching plan for the whole
academic year. In 1994, 56.6% of teachers arranged their teaching according
to the Scheme of Work, but in 1995 there was a sharp decrease in this number
to 39%. In addition, the teachers seemed to arrange their lessons in 1995 much
more according to ‘separate skills’ (an increase from 9.2% to 24.4%) and
‘content to be taught’ (from 11% to 17.1%). Of the other two choices,
‘textbook’ and ‘language tasks’ remained relatively unchanged.

Figure 5.7  Ways teachers arrange their teaching in schools

The remaining two categories did not show a significant difference
between 1994 and 1995. The chi-square test results and descriptive analysis
of frequency are shown in Table 5.10. Among these two categories, the item
regarding medium of instruction showed an interesting pattern. As is shown
in Figure 5.8 below, there were more teachers in 1995 who used English
supplemented with occasional Chinese explanations as their medium of
instruction, than in 1994. The increase was from 48.9% in 1994 to 63.3% in
1995. Consequently, there was a decrease in teachers’ use of English only,
from 37.8% in 1994 to 24.4% in 1995 (c.f. Table 5.10). This might indicate
an increasing tendency for teachers to use English with occasional Chinese.
One possible reason for this might be their concerns and worries over their
current students’ English level. They aim to get the meaning of the language
across to students so that the students can pass the exam. This point was
frequently mentioned by many teachers during school visits in all phases of
the study.  
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Figure 5.8 Medium of instruction in Hong Kong secondary schools

Lesson planning, teacher talk, and teaching activities in
English lessons

Three aspects of teaching were placed on the Likert scale of frequency, where
five = always and one = never. They are related to lesson preparation (TQ 3.7),
teacher talk (TQ 3.8), and teaching activities (TQ 3.9).

Lesson preparation 

Teachers were asked how often they consider seven specific aspects when
they prepared their lessons. Two aspects of teaching in this category were
found to have changed significantly over the year. They were ranked by
respondents as the highest and the lowest ones on the list. The differences in
both aspects increased between 1994 to 1995 as shown in Table 5.11 below.

1994 1995
• the content of teaching* 4.2782 4.4725
• the tasks to be performed in teaching 4.0227 4.0659
• the skills to be taught 4.0000 4.0879
• the methods of teaching 3.9167 3.9890
• how to motivate students to learn 3.8258 3.9231
• any supplementary materials to be used 3.6641 3.6468
• homework to give to students* 3.4586 3.7912

In 1995, the teachers seemed to pay more attention to ‘content of teaching’
and the ‘homework’ to give to students. This result matches with the teachers’
attitudes to their general teaching arrangement as shown in Figure 5.7. In
1995, more teachers considered the content to be taught. The increase was
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from 11% in 1994 to 17.1% in 1995 shown in Table 5.10. Other aspects such
as the ‘tasks to be performed in teaching’ and the ‘skills to be taught’ received
the same attention respectively in teaching between 1994 and 1995. 

Moreover, teachers also paid more attention to the homework given to their
students. In Phase III of the study, it was observed by the researcher that some
parts of the language tasks were carried out outside the classroom and
performed by students as part of their homework. For example, in one of the
case studies, a teacher was observed to ask her students to write up an essay
as part of the oral lesson according to the oral discussion they had in class. The
students would complete the essay for homework and use it for further
classroom activities in the next lesson. This might be an example of a positive
washback effect of the change in the HKCEE, as part of the underlying
integrated theories of teaching and learning. This result might also suggest that
the change brought about as a result of the change to the examination could
direct the teachers’ attention more towards empowering their students to do
more work at home. In addition, giving more homework to students might
have indicated the pressure of the new examination.

The remaining aspects of teaching to be considered during lesson
preparations showed no significant differences. It can be seen from the mean
scores that ‘the tasks to be performed in teaching’ are ranked the second highest,
followed by the ‘skills to be taught,’ and then the ‘methods of teaching.’ This
suggests that these teachers of English paid more attention to teaching content
than to teaching methods and other learner factors. They were more content
oriented than thinking how content should be delivered to learners. The findings
are also supported by Morris (1990a, 1990b) on curriculum innovation. 

Teacher talk 

Teachers were asked how often they did the following activities in class: (a)
talk to the whole class, (b) talk to groups of students, (c) talk to individual
students, or (d) keep silent. The general situation over the two academic years
is shown below. There was no significant difference among all four items
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Variables Year      Cases Mean      SD         T-Value df 2-Tail Prob.

Content of teaching

Homework to give to
students

1994

1995

1994

1995

133

91

133

91

4.2782

4.4725

3.4586

3.7912

.632

.565

.783

.888

-2.36

-2.95

222

222

.019*

.003*

Table 5.11 Aspects of teaching considered while preparing lessons



under the category of ‘teacher talk’. The figure and table below, however,
show the pattern of teacher talk in English lessons in Hong Kong secondary
schools.

Figure 5.9  Teacher talk in English lessons

Table 5.12 Teacher talk in English lessons

The four teacher talk modes remained the same, irrespective of the
examination change. However, a general pattern can be observed showing 
the nature of the teacher talk in their English lessons. For the great majority of
the time, teachers talked to the whole class, and much less to groups and to
individuals. The mean score of keeping silent for both years in 1994 and 1995
was at two (seldom) out of the five (always) scales. This, together with the
mean scores shown above, indicates that teachers were talking most of the
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Variables Year      Cases Mean      SD         T-Value df 2-Tail Prob.

Talk to the whole
class

Talk to groups of
students

Talk to individual
students

Keep silent

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

133

91

133

91

132

91

131

89

4.4436

4.3736

3.3759

3.2527

3.0758

3.0000

2.0305

2.0000

.633

.661

.831

.769

.768

.775

.952

.929

.80

1.12

.72

.24

222

222

221

218

.425

.263

.471

.814



time in class. The results suggest that the teachers dominated and controlled
the classroom talk for most of the lesson time. This shows that teacher talk is
an area on which the change in the examination did not seen to have an impact.

Teaching activities 

There are ten activities listed under this category to explore how often teachers
carry out the following activities in class. None of the activities listed below
were found to change significantly. They are:

1994 1995
A1. tell the students the aims of each lesson 3.2313 3.2667
A2. demonstrate how to do particular language 3.7015 3.7000

activities
A3. explain the meaning of the text 3.7015 3.7556
A4. explain specific language items 3.8881 3.9111 (highest)
A5. explain textbook exercises 3.5896 3.6333
A6. explain homework 3.5333 3.6222
A7. explain mock exams 3.1756 3.1364
A8. organize language games* 2.9328 2.9111 (lowest)
A9. organize group work or discussion 3.3407 3.4945
A10. organize integrated language tasks 3.2500 3.3077

Observing the pattern carefully, it can be seen that activity four (A4),
‘explain specific language items, such as words or sentences,’ was carried out
most often by teachers. This is closely followed by ‘explaining the meaning of
the text’ together with activities A5 and A6. All these activities are related to
explaining, which might suggest the reasons why the teachers spent most of
the time talking to the whole class (c.f. Table 5.12). This finding is also
supported by Phase III of the study when classroom observations were carried
out. The teachers spent a great deal of time explaining language points and the
meanings of the text to their students in class. Some teachers13 felt that they
had not done their job well if they did not teach students explicitly. A9 and
A10–demonstrating how to carry out group work or discussion and organizing
language tasks, respectively–were slightly less common activities carried out
by the teachers. Furthermore A8, ‘organizing language games,’ was ranked
the lowest among the items. Comparing A8 and A4 might show that the
teachers still adhered to more traditional methods. This shows the trend of how
teachers carry out their classroom activities in Hong Kong secondary schools. 
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Summarizing the findings in washback on classroom teaching behaviours
(TQ 3.2 – 3.4; 3.7 – 3.9), there is not much of an indication of washback on
aspects of teaching at the micro level, which was not surprising considering
the short period of the survey. General ways of teaching, such as teachers’
talk, the nature of teaching, and delivery modes, remained unchanged in the
context of the examination change. However, some changes were observed.
There was a tendency in 1995 for teachers to pay more attention to the content
and skills to be taught and homework to be given to students, which might be
directly related to the new HKCEE for the increasing of the oral component
and the integrated skill components. The medium of instruction was also seen
to change from using English only to using English occasionally with Chinese
explanations. However, these changes might not be directly related to the
examination change. The medium of instruction, according to the teacher
respondents, might be due to the teachers’ perceptions of the current level of
students’ English proficiency.

Washback on assessment and evaluation

This section was designed to explore various aspects of assessment and
evaluation that might have been influenced by the changes to the 1996
HKCEE. Three categories (TQ 2.10–2.12, 25 items in total) were investigated
using Likert scales.  

The use of mock exams

Six items were employed to explore the teachers’ attitudes to the basic
functions of mock exams in schools: 

1994 1995
• to prepare students for public examinations 4.2313 4.3763
• to assess students’ learning difficulties 3.8571 3.8280
• to give feedback to teachers* 3.8284 4.0323
• to identify areas of re-teaching 3.6692 3.8065
• to direct students’ learning 3.4851 3.5591
• to motivate students 3.3008 3.3978

Only one item above, ‘to give feedback to teachers,’ was seen to have
changed significantly. However, it is hard to tell whether this change was
due to the new examination. The reason why more teachers started to
perceive the use of mock exams as a way to provide them with feedback is
not clear. Maybe it was due to the reason that more exam practices were
employed. 
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Table 5.13 The use of mock exams as perceived by teachers

There was no significant change among the remaining items. The above
results are arranged according to mean scores to allow better interpretation of
teachers’ perceptions of the use of mock exams in Hong Kong secondary
schools. From the results, it can be seen that ‘to prepare students for public
examinations’ was rated as the most important function of mock exams in
schools in both years. In Hong Kong secondary schools, public examinations
clearly play a very important role and, as reported in Phase I of the study, the
teachers did perceive preparing students for the public examination as one of
their major responsibilities.

The assessment of teaching in Hong Kong secondary schools
In this section, teachers were invited to illustrate how their teaching was
assessed in their schools. The major purpose of this category was to determine
the importance that is attached to the teachers’ work life in schools–the key
components that influenced their daily teaching. None of the seven ways of
assessing teaching in their schools was seen to have changed significantly over
the year according to the t-test results.

1994 1995
• your own reflections on teaching 3.7079 3.8478
• the performance of your students on tests and 

public examinations 3.6992 3.6087
• the overall inspection of your students’ 

work by your school 3.2164 3.3261
• the overall completion of the subject content 3.0758 3.0217
• anonymous student evaluation of teaching 2.8062 2.8152
• evaluation by colleagues 2.6591 2.8261
• evaluation by principal or school inspectors 3.1429 3.1739

The above results are arranged according to mean scores in 1994.
‘Teachers’ own reflections on teaching’ came in the highest on the mean
scores, closely followed by ‘students’ performance in examinations’ and
‘inspection of their students’ work.’ To some extent, this situation reflected
how explicitly or implicitly the teachers carried out their teaching in schools,
and the factors considered by teachers as important in the assessment and
evaluation in their schools. It is usually believed that the more important a
public examination is, the more attention teachers will give to the examination
in teaching. Attaching a teacher’s job evaluation to public examinations is
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Variables Year      Cases Mean      SD         T-Value df 2-Tail Prob.

To give feedback to
teachers

1994

1995

134

93

3.8284

4.0323

.741

.714

-2.07 225 .040



likely to redirect the focus of the teacher’s daily work. On the other hand, the
fact that the teachers’ attitudes towards the above items remained unchanged
between 1994 and 1995 might suggest that the washback from this HKCEE
was limited. Changing the examination did not reflect a change in the role and
function of public examinations in teaching in Hong Kong secondary schools.
No matter how the examination was changed, the function of the HKCEE and
the importance it bore remained constant. 

Factors that influence teaching
In this section, teachers’ perceptions of a list of 12 factors that influence their
teaching were explored. The results are listed according to the mean scores in
1994. 

1994 1995
• professional training 3.9695 3.9395
• teaching experience and beliefs* 3.9250 4.4043
• past experience as a language learner 3.9008 3.9570
• the need to obtain satisfaction in teaching 3.8397 4.0430
• the teaching syllabus 3.7519 3.8152
• learners’ expectations* 3.6870 3.9140
• public examinations* 3.6718 3.9247
• academic seminars or workshops 3.3206 3.5054
• textbooks 3.2576 3.2366
• peers’ expectations 3.1221 3.0968
• principal’s expectations 3.1145 2.9355
• social expectations 3.0769 2.9570

The t-test results showed that teachers perceived three factors (*)
differently between 1994 and 1995. All three factors were seen to change in
an increasing direction. 

Figure 5.10 Factors that most influence teachers’ teaching
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The remaining items perceived by the teachers remained unchanged, which
are listed to show the perceived levels of importance of those specific factors.
In Phase I of the study, textbooks were reported by the teachers as providing
the most direct teaching support, but teachers regarded them as relatively less
important than other factors here, such as the teaching syllabus, according to
Phase II. The teachers might rely on textbooks directly and extensively, but
they do not perceive textbooks as an important factor in teaching. The most
noticeable finding perceived by the teachers was the public examination being
one of the most important factors that affects teaching.

Table 5.14 Differences in teachers’ attitudes towards factors that most
influence their teaching 

Summarizing the findings regarding washback from the new HKCEE on
assessment and evaluation (TQ 2.10, 2.11, 2.12), there was no clear sign of an
effect. In this respect, washback was seen as superficial at this stage. Teachers
perceived and realized the underlying teaching and learning theories behind
the exam change. They might have had a positive attitude and might have
changed their classroom activities. However, teachers’ attitudes towards
assessment and evaluation remained unchanged in general. The aspects that
changed in the teachers’ attitudes that were observed between 1994 and 1995
were those influencing factors such as teaching experience and beliefs, public
examinations, and learners’ expectations. This might suggest that an
examination change such as the new HKCEE could possibly redirect teachers’
attention to the public examination itself and make them pay more attention to
learners’ expectations. 

Changing an examination is likely to change the kind of exam practice, but
not the fact of the examination practice. Changing the examination test
formats does not usually tend to change the degree of emphasis on the
examinations. Changing the HKCEE into formats that are more compatible
with the Target Oriented Curriculum initiative could possibly change some
aspects of teaching pedagogy. However, from the above results, the most
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Variables Year      Cases Mean      SD         T-Value df 2-Tail Prob.

Teaching experience
and beliefs

Public examinations

Learners’
expectations

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

140

94

131

93

131

93

3.9250

4.4043

3.6718

3.9247

3.6870

3.9140

1.258

.677

.907

.837

.860

.830

-3.38

-2.12

-1.97

232

222

222

.001

.035

.050



important aspects that governed teachers’ daily teaching in Hong Kong
secondary schools remained relatively unchanged over the period. 

Washback on teachers’ attitudes towards aspects
of learning
Four categories in Part Two of the teacher questionnaire (2.6, 2.7, 2.8 and 2.9)
explored teachers’ attitudes regarding: (a) the learning strategies the teachers
would recommend to their students (TQ 2.6); (b) the aims of learning English
in Hong Kong secondary schools (TQ 2.7); (c) the kinds of activities language
learning should involve (TQ 2.8); and (d) the methods the teachers would like
to use to motivate students to learn (TQ 2.9). There were 29 items all together
within these four categories. All items were designed on a five-point Likert
scale, where five = strongly agree and one = strongly disagree. These
categories dealt with teachers’ attitudes towards how aspects of learning might
be influenced in terms of the change to the examination.

Learning strategies
Nine strategies were listed to explore teachers’ attitudes towards the learning
strategies they would recommend to their students in the context of the new
HKCEE. They are listed below. Mean scores are shown in descending order
for 1994 and then 1995.

1994 1995
• to expose themselves to various English media 4.5000 4.3617
• to learn to express their opinions in class 4.4538 4.3298
• to be more active in classroom participation 4.3729 4.5000
• to communicate more in English* 4.3277 4.5213
• to use English more in their daily life 4.3025 4.2340
• to change from passive learning to active learning 4.2712 4.3404
• to put more emphasis on listening and speaking 4.2203 4.2128
• to learn to initiate questions 4.2119 4.1809
• to learn to take better notes* 3.6783 3.9149

Only two of them showed significant differences, in increasing directions,
between 1994 and 1995. This finding shows teachers’ increasing attention to
these two strategies.

The change in the teachers’ attitudes towards the above two strategies
might suggest an increasing change in their attitudes towards how learners
should study in the context of the 1996 HKCEE. This might also indicate
pressures associated with taking the examination. Therefore, these strategies
could be regarded as pragmatic ways to cope with the examination rather than
a learning strategy for improving English. One of the major changes in the

Washback on teachers’ attitudes

163



new HKCEE was Paper III: Integrated Listening, Reading and Writing. This
paper requires students to know how to take notes, especially for the listening
task, as they are required to make use of the information through listening in
order to later carry out a writing task. It is natural that the teachers strongly
recommended their students to learn to take notes and that the teachers paid
more attention to the strategy in 1995. 

Another major change in the new examination was reflected in Paper IV:
Oral. On one hand, there was an increase in the weighting (from 10% to 18%)
of the oral component in the new HKCEE. On the other hand, the new oral
component also required students to perform interactive and communicative
real life tasks. Teachers seemed to pay particular attention to these aspects in
teaching in 1995. The old examination used to have structured oral activities
such as a structured dialogue and a picture description. Therefore, this change
in teachers’ attitudes towards these two strategies suggests a direct washback
effect of the new examination on teachers’ recommended learning strategies
to their students. 

The remaining strategies that the teachers would like to recommend to
their students did not change significantly over the year. Even though
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Variables Year      Cases Mean      SD         T-Value df 2-Tail Prob.

To learn to take 
better notes

To communicate
more in English

1994

1995

1994

1995

115

94

119

94

3.6783

3.9149

4.3277

4.5213

.884

.838

.726

.563

1.97

-2.13

207

211

.050

.035

Figure 5.11 Learning strategies teachers would recommend to their
students

Table 5.15 Differences in the learning strategies teachers would
recommend to students

1995 1994

Learn to take better
notes

To communicate more 
in English

1 2 3 4 5

Likert Scale



there was no significant difference, the priority that teachers gave to
strategies they regarded as important is revealed from the results. The
results also showed that these strategies were highly recommended by
teachers, as all mean scores were above four.14 This also suggests that
teachers tended to recommend those strategies directly related to the exam
paper. It can also be seen that the first few strategies, high on the list, are
all related to the requirements of the 1996 HKCEE. This indicates a
washback effect of the new examination’s format on the teachers’
perceptions of certain learning strategies. The teachers would suggest
their students adopt those learning strategies accordingly in attempting the
new 1996 HKCEE examination.

One point worthy of mentioning here is the different levels of these learning
strategies. Some of them are directly related to English language studies; some
of them are more general learning strategies. The major reason for this
difference is because the list of strategies was directly obtained from the
qualitative data provided by the teachers in the pilot studies of the
questionnaire. 

Learning activities

Teachers’ attitudes towards what types of activities should be involved with
language learning in the context of the new HKCEE were explored in this
section. There were seven types of activities all together. They are listed below
in descending order according to the mean scores in 1994, and show the
tendency of teachers’ preferred learning activities.

1994 1995
• exposure to various English media 4.4030 4.3298
• using authentic materials 4.2406 4.1489
• role play and group discussion* 4.1955 4.4043
• training in basic language knowledge 4.1756 4.1702
• task-oriented activities 4.1128 4.0108
• language games 4.0522 4.0213
• doing extracurricular activities 3.7820 3.6064

Only one such learning activity (marked by an asterisk) was found to have
changed significantly between 1994 and 1995. This change is very sensible in
the context of the examination change as Part IV – Oral of the new HKCEE
had two parts, (a) role play and (b) group discussion. It suggests a direct
washback effect on the oral learning activity. Moreover, according to the
results above, the teachers encouraged and recommended that their students
communicate more in English. This might suggest that teachers in many ways

Washback on teachers’ attitudes

165

14. The questionnaire was designed on a five-point Likert scale.



were conscious of the changes made in the examination and paid more
attention to those specific areas in their teaching and learning to meet the
requirements of the new HKCEE.    

The remaining learning activities, according to the teachers’ responses,
remained unchanged statistically from 1994 to 1995. It can be seen from the
above list that learning activities that resemble real life situations were highly
recommended by teachers. Although there were no significant differences
between the two years, the list shows the activities in which teachers wanted
their students to be engaged, which, in certain ways, reflects the underlying
theories of the examination change.

Learning aims
Teachers were asked about their perceptions of the major aims of learning
English in Hong Kong secondary schools. None of the five items shows a
significant difference between 1994 and 1995. 

1994 1995
• to pursue further studies 4.3864 4.3298
• to pass examinations 4.1729 4.2128
• to obtain ‘good’ jobs 4.1716 4.1596
• to satisfy school requirements 3.9394 3.6064
• to satisfy parents’ requirements 3.6515 3.2128

It was found that the mean scores of two out of the five aims decreased over
the year. The teachers gave far more weighting to satisfying the school’s and
parents’ requirements in 1994 than in 1995 as the aims of learning English in
Hong Kong. As for the aim of satisfying parents’ requirements, there was a big
change over the year. Compared with the mean scores, the remaining aims
were unchanged, yet these aims were strongly perceived by the teachers. The
mean scores of the aims were all above four on the Likert scale, indicating that
these aims were both regarded as important aims of learning English in Hong
Kong between 1994 and 1995.

Teachers’ responses to ‘pursuing future studies,’ which came highest on the
list, were followed by ‘passing examinations,’ indicating a hidden agenda
within the teachers’ perceptions of the aims of learning English in Hong Kong
secondary schools. Moreover, it was noted that there was a slight increase in
teachers’ rating of ‘passing examinations’ as a major aim of learning English.
This might indicate possible pressure on their teaching whenever there is an
examination change such as the 1996 HKCEE. 

Motivation to learn
There were eight items under this category that asked teachers in what ways
they would like to motivate their students to learn:
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1994 1995
• to create a positive attitude towards language learning* 4.2632 4.4624
• to give students more encouragement to learn* 4.2239 4.4301
• to provide students with effective language 

learning strategies 4.1791 4.3011
• to organize real life language activities* 4.0602 4.2660
• to use more authentic materials 3.9179 3.9362
• to do more interesting language games 3.8881 4.0108
• to have a better classroom discipline 3.7786 3.6237
• to do more mock exam papers 2.7463 2.9574

Three types of methods (indicated with an asterisk) changed significantly
in an increasing direction between 1994 and 1995. They are shown in Figure
5.12, and are among the top few items on the list. 

Figure 5.12 Teachers’ perceptions of the methods to motivate 
their students

It can be seen that the teachers’ attitudes towards real life language
activities and positive learning increased over the year. This might be due to
the change in the HKCEE, as it was influenced by this underlying theory. The
teachers might have employed the above methods to motivate their students.
The remaining five methods of motivating students did not show any
significant difference. However, it could still be observed that teachers rated
them quite highly according to the mean scores. These methods were all
related to the 1996 HKCEE. ‘To do mock exam papers’ was not ranked very
high, but there was a slight increase in 1995 over 1994. This might, in certain
ways, be due to the examination change since the teachers usually see helping
their students to pass examinations as one of their responsibilities.

Summarizing the area related to washback on teachers’ attitudes towards

Washback on teachers’ attitudes

167

1995 1994

To create a positive 
attitude to learning

To give students more
encouragement

To organize real life
activities

1 2 3 4 5

Likert Scale



aspects of learning, it can be seen that the washback effect is clear. In TQ 2.6,
TQ 7.8 and TQ 7.9, whether the changes be learning strategies, learning
activities, or methods to motivate students to learn, the teachers’ attitudes
showed a clear reflection of the intended washback effect and the underlying
theories of the examination change. 

Summary
It can be seen from the findings of Phase II of the study that identifying the
washback effect of the new HKCEE is complicated. The following aspects of
the teachers’ attitudes in the context of the examination change were explored
in this chapter:
• teachers’ reactions to and perceptions of the 1996 HKCEE
• washback on teaching materials
• washback on classroom teaching behaviours
• washback on assessment and evaluation
• washback on teachers’ attitudes towards aspects of learning.

Firstly, exploring teachers’ reactions to and perceptions of the new
HKCEE, it could be seen that the teachers’ reactions to the new exam changed
positively. There was a significant increase in the number of teachers who
‘welcome the change,’ from 30.4% in 1994 to 42.7 % in 1995, whereas there
was a decrease in teachers who were ‘sceptical about the change’ from 38.4%
in 1994 to 20.2% in 1995. In addition, teachers’ perceptions of the reasons for
changing the examination, and perceptions of the new exam formats were
consistent with the underlying theories behind the changes. In terms of
teaching, these changes were closely related to more integrated and task-based
approaches, more practical and closer to real life language activities, and more
role play and group discussion in teaching and learning. The congruence
between teachers’ perceptions and those of the HKEA decision-makers might
suggest a positive washback effect on teaching and learning in those aspects
in the Hong Kong educational context. In this sense, there was a small gap
between the policy and teachers’ perceptions. 

Secondly, when aspects of daily teaching were explored in the context of
the new examination, the situation was less clearly perceived by the
teachers. The teachers’ perceptions of adopting ‘more real life tasks’ and
‘more oral and listening activities’ required by the new HKCEE (also
specified in the new textbooks) changed in an increasing direction from
1994 and 1995. However, teachers’ perceptions of adopting ‘new teaching
methods’ and a ‘more communicative approach in teaching,’ associated with
the new HKCEE remained relatively unchanged over the year, which
indicated reluctance in teachers to make the changes in certain aspects of
teaching. 
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There were concerns and worries over the new HKCEE according to the
mean scores on teachers’ attitudes to aspects of teaching. The teachers’ initial
concerns or worries over the new teaching materials and textbooks in the
context of the exam change decreased between 1994 and 1995, whereas
concerns over their students’ current English level increased. This suggests an
intended washback effect on the teaching materials within the Hong Kong
education context, as the HKEA informed the textbook publishers of the
examination change immediately after the decision was made. Furthermore,
this also suggested that there seemed to be something within the educational
system that worked efficiently and effectively to provide the teachers with the
new materials to deal with the examination change. Therefore, it seemed likely
that the teachers would like to change their teaching activities (those tasks
suggested in the textbooks) more willingly than their teaching methods, which
might be largely influenced by the actual classroom teaching situations. 

Thirdly, when aspects of learning were explored from teachers’
perspectives, the teachers’ attitudes were in accordance with the underlying
theories and requirements of the new 1996 HKCEE. The teachers were more
willing to encourage their students to cope with the change rather than to
change their own teaching methodology. Explaining the teachers’ reluctance
to make changes was complicated, and will be explored through detailed
classroom observations and in-depth interviews in Phase III of the study.
Phase III of the study will report findings from classroom observations of the
teachers’ behaviours in more detail. 

