Thisisthe pre-published version.

HONG KONG PRINCIPALS’ PERCEPTIONS ON CHANGES IN EVALUATION
AND ASSESSMENT POLICIES: THEY’RE NOT FOR LEARNING.

Ming-Yan NGAN

The Hong Kong Institute of Education
John Chi-Kin LEE

Chinese University of Hong Kong
Gavin T. L. BROWN
The Hong Kong Institute of Education
Keywords: evaluation and assessment policy, principal, discrepancy, qualitative

research

Correspondence concerning this article should be sent to:

Dr. NGAN Ming-Yan (Email: myngan@ied.edu.hk )

Department of Curriculum and Instruction, The Hong Kong Institute of Education

10 Lo Ping Road, Tai Po, New Territories, Hong Kong SAR

Professor LEE John Chi-Kin (jcklee@cuhk.edu.hk)

Department of Curriculum and Instruction, Ho Tim Building,

The Chinese University of Hong Kong, Shatin, New Territories, Hong Kong SAR.

Dr. BROWN, Gavin Thomas Lumsden (Email.: gtlbrown@ied.edu.hk )

Department of Psychological Studies, The Hong Kong Institute of Education

10 Lo Ping Road, Tai Po, New Territories, Hong Kong SAR.


mailto:myngan@ied.edu.hk
mailto:gtlbrown@ied.edu.hk

Thisisthe pre-published version.

HONG KONG PRINCIPALS’ PERCEPTIONS ON CHANGES IN EVALUATION

AND ASSESSMENT POLICIES: THEY’RE NOT FOR LEARNING.
Abstract

Hong Kong has introduced new school evaluation and assessment policies since 1997 which
need to be implemented by school leaders. This context creates the possibility that policy
intentions are not understood, accepted, or implemented. Using discrepancy evaluation analysis,
this study reports interviews from 23 Hong Kong school principals about their perceptions and
experiences of new policies to do with school evaluation and assessment for learning. The
discrepancies fell into five major categories: one size does not fit all; a matter of school
survival; workload for teachers; time pressures on those who manage and teach; and learning
environment at the schools. The school principals were not convinced that the intended
outcomes of helping schools to improve learning were achieved, rather they believed the

policies were being implemented to control and close schools unfairly.
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HONG KONG PRINCIPALS’ PERCEPTIONS ON CHANGES IN EVALUATION
AND ASSESSMENT POLICIES: THEY’RE NOT FOR LEARNING.

In Hong Kong, many educational changes and innovations have been initiated in the last
decade related to school quality (Education Commission, 1997), curriculum (details see Ngan
& Lee, 2008; Lee, Yin, & Zhou, 2008), teaching (details see Li & Ngan, 2009), school system
(Education Commission, 2000), and school evaluation and student assessment (details see
Pang, 2000, 2005; Wu & Tang, 2004; Wu, 2001, 2002). In this paper, we focus on recent
changes to policies on school evaluation and student assessment as perceived by school
principals.

Hong Kong School Evaluation Policy Changes

The Hong Kong Education Commission (1997) shifted responsibility for school quality
policy from central authorities to schools, by promoting internal quality assurance through
school-based management, participation of parents and teachers, and school self-evaluation.
This devolution of responsibility, part of Asian region trend (Kennedy & Lee, 2010; Lee, Ding,
& Song, 2008; Peng & Lee, 2009), made school leaders responsible for school-based
improvements.

The Hong Kong Education Bureau (EDB) is responsible for the school assurance policy
and for validation of the School Self-Assessment (SSA). The EDB conducts an External
School Review (ESR) to validate the school-based evaluation (Lee, 2009). Before conducting
SSA and ESR, schools produce their own school plans and school report for their stakeholders.
The plans include school-based statement of aims and developmental focus objectives. School
self-assessments are carried out every three to five years in accordance with the EDB quality
assurance framework, performance indicators