Summary
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Phase II – Students’
perceptions of the change

Introduction
In this chapter, the research findings of Phase II of the study–results of the
Student Questionnaire (SQ) will be discussed. As explained in the
methodology chapter, the questionnaire was designed to be issued twice, once
in 1994 and again in 1995, to two cohorts of F5 students (one cohort of F5
students scheduled to take the old HKCEE, and one F5 scheduled to take the
new HKCEE). The student survey explored possible changes in F5 students’
attitudes in relation to their classroom activities within the context of the new
1996 HKCEE syllabus. 

This chapter will first report the findings on the students’ perceptions of
their English lessons, and then the comparative findings for 1994 and 1995.
Differences in the students’ attitudes over the year were tested for statistical
significance using independent sample t-tests and the chi-square tests. A
probability of less than 0.05 was taken as statistically significant for both tests.
The major reason for employing independent sample t-tests is that the survey
was issued to two cohorts of F5 students. A chi-square test was conducted to
guarantee that the two F5 groups of students were comparable and valid for t-
test comparisons (see Chapter Three, Part Two and Table 6.1 for details). F5
students surveyed in both years were also from the same 35 schools. This
could also indicate that they were taught by about the same groups of teachers
assuming that the majority of teachers remained teaching in the same schools
between 1994 and 1995.   

The Student Questionnaire was divided into two parts. Part One consisted
of five categories of variables of (a) demographic information on the students
who responded to the questionnaires and (b) various elements of their learning
context. All five categories were designed on a nominal scale. Students only
needed to tick the appropriate choice according to their own situation. Part
Two consisted of three sections (Sections A, B, & C) consisting of 11
categories and 78 items. These items were designed on a five-point Likert
scale. Section A was designed on a scale of frequency. Sections B and C were
designed on a scale of agreement. Part Two of the questionnaire aimed to
explore the students’ attitudes in 1994 and 1995 towards teaching and learning
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activities, inside and outside the classroom, in relation to the new HKCEE. For
clarity and simplicity of reporting, a category such as SQ 2.1.1 is used here to
refer to Student Questionnaire, Part 2, Category 1, Item 1.1

The findings are reported in two parts:

Part One: Students’ Characteristics and Their Learning Contexts

Part Two: Section A: Students’ Attitudes Towards Teaching Activities 
Inside and Outside Class

Section B: Students’ Attitudes Towards Aspects of Learning

Section C: Students’ Attitudes Towards Aspects of Public 
Examinations

Students’ characteristics and their learning
contexts
The survey focused on students from the 323 aided schools in Hong Kong
(Hong Kong Government, 1993). The survey consisted of F5 students from 35
such Hong Kong secondary schools in 1994 and 1995, roughly 11% of the
aided school population. The return rate for the student questionnaire was
76.7% in 1994 (844 out of 1100 questionnaires issued that year) and 73.8% in
1995 (443 out of 600 questionnaires issued in that year). The sampling in 1995
was smaller as the 1995 study was designed as a focus study. 

Table 6.1 presents findings from Part A of the Student Questionnaire,
which mainly dealt with demographic information about the students and their
learning contexts. All items in this section were designed on a nominal scale,
and were in a multiple-choice format. Students were required to choose one
item from each category. 

Table 6.1 shows that this survey consisted of similar numbers of male and
female F5 students in both years. The majority of the students started learning
English either in Primary One or Secondary One, indicating those students had
had at least five years’ learning experience prior to participating in the study.
There was no statistically significant difference between the two samples in
these two categories.

In terms of the medium of instruction, it can be seen that the dominant trend
among their teachers when students were taught English was to teach it in
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1. SQ 2.1.1 refers to the following item in bold.  
PART TWO Please grade the following on a 5-point scale format where 1 = never, 2 = seldom, 
3 = sometimes, 4 = often, 5 = always. Put 1, 2, 3, 4 or 5 in the brackets provided.
(1) How often does your teacher do the following in your English lessons?
1 = never, 2= seldom, 3 = sometimes, 4 = often, 5 = always
1[  ] Talk to the whole class
2[  ] Talk to groups of students
3[  ] Talk to individual students
4[  ] Keep silent



English supplemented with Chinese–46.4% in 1994 and 51% in 1995 (c.f. Table
6.1). There was a significant difference in their medium of instruction over the
two years. There was an increase in teachers’ use of English only (from 18.2%
in 1994 to 30.6% in 1995) and English supplemented with Chinese (from 46.4%
in 1994 to 51.0% in 1995).  There was a decrease in teachers using half English
and half Chinese (from 28.8% in 1994 to 15.2% in 1995) and using mainly
Chinese (6.6% in 1994 to 3.2% in 1995). These results indicated that more
English was used in the classroom in 1995 compared with 1994 according to
these F5 students in Hong Kong secondary schools. The number of student
participants (cases) in the two years is given in Figure 6.1 in order to facilitate
the understanding of the medium of instruction for English lessons. 

Table 6.1 Students’ demographic information and their 
learning contexts
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Items Variables 1994 (%) 1995(%)    Chi-square significance

Gender

Grade when
English was taught

Medium of
instruction

Frequency their
teacher mentioned
the public exam

Private tutorials 
per week

Male

Female

Primary 1-2

Primary 3-4

Primary 5-6

Secondary 1

Secondary 2

English only

English supplemented with
Chinese

Half English and half
Chinese

Mainly Chinese

Never

Seldom

Sometimes

Often

Always

None

Once or twice

3-4 times

5 times & above

56.6

43.4

41.2

4.4

8.9

35.8

9.7

18.2

46.4

28.8

6.6

3.1

20.0

42.2

32.6

2.1

59.0

38.5

1.4

1.1

66.7

33.3

42.1

4.6

8.4

37.2

7.6

30.6

51.0

15.2

3.2

4.5

30.4

41.0

20.0

4.1

49.1

46.6

4.1

.2

.67864

.83762

.00000

.00000

.00005



However, the findings from the same parallel question in the Teacher
Questionnaire (TQ 3.2) revealed different results. According to the Teacher
Questionnaire, there was a decrease in the teachers’ use of English only, from
37.8% in 1994 to 24.4% in 1995, but an increase in using English
supplemented with Chinese, from 48.9% in 1994 to 63.3% in 1995.

Figure 6.1  Medium of instruction that teachers use in the classrooms

Figure 6.2 shows a general pattern of the frequency with which teachers
mentioned the HKCEE to their students. A significant difference can be seen
in the frequency with which teachers mentioned the HKCEE over the year. A
significant decrease in the ‘often’ scale (32.6% in 1994 to 20% in 1995), and
an increase in the ‘seldom’ scale (20% in 1994 to 30.4% in 1995) was
observed from 1994 to 1995. This indicates that in 1994 teachers mentioned
the HKCEE much more frequently than they did in 1995. Teachers spoke less
about the HKCEE in 1995, which probably indicated an initial pressure in
1994 when the new HKCEE was first put into teaching.  

Figure 6.3 illustrates the number of private tutorials2 per week students
attended after class in preparation for the HKCEE. The majority of the students
went to tutorials once or twice each week. There was a significant increase in
the number of private tutorials students attended in 1995 compared with 1994 in
the categories of 1-2 and 3-4 times per week, and a decrease in the category of
no tutorials. The number of private tutorials observed in 1995 might indicate that
there was more exam preparation in response to the new HKCEE considering
that the 1995 group had to sit for the new HKCEE in May of that year.
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%

Mainly
Chinese

Half English
half Chinese

English s.w
Chinese

English only

1995 n=441

1994 n=879

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

2. ‘Private tutorials’ refer to those paid tutorials designed specifically for examination preparation purposes.
Each tutorial normally lasts about two hours. 



Figure 6.3 Number of private tutorials per week students attend 
after class

Summarizing the above three categories, firstly, English was used more
in 1995 than 1994, indicating more English language input in their lessons.
This might indicate more attention was given to English teaching and
learning, possibly due to the influence of the new HKCEE. Secondly,
students went to private tutorials more often in 1995 than in 1994. This
indicates a tendency to focus more attention on the new 1996 HKCEE.
Also, this result matched with the interview data collected from Ada (one

6 Phase II – Students’ perceptions of the change

174

%

never seldom sometimes often

1995 n=441

1994 n=876

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0
always

%

5 times &
above

3–4 times once or twice none

1995 n=442
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Figure 6.2 The frequency with which teachers mentioned the HKCEE



of the three teachers in Phase III of the study), when she mentioned that
the teachers of English in her school also organized extra tutorials for
students to prepare for the new examination formats. However, when
students were asked the frequency with which their teachers mentioned 
the HKCEE, there was a decrease. In 1995, the teachers mentioned the
HKCEE less than in 1994. A possible explanation for this might be that 
the teachers tended to deal with the issue by employing more and more
similar exam activities and mock exams rather than mentioning 
the HKCEE explicitly as they did at the very beginning, which was due to
the nature of the change.

Students’ attitudes towards teaching activities
inside and outside class
This section was designed to explore the students’ attitudes towards teaching
activities carried out inside and outside the classroom by their teachers and by
themselves in order to understand possible changes that might have taken
place in the context of the new HKCEE between 1994 and 1995. There were
five categories and 34 items altogether. They were Student Questionnaire: Part
2, Section A, Categories SQ 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, 2.4 and 2.5. All these categories
were designed on a 5-point Likert scale, where 5 = Always, 4 = Often, 3 =
Sometimes, 2 = Seldom, and 1 = Never. 

Teacher talk in class
This category was designed to explore how much the teachers talked in their
English lessons according to the students. The aim was to identify whether the
new 1996 HKCEE reduced the amount of teacher talk and employed more
task-based and integrated approaches, and consequently provided more
practice opportunities for the students. The students were asked to grade how
often their teachers talked to the whole class, groups of students, individual
students, and kept silent in their English lessons.

The general pattern of teachers’ talk over the year is shown in Figure 6.4,
which illustrates how the students perceived their teacher’s talk in class. Their
teachers seemed to talk to the whole class the most, followed respectively by
talking to groups, individual students, and keeping silent. This situation was
relatively unchanged between 1994 and 1995. However, some changes were
observed in teacher talk under the old and new HKCEE (c.f. Table 6.2). Table
6.2 below shows that there was a significant difference in the students’
perceptions of the first two items regarding their teachers’ talk in their English
lessons. 
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Table 6.2 Differences in students’ perceptions of their teachers’ talk

Figure 6.4 Students’ perceptions of their teachers’ talk

Table 6.2 and Figure 6.4 show that there was a significant decrease in
teacher talk to the whole class and to groups between 1994 and 1995.
However, no significant change in teacher talk to individuals and teachers’
keeping silent was observed under the old and the new HKCEE. Also, from
the mean scores in Table 6.2, it can be seen that the general pattern of teacher
talk in class in both years is still in the order of, from most to least, ‘talking to
the whole class’, ‘talking to groups’, ‘talking to individuals’, and finally,
‘keeping silent’ (c.f. Figure 6.4). Teachers were also very much in control in
the context of the new HKCEE, though the new HKCEE encouraged the
teachers to be more learner-centred and to provide students with more practice
activities. 
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Variables Year      Cases Mean      SD         T-Value df 2-Tail Prob.

Talk to the whole
class

Talk to groups of
students

Talk to individual
students

Keep silent

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

858

440

855

432

853

435

855

433

4.1946

3.9523

2.9673

2.8333

2.6436

2.6161

1.6480

1.6513

.948

1.017

.924

.809

.879

.891

.868

.874

4.25

2.56

.53

-.06

1296

1285

1286

1286

.000

.011

.597

.948

Keep silent

1995 1994

Talk to individuals 

Talk to groups

Talk to the whole class

1 2 3 4 5

Likert Scale



Students’ perceptions of their teachers’ teaching 
activities in class
This category was designed to explore the students’ perceptions of their
teachers’ teaching activities in their English lessons. Students were asked to
grade the frequency with which their teachers organized the following eight
different activities in class (see Figure 6.5 and Table 6.3). Figure 6.5 shows a
general pattern of the teaching activities in 1994 and in 1995. 

Figure 6.5 Students’ perceptions of their teachers’ teaching activities

Figure 6.5 and Table 6.3 show that all eight activities changed significantly.
Three items changed in an increasing direction from 1994 to 1995: organizing
integrated language tasks, organizing group work and discussion, and
explaining mock exam papers. These three activities were carried out
significantly more often in 1995 than in 1994. All of these activities are
required by the new HKCEE, thus, suggesting a positive washback effect of
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Explain specific 
language items

Explain textbook 
excercises

1995 1994

Organize language
games

Organize group work

Organize language tasks

Explain mock exam
papers

Explain the meaning of
the text

Talk about the aims of
the lesson

1 2 3 4 5

Likert Scale



the HKCEE on classroom activities. The remaining activities, such as talking
about the aims of the lesson, explaining the meaning of the text, explaining
specific language items, explaining textbook exercises, and organizing
language games changed in a decreasing direction. These activities were
carried out much less often in 1995 than in 1994, and were relatively
traditional and formal teaching activities, except for language games. 

Table 6.3 Students’ perceptions of their teachers’ teaching activities 

Students’ classroom learning activities
This category explored the students’ learning activities in their English lessons in
order to see whether the new HKCEE brought about changes in their classroom
learning activities. This category explored what the students did and how much
practice opportunity the students had in their lessons. Usually, students in those
situations did not have much control over what was going on in the classroom.
Therefore, the activities they actually did in the class were the practice
opportunities (learning opportunities) their teachers assigned to them. There were
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Variables Year      Cases Mean      SD         T-Value df 2-Tail Prob.

Talk about the aims
of the lesson

Explain the meaning
of the text

Explain specific
language items

Explain textbook
exercises

Explain mock exam
papers

Organize language
games

Organize group work
or discussion

Organize integrated
language tasks

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

867

437

866

439

865

439

866

438

867

437

884

443

866

438

859

437

2.6459

2.4050

3.1894

2.9636

3.4578

3.1959

3.5866

3.2831

2.6920

2.5126

2.6867

2.4628

2.3637

2.9315

2.0664

2.4325

1.055

1.059

.999

.957

.943

.962

.889

.854

1.049

1.022

1.220

1.099

1.064

.961

.957

.974

3.89

3.91

4.71

5.90

2.94

3.26

-9.40

-6.47

1302

1303

1302

1302

1302

1325

1302

1294

.000

.000

.000

.000

.003

.001

.000

.000



10 items in this category, listed in Table 6.4. Two of the activities showed no
significant difference over the year: listening and carrying out language tasks.
The remaining items showed significant differences. 

The remaining eight learning activities were carried out significantly
differently over the period studied. Some of the activities, such as reading,
writing, practising grammar items, learning vocabulary, and doing mock
exams,3 were carried out less often in 1995 than in 1994. Some activities,
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3. ‘Mock examination’ refers to the past examination papers. Taking mock exams are activities organized
by teachers for their F5 students just before the actual examination season.

Variables Year      Cases Mean      SD         T-Value df 2-Tail Prob.

Reading

Listening

Writing

Speaking

Practising grammar
items

Learning vocabulary

Carrying out group
discussion

Carrying out
language tasks

Doing language
games

Doing mock exams

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

865

437

867

438

869

439

868

437

866

439

867

439

866

438

864

436

859

437

862

436

3.1329

3.0023

3.3172

3.3333

3.1220

2.9795

2.7224

2.9130

3.0843

2.9066

2.8870

2.6720

2.3210

2.8242

2.3542

2.4541

1.9709

2.1739

2.6265

2.2454

.930

.900

.824

.779

.744

.792

.851

.871

.946

.888

.915

.856

1.007

.929

.933

.947

.894

.954

1.097

.995

2.342

-.34

3.20

-3.79

3.27

4.10

-8.74

-1.81

-3.78

6.10

1300

1303

1306

1303

1303

1304

1302

1298

1294

1296

.000

.734

.001

.000

.001

.000

.000

.070

.000

.000

Table 6.4 Students’ perceptions of their classroom activities



such as speaking, carrying out group discussion, and doing language games
were carried out much more often in 1995 than in 1994, which suggested a
match with the requirements of the new HKCEE oral examination. Firstly,
there was an increase in the weighting of the oral component on the new
HKCEE. Hence, there was a likely motivation to carry out more speaking in
class. Secondly, the oral exam was changed into a group discussion format.
More group discussions were also observed in class, which could also be
regarded as an indication of washback effect. Both changes in the HKCEE
are reflected in the classroom activities between 1994 and 1995. Also, there
was an increase in mock exam activities in class. This reflected a particular
approach that teachers and students coped with the examination (HKCEE)
change in Hong Kong secondary schools. It seemed that when there was an
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Figure 6.6 Students’ perceptions of their classroom activities

Language games
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1995 1994
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Mock exam
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intention to use the change in the public examination to influence teaching
and learning, which is the case in this context, there would very likely be a
re-focus of such classroom activities to reflect the examination in the
schools.

A note of caution should be mentioned here. The above results regarding
students’ perceptions of their teachers’ teaching activities and their own
learning activities in the classroom revealed certain discrepancies. According
to the students, teachers organized language games less often in 1995, yet they
played language games more often in 1995. Teachers explained mock exams
more in 1995, yet students did mock exams less. The discrepancies here,
however, demonstrated a weakness in using a questionnaire to obtain
information regarding the actual teaching and learning behaviours in the
classroom. Thus what was not discovered via the questionnaire was further
explored via the use of classroom observations in the study, which will be
discussed in the next chapter. 

Students’ use of English in relation to their classroom
activities

This category was designed to explore the activities the students carried out
in English in their English lessons. There were five items within the
category. All activities were seen to be carried out significantly differently
by the students in 1994 and 1995 (c.f. Table 6.5). All activities except one
were carried out more in English in class in 1995 than in 1994. This
indicates an increase in students carrying out learning activities in English in
general over the year. There was a much greater increase in the time spent
on activities in which students carried out group discussion and pair work in
English in 1995. Group discussions and pair work were actually the new
formats in the 1996 HKCEE Oral Paper, thus showing a direct washback
effect on learning activities in the classroom. The old HKCEE Oral Paper
was in the format of dialogue and guided conversation. The only activity that
was carried out less often in 1995 than in 1994 was arguing for a correct
answer to exercises. 

Students’ use of English in relation to their learning
activities outside class

This category was designed to explore aspects of the students’ learning
activities carried out in English outside their English lessons. There were
seven activities listed in this category. Only two of these activities were
carried out significantly differently: talking in English to their teachers and to
their classmates, both of which were carried out more frequently in 1995 than
1994 (c.f. Figure 6.8), especially talking to teachers.
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Table 6.5 Students’ use of English in relation to their 
classroom activities 

Figure 6.7 Students’ use of English in relation to their
classroom activities
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Making a request

Asking for clarification

1995 1994

Expressing ideas

Group discussion & 
pair work

Arguing for correct
answers

1 2 3 4 5

Likert Scale

Variables Year      Cases Mean      SD         T-Value df 2-Tail Prob.

Carrying out group
discussion and pair
work

Arguing for a correct
answer to an exercise

Expressing your own
ideas

Making a request in
class

Asking for
clarification 

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

865

438

869

438

866

438

866

438

866

438

2.5052

2.7785

3.0518

2.8128

2.3438

2.4703

2.3822

2.6370

2.4111

2.6598

1.008 

.920       

1.004

1.036

.897

.960

.935

1.131

.933

1.116

-4.76

4.02

-3.07

-4.32

-4.25

1301

1305

1302

1302

1302

.000

.000

.002

.000

.000



Figure 6.8 Students’ use of English in relation to their 
learning activities outside class

The remaining activities outside class showed no significant difference
over the two years. They were as follows, and are listed here in descending
order according to the mean scores in 1994 first and then 1995. This gives a
general picture of the frequency of activities that students carried out in
English outside class.

1994 1995
• watching television 2.8099 2.8724
• reading newspapers and magazines 2.6164 2.5616 
• listening to radio 2.0230 2.0226
• talking to other people outside school 1.5977 1.6416
• talking to family members 1.5219 1.5662

From the above list, it can be seen that watching TV was the most frequent
English activity the students did outside the class, whereas talking to family
members was carried out the least frequently. This indicated there were very
limited communicative needs in English among family members for these
students in Hong Kong secondary schools. 

Summarizing the results of Part Two: Section A – Students’ Attitudes
Towards Teaching Activities Inside and Outside Class, firstly, there was a
decrease in the amount that teachers talked to the whole class and groups in
1995, which might suggest an increase in practice opportunities for students in
class. Secondly, there was an increase in the teachers’ carrying out classroom
activities such as those required in the new 1996 HKCEE (organizing integrated
language tasks, organizing group work and discussion). Thirdly, there was also
an increase in the students’ carrying out learning activities such as speaking,
carrying out group discussions, and doing mock examinations. These learning
activities were also closely related to the new examination as well. 

As for student learning activities in using English in class and outside class,
there was a much greater increase in the amount of time spent on carrying out
group discussion and pair work, showing a direct washback effect on
classroom learning activities. Also, students talked more to their classmates
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1995 1994

Talk to classmates

Talk to teachers

1 2 3 4 5

Likert Scale



and teachers in 1995 than in 1994. This result supports the information
obtained from the teachers’ interviews. One teacher mentioned that, in her
school, an ‘English Speaking Day’ was set up to encourage students to
communicate with other students and teachers in English. However, it can be
seen from the mean score of SQ 2.5–Students’ Use of English in Relation to
Their Learning Activities Outside Class–that the students still did not carry out
many activities in English outside class.

Students’ attitudes towards aspects of learning
There were five categories in Part Two: Section B of the Student
Questionnaire, designed on a five-point Likert scale where five = strongly
agree and one = strongly disagree. This section aims to explore possible
reasons for the students’ attitudinal changes in relation to learning in the
context of the new HKCEE. 

Students’ attitudes towards their English lessons
This category was designed to explore changes in how the students perceived
their English lessons compared with other school subjects between 1995 and
1996. There were five items altogether. Figure 6.9 shows the general pattern
of the students’ attitudes towards their English lessons. The students’
perceptions of four out of the five items in this category changed. The
students’ attitudes on one item as to whether or not their English lessons were
full of interesting language activities remained unchanged. 

Figure 6.9 Students’ attitudes towards their English lessons
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1995 1994

Closer to real life

More opportunities for
communication

Lots of pair work and
discussion

1 2 3 4 5

Likert Scale



From the figure above, it can be seen that two activities were perceived by
students to occur more frequently in 1995 than in 1994. These activities were
‘more opportunities for communication’ and ‘lots of pair work and
discussion’. However, the students did not perceive their English lessons to be
livelier than other subjects or closer to real life in 1995 than in 1994, though
encouraging lessons to be closer to real life was one of the intentions of the
new HKCEE. It can be seen that more group discussions and pair work were
carried out, and more opportunities for communication were provided though
the students did not perceive their English lessons to be more lively or closer
to real life. Although the new HKCEE is designed to bridge the gap between
what happens in classrooms with that of the real world, it has not been shown
that the students perceived such a change in their classroom activities.

Students’ motivation to learn English
This category was designed to explore the reasons for students to learn English
in Hong Kong secondary schools to see whether the new HKCEE brought
about changes in the students’ motivation to learn English. Nine reasons are
listed in this category. Only three reasons out of the nine changed significantly
between 1994 and 1995 (see Table 6.6 and Figure 6.10).

It can be seen from Table 6.6 and Figure 6.10 that the students’ perceptions
of fulfilling parents’ expectations was seen to be less of a reason to learn
English in 1995 than in 1994. However, the other two reasons–meeting the
requirements of the society and watching English movies and listening to
English programmes–were seen as more motivating reasons to learn English
in 1995 than in 1994. This reflected the students’ instrumental purposes for
learning English as well as the entertainment-related purposes. 

The remaining reasons did not change significantly. They are listed below
in descending order according to the mean scores in 1994 and then in 1995.
The mean scores of the three reasons described above that changed
significantly (marked with an asterisk) are also listed below to provide a
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Variables Year      Cases Mean      SD         T-Value df 2-Tail Prob.

Watch English
movies and listen to
English programmes

Meet the requirements
of the society

Fulfil parents’
expectations

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

863

438

864

440

871

439

3.4623

3.5822

4.1088

4.2091

3.6969

3.3440

1.047

1.015

.902

.797

.064

.066

-1.97

-1.97

5.48

1299

1302

1308

.049

.049

.000

Table 6.6 Students’ perceptions of the reasons to learn English  



general picture of the students’ reasons for learning English. The list also
serves as a comparison of the reasons that students perceived as being
important for learning English. The factors perceived by the students as being
most important were related to instrumental reasons, such as the public exam,
job, and the future. The items in this category, which followed the three
instrumental reasons, were to prepare for the HKCEE and be able to go into
tertiary education. The reasons perceived as less motivating were related to
functional use of the English language. The list below provides a general
picture of the reasons that these students learned English in Hong Kong
secondary school.

1994 1995
• to have more and better opportunities in the future 4.2130 4.2141
• to meet the requirements of the society* 4.1088 4.2091
• to get a better job 4.0218 4.0273
• to prepare for the HKCEE 3.9828 4.0091
• to be able to go into tertiary education 3.9150 3.9750
• to be able to communicate with people 3.8172 3.8341
• to acquire basic knowledge and forms of English 3.7305 3.7088
• to fulfil parents’ expectations* 3.6969 3.3440
• to be able to watch English movies and listen to 

English programmes* 3.4623 3.5822

Students’ preferred learning strategies
This category was designed to explore the students’ preferred learning
strategies, in order to understand whether or not the new HKCEE had an
influence on the students’ learning strategies. There are 11 items within this
category. Four learning strategies changed significantly over the two years.
These learning strategies were, however, seen to be less preferred by the
students in 1995 than in 1994. 
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1995 1994

Fulfil parents’ 
expectations
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Watch E. movies and 
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1 2 3 4 5

Likert Scale
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Figure 6.11 Students’ preferred learning strategies

Table 6.7 Students’ preferred learning strategies

The remaining learning strategies did not change significantly. They were
arranged according to the mean scores in 1994 in the list below, which
presented a general picture of the degree of preferred learning strategies
perceived by the students in Hong Kong secondary schools. 

1994 1995
• watching TV or videos in English 3.9264 3.9453
• reading newspapers and magazines in English* 3.7517 3.5444
• learning vocabulary 3.7126 3.6364
• listening to radio programmes in English* 3.5977 3.3462
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Do exercises and 
homework

1995 1994

Listen to radio

Participate in 
extra-curricular activities

Read newspapers and
magazines

1 2 3 4 5

Likert Scale

Variables Year      Cases Mean      SD         T-Value df 2-Tail Prob.

Reading newspapers
and magazines in
English

Participating in extra-
curricular activities 

Listening to radio
programmes in
English

Doing exercises and
homework

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

866

439

866

438

865

439

867

439

3.7517

3.5444

3.4203

3.2740

3.5977

3.3462

3.5444

3.3052

.885

.903

.965

1.009

.967

1.029

.977

.981

3.97

2.55

4.34

4.17

1303

1302

1302

1304

.000

.011

.000

.000



1994 1995
• doing exercises and homework* 3.5444 3.3052
• learning grammar rules 3.5426 3.5341
• learning through games 3.5098 3.5273
• expressing opinions in class 3.4919 3.4932
• taking part in group activities in class 3.4428 3.3659
• participating in extra-curricular activities* 3.4203 3.2740
• taking notes 3.1158 3.1828

Although the new HKCEE requires note-taking skills, this skill was by far
the least preferred learning strategy by the students. A slight increase in the
mean score was observed, from 3.1158 in 1994 to 3.1828 in 1995, but the
increase was not statistically significant. This result showed that there was no
direct washback effect on note-taking skills even though they were highly
required skills for dealing with the ‘Integrated Listening, Reading, and
Writing’ paper of the new HKCEE.

Students’ attitudes towards whether they are influenced by
the public exam

One category was designed to ask students directly whether or not they have
ever been affected by their exam scores. The result is shown in Figure 6.12. A
clear ‘yes’ answer was the dominant response in both years. A significant
change in the students’ attitudes towards this item was observed over the two
years. In 1995, fewer students reported being affected by exam scores than in
1994, which might suggest a reduction in the initial anxiety about the new
HKCEE.

Figure 6.12 Students who are and are not affected by their 
exam scores
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Students’ attitudes towards the influence of aspects of the
public exam
This category explored further those aspects of the students’ lives that were
affected by the HKCEE scores. There were five aspects included in this
category. None of these aspects changed significantly over the two years.
They are listed below according to the mean scores to show the degree of
influence. The result from this category demonstrated that there was no
significant change in the exam influence on aspects of the students’ lives,
irrespective of the new HKCEE format. Exam scores seemed to affect students
in similar ways over the two years. It can also be seen that exam scores had
the greatest impact on the students’ motivation to learn compared with other
aspects in learning. 

1994 1995
• motivation to learn 3.7115 3.7339
• future job opportunity 3.6335 3.5296
• teacher and student relationship 3.4466 3.5081
• anxiety and emotional tension 2.9187 2.9032
• self-image 2.6299 2.5175

Summarizing the results in Part Two Section B, it can be seen that there
was a change in many aspects of student learning in an increasing direction
between 1994 and 1995. For example, the students perceived their lessons to
provide more opportunities for communication and pair work and discussion
in 1995 than in 1994. All these learning activities were part of the
requirements of the new 1996 HKCEE. As for the motivation of student
learning, an increase was seen in 1995 over 1994 in statements such as
meeting the requirements of society and watching English movies and
listening to English programmes. These types of motivation were related to
the requirements of the new 1996 HKCEE. The new examination syllabus
specified the usefulness of the examination as well as the need ‘to narrow
the gap between what happens in the examination room and the real world’
(c.f. Hong Kong Examinations Authority, 1993). Therefore, the above
results, to some extent, reflected a washback effect on these aspects of
student learning. 

Regarding the students’ preferred learning strategies, four out of the 11
learning strategies showed significant change, but they all changed in a
decreasing direction from 1994 to 1995. No logical relationship was
observed among the four changed strategies between 1994 and 1995.
However, a general pattern could be seen in the mean scores of learning
strategies that were most preferred by the students. In the list, the learning
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strategies that involved a functional use of English were, however, rated
lower by the students in general. The new HKCEE did not show much effect
on this aspect of learning; at least, not much effect was observed over the
two years. 

From the results of this section, it is clear that the students agreed that
they were influenced by past examination scores (c.f. Figure 6.12), yet a
decrease was observed in their perceptions of the influence of the
examination from 1994 to 1995.  Regarding ‘students’ attitudes towards the
influence of aspects of the public exam,’ no significant change was
observed. From the list of mean scores in this category, it can be seen that
motivation was clearly identified in relation to the influence of the
examinations on the students. The influences of the examinations will be
explored further in the following section.

Students’ attitudes towards aspects of public
examinations
This section–SQ Part Two: Section C–consisted of one category and 12
items. All categories were designed on a five-point Likert Scale, where five
= strongly agree and one = strongly disagree. This category was designed to
explore the students’ attitudes towards public examinations in relation to
teaching and learning in Hong Kong secondary schools. The objective of this
category was to investigate whether or not the new HKCEE would have an
influence on the students’ attitudes over the two years. Altogether there were
twelve statements. Two main themes about public examinations were
included in this category. One theme dealt with the impact of the
examinations on the students themselves, while the other theme dealt with the
impact of the examinations on the students’ learning processes and outcomes.
They were arranged according to the mean scores given by the students in
1994, in descending order. The following list provides a clear picture of
certain aspects of examination influences on students in Hong Kong
secondary schools. 

1994 1995
8. Examinations should NOT be used as the sole 

determiner of students’ grades* 3.9823 4.1500

11. All students work hard to achieve their best in public 
examinations 3.9764 3.9106

4. Examinations force students to study harder 3.7838 3.8045

2. Students’ learning is improved by practising mock 
exams 3.7474   3.8324 
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1. Students dislike examinations 3.6012 3.5278 

12. Examinations are one of the motivations for the 
student learning 3.5884 3.5000 

7. A student’s performance on an examination is a good 
indication of how well she or he will be able to apply 
what has been learned* 3.4806 3.2905

10. Mock examinations are important ways to learn 3.4210 3.5028 

3. Taking examinations is a valuable learning experience 3.3549 3.3833 

6. A student’s score on an examination is a good indication
of how well she or he has learned the material* 3.3482 2.9889

5. Examinations have an important effect on student 
self-image 3.3062 3.2849 

9. Students perform better in an exam situation than
in a normal teaching situation 3.0693 3.0335

The students’ attitudes towards three of the above statements changed
significantly over the two years. They were Items 6 and 7, which related to the
processes and outcomes of their learning, and Item 8, related to the impact of
the examinations on the students themselves (c.f. Table 6.8).

Table 6.8 Students’ attitudes towards public examinations 
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Variables Year      Cases Mean      SD         T-Value df 2-Tail Prob.

A student’s score on
an exam is a good
indication of how
well he or she has
learned the material
(SQ 2.11.6)

A student’s
performance on an
exam is a good
indication of how
well he or she will be
able to apply what
has been learned 
(SQ 2.11.7)

Exams should NOT
be used as the sole
determiner of
students’ grades 
(SQ 2.11.8)

1994

1995

1994

1995

1994

1995

850

180

851

179

849

180

3.3482

2.9889

3.4806

3.2905

3.9823

4.1500

1.169

1.196

1.131

1.158

1.024

1.000

3.73

2.04

-2.00

1028

1028

1027

.000

.042

.045



Figure 6.13 Students’ attitudes towards public examinations 

Table 6.8 and Figure 6.13 show that Items 6 and 7 changed in a
decreasing direction from 1994 to 1995. Comparing the two years, the
students did not seem to have strong feelings about the examination and its
scores, whereas perceptions of Item 8 ‘Examinations should not be used as
the sole determiner of students’ grades’ changed in an increasing direction
in the same period. More students believed in 1995 that examinations
should not be used as the sole determiner of students’ grades, showing a
healthier perception of examination practice in general. The above result
showed that less attention was focused on examinations over the two
years. 

The students perceived the remaining statements in a similar way over the
two years. All the statements were listed above according to the mean scores
from the student surveys. It can be seen that Item 8 produced the strongest
agreement among the students. This was, however, followed by Items 11 and
4 (‘All students work hard to achieve their best in public examinations,’ and
‘Examinations force students to study harder’ respectively). This reflected the
students’ mixed feelings about the examinations. On one hand, they did not
think examinations were an accurate reflection of all aspects of their study;
while on the other hand they were put in a position that they had to work hard
to achieve the best examination scores possible. This is an understandable
instrumental motivation for the students to learn English. Also, ambivalence
towards the examinations was further demonstrated by the following two
items: ‘Students dislike examinations’ (Item 1), but ‘Examinations are one of
the motivations for the student learning’ (Item 12). On the whole, it can be
seen from the mean scores (rated above three on a five-point Likert Scale) that
the students did have strong feelings about aspects of public examinations in
their school lives.
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Summary
Findings from the Student Questionnaire in this chapter respond to the
following main themes:

• students’ characteristics and their learning contexts
• students’ attitudes towards classroom teaching and learning activities
• students’ attitudes towards aspects of learning
• students’ attitudes towards the public examination.

Firstly, as for the students’ learning contexts, a significant difference can be
seen in the medium of instruction used in their lessons. More English was used
in the classroom in 1995 compared with 1994 (c.f. Figure 6.1), indicating an
increase in English language input in class. Also, in 1995 it can be observed
that students attended more private tutorials than in 1994, indicating an impact
of the new HKCEE on the students’ learning activities outside of class and
more attention being given to examination preparation. However, for the
category related to the frequency with which their teachers mentioned the
HKCEE, no change was observed over the year. Their teachers actually
mentioned the HKCEE less in 1995 than in 1994. 

Secondly, no obvious pattern was observed from their teacher talk in class
(c.f. Figure 6.4). According to students, there was a reduction in teacher talk
to the whole class and to groups from 1994 to 1995. But no significant
difference can be seen in the other two items such as ‘talking to individuals’
and ‘keeping silent.’ 

Regarding the students’ attitudes towards teaching activities inside and
outside class, there was a significant difference between the 1994 and 1995
surveys in all of the items under the category ‘Students’ Perceptions of Their
Teachers’ Teaching Activities in Class.’ Activities such as organizing
integrated language tasks, organizing group work and discussion, and
explaining mock exam papers increased from 1994 to 1995. These activities
are very closely related to the new HKCEE. Other more traditional and formal
teaching activities decreased between 1994 and 1995 (c.f. Figure 6.5). This
showed a direct washback effect on classroom activities from the students’
perspectives. 

Furthermore, many of the students’ learning activities in class (eight out of
10) changed significantly over the year. Activities such as speaking, carrying
out group discussion, and doing language games closely related to the new
HKCEE were carried out more in 1995 than in 1994. In contrast, activities
such as reading, writing, practising grammar items, learning vocabulary, and
doing mock exams were carried out less in 1995 than in 1994. Student
activities in English both inside and outside class showed a significant
difference. There was a considerable increase in carrying out group discussion
and pair work in 1995 compared to 1994. Moreover, students talked to their
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teachers and classmates more in English over the two years. All the above
results showed that there was a direct washback effect on the classroom
activities and the activities that students carried out inside and outside class. 

The third part of the results related to the students’ attitudes towards
learning also showed significant change over the two years. Students
perceived their English lessons to be more communicative and took part in
more pair work and discussion in 1995 than in 1994. However, the students
did not perceive their English lessons as being livelier than other subjects or
closer to real life, which was one of the intentions of the new HKCEE. As for
the students’ motivation for learning English, only three out of the nine aspects
changed significantly between 1994 and 1995. The aspects of motivation to
learn English that increased were ‘watching English movies’ and ‘listening to
English programmes,’ and ‘meeting requirements of society’ (c.f. Figure
6.10). In the case of the students’ preferred learning strategies, four out of the
11 items changed significantly over the year, yet in a decreasing direction (c.f.
Figure 6.11). The most preferred strategies according to the mean scores in
this category were those related to watching TV or videos in English, reading
newspapers and magazines in English, learning vocabulary, listening to radio
programmes in English, and doing exercises and homework. 

The last section of the findings was related to the students’ attitudes
towards aspects of public examinations. Only three out of the 12 items
changed significantly between 1994 and 1995. This aspect of the results
showed that the changes that made the new 1996 HKCEE a more integrated
and task-based examination did not change the way the students perceived the
public examination. In both years, the students showed mixed feelings about
the examination. On one hand, they really did not like examinations. On the
other hand, public examinations seemed to be one of their motivations to learn
English. Therefore, changing the examination formats into a more task-based
and integrated approach might have changed certain aspects of the students’
attitudes towards teaching and learning, but the changes did not change the
students’ attitudes towards the function of the public examinations. 
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Phase III – Teachers’ and
students’ actions and
reactions to the change

Introduction
This chapter reports the findings from classroom observations and teacher
interviews. This chapter complements the studies reported in Chapters 5 and
6 in answering the research questions. It will first emphasize the importance
of the research framework used, and then report the baseline study, which
consisted of baseline observations and interviews. Then it will report on the
case studies of three teachers through classroom observations. The main issues
in this phase of the study are related to the washback effect on:

• the English language curriculum within the Hong Kong context
• teaching materials used in schools
• teachers’ teaching behaviours 
• teachers’ beliefs about teaching and learning. 

The research investigated how a change in the HKCEE, a high-stakes
public examination, influenced classroom teaching. The investigation was
carried out in relation to the participants’ reactions in the local educational
context and, furthermore, to explore the effect of the change on aspects of
teachers’ attitudes, teaching content, and classroom interaction. This research
stressed ‘the importance of context, setting, and subjects’ frames of reference’
(Marshall & Rossman, 1989: 46). The methodology used in the study aimed
to capture the reality, variation, and complexity of changes in day-to-day
classroom practice within the research context. 

For this study, the recommendations of Erickson (1986) and Miles and
Huberman (1994) have been used. In order to understand actions and
practices, the researcher engaged directly in the local scene, spent sufficient
time to understand action in its specific social context, gained access to
participant meanings, and showed how these meanings-in-action evolved over
time. Without such a careful grounding in local cases, a more general
understanding was impossible. 
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Furthermore, Smith et al (1994) pointed out that the definitions of the
situation and the characteristics of pupils, teachers, curriculum, assessment,
and educational changes held by policy-makers can be shaped and translated
imperfectly by practitioners. Teachers and principals redefine and reinterpret
the messages about policy that they receive. They then act (adapt, teach, learn,
and evaluate) according to their own definitions of the situation (Blumer,
1986; Geisinger, 1994; Markee, 1993). For this study, in order to discover
whether the new 1996 HKCEE brought about the intended washback effects
on the teaching and learning in Hong Kong secondary schools, we have to
explore various interacting participants in the settings and how washback, as
a process, was occurring in the teaching and learning environment. 

The focus of this phase of study was on the classroom. This was followed
by the first two phases of the study, based on watching and asking in Phase I
and by the two surveys with teachers and students in Phase II. The research
question answered in this phase of study was:

• what was the nature and scope of the washback effect on teachers’ 
behaviours as a result of the new examination? 

Teachers’ behaviours are operationally defined as what teachers (together
with students) do in the classroom. Teachers’ behaviours in the classroom
were studied in relation to the following areas:

• teachers’ medium of instruction, teacher talk, teaching activities
• teaching materials, aspects of lesson planning
• assessment and evaluation in relation to their teaching.

The above aspects were also studied through two comparative surveys.
Teachers’ classroom behaviours were further studied through detailed
classroom observation in terms of activity types, practice opportunities,
teacher and student talk, and interaction patterns. 

As mentioned above, classroom observation is defined as the systematic,
purposeful recording of interactions and events in the classroom (see
Allwright & Bailey, 1991; Chaudron, 1988; van Lier, 1988). The observations
in this study involved audio-taping, video-taping, taking field notes, and using
a coding scheme. There were two stages of observations, the baseline and the
main study. 

Baseline study
The process of exploring the influence of this change in the public
examination took more than three years. Due to the nature of the
investigation–a study of change in teaching and learning over a period of
time–this study consisted of three research phases. Four major research tools
were employed through the various phases of the investigation. In Phase III of
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the study, classroom observations and interviews were mainly employed. The
following two sections will report findings from the baseline interviews and
the classroom observations. As discussed earlier and mentioned above, the
purpose of the baseline study was to get a ‘feel’ for the research context and
to focus the research questions. Both the interviews and the baseline study
were carried out in the 1994 –1995 academic year when the new 1996 HKCEE
was first being put into the teaching and learning in Hong Kong secondary
schools. 

Baseline interviews
This section reports findings from the initial interviews carried out in the
schools. The interviews were to investigate the decision-making process in
relation to English language teaching in schools. The interviews focused on
the decisions made about two aspects of teaching: materials and teaching
arrangements. The interview data was all transcribed and categorized, and
analysed into major themes related to the above two aspects of teaching. 

Due to the nature of change in teaching over time and the choice of
methodology used in this study, interviews at the school level were carried
out with five panel chairs, who were responsible for making important
decisions about aspects of teaching in their schools. Therefore, this part of the
data showed what changes occurred as a result of the change to the HKCEE
and how and why those decisions were made. All names in this study are
pseudonyms. They were given to the participants instead of letters and
numbers for both interview and observation to provide a human touch to the
study. Table 7.1 shows details of the interviews carried out to investigate the
strategies the schools used in the context of the new 1996 HKCEE. Table 7.2
summarizes the findings from the above interviews. 

Table 7.1 Interviews with five panel chairs in Hong Kong 
secondary schools

The findings showed that when the new 1996 HKCEE was first introduced,
the schools changed their textbooks and included test format preparation as
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Informant       Date and time                    Method Purpose

1. Michael

2. Sherry

3. Sally

4. Patrick

5. Cindy

03/11/94  20:30-21:00

24/10/94  14:45-15:30

15/04/94  12:30-13:30

05/01/95  14:00-15:00

09/11/94  11:30-12:30

To collect data on
actions taken by schools
to tackle the
examination syllabus
change

Telephone (taped)

Field notes

Face to face (taped)

Face to face (taped)

Telephone (field notes)



part of their teaching activities. The findings also showed who in the schools
decided which textbooks would be used and who made the decision about
teaching arrangements. It can be seen that all five schools selected revised
textbooks and arranged for students to take practice tests for the new 1996
HKCEE. The situation varied among the schools as to who decided on
changing the textbook, who decided on which textbook to be used, and who
decided on teaching arrangements. As for the textbook change, decisions are
made by panel chairs, teachers, and, in one school, by the principal. Regarding
which textbooks would be used for teaching, teachers in those five schools
seemed to have much say in this matter.

Michael, one of the panel chairs interviewed, emphasized the importance of
teachers’ decisions in this respect. He commented that, ‘if teachers don’t like the
textbook they are using, they won’t enjoy teaching.’ It can be seen from the
findings above that the arrangement of teaching at the decision-making level,
such as those in Table 7.2, varied according to the organizational culture of the
different schools. Despite the different situations in the schools, it was found that
all these schools had already been involved with a series of changes in response
to the new 1996 HKCEE at the beginning of the 1994–1995 academic year.

In talking about the new HKCEE, another panel chair, Sherry, emphasized
that: 

In terms of washback of the exam, lesson plans and textbooks will
certainly change. But my teaching methodology won’t change, as it rather
depends on my belief in language teaching and my past teaching
experience, which play an important role in our teachers’ choice of how to
teach, and which is better for our students in actual classroom settings. I
am not sure about the exam change at the moment.
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Textbooks Test format Who decided Who decided Who decided
changed? practices in to change which textbook on teaching

teaching? textbooks? to use? arrangements?

Michael

Sherry

Sally

Patrick

Cindy

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Panel chair

Teachers together

Teachers together

Panel chair

Principal

Teachers together

Teachers together

Teachers together

Form co-ordinator

Form co-ordinator

Form co-ordinator1

Panel chair

Panel chair

Individual teachers

Panel chair

1. A form co-ordinator is a group leader. He or she is in charge of a group of teachers of English teaching at
certain levels, for example F1-3, F4-5 or F6-7 levels.

Table 7.2 Interviews regarding textbooks and teaching 
arrangements under the 1996 HKCEE



Another interesting point that Sally mentioned was that the first thing the
new F4 students in her school (the first cohort to sit for the new HKCEE) did
was to sit for the sample papers of the new 1996 HKCEE, which was the
students’ goal by the end of F5. The main reason she gave to justify this
practice was that students would keep asking teachers about the new exam
anyway. So, it would be ‘efficient’ to let them experience it at the beginning
of their two year study (F4 to F5). By taking the exam then, students could
measure their progress during the two year period between F4 and F5. It can
be seen from the above interviews that the new 1996 HKCEE had brought
about certain changes in teaching, even if the changes seemed to be cosmetic.
There was a need to investigate various aspects of the classroom in depth to
identify the nature of the changes. 

Baseline classroom observations
The researcher visited nine Hong Kong schools (23 lessons observed) as part
of the preliminary classroom investigation, which was carried out between
November 1994 and February 1995. Nine teachers participated in the baseline
study. The main study was carried out between November 1994 and February
1995 (the first round), and between November 1994 and February 1996 (the
second round). The first and second rounds were used for comparing the same
teacher’s teaching style and methods under the old and new HKCEE.  Three
out of the nine teachers in the baseline study participated in the main study,
which will be reported in later sections of this chapter. 

This section reports on six teachers who took part in the preliminary study
(the first round of observations; c.f. Table 7.3). Different types of schools were
selected initially for the baseline study based on levels of student proficiency,
regional locations, religious affiliation, and education mode as in the survey
studies. The main reasons behind the choice of different types of schools was
that it was not clear at that time how washback would occur in schools, and
whether teachers in different types of schools (schools consisting of students
of higher or lower levels of proficiency) would react to the examination
change differently. Studies in these areas have been well documented (see
Dorr-Bremme & Herman, 1983; Fish, 1988; Fullan, 1993; Fullan with
Stiegelbauer, 1991; Herman & Golan, 1991; McDonnell et al, 1990). Herman
and Golan (1991) pointed out that schools serving disadvantaged students are
thought to be particularly at risk of adverse effects of public examinations
such as trivializing the learning and instructional process, distorting curricula,
and usurping valuable instructional time. Therefore, it seemed to be
appropriate to observe teachers from different types of schools for the baseline
study.

Level of student proficiency is determined mainly through the banding
system by Hong Kong’s Secondary School Place Allocation System (SSPA).
Band 1 schools have students with the highest proficiency and Band 5 the
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lowest (c.f. Table 7.3 for banding information). Schools at different locations
were also explored. Hong Kong secondary schools are divided into 16
educational administrative ‘nets’ (districts) in three major geographical
locations: Hong Kong Island, Kowloon, and the New Territories. Historically,
the best schools tend to be located on Hong Kong Island and the Kowloon
peninsula rather than in the New Territories. The religious affiliations of
schools are also reflected in the school curriculum (school subjects) and
through student morning assembly. Students are required to follow certain
prayers at the beginning of every school day. Schools in Hong Kong are also
categorized into boys’, girls’, or co-ed schools. 

It was found through the baseline study that the differences among
schools were not as pronounced as the differences among teachers. The
findings of the baseline study were identical with research studies that
concentrated on teachers (Katz, 1996; Harrison, 1996; Freeman, 1996).
Since the schools’ characteristics were not significant for this study, the
schools were, therefore, simply categorized as No. 1 to No. 6 in the findings.
Consequently, this study focused more on aspects of the teachers rather than
that of schools. The teachers’ names used in the findings are pseudonyms
(c.f. Table 7.3).

Table 7.3 The baseline study of six schools (15 lessons) in 
Hong Kong secondary schools
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School Teacher Date and Duration Method Form Modality Material

1
(Band 2-3)

2
(Band 3-4)

3
(Band 3-4)

4
(Band 1)

5
(Band 3-4)

6
(Band 1)

Lynette

Yvonne

Mary 

Sue

Bill

Jane

07/12/94  09:50-11:10 
07/12/94  11:25-12:45
28/11/94  11:25-12:45
28/11/94  13:35-15:10

14/11/94  08:10-09:20
14/11/94  09:55-11:10

05/12/94  11:15-12:45
04/01/95  11:15-12:45
28/02/95  08:25-09:45

22/11/94  08:45-09:55

01/12/94  10:55-12:15

12/12/94  08:30-09:10
12/12/94  09:10-10:30
20/12/94  08:30-09:10
20/12/94  09:10-10:30

Audio
Audio
Audio
Audio

Audio
Audio

Audio
Video
Audio

Audio

Audio

Video
Video
Video
Video

F5
F4
F4
F5

F4
F5

F5
F5
F4

F5

F4

F4
F5
F5
F4

W & O
Integrated
L & O
Listening

Oral
Oral

R & O
R & W
Reading

Oral

Oral 

Oral 
Reading
Listening
Listening

Essay & Picture talk 
New Effective Eng. 
New Steps & Skills
New Steps & Skills

English 2000
Oxford Certificate Eng. 

Reading & Dialogue
Supplementary
Supplementary

Newspaper clippings

Authentic materials 

New Effective Eng.
Supplementary
Authentic
New Steps & Skills



Besides the choices of teachers in different types of schools for
observations, another key purpose of the baseline study was to explore the
aspects of teaching and learning within the schools in which areas of
washback intensity–the degree of washback effect in an area or a number of
areas of teaching and learning affected by an examination–could be detected.
Therefore, lessons at both the F4 and F5 levels were observed. Information
about the modality and the materials used in these lessons was obtained
mainly from the teachers’ lesson plans and from their Schemes of Work, an
overall teaching plan for the whole academic year in Hong Kong secondary
schools. The recording methods of the baseline study were either audio-taping
or video-taping. Lessons at various hours during the school day were
observed. 

The findings from the baseline observations enhanced the understanding of
the washback phenomena in Hong Kong secondary schools. They also refined
the observation instrument. Two types of changes were observed. One area
was in the revised teaching materials for the new 1996 HKCEE. By the time
the new examination was put into teaching in Hong Kong secondary schools
in the 1994–1995 academic year, nearly every school had changed their
textbooks. The other area was the specific language activities teachers
employed in their teaching, such as reading aloud. For example, for the F5
students under the old HKCEE, the examination required that they
demonstrated their ability to read aloud a dialogue. Teachers were observed to
teach their students in the method that was required by the examination. Many
reading aloud activities were carried out. Under the new HKCEE, where
reading aloud was replaced by role play and group discussion, F4 teachers
were no longer observed to teach reading aloud, and more time was spent on
activities such as role play and group discussion. However, no obvious
changes in classroom interaction patterns were observed during the baseline
observations. Also, observations were only undertaken between F5 classes
studying towards the old HKCEE and F4 classes under the new HKCEE. The
teaching of F5 and F4 had a different focus according to teachers in the study.
The data in the main study would provide a close comparison of both F5
classes under the old and the new syllabus. 

The following section will report an example from teacher Jane’s lessons as
her lessons were video recorded, the same recording method used in the main
study. This example serves an illustrative purpose for the baseline study as
well as guiding the main study. 

Jane was pursuing an M.Ed. degree in one of the tertiary institutes in Hong
Kong during the time of the study. She was in her 30s with eight years of
English teaching experience in schools. The school where she was teaching
was a Band 1-2 boys’ school, which meant the school had an intake of among
the highest proficiency of students. Students in her F5 class were very
energetic and highly motivated. For the whole F5 year of teaching, she did not
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use any of the textbooks or practice books, which was an unusual break from
the norm. 

Generally F5 students in Hong Kong secondary schools are not required to
buy mainstream textbooks recommended by the Education Department,
although F1 to F4 students are required to do so. F5 students are instead
required to buy practice books that are designed for examination preparation.
Mainstream textbooks in Hong Kong schools are usually printed in colour.
Therefore, it takes a long time for these textbooks to be published. Practice
books, which can be black and white, are designed according to the formats of
the HKCEE. They can be easily and quickly revised. Each unit of such
practice books is divided into five papers for the old HKCEE and four papers
for the new HKCEE. Teachers teach their F5 students according to the
HKCEE format over the whole academic year. The majority of the teaching is
arranged according to the above pattern. All six teachers in the baseline study
followed the same pattern in terms of textbook use. 

Jane’s F5 classes under the old syllabus and F4 classes under the new
syllabus were observed and videotaped on December 20, 1995. Both lessons
focused on listening. The lessons were analysed initially by the researcher and
then together with Jane for validity purposes. General agreement was achieved
on the categories described in Figures 7.1 and 7.2. The segments of activities
in the lessons were clear to both Jane and the researcher. All of the baseline
observations were carried out in 1994 or early 1995, prior to the main study.
Therefore, only F5 classes under the old HKCEE and F4 classes under the new
HKCEE could be observed. The main study consequently consisted of
comparative data from F5 lessons under the old syllabus and F4 and F5
lessons under the new syllabus. The following figures illustrate the findings
from the F5 and F4 listening lesson conducted by Jane.

Figure 7.1 Jane’s F5 lesson
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F5 lesson (a 35-minute lesson)

Materials:

Type: Written

Source: School newspaper

Participant organization:

1. (57%) 20 min. –  Whole class activities

5 min. out of 20 min. – Teacher talking to students 

15 min. out of 20 min. – Students talking amongst themselves

2. (28%) 10 min. – Group work

3. (14%) 5 min. –  Student individual work



Figure 7.2 Jane’s F4 lesson

In observing the two listening lessons that Jane carried out on the same
morning, one F5 lesson under the old syllabus and one F4 under the new
syllabus, it was found that she spent more time (71%) for whole class activities
in her F4 lesson under the new syllabus, than her F5 lesson (57%) under the
old syllabus. Also, her F5 lessons were much livelier in terms of shared
laughter and more frequent interaction between the teacher and the students
(c.f. Figure 7.1). However, managing the F4 class took much more effort on
her part. Some students fell asleep, and some refused to participate. She
commented that one of the major reasons was her familiarity with the F5
students and their respective proficiency level. Her F5 class had been with her
for almost two years. They liked her teaching style and were always willing to
participate in class activities. Her F4 class had only been with her for a couple
of months. The class proficiency level was much lower compared with her F5
class, and the students were not yet motivated. They could not reconcile her
way of teaching. However, she pointed out that if she carried on teaching this
F4 class continuously as she did with her F5 class, eventually the students
would be comfortable with her way of teaching. 

The following transcription illustrates the interaction pattern of Jane’s F5
lesson:  
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F4 lesson (a 70-minute lesson) 

Materials:

Type: Audio (listening to a recording)

Source: Textbook  

Participant organization:

1. (71%) 50  min. – Whole class activities 

9 min. –   Teacher giving instructions before the listening exercises

25 min. – Teacher asking students to listen to the tape, then checking the
answers and explaining the answers as well as any language 
points to students 

4 min. –   Teacher giving instruction for group work activity

12 min. – Students talking amongst themselves

2. (14%) 10 min. – Group work

3. (14%) 10 min. – Student individual work

7 min. –   Students listen to the tape

3 min. –   Students preparing before the lesson



Figure 7.3  An excerpt from Jane’s F5 lesson
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Jane’s F5 class at her school 

One student, Bill, was presenting the results of his group’s work in front of the class.

Bill: The standard of discipline in Sing Yin is very well. 
(Many students said ‘very good’).

Teacher: Very good. What? What is very good?

Bill: Very good. Why? It is good.
(The whole class laughs)

Teacher: Would James (of the same group) elaborate this point?

James: (Shakes his head)

Teacher: It is his opinion, not your opinion.

James: No. I don’t know why.

Teacher: Do any groups know why? Group Two.
(One student from Group Two spoke up)

Student from 
Group Two: There is no violence in Sing Yin.

Teacher: There is no violence in Sing Yin. What do you mean by ‘violence’?

Student from  
Group Two: Fighting, er, speaking foul language.

Teacher: Good, very good. No one speaks foul language in Sing Yin. Sorry Bill. Please 
continue.

Bill: And students are good examples for other students to follow.

Teacher: Why?

Bill: Because... Yeah, My team member will elaborate.
(The whole class laughs.)

Teacher: Which team member will elaborate?

Bill: You choose either one.

T: OK. Dawson first. Dawson.

Dawson:....

Bill: No.5 (Discussion question No.5) Why so some students explain that some
‘perfects’ are always picking on them? And I don’t know.
(Laughter)

Teacher: Does anyone know? Please ask someone who knows.

Bill: Is there anybody volunteer?

Teacher: Please choose a volunteer?

Bill: William.

William: There is no exact answer.

Teacher: There is no exact answer.

William: Er, I think that the students are in fact naughty. And they don’t think about 
their mistakes. So when some ‘perfects’ punish them, they feel unfair...

Teacher: Actually it is the students who made the mistake. What do you think, Bill?

Bill: I don’t know.

Teacher: What do you think, Albert? Do you agree with William?

Albert: Yes.



By comparing Jane’s two lessons, one under the old HKCEE and one under
the new HKCEE, it can be seen that the actual teaching situation was far more
complex than the research assumptions. For example, the students’ varying
levels of proficiency that teachers face between classes leads to different
classroom activities and teacher-student interaction. Also, even if there were
no particular change observed in the early stages of the implementation of the
new 1996 HKCEE, it does not preclude changes in the second year when this
batch of F4 would advance to F5. 

In order to minimize the differences in observation to make the teaching
more comparable, only F5 classes in 1994 and 1995 were used for the main
study. Furthermore, the findings from the baseline observations enabled in-
depth understanding of the classroom settings. The analysis of the data in this
baseline study further refined the observation instrument for the main study. 

Main study
The main study began after the first round of classroom observations had been
completed in 1994. It focused on selected aspects of classroom teaching.
Aspects of learning were selected and studied when they were highly related
to classroom interaction. The main study was carried out within the first two
years of the new 1996 HKCEE being introduced into Hong Kong schools
(from late 1994 to late 1995). Two kinds of classes were observed: F5 classes
under the old HKCEE, and F5 classes under the new HKCEE. Classroom
observations were designed to observe the same teachers in the same schools
teaching the same forms of students over the two year period.

Teacher participants
Based on the above methodological considerations, the following criteria were
used for identifying potential teachers who were teaching F5 classes both in
1994 and 1995 for the observation study:

• teachers who were willing to let the researcher observe their teaching
• teachers who agreed to have their lessons video-recorded
• teachers who were willing to encourage their students to ignore the video

camera
• school administrators (principals and panel chairs) who had a positive

attitude towards observations.

In total, nine teachers participated in the baseline and the main study.
Findings from six out of the nine teachers were reported in the baseline
study. Only three teachers out of the nine finally participated in the main
study according to the criteria listed above. They were all female teachers.
Efforts were made to include both male and female teachers in order to have
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a balanced representation, but none of the male teachers who were
approached in the baseline study agreed to be observed for the second round
in 1995. They gave various reasons for not wishing to be observed such as
a ‘heavy teaching workload’ and ‘difficulty in arranging the observation
schedule’. The three female teachers who participated in the main study
were willing and co-operative. In addition, the researcher tried to make this
study beneficial to both parties. For example, two of the teachers made use
of the video-taped lessons for their own teaching purposes. In this sense, the
three teachers were willing participants. It should be noted that they were
observed in this study to provide three detailed cases of teachers of English
in Hong Kong secondary schools for an illustrative purpose, not for the
purpose of generalization to other teachers in Hong Kong secondary
schools. 

The following is a brief introduction of each of the three teachers in the
main study. For simplicity, and in order to provide a more human touch to the
research, Ada, Betty, and Cathy are pseudonyms given to these three teachers.
The information was supplied by the three teachers. 

Ada was a university graduate of English literature and Chinese language.
She started teaching English as a Second Language (ESL) in 1989. She wanted
to incorporate both her English and Chinese language skills background into
her teaching. She had been teaching in the same school for more than six years
at the time of this study. During that time, she had not only taught English at
every level from F1 to F7, but also lower form Geography and History.

After her first year of teaching, she applied to and was accepted by the
University of Hong Kong to study (part-time) for the Postgraduate Certificate
in Education (P.C.Ed.) as an English language major and an English literature
minor. She realized that further training would be useful because she needed
to become familiar with the Hong Kong educational system and with ESL
teaching. The P.C.Ed. course not only facilitated teacher training, but also
stimulated her research interests and potential in teaching. Her goal as an ESL
teacher was to make English a living, functioning part of the students’ learning
experience, not simply a subject to be introduced and implemented, using
innovative activities and approaches. She became interested in further
postgraduate study and research in order to understand the present teaching
situation and to be able to improve it.

Betty graduated with a Bachelor of Science degree, majoring in Chemistry.
She is fluent in many Chinese dialects, such as Hokkien, Cantonese, and
Mandarin. She started to teach English in the early 1990s in a Chinese school.
She felt very comfortable and safe in the school environment and being a
teacher came to her very naturally. She decided that teaching was suitable for
her. She moved into her current school in 1993, where the principal
encouraged her to begin the P.C. Ed. course. During that time, she also worked
as the acting panel chair of the English Department. During her P.C.Ed. course
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at the University of Hong Kong, she met many teachers from different schools
and enjoyed sharing their experiences as teachers. She emphasized that the
teacher education course enhanced her teaching skills and developed her
freedom to be creative. Most importantly, she gained more confidence in her
own teaching and also made many friends who supported each other in
teaching. 

Betty was the panel chair of her school’s English Department. She
explained that she was very lucky to have co-operative and caring colleagues
whom she could rely on, and an encouraging and supportive school principal.
Teaching in her school was challenging and satisfying for her. The objectives
of her teaching were to improve the quality of human life through education.
Although she believed that every person had the ability to learn, it was quite
difficult to teach English in Hong Kong. She reported that her students were
very weak (her school was a low band school). She commented that students
in Hong Kong were very stressed, as English was their ‘examination’
language. Moreover, they were not proficient in it. Their lack of exposure to
English and opportunity to use the language limited their motivation and
encouragement to learn the subject. She felt that English teachers nowadays
needed to create more innovative teaching methods and learn how to
maintain students’ interest. 

Cathy graduated with a Bachelor of English Language and Literature
degree in 1991. She obtained her P.C.Ed. in 1995. Being a teacher was her
dream, and she thought teaching suited her personality. She liked children and
loved to talk to them as well. She started to teach English part-time even when
she was an undergraduate. She explained that she wanted to be the one who
was in control of her work. As a teacher, she believed she could achieve that
control. She could plan her own schedule, teach different things to different
students, and control the things she gives to her students. 

She believed that nothing could replace the role of the teacher. Teachers
should be facilitators. They should not tell students everything. Instead they
should show students how to do self-study and help them to realize that
learning can be fun. She thought teacher development was very important.
Teachers needed to re-train themselves in order to provide students with what
they needed. She commented that ‘the world is so dynamic. If we don’t
change, we will be left behind and become out-dated.’ She also commented
that English language teaching in Hong Kong was very important. Teachers of
English were essential in Hong Kong secondary schools. However, it was very
difficult to teach English in Hong Kong. The current cohorts of secondary
students were becoming more passive and dependent on their teachers.
Students’ standard of English seemed to be declining. She was also not sure
about the way that English was taught. Should English be taught through
English? She seemed to believe that it should not be, convinced by her success
in learning English and German through Chinese.
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Classroom observation scheme

The following section re-emphasizes the classroom observation scheme and
the rationale behind it. Findings will be reported in the next section. 

Rationale behind the observation scheme

After the initial school visits and baseline classroom observations of 23
lessons, detailed procedures for the classroom observations and an
observation scheme were decided upon. Four 70-minute lessons of the
selected three teachers were observed in 1994 and 1995 respectively by
the researcher. Most observations took place in the winter term when a
long and constant stretch of teaching2 was under way. During those
observations, a video camera was set up before each lesson in one corner
of the classroom facing the students. The researcher sat at the back of the
classroom and made notes as the lessons went along. The following
research assumptions were made about the washback effect of the new
1996 HKCEE on classroom teaching (see Chapter One for a comparison
of the two HKCEEs). Compared to teaching under the old HKCEE in
1994:

• the teacher will assign more practice opportunities to students
• the teacher will assign more class time to student activities such as role

play and group discussion
• the teacher will talk less
• the students will talk more
• the teacher will use more authentic materials from real-life sources.

The observation scheme

As discussed in Chapter 3, the observation scheme was designed based on the
analysis of the data from the baseline study mentioned above, and Part A of
the ‘Communicative Orientation of Language Teaching’ (COLT) category
definitions (Frohlich, Spada, & Allen, 1985: 53-56) (c.f. Table 7.4). The
following five categories were designed to describe classroom activities in
order to investigate such aspects as to whether the lesson was student-centred
or teacher-centred, how many learning opportunities were provided, and what
pedagogical materials teachers used in teaching, e.g. real life materials, main
textbooks, or practice exam papers:

1. Time: How is time segmented within the lesson as a percentage of class
time?
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2. The HKCEE takes place in May every year. Intensive exam practices normally start as early as February
each year. All observations were carried out before the start of such exam practices.



2. Participant organization: Who is holding the floor/talking during the 
segments of the lesson as a percentage of class time? 

3. Activity type: What teaching and learning is realized through various
activities as a percentage of class time?

4. Content: What are the teacher and the students talking, reading, or writing
about, or what are they listening to? 

5. Material used: What types and purposes of teaching materials were
involved?

The above observation scheme combines the methods of real time notes and
transcription of video-taped episodes of classroom activities at the level of
verbal interaction between teachers and students in order to obtain both a
general and a specific picture of the lessons observed. They were essential to
help to explain in detail the classroom interactions and discourse. Allwright
(1984: 156) sees interaction as ‘the fundamental fact of classroom pedagogy’
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R1 R2 *R3 *R4 Interaction Turn R5

Time Participant organization Activity Activity Material Used

Type Content  

Group Individual Choral   Teacher  Students  Type Purpose

T S L I A I  A  W A V P S N 

to to 

S/C S/C

Table 7.4 Classroom observation scheme for the main study

Note: There are five research questions explored in this observation scheme (see Chapter Three and Chapter

Seven for details). R3 and R4 are not predetermined, yet guided by the theoretical framework discussed in

Chapter Three Part Three. The category of interaction together with turn analysis in this scheme was adopted

from The Interaction Analysis System (Flanders, 1970) and Allwright and Bailey (1991). Detailed analysis of

some episodes of the activity type and content was also conducted. The data was reported together with R3 and

R4 in Chapter Seven.



because ‘everything that happens in the classroom happens through a process
of living person-to-person interaction.’ This scheme led the researcher to
observe and describe the interactions that took place in the classrooms in order
to understand how learning opportunities were created in the context of the
new 1996 HKCEE. The analytical method is a post-hoc analysis of video-taped
recordings. Allwright and Bailey (1991) pointed out that classroom discourse
mediates between pedagogic decision-making and the outcomes of language
instruction. Teachers make choices in their lesson planning with regard to what
to teach (syllabus), how to teach (method), and perhaps also the nature of the
social relationships they want to encourage (atmosphere). When acted on, their
plans result in ‘classroom interaction.’ The resulting interaction is not entirely
planned in advance, but rather is ‘co-produced’ with the learners.

Observation scale

This section introduces the scale that was used in the classroom observations
in the main study. Data was analysed according to the five categories of the
observation scheme above, and detailed recordings were made of episodes that
occurred during the lessons. A process analysis of the five categories
illustrated any differences among the lessons at the level of practice
opportunities, in terms of how the lessons were segmented regarding
interaction patterns, the nature of teacher talk, activity types and content, and
the use of teaching materials. The analysis involved calculating the amount of
time that the teachers and students spent in each of the five categories of the
observation scheme. This was followed by an analysis of the classroom
interaction patterns and in-depth interviews with those teachers, which
enabled the researcher to explore in more detail the rationale behind the actual
lessons. These findings would lead to an investigation of the teachings in the
context of the new 1996 HKCEE. 

The following table 7.5 shows the number of lessons observed by the three
teachers both in 1994 under the old HKCEE, and in 1995 under the new
HKCEE. 

Table 7.5 Numbers of F5 and F4 lessons observed in both 
1994 and 1995
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1994 (old HKCEE) 1995 (new HKCEE) Total 

F5 lessons F4 lessons F5 lessons Total lessons observed

Ada 4 5 6 15

Betty 2 2 4 8

Cathy 2 2 4 8

Total 8 9 14 31



The classroom observations comprised 31 lessons in total. 15 lessons were
observed with Ada, and eight lessons each with Betty and Cathy. After
analysing all 31 lessons, the researcher discovered that there were further
differences observed between the F4 and F5 levels in both years. This was
mainly due to the difference in language proficiency between students in F4
and F5. According to the three teachers, this led to different lesson planning
and textbook materials for the two cohorts. Therefore, attention was given
only to the F5 classes in both years of the study when the teachers were
teaching the same forms (F5 students) under the old and new HKCEE.
Therefore, findings (c.f. Table 7.6 below) are reported from only F5 classes
over the two years.

Table 7.6 Numbers of F5 lessons observed in both 1994 and 1995

The classroom observation data consisted of 22 lessons in total; eight F5
lessons under the old syllabus and 14 F5 lessons under the new syllabus. Ten
lessons were observed for Ada. Six lessons each were observed for Betty and
Cathy. 

Classroom observation outcomes
The following section reports the findings from the three teachers in the main
study. This section discusses whether or not the new 1996 HKCEE brought
about any changes in classroom teaching as intended by the HKEA.

Participant organization
The following three figures illustrate the interaction patterns of the lessons with
Ada, Betty, and Cathy teaching F5 classes under the old and the new HKCEE.
Differences in interaction patterns in those lessons were observed through
‘participant organization,’ which is a parameter describing basic patterns of
organization for classroom interactions (Allen, Frohlich, & Spada, 1984). 

Three basic aspects were observed: (a) Is the teacher working with the
whole class or not? (b) Are students divided into groups or are they engaged
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1994 (old HKCEE) 1995 (new HKCEE) Total 

F5 lessons F5 lessons Total lessons observed

Ada 4 6 10

Betty 2 4 6

Cathy 2 4 6

Total 8 14 22



in individual work? (c) If they are engaged in group work, how is it organized?
They are represented in the table as:

• T to Student/Class (teacher to students or class as a whole, e.g. in the case
of lecturing)

• S to Student/Class (students to students or class as a whole, e.g. in the
case of oral presentations)

• Group work (students are working on a certain task in groups of two or
more)

• Individual (individual work, e.g. on exercises or listening). 

‘Choral’ in the figures below refers to the whole class repeating a phrase
provided by the textbook or the teacher. Differences between the two years
can be seen from the figures. 

Figure 7.4 Participant organization of lessons with Ada

A general pattern of classroom interaction was observed from the
comparative analysis of Ada’s lessons in the two different years. There was
not much difference in the percentage of class time during which Ada talked
to the whole class. However, differences were observed in student talk. There
was an increase in student talk from 10% in 1994 to 12% in 1995. An increase
in group work was also observed, from 22% in 1994 to 26% in 1995. It was
seen that although teacher talk in terms of class time remained approximately
the same, there were increases both in student talk and group work as a
percentage of class time. Furthermore, individual work, comparatively,
decreased from 8% in 1994 to 1% in 1995. For Ada, no choral work was used
either in the 1994 or 1995 classes that were observed. 

By looking at the findings from Betty’s lessons in the two different years,
it was seen that teacher talk as a percentage of class time increased from 41%
in 1994 to 56% in 1995. She actually talked to the whole class more in 1995
than she did in 1994. No changes were observed in student talk. However,
there was more group work in 1995 (18% of the class time observed) than in
1994 (15%). A slight decrease in class time spent on individual work was
observed from 1994 (15%) to 1995 (13%). The most dramatic change
observed was in the amount of choral work in Betty’s lessons over the two
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Percentage of lesson time Total

Whole class Group Individual Choral

T to S/C S to S/C

1994 (old) 60 10 22 8 0 100%

1995 (new) 61 12 26 1 0 100%



years. There was a sharp decrease in choral work, from 21% in 1994 to 5% in
1995. The rationale for her use of more choral work in 1994 was that it was
the format for the oral exam of the old HKCEE. She said she believed in
teaching students in the same way as the exam format. As students were
required to perform choral work by the end of their study in 1994, they
needed to get familiar with the format. One of her aims and objectives in
teaching F5 students was preparing them for the HKCEE. However, as choral
work was not a format required by the new HKCEE, her use of the activity
decreased.

The findings from Cathy’s lessons showed that she talked less in 1995
(68%) compared with 1994 (86%). No student talk, i.e. student(s) talking (or
reading aloud) to other students or student(s) speaking to the whole class at the
class level, was observed in her lessons in either 1994 or 1995. Note that this
category of activities was treated differently from group work. In group work,
students were involved in discussion (multi-levels/parties’ communication) or
in conducting a group task.   

Figure 7.6 Participant organization of lessons with Cathy

A slight increase was found in group work, from 5% in 1994 to 7% in 1995.
However, it was found that much more individual work was assigned in 1995
(25%) than in 1994 (9%). The rationale behind the increase in individual
work, according to detailed observations over the year and based on
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Percentage of lesson time Total

Whole class Group Individual Choral

T to S/C S to S/C

1994 (old) 41 8 15 15 21 100%

1995 (new) 56 8 18 13 5 100%

Percentage of lesson time Total

Whole class Group Individual Choral

T to S/C S to S/C

1994 (old) 86 0 5 9 0 100%

1995 (new) 68 0 7 25 0 100%

Figure 7.5 Participant organization of lessons with Betty



interviews with Cathy, was the time spent on certain listening activities in
class. The increase, however, indicated a direct washback from the new
HKCEE, as the new exam format in Paper III: Integrated Listening, Reading,
and Writing stressed an integrated and task-based approach in the four skills.
Therefore, textbook writers designed such activities in the revised textbooks,
but there were fewer such activities in the old F5 textbooks. Another finding
from the above figure was that Cathy, like Ada, never used choral work in her
teaching–not in any of the lessons observed during 1994 to 1995. When they
were asked about choral work, they seemed to have the same comment. They
did not believe that it was a good teaching method. Even though it was
required in the old HKCEE exam, they said that students could practise choral
work after class. Cathy mentioned that she used to assign such homework for
her students. 

An overall increase in group work was seen in all three teachers’ classes in
1995 compared with 1994, though the increase varied from teacher to teacher.
This suggested a washback effect of the new HKCEE, as group work is
required for its oral exam. Paper IV: Oral, consists of role play and group
discussion whereas the old exam format consisted of Reading, Dialogue, and
Conversation. From this point of view, changing the formats of the exam
seems to have had an impact at this level on classroom teaching. This type of
effect on classroom teaching was also observed in Betty’s lessons in 1994 and
1995. There was a sharp decrease in her use of choral work in 1995, as choral
work was required for the old HKCEE but not the new one. However, the
nature of teacher and student talk, as a percentage of class time, did not show
much difference. It seemed that the teachers still dominated most of the
classroom interaction and that teacher talk was the predominate move in their
classroom.  

Activity types and content as a percentage of class time
The purpose of looking at activity type in classroom teaching is to explore
what kinds of teaching and learning are realized through various activities as
a percentage of class time. By investigating the content of those activities
carried out in the classroom, we can explore the subject matter of the
activities–what are the teachers and the students talking, reading, or writing
about, or what they are listening to? 

After each lesson was segmented and participant organization of classroom
interaction patterns were analysed, it would then be possible to look more
closely at the activity types carried out according to the segments analysed.
Activity types were grouped into teacher activities, teacher and student
activities carried out together, and student activities. Each activity was
classified, such as discussion, drill, or singing. Frequently, activities consisted
of two or more episodes as mentioned earlier. This section will report the
above three activities as a percentage of class time. Episodes during certain
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activities will be reported in the next section, when excerpts of transcriptions
are analysed. 

Findings related to the content will be reported in this section only as a
percentage of class time. Whether the content of a particular activity was
management (classroom procedures or disciplinary routines) or language input
(form, function or discourse) will be analysed in a later section when detailed
analysis of excerpts of transcriptions of lesson episodes was carried out.

Table 7.7 shows (a) what types of activities were carried out in the lessons
and how lessons were segmented according to the percentage of time (duration
of time) devoted to them by the three teachers, and (b) who was holding the
floor during the lessons (teacher or student), and in what ways. The analysis
of the 22 lessons with the three teachers shows the following patterns. It could
be seen that teacher talk as a percentage of class time increased under the new
1996 HKCEE for both Betty and Cathy. 

One of the research focuses was to explore whether, as a result of the new
1996 HKCEE, teachers could provide students with more practice
opportunities, which would suggest less teacher talk. When Betty and Cathy
were asked the reason for there being more teacher talk in their classes, they
both explained that it was because of the new examination. As their students
would take the new HKCEE, they had to explain more and provide
explanations in detail in order to make sure that students could meet the new
examination requirements. 
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Activity type Ada Ada Betty Betty Cathy Cathy
old new old new old new 

Teacher: Pre-lesson activities

Teacher: Lecturing, describing, explaining,
narrating, directing

Teacher & Student: Checking answers for
exercises together

Teacher & Student: Reading aloud

Student: Individual work

Student: Group work

Student: Oral

Student: Listening

Total in percentage = 100%

1

59

0

0

8

22

10

0

3

35

20

0

1

26

12

3

1

40

0

21

15

15

8

0

3

53

0

5

8

18

8

5

0

14

72

0

9

5

0

0

2

62

4

0

12

7

0

13

Table 7.7 Segmented classroom activities of all three teachers’ lessons by
percentage of class time under the old and the 

new HKCEE



One activity type specified above was teacher and student joint activities–a
typical activity in Hong Kong secondary schools, as was also discussed earlier
in the discussion on the findings of the baseline study. It was found that Ada
and Cathy used these types of activities. When these episodes were analysed,
frequent and short turns between the teachers and students were found. These
are regarded as ideal for providing practice opportunities (see  Allen, Frohlich,
& Spada, 1984; Tsui, 1995). However, it was found that these turns were used
for simple questions and answers. This type of activity was usually related to
a grammar-related exercise or a comprehension exercise with multiple-choice
responses. Therefore, the interaction between the teachers and students would
be based on responses to choose the correct answer: A, B, C, or D. The
students simply answered A, B, C, or D, according to whichever was the
answer they had arrived at. Then the turn went to the teacher for the next
exercise item. This type of activity looked to be interactive in terms of the
frequency of turns, but little was achieved in terms of actual learning
opportunities for the students, who were observed to be bored and reluctant to
participate.

By cross-referencing the three student activities (excluding listening) in the
lessons observed, it was found that there was little change if all three types of
student activities were amalgamated. The total results would be 39% in 1994
and 39% in 1995 for Ada; 38% in 1994 and 34% in 1995 for Betty; and 14%
in 1994 and 19% in 1995 for Cathy. Cathy’s lessons were the most teacher-
controlled of the three teachers, but she was the only teacher under whom
student activity time in class actually increased under the new HKCEE. 

Activity type and content: a closer look
In the above section, activity type and content were studied as a percentage
of class time. The findings illustrate which kinds of teaching and learning
were realized through various activities, as a percentage of class time, as
well as whether those activities were carried out by teachers or students, or
teachers and students together. It can also be seen from the above findings
that there was so much going on in those lessons, and that the actual
classroom teaching situation was very complex. This section takes a closer
look at episodes in some of the activities to explore certain aspects of
classroom activity in depth. Two excerpts were chosen from an oral lesson
carried out in 1995, which consisted of one example of a rather long 
stretch of teacher-controlled talk (a 17-minute transcription), and one
episode of teacher and student choral activity, which had the shortest turns
observed of any of the lessons in the study. Those two excerpts serve the
purpose of taking a closer look at two of the most common classroom
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interactions in Hong Kong secondary schools. The two excerpts were
analysed for the following purposes:

• to explore what teachers and students were doing within each episode of
the activities 

• to explore the content within this segment in terms of management
(classroom procedures or disciplinary routines) and language input (form,
function or discourse) 

• to explore turns within these episodes: How many turns were there? How
long were the turns? What were these turns used for? When did these
turns occur during the lesson?

Turn-taking was studied. ‘A turn is defined as any utterance, from a single
word to a multi-word response, and was coded as a single turn’ (Seliger, 1977,
cited in Allwright & Bailey, 1991: 67). Usually ‘a turn is off-stream (i.e.
discontinuing), introduces something new, or denies/disputes a proposition in
a previous turn’ (van Lier, 1988, cited in Ellis, 1994: 579). Turn-taking and
allocation were studied together with activity type and content to investigate
whether the students were actively involved in the classroom interactions. 

The analysis of the classroom observations in this study focused on
classroom interaction in terms of the frequency and length of turns in the
lessons under the old and the new HKCEE. However, no significant pattern
was observed in the frequency and the length in either year after the first round
of analysis of the video-taped lessons. The frequency of turns between the
1994 and 1995 observations varied from 75 to 203. Therefore, it was felt that
it would be logical to study the turns qualitatively rather than quantitatively.
The following is a transcript of one of Betty’s oral lessons in 1995. It was
found that the longest turn in her lessons was used for lecturing students on
aspects of the language or for explaining how to carry out certain tasks. The
shortest turns she used were to carry out reading aloud activities. One of the
longest turns was analysed in original verbatim transcription and attached as
Appendix V because it is extremely long. 

The excerpt from this lesson illustrates in detail how the teacher carried out
her lesson. It can be seen that the teacher focused solely on the language forms
and usage required for carrying out a discussion, and not on the required skills.
Therefore, the teacher spent a great deal of time explaining to students about
discussion, but she did not provide the step-by-step skills needed to have a
discussion. The gap in that part of the lesson was that she failed to teach her
students how to perform a group discussion. Group work was required by the
new HKCEE, which was (a) clear to teachers and students, and (b) supported
by textbook writers in their revised textbooks. However, what was not clear
was whether the teacher knew how to teach the skills of group discussion to
their students. 
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Figure 7.7 An excerpt of a series of the shortest turns observed

The analysis of examples of the longest and shortest turn offered samples
in detail of how the lessons were carried out. It can be seen that the stretch of
the lesson dominated by teacher talk with very few turns was used for
explaining group discussion at the content level. The stretch of the lesson with
frequent turns was used for practising and repeating certain vocabulary items
aloud. From the analysis of these two excerpts, no washback of the new 1996
HKCEE was seen on classroom interaction at the methodological level. The
new HKCEE did not have any impact on the process of classroom activities,
but it was seen to have had an influence on what was carried out in classroom
teaching. For example, the teachers were observed to organize activities such
as group work or integrated listening, reading and writing. However, they still
organized those activities as they did before the new exam. The new HKCEE,
however, had not taught teachers how to teach their students to carry out group
work. The washback effect of the new HKCEE seemed to be limited at this
level unless the textbooks provided teachers with more strategies to teach
conversation, or unless teachers learned, in one way or another, how to teach
such activities through other means. 

Teaching materials
This section summarizes the findings related to the use of teaching materials
in classroom teaching. It was found that all three teachers used the same kinds
of commercially written exam practice books, occasionally accompanied by
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The shortest and the most frequent turns observed:

Teacher: Let’s read the word in the middle first, discuss
Student: discuss
Teacher: decide
Student: decide
Teacher: choose
Student: choose
Teacher: suggest
Student: suggest
Teacher: recommend
Student: recommend
Teacher: select 
Student: select
Teacher: list
Student: list
Teacher: What is ‘discuss’? __________ (Meaning in Chinese). Decide? _____ (In Chinese).



audio-visual materials (cassette tapes for listening). The books were structured
in the same way as the HKCEE formats, whether under the old or the new
examinations. The ultimate aim of both sets of F5 teaching materials was to
prepare students for the HKCEE, which was the same for both years.
However, in two of the 14 lessons observed in 1995 under the new HKCEE,
Ada and Cathy used the newspapers as topics for oral work and discussion. 

However, no major textbooks were used in any of the F5 classes in 1994
and 1995. F5 teaching was highly examination oriented. In Hong Kong
secondary schools, teachers teaching at the F4 level tended to use both main
textbooks as well as practice examination books. However, for F5, only
practice books (examination papers) were used. In addition, many past
examination papers were used with F5 students in 1994. In 1995, past
examination papers were not available at the time of the research, as the 1995
cohort of F5 students was the first group to take the new HKCEE examination.
Therefore, practice books were used instead, which were designed according
to the formats of the examination. For example, since the 1994 HKCEE had
five exam papers, the practice books were divided into five parts. As the new
HKCEE had four exam papers, the practice books automatically consisted of
four books. Each book focused on each examination paper. Although
examination practice books were used in both years, the formats of the
practice books were quite different, especially for Paper III: Integrated
Listening, Reading, and Writing, and Paper IV: Oral. Therefore, the difference
in the HKCEE exam papers led to differences in classroom activities. For
example, the pre-1996 HKCEE Oral paper consisted of reading aloud and
picture conversation activities. The new Oral paper was in the format of role
play and group discussion. Therefore, classroom activities in 1995 were based
on role play and group discussion in order to reflect the new examination
format. 

To reiterate, the types of teaching materials for both F5s were not much
different. They were both practice books but the contents were different. The
new 1996 HKCEE led to changes in such activities as was required by its new
format. 

Classroom observations of individual teachers’
oral lessons
This section reports findings from individual teachers’ F5 oral lessons. These
lessons were focused because the oral component on the new 1996 HKCEE
underwent a major change, from (a) reading and dialogue and (b) conversation
on the old examination to (a) role play and (b) group interaction on the new
one. The weighting of the oral component on the new HKCEE increased from
10% to 18%. Therefore, it was necessary to explore sample oral lessons in
detail to see whether there were certain washback effects.
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It must be noted here that although the three teachers scheduled their
lessons as oral, it was observed that there were listening, reading, and writing
tasks conducted during the lessons. This illustrates the complex nature of
language teaching and of classroom observations. It is important to note that
findings are usually derived from a limited number of observations within
certain parameters. Put simply, there is so much happening in the classrooms
that needs to be observed. The complexity of the actual teaching surpassed the
capabilities of most of our research instruments. 

Ada
Two oral lessons taught by Ada were observed and analysed. It was
discovered that in the 1994 lesson, of the 70 minutes3 of the lesson (68
minutes4 were recorded and analysed), Ada talked for 56% of the lesson time.
Besides, she was in control 69% of the lesson time. 6% of the lesson was
devoted to teacher-led activities. A total of 22% of the lesson time was used
for group or pair work on dialogue reading and picture description, whereby
one student was the examiner and the other was the examinee. 9% of the
lesson time was used for students’ oral presentations in front of the class. Most
of the teacher-talk time was spent on discussing the vocabulary required to
give descriptions of pictures and commenting on the language points and
sentence structures before or after students’ oral presentations. 

In 1995, during the 70 minute lesson (69 minutes recorded), Ada talked for
36% of the lesson time, which was a decrease from 1994. 4% of her lesson in
1995 was spent on leading classroom activities. Students’ pair and group
activities occupied 43% of the lesson time, and 13% was devoted to student
oral presentations. Students’ exam practice opportunities increased from 31%
of the lesson time in 1994 under the old HKCEE to 56% of the lesson in 1995
under the new one. This finding suggests a direct influence of the new HKCEE
Oral paper on teaching. There was an increase between 1994 and 1995 in the
amount of time that Ada spent on students’ activities similar to the new
HKCEE Oral paper, i.e. role play and group discussion. 

Despite this, the main pattern of the lesson was the same in both years. 
It followed the pattern: teacher explanation – student activities – teacher
comment and teacher further explanation. The atmosphere was lively as
students spent most of the time working and talking in groups. Their attention
was focused on the tasks they were doing. The teacher went around the
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3. A stopwatch was used to record the time for classroom activities.  One minute increments were used.
4. Usually most of the teachers cannot start the lesson at the exact time when the lesson is timetabled to

begin. If there is no recess before the lesson, there is no time in between the last lesson and the following
lesson. Even if the teacher in the previous lesson leaves the classroom exactly on time, students still need
some time to relax and change textbooks, etc. Therefore, teachers usually spend the first few minutes
talking to students about homework or daily news. Teachers might use this period of time to fix the tape
recorder for listening, etc. 



classroom to give individual comments, and then periodically commented to
the whole class. 

It can be seen from Table 7.8 that teacher-dominated talk and activities
declined, and students’ activities were on the increase. These findings indicate
that the format differences between the two syllabuses might have led to
certain changes in the general pattern of Ada’s lessons. The new HKCEE
seemed to have led to an increase in the percentage of lesson time being spent
on activities required in the new exam.

Table 7.8 Comparison of two oral lessons carried out by 
Ada in 1994 and 1995

Furthermore, Ada did not assign silent individual work among her students.
Instead, the major student activities were either talking in pairs, within groups,
or giving oral presentations. Students received more opportunities to talk in a
more creative manner in 1995 than they did in 1994. This change was due, to
a large extent, to the basic requirements of the examination. Ada later
commented in the interview5 why certain changes happened in her teaching
due to the exam: 

Definitely yes, there are certain changes. I think teachers are under a lot of
pressure. Teachers who are teaching at the exam levels (F5) are under a lot
of pressure to deliver–you know–good grades. At least, in my schools,
they won’t acknowledge that, but it is there. Teachers have to work for the
exam.

Her colleagues, (according to Ada), made certain changes in their teaching
for the new exam as their students’ exam scores were related to their
reputation in the school. However, Ada commented further on the possibility
that the change in the exam would eventually change teaching.

Definitely the exam will change teaching, but I don’t think it will idealize
it. I don’t think it will make it into an ideal situation, but I think what you
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Activities Teacher 1994 Teacher 1995

Pre-lesson activities 7% 4%

Lecturing and explaining 56% 36%

Leading classroom activities 6% 4%

Activities Students 1994 Students 1995

Pair work or group work 22% 43%

Oral presentation 9% 13%

5. All interviews were carried out in English. Interviews with the three teachers during the second year
observation were audio-taped. Each of the interviews was about two hours. They were transcribed. 



[the current researcher] should do is to look at the backwash [sic] effect
into the lower forms to see the washback back down there. You know,
what I would want to do is to allow more language in the classrooms, more
spoken language–in that, the students can feel more. They allow the
language to become a part of themselves. You know it is not something
that is just a subject matter. They internalize it. That is what I want the
teachers of the lower forms to do to prepare the students for the CE and A
level examinations. They have to internalize the language and that is not
going to come through a certain format of the exam. It has got to come
through the activities. 

Betty
Two of Betty’s oral lessons were observed, one in 1994 and the other in 1995.
It was seen that in the 1994 lesson, during the 70 minutes of the lesson (69
minutes recorded), she talked for about 39% of the lesson time. 23% of the
lesson was spent on dialogue reading, where the teacher was the examiner and
students were the examinees. 22% of the time was spent on individual student
work, and 13% on pair work where one student acted as the examiner and the
other as the examinee, and vice versa. The major interaction between the
teacher and students was choral work.  There was no student initiation of
questions. 

In the 1995 lesson, during the 70 minutes of the lesson (67 minutes
recorded), Betty was observed to talk for 55% of the time. 11% of the lesson
was devoted to listening activities and 18% to oral group activities. 12% of the
lesson time was spent on organizing activities. The main pattern of the two
lessons was IRF: Initiation – Response – Feedback (Cazden, 1985; Mehan,
1979; Sinclair & Coulthard, 1975), but there were many examples of
interactions observed in 1995 where Betty initiated questions and students
answered them. The teaching material that Betty used was confined to a
practice exam workbook.

It can be seen from Table 7.9 that there was more pair work and group work
carried out in the 1995 class (18%) than in 1994 (13%). The time that was
devoted to individual work decreased to 11% in 1995 from 22% in 1994.
However, there was an increase in the time spent on teacher talk, which was
different from the previous assumption, namely a decrease of teacher talk and
an increase in students’ practice opportunities. Teacher talk increased from
39% in 1994 to 56% in 1995. During the interview, Betty explained the reason
for this increase.

Yes. Probably it is because the old type of examination is very structured.
Of course, the old type one has been there for quite some time. Being a
very experienced teacher in the old Hong Kong exam format, then we all
know what is the requirement of the examination. So we are very
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structured. We get the students to read. We get the students to look at the
pictures and learn vocabulary. But with the new one, we don’t really know
what questions would come up. Because it emphasizes on communication,
so I have to create different situations for the students. I have to teach them
the basic skills.

Table 7.9 Comparison of two oral lessons carried out by 
Betty in 1994 and 1995

She also mentioned that she gave the new F5 students more opportunities to
talk in class. When asked about whether the new HKCEE had brought some
significant changes in her teaching methods, she said:

Yes, it has. Especially I, for example, I think the biggest impact is on
Paper IV, the oral part. I have started a lot of role plays. We have a lot of
group discussions. That is not just in class. It is even the whole school
thing. For example, the English week–then we created situations for
students so that they can have an environment where they can talk or speak
to other students or things like that, whereas there is no need for us to do
such things in the previous year.

The biggest change observed in Betty’s lessons between 1994 and 1995
was that there was much more interaction between the teacher and the students
in 1995. Although Betty did not talk a lot in the 1994 lesson, that lesson was
carried out according to the old examination format, i.e. practising reading a
dialogue aloud. Choral reading aloud dominated the whole lesson. There was
no interaction, only simulations of dialogue practice between the teacher and
the students and students amongst themselves. 

It is difficult to perceive changes in just a few lessons but interviewing the
teacher provided insights into what had happened as a result of changing 
the examination. In the interview, Betty talked about the major differences in
the way she taught her oral lessons between 1994 and 1995: 
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Activities Teacher 1994 Teacher 1995

Pre-lesson activities 3% 4%

Lecturing and explaining 39% 55%

Leading classroom activities 23% 12%

Activities Students 1994 Students 1995

Individual work 22% 11%

Pair work or group work 13% 18%



With the old F5 class, it is more like learning more vocabulary. This is a
flower. This is a tree. You must know how to say these words. They also
have to read. The oral skills for the previous F5s are reading skills, I think.
Reading aloud? [Asked by the researcher] That is it. They see the words.
And they must know how to pronounce it, and they have to remember
intonation and stresses of certain words, but with the new CE syllabus, the
emphasis is on communication. That is the problem. The students have to
reveal how they would solve a particular problem. It is, I think in that way,
students became more natural in their responses rather than reading aloud.

Although the interaction patterns in her class did not change much, the way
that the lesson was organized changed significantly. Betty’s perception of her role
and her students’ roles changed. The nature of the classroom activities was
definitely different in 1994 to what it was in 1995, especially in the oral activities. 

Cathy
Cathy’s talking time decreased from 81% of the lesson in 1994 to 53% of the
lesson in 1995. In the 1995 lesson, there was an increase in practice
opportunities for students’ individual work, pair work, and oral presentation.
The increase was from 8% in 1994 to 18% in 1995 for individual work, and
3% in 1994 to 14% in 1995 for pair and group work. However, the interaction
pattern observed in her lessons in both years still reflected the traditional
‘Initiation – Response – Feedback’ (IRF) model. The focus of Cathy’s lesson
was on the teacher. In both the 1994 and 1995 lessons and in the other lessons
observed in that period, Cathy followed a pattern that started with assigning a
language task, and then progressed through lecturing, explaining language
points, and checking students’ answers. During most of those lessons, she
talked to the whole class. Students only provided very limited responses such
as ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answers. Students did not initiate questions. The pattern of
interaction did not show much change when she taught according to a different
practice book or when using either of the two HKCEEs as guides.

Table 7.10 Comparison of two oral lessons carried out by 
Cathy in 1994 and 1995
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Activities Teacher 1994 Teacher 1995

Pre-lesson activities 4% 4%

Lecturing and explaining 81% 53%

Leading classroom activities 4% 11%

Activities Students 1994 Students 1995

Individual work 8% 18%

Pair work or group work 3% 14%



When I asked her whether she thought teaching under the old exam syllabus
and the new syllabus were different, she replied:

Concerning the methods, no; but concerning the materials, yes. Well, I
don’t know about other teachers. But to me, I am still using the same
methods. I am still asking the students to do the exercises. Well, take F5 for
example, they are in Term Two now, they are doing, well, exam practices.
I am still using the same method. I am still asking the students to do it in
class. Do it as homework at home. Then they have to tell me the answers.
They have to tell me where and how they get the answers, where they find
the support, and where they find the proof of it, whatever. It is the same.

In her 1994 lesson, Cathy began by assigning a reading task. She led the
students through the comprehension exercises of the pre-assigned reading
passage one by one. The lesson continued for almost nine minutes before she
started to ask the students a question. Only a few students answered the
question. During the lesson (66 minutes of which was video-recorded), she
talked for 81% of the class time. In the entire lesson, only 3% of the time was
left for the students to work in pairs. 

One year later, in 1995, under the new HKCEE, a decrease in teacher talk
was observed in Cathy’s lesson to 53% from 81% in 1994. Teacher-led
activities accounted for 11% of the lesson, and 14% of the lesson was spent on
pair work. For the remainder of the lesson, students either worked on their
exercise books or carried out listening activities. There was not much change
in the way Cathy organized her lessons in 1995 in comparison with 1994.
From the later interview, it was clear that she believed that checking the
answers and making sure students knew how to get the right answers was her
major responsibility.

During the interview, she also mentioned that students’ proficiency level
was the key problem in implementing the new syllabus. To her, if a class of
students was ‘good,’ (i.e. they had an overall high level of proficiency), there
was no need for the teacher to talk and explain much. The students would be
able to carry out tasks on their own. However, if the class level was generally
low, it was her opinion that a teacher would have to spend a lot of time in the
lesson explaining the theory part and then give them extra practice during
lunch hour, as was the case with her 1995 F5 class.

I would use the oral lessons teaching them the theory part first. If they
want to ask questions properly, they have to do the practice in class. In F5,
I am focusing on the discussion, Part Two of the oral exam. I have to give
them extra lessons. In oral class, I teach them the theory. Then every
afternoon, they would have extra lessons. They come to my office, group
by group–and they would have a discussion just like the examination–and
they have practices at that time during the lunchtime–and I tried, before I
gave them extra lessons, I try to let them practice in class–but I don’t think
the results would be good–because I can’t supervise all of them.
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Comparing the three teachers between 1994 and 1995

To summarize the observations of the three teachers above, it can be seen that
oral lessons were similar between the three teachers, particularly in 1994. The
oral activities at that time emphasized oral reading skills; vocabulary building
and sentence structures required by ‘Dialogue Reading’ and ‘Picture
Conversation’ by the old HKCEE. In 1995, however, the emphasis had shifted
to ‘Role Play’ and ‘Group Discussion’. The skills emphasized in the new
HKCEE focus on the expression of meaning, and were less likely to be on the
linguistic accuracy of utterances. ‘Dialogue Reading,’ on the other hand,
tended to limit students to produce isolated sentences, which are assessed for
grammatical accuracy. 

Each teacher’s pattern of interaction in the classroom, however, did not
reveal much change. The lessons were carried out in a similar fashion in both
years. The lessons were highly teacher-controlled. In both years, teacher talk
dominated the majority of the class time. There were two levels of changes
that could be observed. First, there were changes among teachers in the
allocation of time in teacher and student talk vs. teacher and student activities
in both years. In Ada’s 1995 lesson, student talk overtook teacher talk. For
Cathy, teacher talk decreased by 21% in 1995. Second, there were differences
between teachers in both years. Cathy’s lessons were much more teacher-
controlled, and consequently showed the least amount of student activity time
compared with the other two. Table 7.11 summarizes the three teachers’
lessons according to the percentage of class time spent on activities.

The observations revealed that the approaches to teaching were more varied
in the 1995 lessons. Teachers tried to vary their teaching activities according
to their understanding of the integrated and task-based approaches encouraged
by the new HKCEE. One of the reasons Betty gave was that they did not really
know what the new HKCEE format would be, and they did not know how they
should teach according to the new examination syllabus. Nor could they rely
on any past exam papers. Thereafter, they just tried their own ideas. This
washback effect was seen to occur with some of the teachers who were
positive about their teaching. The change to the new exam provided an
opportunity for them to try out new ideas and activities in schools. The
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Ada Betty Cathy

1994 1995 1994 1995 1994 1995

Teacher talk 69 44 65 71 89 68

Student talk 31 56 35 29 11 32

Table 7.11 Summary of the observations of the three teachers



students would not complain, as they did not know much about the new
HKCEE either. Other teachers tended to rely on the practice books for the new
1996 HKCEE. In that case, they used activities suggested by the textbook
writers. 

Furthermore, it can be seen that there was an increase in the opportunities
for student activities in 1995. Teachers provided students with much more
time for activities such as role playing and group work. As a result, class time
spent on student individual work decreased. However, there was no evidence
in the lessons observed in this study that teachers employed more authentic
materials. Teachers relied on the revised practice examination books most of
the time. In the 1994 lessons, the teachers tended to use past examination
papers. In 1995, however, they relied on the revised practice workbooks
designed especially for the new HKCEE papers. One teacher did mention the
use of English newspapers in her lessons and she requested her students to buy
one. She mentioned that she needed the newspapers to help students cope with
Paper III: Integrated Listening, Reading, and Writing of the new examination.
However, she did not use newspapers under the old syllabus.

When comparing the three teachers’ approaches to teaching between 1994
and 1995, it can be seen that the general pattern of teaching approaches did not
change much. In 1995, the teachers still taught in a manner similar to that of
1994. Major changes lie in differences between teachers, not within individual
teachers. It can be seen that although the change in the HKCEE could push
them to change their classroom activities given the importance of this public
examination, it did not change them in their fundamental beliefs and attitudes
about teaching and learning, the roles of teachers and students, and how
teaching and learning should be carried out.

The following interview excerpt further illustrates this point. The
researcher asked the teachers individually whether they thought that the new
HKCEE actually brought about any changes in teaching methodology. Their
answer was in each case an unqualified ‘yes’. Betty’s comment exemplified
this point. 

Yes, after all especially for teachers who are teaching graduate classes,
F5s and F7s, of course the main guidelines are usually from the
Examinations Authority. All right, no matter what we are going to say
about the curriculum, we have to follow the curriculum. We have to follow
the syllabus, but truly where we go, at the front line, the first thing the
teachers and students are very concerned about is ‘Are my students able to
perform well in the exam? OK.’ If the Examinations Authority is going to
change something or anything, I think all teachers will be concerned about
this. I think teachers will just do their best in order to make their students
take the examinations well. I think most of the teachers believe this.

A key assumption behind changing a public examination in order to bring
about a change in teaching is that the outcome is something that is required of all
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teachers, regardless of their different capacities and interpretations. The
researcher found a substantial variation in teachers’ beliefs about how to teach
and how students learn. Teachers also varied significantly in their classroom
practices. A change to a public examination can, to a large extent, change the
content of teaching and even the way activities are carried out, but very little
change in the interaction pattern between teachers and students could be found in
this study, and might not be found within the initial couple of years of the change.  

McDonnell and Elmore (1987) pointed out that reform instruments tend to
depend on coercion to create uniformity. If one expects practitioners to change
themselves and their students, an environment conducive to such change must be
fostered. The teaching context, school environment, messages from the
administration, and expectations of other teachers facilitate or detract from the
possibility of change. Fullilove (1992: 131) also commented that ‘the nature and
strength of this washback effect and the benefits or disadvantages of the
washback depend in large measure upon the educational system as a whole, upon
the nature of the other participants involved in writing or establishing the
competing curricular, and, of course, upon the types of examinations in question.’

Noble and Smith (1994b) concluded that to be consistent with cognitive-
constructivist beliefs about learning and teaching, educational reform efforts
directed towards instructional improvement should acknowledge the
challenges presented by such conceptual changes. Changes of this type are not
simply brought about by the acquisition of new ideas. Conceptual changes are
seldom achieved without attending to the beliefs of those who are the targets
of change: teachers and the environmental conditions in which they function,
schools, and student levels of proficiency.

Summary
This chapter has focused on the findings from the classroom by observing
teachers and students in classroom settings and by talking to those teachers about
their lessons. It has focused on F5 lessons carried out by three teachers in both
1994 and 1995 under the old and new HKCEE. The findings have illustrated in
detail the washback effect brought about in teaching by the new 1996 HKCEE.
It was shown that participant organization of classroom interaction has changed
with a definite increase in group work as a percentage of class time for all three
teachers as a result of the new HKCEE. However, by segmenting those lessons
into activity types, no obvious changes in the student activities were revealed
when those activities were amalgamated. It could also be seen that teacher talk
as a percentage of class time increased under the new 1996 HKCEE for one of
the three teachers. This teacher commented that because it was a new
examination, she had to explain more, and in more detail, in order to make sure
that students could meet the new examination requirements. This further
illustrated the complexity of washback effect on the teaching situation. 
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Washback revisited

Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose. The

more things change, the more they remain the

same. Change is everywhere, and progress is not.

Karr, 1849, cited in Nunan (1996: 1)

Introduction
As this was a large study, this chapter will first synthesize the findings which
were obtained by using different research methods. It will then draw a set of
conclusions across all three phases of the study by re-visiting the major issues
in this washback study. A discussion of the limitations of the study will
follow. Lastly, recommendations for further research will be suggested. 

The major aspects in this study were investigated through a washback
exploratory model in the Hong Kong educational context as follows. 

1. The Hong Kong Educational context at the macro level.
i)  Hong Kong Examinations Authority 
ii) Tertiary institutions and textbook publishers

2. The Hong Kong educational context at the micro level.
i) School administration 
ii) A survey – teachers’ and students’ attitudes
iii) School visits – teachers’ and students’ classroom behaviours. 

A washback effect of the new 1996 HKCEE has been shown in the
following areas in relation to the issues explored above:

• washback on teaching materials
• washback on teachers’ attitudes towards the teaching and learning of

English
• washback on students’ attitudes towards the teaching and learning of

English
• washback on teachers’classroom behaviours.
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Synthesis of the findings
This section summarizes the findings from the three phases of the study, which
were obtained using a variety of different research methods. It will discuss the
findings in relation to the research questions addressed by the study. 

Phase I: The decision-making stage of the examination
change

Phase I of the study consisted of an investigation of the Hong Kong
educational context at the macro and micro levels. The research methods
employed in this phase were general observations, interviews, and document
studies, which represented the research approaches of watching and asking.
Phase I of the study answered the first research question: ‘What strategies did
the HKEA use to implement the change in the examination?’ Embedded in
this research are sub-questions about the strategies used by the HKEA and
reactions of the participants in relation to the examination change.

The Hong Kong educational context at the macro level 

In this study, the Hong Kong educational context consisted of two levels of
organizations at the macro level. The first level consisted of decision-makers
such as the Hong Kong Examinations Authority (HKEA), the Curriculum
Development Council (CDC) and the Education Department (ED). The
HKEA was the engineering body for the new 1996 HKCEE syllabus, while the
CDC was responsible for the teaching syllabus. The second intervening level
within the Hong Kong educational context was mainly composed of textbook
publishers and tertiary institutes. 

The findings showed that Hong Kong education organizations tried to
provide an environment conducive to a positive washback effect on teaching
and learning. The following outlines evidence of the strategies these
organizations used in the case of the new 1996 HKCEE. 

The new 1996 HKCEE was in accordance with a major curriculum
change–Target Oriented Curriculum (TOC) in schools. Both the new HKCEE
and TOC reflected a major paradigm shift in assessment in relation to teaching
and learning in schools. By shifting assessment from the behaviourist belief of
a multiple-choice examination system to a more task-based, integrated, and
constructivist approach, the HKEA believed that the new examination could
have a beneficial washback effect on teaching and learning. There was,
therefore, a consensus regarding the underlying theoretical paradigm in
teaching and learning, and in assessment. This was true in the Hong Kong
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educational context, both for the new HKCEE intended by the HKEA, and for
the TOC intended by the ED and the CDC. 

Consequently, the actions of these mutually supportive bodies led to a
series of specific support activities provided by textbook publishers and
tertiary institutions. All textbook publishers were informed about the new
HKCEE. They all then revised the textbooks before the commencement of the
new 1996 HKCEE. Seminars and workshops were organized by textbook
publishers and tertiary institutions. These seminars and workshops to some
extent helped some teachers to get ready to teach towards the new 1996
HKCEE. To emphasize, the Hong Kong educational context at the macro level
had established an environment that was conducive, in theory and in practice,
to beneficial washback effects from the new 1996 HKCEE. 

The Hong Kong educational context at the micro level

The situation at the micro level, the actual teaching situation within the school
setting, was not as clearly favourable as it was at the macro level. However,
schools were observed to prepare for teaching for the new 1996 HKCEE. 

Teaching towards the new 1996 HKCEE was planned at the overall school
administrative level. Revised textbooks for the new HKCEE were quickly
published and employed. Various preparations were undertaken within the
schools for the examination. Teachers showed a positive attitude towards the
new HKCEE. For example, in the 1994 survey, 84% of the teachers
commented that they would change their teaching methodology. As for
teaching materials, by the time the actual teaching started, nearly every school
in Hong Kong whose students would sit for the 1996 HKCEE was using
revised textbooks targeted towards the new examination. Teachers were also
provided with the new teaching materials. To summarize, schools and teachers
were prepared for teaching (in terms of teaching materials) for the new 1996
HKCEE before the start of the school year in 1994. The Hong Kong
educational context showed a high level of preparation for the new 1996
HKCEE. 

Phase II: Survey study – washback on teachers’ and
students’ perceptions

This section will summarize the findings from Phase II of the study, in which
two comparative survey studies of teachers and students were conducted in
two separate academic years (1994 and 1995). The purpose of investigating
changes in teachers’ attitudes lay in the theoretical relationship between
teachers’ attitudes and behaviours. What teachers think (discovered via the
surveys) has a great influence on what they do in the classroom, and vice
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versa. Changes in teachers’ and students’ perceptions towards the new
HKCEE ought to happen prior to the changes in their classroom behaviours.
The research questions explored in this phase were as follows:

• what was the nature and scope of the washback effect on teachers’ and
students’ perceptions of aspects of teaching towards the new
examination? 

• what was the nature and scope of the washback effect on teachers’
behaviours as a result of the new examination? 

Phase II of the study focused on the first research question. The second
research question was explored partially in Phase II and Phase III of classroom
observations, where behaviours were observed in the classrooms. 

Teachers’ survey

Major issues explored in the teachers’ survey in 1994 and 1995 were as
follows. 

1. Teachers’ reactions and perceptions in relation to the new 1996 HKCEE:
• the reasons behind the new 1996 HKCEE 
• the exam formats of the new 1996 HKCEE 
• possible extra work and pressure under the new 1996 HKCEE
• possible difficulties in teaching towards the new 1996 HKCEE
• possible teaching methods teachers would like to change for the new

1996 HKCEE.
2. Teaching materials:

• textbook arrangements related to teaching materials
• teaching and learning resources. 

3. Teachers’ classroom behaviours:
• teaching planning (who plans and how to plan) 
• medium of instruction
• lesson preparation
• teacher talk 
• teaching activities.

4. Assessment and evaluation:
• the use of mock exams
• the assessment of teaching in Hong Kong secondary schools 
• factors that influence teaching.

5. Teachers’ attitudes towards aspects of learning:
• learning strategies
• learning activities
• learning aims
• motivation to learn.
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First, the survey showed that teachers had a positive reaction towards the
new 1996 HKCEE. For example, fewer teachers tended to be sceptical about
the change (from 38.4% in 1994 to 20.2% in 1995) after the new 1996
HKCEE was put into practice for one year. There was also an increase in the
number of teachers who welcomed the change, from 30.4% in 1994 to 42.7%
in 1995. 

In terms of teachers’ perceptions of the new 1996 HKCEE, it was clear that
their perceptions of (a) the reasons behind changing the examination and (b)
teachers’ knowledge of the actual changes made in the new 1996 HKCEE by
the HKEA matched the intended washback effect anticipated by the HKEA.
The agreement between teachers’ perceptions of the changes and that of the
policy-makers’ suggested a positive attitude towards the implementation of
the new HKCEE. It can also be seen that teachers’ perceptions of some
teaching and learning activities behind the 1996 HKCEE changed in an
increasing direction between 1994 and 1995. For example, there was a
significant increase in 1995 in the teachers’ use of (a) more integrated and
task-based approaches, (b) more practical tasks that resembled real-life
situations, and (c) more role play and group discussion. All these activities
were directly related to the essence of the new HKCEE. 

When teachers were asked what changes they would like to make in their
teaching in the context of the examination change, however, their perceptions
remained relatively unchanged between 1994 and 1995, although the above
findings showed that they perceived those intended changes made in the 1996
HKCEE formats. Of the eight items explored in the area of teaching, the only
one that changed significantly over the two year period was ‘more emphasis
on oral and listening,’ which was closely related to the increase of the
weighting of the two components in the new examination. Furthermore,
teachers’ perceptions of whether they would like to employ more real life
language tasks decreased significantly in 1995 compared to 1994. Teachers
seemed to have a positive attitude towards the change in the examination, but
the results also suggest a reluctant attitude towards making the changes that
they ought to carry out in their own teaching. 

As for teachers’ perceptions of the possible difficulties in teaching the new
HKCEE, it is shown that there were tensions and worries over the 1996
HKCEE. Despite this, those concerns, especially regarding inadequate
textbooks and teaching resources as well as the noisy environment, decreased
between the 1994 and 1995 surveys. The teachers’ major concerns shifted to
students’ current English levels and inadequate student practice time.
Teachers’ perceptions of different aspects of teaching towards the new
HKCEE over the year changed. Initially, teachers seemed to worry about
teaching materials and resources and the external teaching environment. By
1995, their concerns shifted to students’ proficiency levels and the inadequate
amount of time for students to practise for the examination, which are more
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methodological worries than concerns about the teaching content or the
environment. This indicated tension in teaching to the new HKCEE,
suggesting a degree of anxiety washback on teachers’ teaching. 

Second, in summarizing the results of how the teaching materials are
decided upon for the new HKCEE, it appears that teachers in Hong Kong
secondary schools had a strong voice in the choice of textbooks. According to
teachers, the major function of the textbook was to provide a structured
language programme to follow in their teaching. The results indicated the
important function that textbooks played in the teaching of English in Hong
Kong secondary schools. The initial tensions and concerns over the
availability of new teaching materials for the new 1996 HKCEE decreased
between 1994 and 1995, as mentioned above. The initial assumption from
Phase I of the study, that the change of the examination would require the use
of more teaching and learning resources due to the integrated and
communicative approaches and the increase in the oral components in the
1996 HKCEE, was not proven by the findings. Teachers continued to use
conventional teaching materials and supplementary practice exam materials
more frequently in their teaching rather than real life materials. 

Third, summarizing the findings of washback on classroom teaching
behaviours, it can be seen that teacher talk remained unchanged despite the
examination change. Teachers talking to the whole class was the predominant
activity in the classroom. In addition, there was no significant change
regarding teaching activities over the two year period. The most frequent
activities that teachers carried out in class were explaining specific language
items and explaining the meaning of the text. The least frequent activity was
organizing language games. 

Some changes were however observed. The medium of instruction (nature
of teaching delivery mode) changed from using English only to using English
occasionally with Chinese explanations between 1994 and 1995. A word of
explanation should be provided. These changes might not be directly related
to the examination change. The change in medium of instruction observed in
1995, according to the teachers, was due to the lower level of their students’
language proficiency. There was also a tendency in 1995 for teachers to pay
more attention to the content, skills to be taught, and homework to be given to
students. This might indicate that teachers paid increased attention to the new
examination, which led to coaching students through homework. Some
teachers mentioned that they assigned more homework to prepare their
students for the new HKCEE. The results also showed that teachers paid more
attention to teaching content than teaching methods and other teaching and
learning factors in their lesson preparation. 

Fourth, summarizing the findings concerning washback on assessment 
and evaluation, it can be seen that teachers’ attitudes towards assessment and
evaluation in schools remained generally unchanged over the period during
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which this research was conducted. Two factors influencing teaching were
professional training and past experience as a language learner. Certain
aspects regarding teaching experience and beliefs, public examinations, and
learners’ expectations were observed to change between 1994 and 1995. The
strength of teachers’ beliefs in these factors increased significantly over the
year. This might indicate that using the examination as a change agent could
possibly re-direct teachers’ attention to the examination, and possibly make
teachers pay more attention to learners’ expectations. Both could suggest a
direct washback effect of the new HKCEE.

Summarizing the above four aspects of teaching in relation to the new 1996
HKCEE, the changes produced by the new HKCEE were seen to be superficial
rather than substantial. Although they might have had a positive attitude
and/or might have changed their classroom activities at the surface level in
accordance with the examination change, substantial changes in their teaching
had not occurred. 

It appears that changing the examination had likely changed the kind of
exam practice (from reading aloud to group discussion), but not the fact of the
examination practice. Changing an examination’s format does not usually tend
to change the degree of emphasis on the examination. In this study, revising
the format of the HKCEE so that it was in accordance with the Target Oriented
Curriculum initiative possibly changed some aspects of teaching pedagogy.
However, from the summary above, it can be seen that the most important
aspects that governed teachers’ daily teaching in Hong Kong secondary
schools remained relatively unchanged over the period of this study. Teachers
were examination oriented, and their teaching was content-based and highly
controlled by the teachers themselves. It is important to point out that the short
period of research time–the two-three years when the new HKCEE was first
introduced to the Hong Kong secondary schools–could restrict the scope of the
research findings that only the superficial changes were observed.  

Fifth, a washback effect from the revised HKCEE seemed obvious from the
teachers’ perception on aspects of learning. Whether they were related to
learning strategies, learning activities, or methods to motivate students to
learn, teachers’ attitudes clearly reflected the washback effect intended by the
HKEA and the rationale and underlying theories behind the examination
change. For example, as for strategies, there was a significant increase in
teachers’ recommending their students to learn to take better notes and to
communicate more in English. On one hand, learning to take better notes
could be a direct washback effect of Paper III of the new 1996 HKCEE, in
which an integrated component of Listening, Reading, and Writing was
required. The suggestion ‘to communicate more in English,’ on the other
hand, showed a further washback effect, which could be related to the
increased weighting given to Paper IV – Oral. Moreover, among the
recommended learning activities, role play and group discussion were given
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increased attention by teachers between 1994 and 1995. These two activities
were part of the new examination’s oral format. This suggests that the new
format had a direct washback effect. However, it is worthwhile pointing out
that giving recommendations is not the same as helping students to develop
the skills. 

Students’ survey

The major issues explored in the student survey over the period of this study
are as follows. 

1. Students’ learning contexts:
• medium of instruction
• frequency their teachers mentioned the HKCEE
• the number of tutorials they attend.

2. Students’ attitudes towards teaching and learning activities inside and
outside class:

• teacher talk in class
• their teachers’ teaching activities in class 
• their own learning activities in class
• their use of English in class
• their use of English outside class.

3. Students’ attitudes towards aspects of learning:
• their English lessons
• their motivation to learn English 
• their preferred language learning strategies.

4. Students’ attitudes towards aspects of public examinations. 

First, summarizing the first three categories, an increasing washback effect
was observed in relation to the medium of instruction and the private tutorials
students attended for preparation for the HKCEE. For example, their teachers
used more English only (18.2% in 1994 to 30.6% in 1995) and English
supplemented with Chinese (46.54% in 1994 to 51% in 1995). The results
suggest that there was more English language input in their lessons in 1995
than in 1994. This finding might also suggest more attention was being given
to English–a possible influence of the new 1996 HKCEE. Secondly, students
attended private tutorials more frequently in 1995 than in 1994. More students
attended tutorials8 1–2 and 3–4 times per week (40% in 1994 to 51% in 1995
in total). This suggests that more attention was being given to the new 1996
HKCEE, which might be the usual case whenever there is a change in the
public examination. 
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Students did indicate however that teachers mentioned the HKCEE less in
1995 than 1994. A possible explanation for this might be that teachers tended
to deal with the issue by employing more exam-type activities or mock exams
rather than by referring to it explicitly. This might also be due to the nature of
the change in general. At the beginning of any change, certain things related
to the change were mentioned much more frequently than later on. 

Second, in summarizing students’ perceptions of the teaching and learning
activities that they undertook inside and outside class (SQ 2.1–2.5), there was
a clear sign of washback effects in the following three areas. First, there was
a significant decrease in teacher talk to the whole class and to groups in 1995,
which might suggest an increase in practice opportunities for students in class.
Second, there was an increase in the amount of time teachers spent carrying
out classroom activities such as organizing integrated language tasks,
organizing group work and discussion, and explaining mock exam papers.
Organizing integrated language tasks and organizing group work and
discussion were activities required in the new 1996 HKCEE, thus showing a
direct washback effect at the surface level. The increase in explaining mock
exam papers also indicates a direct washback effect brought about by the
change in the examination. Third, there was also an increase in the amount of
time students spent carrying out learning activities such as speaking, carrying
out group discussions, and doing mock examinations. These learning activities
were also closely related to the activities in the new examination. 

There were however obvious discrepancies between the students’ and
teachers’ perceptions of the exam change in relation to the above aspects, such
as in the areas of teacher talk, and teaching and learning activities. For
example, teachers and students had rather different views over teacher talk.
According to the teacher surveys, there was no significant change in the
amount of teacher talk between 1994 and 1995, but according to the student
surveys, there were changes. This shows the complexity of the teachers’ and
students’ perceptions of teacher talk. It probably also illustrates the problems
of using surveys to track teachers’ and students’ perceptions. Teachers and
students might simply have different understandings of the term itself or of the
concept of teacher talk. 

As for students’ use of English inside and outside class, there was also a
great increase over the period of this study in the amount of time students
spent carrying out group discussion and pair work, which showed a direct
format washback effect on learning activities carried out in English lessons.
Although students were seen to do more talking in English to classmates and
to teachers inside class in 1995 than in 1994, students still seldom used
English outside class. The new 1996 HKCEE had a washback effect on
activities directly related to the exam format as discussed above. However, it
did not increase the number of English-medium activities that students did
outside class.
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Third, summarizing students’ attitudes towards aspects of learning
activities, there was a definite washback effect on aspects of student learning
in 1995 compared to 1994. For example, in 1995, students perceived their
lessons to provide more opportunities for communication and to involve more
pair work and discussion than they did in 1994. These two kinds of learning
activities were required by the new 1996 HKCEE. As for motivation in student
learning, factors such as ‘meeting the requirements of the society’ and
‘watching English movies and listening to English programmes’ changed in an
increasing direction from 1994 to 1995. These types of motivations were
related to the requirements of the new 1996 HKCEE. The new examination
syllabus specified the ‘usefulness’ of the examination and stressed the need ‘to
narrow the gap between what happens in the examination room and the real
world’ (c.f. Hong Kong Examinations Authority, 1993). With regard to
students’ preferred learning strategies, there were significant changes in four
out of the 11 learning strategies. However, students seemed to prefer those
four strategies less in 1995 compared to 1994. No logical relationship among
these four strategies could be observed. Among the strategies in this category,
‘watching English TV or videos’ and ‘reading English newspapers and
magazines’ were preferred most by the students in both years. 

Fourth, it was definitely agreed that students were influenced by past
examination scores. However, their perception of the influence of the examination
decreased in 1995 compared to 1994. No significant change was observed
regarding aspects of examination influence on the students over the year. One
category that received students’ attention was ‘exams should not be used as the
sole determiner of students’ grades’. It can be seen from the results that students
had to work hard in order to do well in the public examination. Results from both
years showed the important role of public examinations in school life. 

Phase III: Major issues explored in the classroom
observations

This part of the findings discusses whether the new 1996 HKCEE had any
washback effect on classroom teaching in terms of teacher and student
behaviours. The research question explored in this phase is, ‘What was the
nature and scope of the washback effect on teachers’ behaviour as a result of
the new examination?’

The research focuses of the classroom observations were as follows.
Compared with the old HKCEE: 

• the teacher will assign more practice opportunities to students 
• the teacher will assign more class time to students’ activities such as role

play and group discussion
• the teacher will talk less
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• the students will talk more, and;
• the teacher will use more authentic materials from real-life sources.

The results will be summarized in terms of participant organization, activity
type, content and teaching materials, and a comparison of oral lessons. 

Participant organization

Compared with 1994, the interactive patterns of classroom activities carried
out in the 14 lessons by Ada, Betty, and Cathy showed an increase in group
work in 1995, though the degree of increase varied from teacher to teacher.
This increase in group work is a clear example of a direct washback effect of
the new 1996 HKCEE because group work is one of the required oral
activities in the new HKCEE. A sharp decrease in choral work (required by
the old HKCEE, but not by the new one) was observed in Betty’s lessons
between 1994 and 1995. Both of these findings demonstrated the washback
effect of the new 1996 HKCEE on the participant organization of classroom
teaching. As mentioned above, the new HKCEE’s Paper IV: Oral consisted of
(a) role play and (b) group discussion, whereas the old exam format consisted
of (a) reading and dialogue and (b) conversation. From this point of view,
changing the format of the examination had an impact on classroom teaching.
When the new HKCEE emphasized group work, group work was observed to
be carried out more often than activities that it did not require, such as choral
reading. However, the nature of teacher and student talk as a percentage of
class time did not show much difference from one year to the next. It seemed
that teachers still dominated most of the classroom interaction despite the
changes in the new HKCEE. 

Activity type and content 

The purpose of looking at activity type in classroom teaching was to explore
aspects of teaching and learning that were realized through various classroom
activities as a percentage of class time. The investigation of the content of
those activities carried out in classroom teaching provided information about
the subject matter of the activities. After the video recordings of each lesson
were segmented and the participant organization of classroom interaction
patterns were analysed, activity types were grouped into (a) teacher activities,
(b) teacher and student activities, and (c) student activities. 

The findings showed an increase in the percentage of time spent on
students’ activities in group work. When the results of all three types of
student activities were amalgamated however (not including listening over the
two year period), not many changes were found. When combined and
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calculated in terms of percentage of total class time, student activities in Ada’s
class accounted for 34% in 1994 and 34% in 1995, i.e. the same amount of
time for both years. For Betty, 38% was observed in 1994 and 34% in 1995,
i.e. a slight decrease in student activities. A slight increase from 14% in 1994
to 19% in 1995 was observed for Cathy, whose lessons were the most teacher-
controlled among the three teachers, although she was the teacher who had
actually increased her students’ activities in 1995 as a percentage of class time
under the new HKCEE. 

As for teacher activity, teacher talk as a percentage of class time increased
in preparation for the new 1996 HKCEE in both Betty’s and Cathy’s lessons.
In interviews, both Betty and Cathy stated that the increase in teacher talking
time was due to the new examination. They felt that they had to spend more
time explaining the new examination formats in order to make sure that
students were prepared for the requirements of the new HKCEE. This
demonstrated that the new 1996 HKCEE had brought about changes in
teaching since both teachers and students perceived the new examination to be
important. The changes may not necessarily be positive in terms of the
beneficial washback effect intended by the HKEA. 

When classroom activities were examined closely, it was seen that teachers
tended to teach in a similar manner in both years regardless of whether they
were preparing their students for the old or the new examination. By looking
at oral lessons carried out by the three teachers over the year, it was seen that
the teachers tried to use teaching activities appropriate to their understanding
of the integrated approach and task-based approach, as promoted by the new
HKCEE. The changes to the new examination provided an opportunity for
teachers to try out new ideas and activities in their classroom teaching.
Furthermore, an increased number of opportunities for students’ activities in
oral lessons was observed in 1995. However, teachers still dominated
classroom teaching for the majority of the time. The general pattern of
teaching did not change much. Teachers in 1995 still taught in a manner
similar to 1994. The main changes lay in differences between the teachers, not
within the teachers themselves. 

If we look back to the survey results from teachers and students, it is clear
that teachers had a very clear perception of what was expected of them vis-à-
vis the new HKCEE. They were aware of the changes and wanted to make
changes in their teaching towards the new exam. The results from students’
surveys also showed that teachers tended to carry out activities that were
similar to those in the new exam. The results from the teachers’ surveys did
not show many changes in the teachers’ activities. Besides, a further careful
look at their classroom teaching revealed that the changes were superficial. In
this way, the data from different sources such as surveys and classroom
observations helped to provide a complete, yet complex, picture of the
washback effect of the new exam on teaching and learning. 
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To summarize, although the change in the HKCEE syllabus encouraged the
teachers to change their classroom activities given the importance of this
public examination in Hong Kong secondary schools, it did not change their
fundamental beliefs and attitudes about how teaching and learning should be
carried out, in terms of teaching and learning in relation to the roles of teachers
and students.

Teaching materials 

Although Ada, Betty, and Cathy taught in three separate schools, they used the
same types of teaching materials, which were commercially printed materials
that were occasionally accompanied by audio-visual materials (cassette tapes
for listening). These printed materials were exam practice books, which were
structured in the same format as the HKCEE for both the old syllabus and the
new one. Moreover, there was no evidence in the lessons observed that these
three teachers employed more authentic materials over the period of this
study. The teachers relied on the revised practice examination books most of
the time. In the 1994 lessons, the teachers tended to use past examination
papers. In 1995, however, they relied on the revised practice workbooks
designed specially for the new HKCEE papers. In this sense, teaching
materials in Hong Kong secondary schools were largely examination oriented.
Furthermore, teachers relied heavily on these teaching materials, which led to
a content washback effect of the new HKCEE. 

Review of the washback model in the Hong Kong
educational context
Having discussed the findings from various research phases, let us take
another look at the researcher’s own washback model. This model elaborates
and describes how the washback effect in terms of participants, processes, and
products worked in this study.

The model below was adapted from Hughes’ trichotomy (cited in Bailey,
1996: 264) and Markee’s model (1997: 42-47). It was also created based on
the initial washback exploratory models within the Hong Kong educational
context, which were described in Chapter Two. As a result of the past four
years of research, the researcher believes that this model best represents the
mechanisms by which the effects of washback occur on classroom teaching.
Washback from the new 1996 HKCEE is seen to involve participants,
processes, and products within the Hong Kong educational context. 

The participants included in the model should include all those who are
involved: teachers and students, administrators, material developers and
publishers. They also include those who are related to the outcomes of
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teaching and learning, such as stakeholders of the examinations, users of the
examinations, parents, and the community–the ‘who’ in Markee’s curricular
innovation model. All of their attitudes towards their educational work
can/may be affected by the examination (c.f. Bailey 1996: 262). In this study,
three levels of participants were studied: those who initiated, developed, and
implemented the new HKCEE. These parties included mainly the Hong Kong
Examinations Authority for the design of the new 1996 HKCEE examination
syllabus, textbook publishers and teacher educators for bridging the change
process with materials and methodological support, and the teachers and
students who used the exam syllabus. The combined function of these
participants within the Hong Kong education system determined the nature
and scope of the washback effect of this new examination. In this sense, the
washback effect is seen as a more complex educational phenomenon than
simply the effect of the examination on teaching and learning. It not only
involved participants within the Hong Kong education context, but also a
complex process of change. 

Processes, according to Hughes (1993), refer to ‘any actions taken by the
participants which may contribute to the process of learning and teaching’
(cited in Bailey, 1996: 262). He suggested that ‘such processes include
materials development, syllabus design, changes in attitudes towards teaching
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and learning, changes to teaching methodology, the use of test-taking
strategies, etc.’. The processes should also include the ‘adopt what, where,
when, why, and how’ element of Markee’s curricular innovation, i.e. who
(participants) adopts (process) what (the innovation), where (the context), when
(the time duration), why (the rationale), and how (different approaches in
managing innovation). This study thus explored what happened at the three
different levels of participants involved with the new 1996 HKCEE via
textbook writers and publishers to the schools. It then looked at the process of
the new HKCEE being delivered from the teachers to the students during the
first two years of the change when both the old and new syllabus coexisted in
teaching and learning. This study focused on the processes of the washback
effect on the actual classroom teaching and learning, both at the behavioural
level through classroom observations and at the policy level and the theoretical
or philosophical levels through the use of the teacher and student surveys. 

The researcher would like to point out that the study of the washback effect
as a process involved:

• a study of classroom teaching and learning
• a study of what happened in classroom teaching and learning in relation

to the new 1996 HKCEE, and
• a study of classroom teaching and learning from the point of view of

change.

Therefore, the processes in this study were seen in terms of attitudinal and
behavioural changes in teachers and students in relation to the new HKCEE.
In a sense, the washback effect being studied was seen as a process as well as
a product of the processes involved. The categorization of product has a
different meaning from Hughes’s definition of the product (the third
perspective within his trichotomy). Hughes (1993: 2) defined the product as
‘what is learned (facts, skills, etc.) and the quality of the learning such as
fluency, etc.’ (cited in Bailey, 1996: 262). This study did not focus on the
product as defined by Hughes (1993) due to its short time period. It charted
and recorded the process of the washback effect in order to understand how
the participants and processes interacted within the Hong Kong education
system. This study, therefore, was not a washback study of the revised
teaching materials, nor was it a washback study of student learning outcomes,
although either of these could be a useful focus for a washback study. It was,
rather, a study of the washback effect on the participants and the processes.
Therefore, the changes in attitudes towards teaching and learning, the changes
to teaching materials and methodology, and the changes to teaching and
learning activities were treated as processes as well as products within the
washback model.

Indeed, the nature and the scope of the new 1996 HKCEE affected first the
perceptions and attitudes of the participants towards their teaching and
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learning (studied via surveys). These perceptions and attitudes, in turn,
affected what participants did in carrying out their work (processes). The
processes could affect the learning outcomes, and would eventually lead to 
the product of teaching and learning. This model is an ideal model of the
washback mechanism, although rather simplistic. Whether the intended
washback effect vigorously promoted by the HKEA has been realized is still
partially in question. We are not sure whether all the participants’ products
(e.g. revised textbooks) have contributed to and facilitated the enhancement of
students’ learning outcomes. It would not be possible for a single study like
this one to explore all the above areas in full. It would also naturally take a
much longer time (beyond the initially few years of the new 1996 HKCEE) to
see all possible washback effects brought about by the new 1996 HKCEE.

To emphasize, washback is a very complex educational phenomenon. It
should be evaluated with reference to many ‘contextual variables of society’s
goals and values, the educational system in which the test is used, and the
potential outcomes of its use’ (Bachman & Palmer, 1996: 35). It should also
be evaluated with reference to aspects of assessment, curriculum, and teaching
and learning theories and practices within the educational system. The
researcher feels that it is not possible to illustrate the phenomenon completely
within a single model such as the figure above. This model, however, can
serve as a guide for future washback studies. The significance of this study lies
in the contribution of the methodological considerations of identifying (a) the
mechanism of the washback effect, and (b) areas of washback intensity in
classroom teaching.

Implications of the study
Many implications arise from the findings of this study. Three aspects of the
nature and the scope of washback need particularly to be re-addressed here.

The nature of washback as change

Andrews (1994b) pointed out that examination reform should be viewed as
one of the four key components (along with curriculum development/syllabus
design, materials writing, and teacher development) of any large-scale
curriculum innovation involving major systemic change. Development in the
four key components needs to be kept in harmony. Any attempt to innovate in
relation to any one of the four components would need to ensure that the
proposed innovation preserved a harmonious relationship between them. At
the same time, due account would need to be taken of the features of the
context and any other factors likely to promote or impede the successful
adoption and implementation of the change. 
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Washback is an educational phenomenon in which change is central. It can
be intended by policy-makers to bring about changes in teaching and learning.
Therefore, washback on teachers in this context means change; change of one
type or another that they feel obliged to make in their teaching for the new
HKCEE. Change can be a highly personal experience as ‘each and every one
of the teachers who will be affected by change must have the opportunity to
work through this experience’ (Fullan, 1991: 117). Furthermore, change
involves learning how to do something new. In this study, teachers had to cope
with something new–the new 1996 HKCEE. We have to know how, as well
as why, teachers changed, and likewise did not change, in order to understand
the nature of the washback effect. 

The scope of the intended washback

From the point of view of the HKEA, the new examination was designed to
bring about positive washback effects on teaching and learning in schools.
Such an intention relates to the extended construct validity concept of test
design (Messick, 1989, 1996). Senior HKEA officials claimed that they have
successfully changed the ‘what’ in teaching and learning in Hong Kong
secondary schools (HKEA, 1994b). However, the extent to which this new
examination has changed the ‘how’ of teaching and learning is limited. The
changes in teaching and learning so far have been largely superficial. For
example, it was seen that teachers adopted activities similar to those 
designed in the examination, such as group work, which reflected the 
new examination syllabus. But what is occurring here is the fact of the
examination (examination preparation). It is the important role of that public
examination in Hong Kong schools that works. The high-stakes nature of
public examinations drives teaching and learning, a fact that is very well
documented and can even be traced back to imperial examinations in ancient
China. Examinations drive teaching in the direction of coaching and drilling
for what is required in the examinations. Examples can be seen from this study
of an increasing number of activities being carried out in classroom teaching
and learning, which are similar to exam activities. 

The washback effect of the new examination on classroom teaching is
limited in the sense that it did not appear to have a fundamental impact on
classroom teaching. For example, the washback effect, as a process, can occur
to the extent that role play and group discussion were found to have been
widely adopted in the classroom instead of reading aloud (choral work), which
was observed in this study. When classroom teaching was observed closely
and in detail, it was seen that teachers still spent most of the class time
lecturing on group discussion or simply letting students go ahead and attempt
to engage in group discussions by themselves without the necessary
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pedagogical preparation. No genuine teaching and/or pedagogical help was
given, such as breaking group discussions into managerial language tasks or
activities, and/or guiding students in how to begin a conversation or how to
interrupt and/or to argue. Students might over-learn the vocabulary items for
group discussion in the practice books or in the format of group discussion, but
may still not learn the conversational strategies required of the language to
carry out group discussion successfully. The way the teachers carried out their
teaching remained more or less the same, whether the syllabus was the old one
or the new one. A word of caution needs to be mentioned here. The reason that
only superficial changes were observed might be due to the fact that this study
was conducted at the first three to four years of the introduction of the new
HKCEE. Changes are unlikely to take place overnight, particularly those
involving teachers’ beliefs and behaviours.  

The HKCEE undoubtedly plays an important role in school teaching and
learning in Hong Kong. If the HKEA changes the exam again, teachers as
well as the textbook publishers will follow the new changes again, but the
changes are highly likely to remain superficial and at the surface level. How
teachers perceive teaching and learning might change, but not how they carry
out the teaching and learning activities. The change of the examination has
informed teachers what, but not how. The extended construct validity (the
washback effect) can only be fully realized when all levels of the parties
(participants) within the education system are involved. In this sense, there
must be a genuine involvement of teacher educators and textbook writers.
Only in this way can the extended construct validity be realized. A change in
the examination syllabus itself will not on its own fulfil the intended goal.
Teacher education and professional development must be involved in the
process.  

In this study, the washback effect is clearly limited to the surface level.
The idea of changing the examination based on an ‘ideal’ assessment model
in order to influence teaching and learning to move towards an ‘ideal’
direction is, in this researcher’s opinion, oversimplifying the teaching and
learning situation. The actual teaching and learning situation is much more
complex because so much is happening in classroom teaching. To bring
about a positive washback effect on teaching and learning of the kind
intended by the HKEA, the process needs to be defined and collaboration
agreed upon in the area of teacher education and materials development, as
well as in the creation of supportive teaching and learning cultures in
schools. Only when all these organizations (participants) work together can
substantial changes in teaching and learning eventually be realized.
Furthermore, the washback effect as ‘process’ takes time to occur and may
occur in reciprocal cycles.
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Discrepancy between stakeholders

One of the outcomes of this study is the identification of gaps between the
three levels of the Hong Kong education situation, namely (a) the decision-
making level, (b) the intervening level, and (c) the implementing level. The
gaps show the discrepancies between levels, which might prevent washback
from occurring. Shohamy et al (1996: 313-314) have pointed out in the two
language tests they studied that,   

There is a discrepancy between the way teachers, students, and
bureaucrats view the effects of the test. The gap is mostly evident in the
fact that unlike teachers and students, the bureaucrats portray a much more
positive picture of the testing event and express satisfaction with the way
the test is being administered within the educational system. The
bureaucrats seem to use the test both as a means to improve matters and as
a device by which they control the system.

Furthermore, Andrews and Fullilove (1994) highlighted the discrepancy in
their study with regard to the possibility of engineering precisely targeted
pedagogical change by means of washback from public examinations between
the policy-makers (the HKEA) and teachers. They noted especially the
mismatch between the views of the HKEA Subject Working Party and those
of the teachers. This gap was also identified in the present study as preventing
the washback effect from being realized in actual teaching and learning. 

As mentioned earlier, washback from the examinations can influence
teaching to some extent, such as the implementation of activities similar to
those required by the exam, but washback from examinations does not make
teachers change their teaching. One reason is that the change of the HKCEE
towards an integrated and task-based approach can show teachers something
new, but it cannot automatically teach teachers how to teach something new.
Moreover, the HKEA failed to specify areas in teaching and learning on which
this new examination may have an impact, and how such an intended
washback effect could be brought about in teaching, though references to
washback can be frequently found in the HKEA documents (HKEA, 1993,
1994a, 1994b, 1996). It is clear that there must be collaboration with other
education agencies, such as textbook writers and tertiary institutions, in order
to bring about fundamental changes. 

Furthermore, Andrews and Fullilove (1994) argue that the design of exam-
related textbooks may be based on information from the HKEA for an
innovation, but the final product might not be moulded according to the
innovators’ view of what is desirable in terms of teaching, but rather according
to the publishers’ view of what will sell. In the Hong Kong context, at least,
this unfortunately tends to lead to the rapid production of materials which are
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very specific to the examination, and which represent a limiting of focus for
teachers and students rather than a broadening of horizons. 

Lessons learned from the study
This section will look at some of the weaknesses of the study as it progressed
and as the findings were being examined in order to offer lessons to be
learned. In the discussion, it is important to bear in mind the underlying
purpose of the study. This purpose influenced the scope of the study, which
may have necessarily entailed a sacrifice in depth. Secondly, the study was
carried out within a constrained timeframe, which lasted from the birth of the
new exam syllabus, to the end of the first year in which the examination was
taken by the first cohort of F5 students. The time constraint had particular
implications on the results of the teachers’ survey study as the observed
differences that were conducted amount to similar groups of teachers teaching
the 1996 new HKCEE for the first and the second years. It was unlikely that
substantial changes could be observed with that frame of work. The same
could be true of the classroom observations. In this way, the limited amount
of time and the available empirical research studies on washback contributed
to the relative lack of sophistication of the research instruments used in this
study. In the end, such a washback study should be on a longitudinal basis, and
studied from multiple perspectives.

Scope of the study

Hong Kong is ‘an examination-mad town’ (Fullilove, 1992: 131). Public
examinations play an extremely dominating role in the education system.
Washback is a complex educational phenomenon involving many facets of
teaching and learning. As this is the first such large-scale empirical study 
of washback in Hong Kong, the researcher has chosen a more panoramic view
of the mechanism of washback within the Hong Kong educational context. By
exploring the three levels of participants (decision-making, intervening, and
implementing levels), the researcher sacrificed paying in-depth attention to
each key participant, on the grounds that a study of any level of participants,
even selected key participant teachers or students, would constitute a solid and
focused washback study alone. Such an in-depth study would, to some extent,
reveal more detailed information about the mechanism of the washback effect
within that focus. In a way, a washback study would be a compromise,
allowing investigation of both the big and small pictures unless a team of
researchers, sometimes in different contexts, gather together to look at all
facets of teaching and learning (Saville & Hawkey, 2004). 
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Refined instruments required

This study is one of the few washback studies that has employed both
quantitative and qualitative data, especially classroom data, to study
washback. Therefore, there were not many existing instruments in the area of
washback, which could be drawn upon. No single uniform questionnaire has
emerged as being widely used to survey either teachers or students about
language testing washback. Bailey (1999) points out that it would be a
valuable contribution to the available methodological tools for washback
study to develop a widely usable questionnaire for teachers and for students.

The researcher tried to develop parallel surveys from the beginning,
drawing upon theoretical underpinnings from classroom language teaching
and learning studies and the teachers’ initial qualitative input in Phase I of the
study. Furthermore, due to the time constraints on the research, the categories
and items of both survey instruments were relatively limited. The researcher
to some extent achieved theoretical constructs among the categories of the
survey instruments. Items within each category needed to form a more
coherent construct of aspects of teaching and learning. This weakness
prevented more advanced statistical analysis of the survey data. Statistical
analysis was performed on the level of items for t-test comparison. This could
be a good lesson for future researchers and serves as a reminder to devote as
much time as possible on the development of the instrument. In that way, the
instruments in this study could have been refined to a greater extent if more
time had been allowed for further trials and testing of the items within each
category.  

The classroom observation scheme also had some limitations. The
researcher tried to develop an appropriate instrument to capture classroom
interaction, both at the macro level (large segments of the lessons) and at the
micro level (to catch classroom interaction as brief as a single ‘turn’). The
research problem lay in the inquiry about the levels of classroom interaction
on which washback could have an impact. This study used a classroom
observation instrument that achieved a balanced focus for both the macro and
micro levels of classroom teaching. The researcher feels that the classroom
observation scheme could be honed further in order to provide a closer look at
the micro level of classroom interaction. 

Moreover, some technical aspects of the classroom observation scheme
could have been improved. For example, the findings showed an increase in
students’ activities as a percentage of class time. The increased percentage of
class time used by the students was not known. The video camera was set in
the corner of the classroom to avoid interrupting the natural teaching and
learning process, yet consequently it was only able to catch and record certain
aspects of the detailed process of student activities. Those parts of the lessons
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showed us that students were working among themselves, such as in group
discussions, over a certain period of time. The video recordings did not show
exactly what students were doing. It would have enriched the findings to fix
another video camera closer to one or two groups of student activities. 

Implications for future research

This study investigated curriculum changes in relation to the impact of the
new 1996 HKCEE (as the change agent) on the teaching and learning of
English in Hong Kong secondary schools. Curriculum models encourage
researchers to see both the big picture and the small picture in order to
understand the reality, variation, and complexity of curriculum changes
(Fullan, 1991). Both the big and small pictures were studied in the three
phases of the study. Phase I focused on the big picture, investigating different
parties within the Hong Kong education context. Phases II and III emphasized
the small picture, investigating teachers’ attitudinal and behavioural changes
towards the new 1996 HKCEE. A combined inquiry drawing upon both
quantitative and qualitative paradigms has achieved an overall investigation of
the washback phenomenon. 

One recommendation for a future washback study would be to closely
consider the balance between the breadth and specificity of what is studied.
This has to be the research issue that every researcher ponders before, during,
and after any study. Take the present study for example: what else could have
been investigated at the macro level of the big picture? One suggestion would
be to carry out an investigation of the perceptions at the decision-making level
for the new 1996 HKCEE, together with those perceptions at the intervening
level and the school level. The differences in perceptions would, to a large
extent, dictate the actual washback effect of the new examination. What else
could have been studied in the small picture? One recommendation would be
to investigate the effect of washback on teachers of different teaching styles.
This study has shown that washback works for certain teachers but not others,
or that it works on teachers at different levels. In order to understand the ‘why’
and ‘how’ of the above questions, a smaller and closer analysis could be
undertaken. The researcher would like to recommend two research areas for
future washback study.

An investigation of the washback effect of textbooks

The degree of superficiality of the washback effect, i.e. form vs. substance,
could be studied. The intent of changing an examination is to effect real
changes in the substance of students’ proficiency and development (improved
learning and more effective learning). Washback tends to change the form of
teaching (the washback effect of the test formats).
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In order to understand more about the nature of washback, a focus could
have been given to investigate textbook washback in retrospection–the
washback effect on teaching and learning via the textbooks (and teaching
materials) used in classroom teaching. As mentioned in this study, a rapid
change of teaching content into the revised textbooks is particularly evident in
the Hong Kong context. Textbook washback was also evident through the
surveys and classroom observations as one area of washback intensity in this
study. The fact is that the teachers tended to rely solely on textbooks in Hong
Kong secondary schools. Their Scheme of Work is subsequently determined
by the structure of textbooks. The teachers would arrange their lessons on the
basis of their Scheme of Work, which affects the sequencing of lessons. This
is probably the main reason why examination changes can bring about direct
changes in classroom teaching. 

The HKEA encouraged textbook publishers to change both the form and
substance of the textbooks. but textbook publishers were concerned with how
changing the textbooks would affect their sales. This need would directly
determine the kind of changes to be made in the revised materials.
Furthermore, textbook publishers could not allow themselves sufficient time
to make a thorough revision due to the commercial nature of textbook
publishing in Hong Kong. Schools usually would look for materials that were
highly related to the form change of the new examination. Textbook writers
complained that if they only changed the substance, teachers would not wish
to buy those books. This study3 revealed that one of the textbook series in
Hong Kong secondary schools (Impact 5) sold less than 50% of its former
equivalent, Impact 4, because it failed to change its format in an obviously
visible manner. The book cover did not explicitly indicate that it was for the
new HKCEE. 

Practice books for examinations always sell best. So publishers are always
keen to produce those kinds of teaching materials. Analysing those textbooks
currently used in Hong Kong secondary schools would provide valuable
information on the extent of substance changes in the revised teaching
materials for the new examination. Consequently, this will determine the
extent of the changes teachers might make in their teaching. Perkinson (1985:
2) emphasized the controlling role of textbooks in teaching, saying that ‘it was
textbooks that established the content to be taught and delineated the methods
used to teach them.’ He pointed out that the domination of the textbook in
curricular affairs has been evident for a long time, and continues to be so in
current times. 

Furthermore, the teaching situation in Hong Kong secondary schools is
largely dictated by examination oriented teaching materials because teachers
believe that they are handy to rely on. The washback effect of the new 1996
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HKCEE may be, to a large extent, determined by textbook publishers’
interpretation of the examination. Publishers want to sell their books. Teachers
want something to rely upon in their teaching. A detailed analysis of the
revised textbooks commonly used in Hong Kong secondary schools could
then be another breakthrough point in studying the effect of washback. In
retrospection, textbooks should have been studied in this study, yet it was not
conducted due to the researcher’s research intentions on teachers’ perceptions
and behaviours.  

An investigation into the lower forms

Referring to the point raised above, changing an examination is likely to
change the kind of examination practice, but not the substance of the
examination practice. New changes in any examination will certainly re-focus
and re-direct attention in teaching to the examination formats more than
before, given the importance of examinations in the Hong Kong school
system. Most of us believe that what is needed is not only examination
practice such as drilling and coaching but a sound approach to developing
language proficiency. This study has shown that changing the examination
does not change the degree of emphasis on examinations nor does it
necessarily change teachers’ methods of teaching in any fundamental way, if
teacher education and professional development is not involved. Changing the
exam tends to change the content of teaching rather than the methods teachers
use in teaching. 

Furthermore, many proponents of academic achievement testing view
‘coachability’ not as a drawback, but rather as a virtue (see Heyneman, 1987;
Wiseman, 1961). ‘Better’ examination formats enhance ‘better’ teaching
methods. Most of the participants within the Hong Kong education context
believe this. For example, the change of oral examination format from
‘reading aloud’ in the old HKCEE to ‘role play and group work’ in the new
HKCEE changed to a certain extent the way teachers taught at the F5 level.
Teachers did not teach ‘reading aloud’ any more. As the English subject
committee of the HKEA mentioned, if teachers crammed their students for the
exam (and they certainly did), and followed the new exam format, this was
already a plus in teaching. If we wish to know whether cramming for this
‘better’ examination actually influenced teaching for the better, we need to
look at lower forms in the secondary school education setting. The form
studied here was F5, which was the year when students were heavily coached
for the examination. If we wish to see whether there was really any genuine
impact of the new HKCEE, it would be logical to look at lower forms such as
F1, 2 or 3 to see whether the new ideas in teaching and learning built into the
new HKCEE actually influenced teaching at those levels.  
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Conclusion
As pointed out by Glaser and Silver (1994: 28), ‘there is good reason for the
optimism that the oft-postponed wedding of assessment and instruction will
occur.’ If teachers can be empowered (depending on the role of the
examination) to use new forms of assessment to improve their teaching, and if
they, together with educational policy makers, can devise systemic approaches
that integrate assessment into efforts to improve learning and instruction,
perhaps the time for change in assessment practice to enhance its usefulness
for instructional decision-making and the display of standards of competent
performance will be at last upon us. Glaser and Silver’s picture is obviously
very positive given the many existing ‘ifs’ within any educational context. The
findings from this study, illustrate the constraints and limitations of using an
examination to influence teaching and learning. 

Furthermore, the key assumption above is that the outcome is something
that is required of all, regardless of their differing capacities and
interpretations. Noble and Smith (1994b) found substantial variability in
teachers’ beliefs about themselves and about how students learn. Teachers
also varied significantly in their classroom practices and their views of
students and curriculum. The difference between the teachers illustrates
variation in capacity to implement the mandated reform, which is also true in
this study. To the researcher, in order to be consistent with cognitive-
constructivist beliefs about learning and teaching, educational reform directed
towards instructional improvement by using examinations should first
acknowledge the challenges presented by such conceptual changes. Change of
this type is not simply brought about by the acquisition or knowledge of new
facts. Conceptual change is seldom achieved without attending to the beliefs
of those who are the targets of change (teachers) and the conditions of the
environments in which they function (schools). Not taking into account these
beliefs and conditions would lead to a situation in which ‘the more things
change the more they remain the same. Change is everywhere, and progress is
not’ (Karr, 1849, cited in Nunan, 1996: 1).

In order to enable changes to occur, Noble and Smith (1994b) pointed out
that consistent reform would have to first accept that teacher learning is a
process of construction, and that teachers possess diverse interpretations and
prior knowledge structures. We have to recognize the need for conceptual
change and teacher learning in the context of classroom practice. Therefore,
any change would need to include sufficient time and resources such as
mentoring, peer coaching, intensive seminars/workshops, and the like. In this
sense, the washback effect will take time to occur. Also, an education system
should be established to encourage teachers to risk experimentation and
failures in the short run. A socio-political context in which teachers feel safe
trying new strategies needs to exist in order to enable changes to occur.

Conclusion
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Changing teachers from a mastery model of content-deliverers to active
constructors of knowledge and co-constructors of students’ knowledge is not
merely an incremental change; it is a fundamental shift. This means that the
quality and intensity of curriculum and professional development, the
resources to support the development, and the time to incorporate and refine
the changes, should be made available for the shift to happen within the school
setting and wider educational context. 

High-stakes examinations such as the new 1996 HKCEE are not
instruments that encourage teachers’ inquiry into, or critical thinking about,
the status quo of teaching and learning. On the contrary, they depend on
coercion to create uniformity (see also McDonnell & Elmore, 1987;
McDonnell et al, 1990). If the HKEA expects teachers to change themselves
(teaching contents and methodology) and their students, an environment
conducive to such change must be fostered. The Hong Kong educational
context at the macro level is favourable according to this study. But the actual
teaching context (school environment, messages from administration,
expectations of other teachers, and students) also plays a key role in
facilitating or detracting from the possibility of change. 

In the end, the change is in the teachers’ hands. As English (1992) pointed
out, when the classroom door is shut and nobody else is around, the classroom
teacher can then select and teach almost any curriculum he or she decides is
appropriate irrespective of the various reforms, innovations, and public
examinations.
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APPENDIX I
Teachers’ questionnaire for the main study

Teachers’ Perceptions of Public Examinations 
in Hong Kong Secondary Schools

Dear Colleague,
We would like to ask you for your opinions of the new 1996 Hong Kong Certificate
of Education Examination (HKCEE) in English and the necessary preparation you
intend to carry out in order to cope with the changes in the syllabus. To help us,
please fill in this questionnaire according to your own experience. All information
will be treated in the strictest confidence. Thank you very much.

PART ONE   Please tick the appropriate answer.

(1) Your gender:
�F � M

(2) Your age:
� 20-30 � 31-40 � 41-50   � above 50

(3) Your academic qualifications:
� BA � BSc � Masters       � Others

(4) Your professional qualifications:
� Teacher’s Certificate � P.C.Ed/Diploma in Education 
� Advanced Diploma in Education � RSA � M. Ed

(5) Number of years you have been teaching:
� 1-3 � 4-6 � 7-9 � 10 and above 10

(6) Major forms you currently teach: 
� F1-F3 � F4-F5 � F6-F7

(7) Number of periods you teach English per week:
� 16-21 � 22-27 � 28-33 � above 33

(8) The band of your school:
� Band 1   � Band 2   � Band 3    � Band 4    � Band 5

PART TWO   Please grade the following on a 5-point scale format where 
1= Strongly disagree, 2= Disagree, 3= Undecided, 4= Agree, 5= Strongly agree.
Put 1, 2, 3, 4 or 5 in the brackets provided.

(1) What do you see as the major reasons for the HKEA (Hong Kong Examinations
Authority) to change the present HKCEE in English?
1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= undecided, 4= agree, 5= strongly agree

1� To meet the demands of tertiary education.
2� To prepare students for their future career.
3� To refine testing methods.
4� To narrow the gap between HKCEE and UE.
5� To cope with the present decline in English standards.
6� To widen the gap between the top and low students.
7� To motivate students to use integrated skills
8� To encourage students to play an active role in learning.
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9� To enable students to communicate more with others.
10� To encourage better textbooks

(2) What are the major changes that you have perceived in the exam papers of the
1996 HKCEE in English?
1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= undecided, 4= agree, 5= strongly agree

1� More related to Target Orientated Curriculum principles
2� More integrated and task-based approaches
3� More practical and closer to real life
4� Closer to the Use of English in the oral paper
5� More role play and group discussion
6� More emphasis on oral activities
7� More emphasis on listening
8� Less emphasis on grammatical usage

(3) What kind of extra work or pressure if any do you think the 1996 HKCEE in
English will put on you in your teaching? 
1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= undecided, 4= agree, 5= strongly agree

1� Following a new syllabus
2� Doing more lesson preparation
3� Preparing more materials for students
4� Revising the existing materials
5� Employing new teaching methods 
6� Setting up new teaching objectives
7� Meeting new challenges in teaching
8� Organising more exam practices

(4) What are the major changes you are likely to make in your teaching in the context
of the 1996 new HKCEE?
1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= undecided, 4= agree, 5= strongly agree

1� To teach according to the new test formats
2� To adopt new teaching methods
3� To use a more communicative approach in teaching
4� To put more stress on role play and group discussion
5� To put more emphasis on the oral and listening components
6� To put more emphasis on the integration of skills
7� To employ more real life language tasks  
8� To encourage more students’ participation in class

(5) What do you find the most difficult aspects of teaching the 1996 HKCEE in
English if any?
1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= undecided, 4= agree, 5= strongly agree

1� Students’ current English level 
2� Class size
3� Inadequate textbooks and other available teaching resources
4� Noisy learning environment
5� The lack of teaching and learning aids and facilities
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6� Too heavy work load
7� Inadequate time for students’ practice of English outside the language classroom

(6) What are the learning strategies you would recommend to your students in the
context of the 1996 new HKCEE?
1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= undecided, 4= agree, 5= strongly agree

1� To learn to take better notes
2� To expose themselves to various English media
3� To learn to express their opinions in class
4� To put more emphasis on listening and speaking
5� To learn to initiate questions
6� To be more active in classroom participation
7� To use English more in their daily life
8� To change from passive learning to active learning
9� To communicate more in English

(7) What types of activities do you think should be involved with language learning?
1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= undecided, 4= agree, 5= strongly agree

1� Task-oriented activities
2� Language games 
3� Role play and group discussion
4� Exposure to various English media
5� Authentic materials
6� Training in basic language knowledge
7� Extracurricular activities

(8) What do you think are the major aims for learning English in Hong Kong?
1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= undecided, 4= agree, 5= strongly agree

1� To pursue further studies
2� To pass examinations
3� To obtain jobs
4� To satisfy school requirements
5� To satisfy parents’ requirements

(9) In what ways do you think you would like to motivate your students in learning
English?
1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= undecided, 4= agree, 5= strongly agree

1� To do more mock exam papers 
2� To use more authentic materials
3� To organise real life language activities
4� To do more interesting language games
5� To give students more encouragement to learn
6� To create a positive attitude toward language learning
7� To provide students with effective language learning strategies
8� To have better classroom discipline
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(10) What do you think are the basic functions of mock tests in school?
1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= undecided, 4= agree, 5= strongly agree

1� To give feedback to teachers
2� To assess students’ learning difficulties
3� To motivate students
4� To direct students’ learning
5� To prepare students for public examination
6� To identify area of re-teaching

(11) How is your teaching assessed in your school?
1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= undecided, 4= agree, 5= strongly agree

1� Your own reflections on teaching
2� The performance of your students in tests and public exams
3� The overall inspection of your students’ work by your school
4� The overall completion of the subject contents
5� Anonymous student evaluation of teaching
6� Evaluation by colleagues
7� Evaluation by principal or school inspectors

(12) The factors that most influence your teaching are?
1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= undecided, 4= agree, 5= strongly agree

1� Professional training
2� Academic seminars or workshops
3� Teaching experience and belief 
4� Teaching syllabus
5� Past experience as a language learner 
6� The need to obtain satisfaction in teaching
7� Textbooks
8� Public examinations
9� Learners’ expectations

10� Peers’ expectations
11� Principal’s expectations
12� Social expectations

PART THREE   Please tick the right answer or provide written answers.

(1) What is your current reaction to the 1996 HKCEE in English?
1� sceptical about the change
2� neutral
3� welcome the change
4� enthusiastically endorse the change

(2) What is the medium of instruction you use when you teach English in the
classroom?
1� English only
2� English supplemented with occasional Chinese explanation
3� Half English and half Chinese
4� Mainly Chinese 
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(3) Who generally makes the decision on the arrangement of lessons?
1� Principal
2� Panel chair 
3� English teachers together
4� Yourself 

(4) How do you arrange your teaching in your school?
1� According to the textbook arrangement
2� According to the school scheme of work
3� According to separate skills such as reading or listening 
4� According to the contents and materials to be taught
5� According to language activities/tasks

(5) Who makes the major decision on the choice of textbooks?
1� Principal
2� Panel chair  
3� English teachers together
4� Yourself

(6) What are the primary functions of textbooks in teaching?
1� To provide practical activities
2� To provide a structured language program to follow
3� To provide language models
4� To provide information about the language

Please grade the following on a 5-point scale where 1= never, 2= seldom, 
3= sometimes, 4= often, 5= always and put 1,2,3,4 or 5 in the brackets provided.

(7) How often do you consider the following aspects when you prepare your lessons?
1= never, 2= seldom, 3= sometimes, 4= often, 5= always
1� The methods of teaching
2� The contents of teaching
3� The tasks to be performed in teaching
4� The skills to be taught
5� Any supplementary materials to be used
6� How to motivate students to learn
7� Homework to give to students

(8) How often do you do the following in class?
1= never, 2= seldom, 3= sometimes, 4= often, 5= always
1� Talk to the whole class
2� Talk to groups of students
3� Talk to individual students
4� Keep silent
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(9) How often do you do the following activities in class?
1= never, 2= seldom, 3= sometimes, 4= often, 5= always

1� Tell the students the aims of each lesson
2� Demonstrate how to do particular language activities
3� Explain the meaning of the text
4� Explain specific language items such as words or sentences 
5� Explain textbook exercises
6� Explain homework
7� Explain mock exams
8� Organise language games
9� Organise group work or discussion

10� Organise integrated language tasks

(10) How often do you use the following teaching and learning aids in your teaching?
1= never, 2= seldom, 3= sometimes, 4= often, 5= always
1� Textbooks
2� Supplementary materials 
3� Television/Radio
4� Newspapers 
5� Language laboratory
6� Pictures and/or cards
7� Teaching syllabus
8� Examination syllabus
9� Overall lesson plan (scheme of work)

—- End of Questionnaire —-
Thank you very much for your help
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APPENDIX II
Teachers’ questionnaire for the initial study

Dear Colleague,
We would like to hear about how you feel about the new Hong Kong Certificate of
Education Examination (HKCEE) and the preparation you intend to carry out in order
to cope with the changes in the new exam. Please tick the right answer or answer in
words. All information you provide here will be treated as highly confidential. Thank
you for your valuable time.

Part One  Personal Data

1. Your gender and age: 
� F   � M   
� 20-30   � 31-40   � 41-50
2. Professional qualifications :
� BA   � BSc   � Masters   � below
3. Number of years you have taught English:
� 1-2   � 3-4    � 5-6    � 7-10    � above 10
4. Forms you currently teach. Tick more than one box if necessary:
� F1    � F2    � F3    � F4    � F5    � F6    � F7
5. The band of your school:
� Band 1   � Band 2   � Band 3   � Band 4   � Band 5 
6. In what district is your school:

wwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwww

7. The medium of instruction your school has opted for in 1994:
� English   � Chinese   � Mixed
8. The typical size of your classes in terms of student numbers:
� 20-30   � 31-40   � 41-50   � above 50
9. Textbooks you mainly use in teaching:

wwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwww

10. Teaching and learning aids and facilities you regularly use:
� TV   � Radio   � Language lab   � Computer lab   
� Pictures /Cards    � Transparencies    � Slides
11. Number of hours you teach English per week:
� 4-8   � 9-12    � 13-16    � above 16
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Part Two Attitudinal Data

1. In what year will the proposed NEW HKCEE in English first be issued to F5
students?
� 1995   � 1996

2. How many papers are there in the New HKCEE in English? 
Please specify what they are.

wwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwww

3. What are the major changes in the different papers of the NEW HKCEE in
English?

wwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwww

4. What do you see as the major reasons for the HKEA’s decision (Hong Kong
Examinations Authority) to change the present exam?

wwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwww

5. Do you think you will have to change your teaching in some way because of the
change in the exam?
� yes   � no
If yes, what are the major changes you will have to make? 
If no, could you please give your major reasons?

wwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwww

6. Do you think your students will have to change their learning strategies because of
the change of the exam? 
� yes   � no
If yes, what are the learning strategies which you recommend for your students?

wwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwww

Appendix II Teachers’ questionnaire for the initial study 

263



If no, could you please give your major reasons?

wwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwww

7. What was your first reaction to the NEW exam?
� sceptical about the change    � neutral
� welcomed the change           � enthusiastically endorsed the change

8. What do you think of the NEW exam? Please list some good or weak points that
you see in it.

wwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwww

9. Do you think the NEW exam will put extra pressure on you? 
� yes   � no
If yes, could you please specify what these pressures will be?

wwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwww

If no, could you please give your major reasons?

wwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwww

10. Do you think there is anything required in the NEW exam which is contradictory
to your teaching philosophy? Please specify.
� yes  � no

wwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwww

11. What types of activities do you think should be involved in language learning?

wwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwww

12. Do you think the NEW exam will improve students’ motivation? Please specify.
� yes   � no

wwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwww
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13. Do you think the NEW exam will involve using more teaching aids and facilities?
� yes  � no

wwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwww

14. Have the test scores of your students ever been commented on negatively against
you or your colleagues?  � yes  � no
If yes, could you please specify how?

wwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwww

Part Three  Behavioural Data

1. How are the English lessons arranged in your school?
� separately as listening, reading or writing, etc.
� integrated skills
� according to your own arrangements

2. Could you please specify the percentage of time you spend on each skill?
[   ]% listening  [   ]% speaking   [   ]% reading   [   ]% writing

3. Who generally makes the decision about lesson arrangements for English teaching
in your school?
� principal  � panel chair   � English teachers together  � yourself 

4. Who makes the major decision in the choice of English textbooks in your school?
� principal   � panel chair   � English teachers together   � yourself

5. Has your school changed textbooks because of the NEW exam?
� yes   � no

6. What are the factors that play a major role in your teaching? Please arrange them
according to their importance by putting from 1 as the most important to 6 as the least
important.
� public examinations
� learners’ expectations
� peers’ expectations
� principal’s expectations
� your teaching views
� your teaching experience

7. Do you have regular opportunities to discuss with your colleagues or exchange
opinions on language teaching?
� yes   � no 
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8. If you are teaching F5, are there any extra hours assigned to prepare the students for
their coming certificate English exam besides normal teaching? 
� yes   � no
If yes, how many extra hours are assigned to the students?

wwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwww

Thank you very much for your kind help.
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APPENDIX III 
Students’ questionnaire for the main study
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A: Chinese version 

:

(1)    1    2 

(2) 
    1 1- 2     4 1
    2 3- 4     5 2
    3 5- 6     

(3) 
    1 2 ,
    3 4 

(4) 
    1      2      3      4      5 

(5) , ?
    1     2 -     3 -     4 

(1)=  (2)=  (3)=
           (4)=  (5)= , 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

(1) 
    (1)      (2) (3)      (4)      (5)
     1 
     2 
     3 
     4 

A: Chinese version
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(2) ?
    (1)      (2) (3)      (4)      (5)
     1 
     2 
     3 ,
     4 
     5 
     6 
     7 
     8 

(3) 
    (1)      (2) (3)      (4)      (5)
     1 
     2 
     3 
     4 
     5 
     6 
     7 
     8 
     9 
    10 

(4) 
    (1)      (2) (3)      (4)      (5)
     1 
     2 
     3 
     4 
     5 

(5) 
    (1)      (2) (3)      (4)      (5)
     1 
     2 
     3 
     4 
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     5 
     6 
     7 

(1)=  (2)=  (3)=
(4)=  (5)= , 1, 2, 3, 4, 5

(6) 
    (1)   (2) (3)   (4)   (5)
     1 
     2 
     3 
     4 
     5 

(7) 
    (1)   (2) (3)   (4)   (5)
     1 
     2 
     3 
     4 
     5 
     6 
     7 
     8 
     9 

(8) 
    (1)   (2) (3)   (4)   (5)
     1 
     2 
     3 
     4 
     5 
     6 
     7 
     8 
     9 
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    10 
    11 

(9) 
    1 
    2 

(10) 
     (1)   (2) (3)   (4)   (5)
     1 
     2 
     3 
     4 
     5 

(11) 
     (1)   (2) (3)   (4)   (5)
     1 
     2 
     3 
     4 
     5 
     6 
     7 
     8 
     9 
    10 
    11 
    12 



B: English version
Students’ perceptions of public examinations in Hong Kong secondary schools  

Dear students:

We would like to hear how you feel about your English learning in school and also
how you feel about the public examination you are going to sit soon. All
information you provide here will be treated in the strictest confidence. Thank
you for your valuable time.

PART ONE  Please tick the appropriate answer. 

(1) Your gender 1 � Female 2 � Male

(2) At what level did you begin to receive lessons in English? 
1 � Primary 1-2 4 � Form 1
2 � Primary 3-4 5 � Form 2
3 � Primary 5-6

(3) What is the medium of instruction your teacher usually uses to teach you
English?

1 � English only 
2 � English supplemented with occasional Chinese explanation
3 � Half English and half Chinese
4 � Mainly Chinese

(4) How often does your teacher refer to the HKCEE in English, which you are going
to take in school?

1 � never 2 � seldom 3 � sometimes
4 � often 5 � always

(5) How many hours of private tutorials do you undertake for the preparation of the
coming HKCEE in English?

1 � none 2 � once or twice
3 � three to four times 4 � more than five times

PART TWO  Please grade the following on 5-point scale format where 1= never,
2= seldom, 3= sometimes, 4= often, 5= always and put 1,2,3,4,5 in the brackets
provided.

(1) How often does your teacher do the following in your English lessons?
1= never, 2= seldom, 3= sometimes, 4= often, 5= always

1 � Talk to the whole class.
2 � Talk to groups of students.
3 � Talk to individual students.
4 � Keep silent.
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(2) How often does your teacher do the following activities in your English lessons?
1= never, 2= seldom, 3= sometimes, 4= often, 5= always

1 � Tell your class the aims of each lesson
2 � Explain the meaning of the text
3 � Explain specific language items such as words or sentence structures
4 � Explain textbook exercises
5 � Explain mock exam papers
6 � Organise language games
7 � Organise group work or discussion
8 � Organise integrated language tasks

(3) How often do you do the following activities in your English lessons?
1= never, 2= seldom, 3= sometimes, 4= often, 5= always

1 � Reading
2 � Listening
3 � Writing
4 � Speaking
5 � Practising grammar items
6 � Learning vocabulary
7 � Carrying out group discussion
8 � Carrying out language tasks 
9 � Doing language games

10 � Doing mock exam papers

(4) How often do you do the following in English in class? 
1= never, 2= seldom, 3= sometimes, 4= often, 5= always

1 � Doing group discussion and pair work
2 � Arguing for correct answers to an exercise
3 � Expressing your own ideas
4 � Making a request in class
5 � Asking for clarifications

(5) How often do you do the following in English outside class?
1= never, 2= seldom, 3= sometimes, 4= often, 5= always

1 � Talk to your teachers
2 � Talk to your classmates
3 � Talk to your family members
4 � Talk to other people outside school
5 � Watch television
6 � Listen to radio
7 � Read newspapers and magazines
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Please grade the following on a 5-point scale where 1= strongly disagree, 2=
disagree, 3= undecided, 4= agree, 5= strongly agree and put 1,2,3,4 or 5 in the
brackets provided.

(6) How do you find your English lessons compared with other school subjects?
1= strongly disagree  2= disagree  3= undecided  4= agree  5= strongly agree

1 � Much more lively than other subjects
2 � Full of interesting language activities
3 � Lots of pair work and group discussion
4 � More opportunities to communicate with teachers and classmates
5 � Close to real life activities

(7) How do you agree with the following reasons for learning English?
1= strongly disagree  2= disagree  3= undecided  4= agree  5= strongly agree

1 � To acquire basic knowledge and forms of English
2 � To get a better job
3 � To be able to go into tertiary education
4 � To be able to communicate with people 
5 � To be able to watch English movies and listen to English programs
6 � To meet the requirements of the society
7 � To have more and better opportunities in the future
8 � To prepare for HKCEE
9 � To fulfil parents’ expectations

(8) What are your preferred strategies for learning a language?
1= strongly disagree  2= disagree  3= undecided  4= agree  5= strongly agree

1 � Reading newspapers and magazines in English
2 � Listening to radio programs in English 
3 � Watching TV or videos in English
4 � Taking part in group activities in class
5 � Expressing opinions in class
6 � Learning by games
7 � Learning grammar rules
8 � Learning vocabulary
9 � Doing exercises and home work

10 � Taking notes
11 � Participating in extracurricular activities

(9) Have you ever been affected by your exam scores?
1 � yes.
2 � no.

(10) In what aspects have you been affected by exam scores?
1= strongly disagree 2= disagree 3= undecided 4= agree 5= strongly agree

1 � self-image
2 � motivation to learn
3 � teacher and student relationship
4 � anxiety and emotional tension
5 � future job opportunity
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(11) How do you agree with the following opinions?
1= strongly disagree  2= disagree  3= undecided  4= agree  5= strongly agree

1 � Students dislike examinations.
2 � Students’ learning is improved by practising mock exam. 
3 � Taking examinations is a valuable learning experience.
4 � Examinations force students to study harder.
5 � Examinations have an important effect on student self-image.
6 � A student’s score on an examination is a good indication of how well she

or he has learned the material.
7 � A student’s performance on an examination is a good indication of how

well she or he will be able to apply what has been learned.
8 � Examination should NOT be used as a sole determiner of student 

grades.
9 � Students perform better in an exam situation than in normal teaching 

situation.
10 � Mock examinations are important ways to learn.
11 � All students work hard to achieve their best in public examinations.
12 � Examination is one of the motivations for students’ learning.

End of the Questionnaire
Thank you very much for your help.
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APPENDIX V
An excerpt of one of the longest turns observed 

This typically long turn is at the beginning of the lesson. 

Today [framing], we are going to look at Part Two–discussion. If you remember
when we have the final year examination, there are four people in your group.
[Pause] And you sit together to discuss a topic. Today [focus], we are going to
look at how to start a discussion. If you have the paper–the career paper, you
may... have a look then. We are going to have a look at Chapter Two. Chapter
Two. Giving suggestions. //So yesterday Mr. Hut was trying to collect the
Council letter from you. It is a visit to the Career Information Centre. Have you
given it to me? Because if you haven’t given it to me, then you can not go to the
Career Centre.// [Management: Discipline routine] Please look at page 15. Page
15 please. A group discussion. Everybody has a book. Page 15 please. //No other
books on your table please, no ice cream, no maps. // [Management: Discipline
routine] OK.[frame: indicating to the students that one transition has ended
and another is beginning] What I would like you to do is, because it is oral
today, I would like you to use your mouth. Open your mouth. OK, discussion
skills. Let us read this together. (2 minutes) [Management: Classroom
procedure].

[Up to this part, the teacher has been talking for 2 minutes in one turn–the
introduction to the lesson. No language input has been given in terms of
content–two kinds of management have been used–discipline and classroom
procedures.]

//In this lesson, we are going to suggest ways for your schools to raise money for
charity, and plan a fund-raising event.// [Topic of discussion] //You will look
again at how to prepare for a group interaction or discussion, and revise things
you can say to open a discussion. You will practise making suggestions and
supporting them with reasons. You will also learn to respond to other people’s
suggestions and give alternative ideas.// [content of the lesson–discussion] (40
seconds)

[Second turn. Teacher and students reading aloud together. The topic of the
discussion was introduced.]

//Before we start, I would like you to remember during the discussion what words
do we use in the discussion? What things can you say in the discussion? For
example, somebody says something. You say that is a good idea. What is your
opinion? [Some laughter observed. There might be a private turn, but the video
camera did not catch it]. Yes? Let’s start. Oh, never mind, today in this group in
this picture, we are going to learn how to discuss, to raise money for charity. To
raise money for the charity. // [The teacher wrote this on the blackboard, ‘Tips
for discussion’]. //Firstly, do you know what is charity? Charity means there are
some people who don’t have the money, who don’t have enough money so we
want to give them the money by donation. For example, I think the Youngchai
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[made up names used in the textbook] hospital is having a charity collection at
the moment. So you have the Youngchai Hospital form. Then you ask people to
sponsor your walk. Do you know what is the word ‘sponsor’?  ______ [in
Chinese]. That is correct. Sponsor for a walk? So what they do is they give you
the money and you walk somewhere. Then you collect the money to help the
hospital. The word charity means to give people money when they need it.
Because you are kind and you are helpful. To raise money means to collect the
money for the charity. There are different kinds of charity. It can be for the old
people, for the elderly, for the hospital,  anything else? For the schools, for
children, orphanage, things like that.// [Topic of the discussion] Anyway,
[frame] let’s look at exercise one. In Part B of the HKCEE paper IV Oral Exam,
you will be given instructions for your group interactions. You will be given a
piece of paper to tell you the aims of the discussion. What is the topic of the
discussion? To prepare for this, you should firstly read the instructions carefully.
To find the topics, and the purpose of the discussion. OK. Can you look at the
paper in Part B. See the Part B of the paper, you see the paper. Can you look at it
for a while. OK, [frame] let’s read it together. [4 minutes]

You and three other members. Let’s read it together. [They start again from the
beginning] of your group are committee members of your school’s Social Club.
Your Club wants to organize an event to raise money for famine relief in the
African country of Bawanda. [30 minutes] [By reading aloud together, the
teacher involved her students in the process of the lesson].

All right, let’s look. So you and three members of your groups, so altogether four,
are members of your school’s Social Club.// [tips for discussion] //What is a
social club? What is a club? A club is a society. For example, we have English
club, math club, the student union, OK. That is called a social club. I think it is
club who tell people. People in school or outside school is called a social club.
All right. Let us see if the club wants to organize an event. That means to organise
an activity to raise money for famine relief. What is famine relief? [turn] That
means in Africa, there is a country in Africa called Bawanda. The people there
are very very poor so poor that they famine. That means what? [turn] So poor that
they? They don’t have a car? Good. So poor they have nothing to eat. That is
called a famine. They have nothing to eat. For us to help to collect the money to
buy food for them is called famine relief.  Relief means to help them in this
problem. No food to eat. All right. So we want to organize activities for this.//
[content for discussion ]

Right. [frame] What are we going to discuss in the discussion. What are we going
to talk about in the class. The task? So what type or what event your club should
like to organize? What type of activities we are going to organize? The moderator
of the class, that is the teacher, Mr. Li, has said that the we should probably raise
about HK$5000. So the target, the money we want, is 5000. Involve a large
number of students. Large number of people mean how many people? 10 people?
What does it mean involving? One class? Do you have any suggestion? A large
number of students means about how many people? [turn] 1000, thank you, that
is right. About the whole school. I think you want to organize an activity, which
involves many, and many students in the school. Be fairly easy to organize. Not
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too difficult to organize. And must be interesting for the students. What type of
activities can we organize? You may consider the following types of events, a
sponsored walk. What does that mean? [turn] ________ [in Chinese] Just like
the Youngchai Hospital they have a sponsored walk. So you ask people for the
money, and then you walk. And then you collect the money. Or a jumbo sale. You
know what is a jumbo sale?  That means you sell something. But where do you
get the things from? [turn] ______ [in Chinese]. That is correct. That means you
ask your friends to give you something. And you sell the things to get the money.
And the money you will give it to the famine relief. What is a lucky draw ? [turn]
____________ [in Chinese] How do you think you can organize a ______ [lucky
draw in Chinese]. You ask people to  __________ [sponsor in Chinese]. They
may pay a ticket, pay a ticket. Maybe $1 a ticket so that they can have a lucky
draw. 

All right, now let’s have a look at the next page. This is a very easy version of the
paper B, Part B. Before we start, we must be careful what is the topic, [focusing
still on the topic not the skills for taking part in discussion] what is the purpose
of the discussion? Can you tell me from the paper you saw just now? What is your
topic for discussion? The topic of the discussion _________ (in Chinese). Can
you see any? You can get some idea from the blackboard. Can you see the
blackboard? What is topic of the discussion? The topic of the discussion. What
are we talking about? To raise money for famine relief in the African country of
Bawanda. So our topic today is to raise money for an African country called
Bawanda. Topic means ____ (in Chinese). And it is very important to remember
the topic all the time so that you don’t talk about Youngchai hospital. You don’t
say anything else. Finish. What is the purpose of the discussion? Purpose means
__________ (in Chinese). (7 minutes)

[13 minutes of teacher’s talk were recorded so far, with 2 short changes of
turns–30 seconds and 40 seconds–for reading aloud together. She went on to
explain the rest of the introduction to group discussion in a similar way as
shown above for another 7 minutes, then she said:] 

OK, [frame] //so I want to stop here. And then what I like you to do is we listen
to a model conversation.// [Management: Classroom procedure]. //In this
conversation, there are four people. Their names are Ada, Ben, Carol and David.
Do you think Ada is a boy or girl?  [turn] A girl. All right. Four people are going
to talk about the discussion. I’d like you to listen to their ideas. And then they will
tell you about their reasons. Why they want that particular activity? Why? Is there
any reason for that activity? Ready. OK.  This bit is listening, so you must write
in your listening book. // [1 minute]. [instruction for listening activity]. 

[Tape listening activity. Students continued to listen to tape recording.]
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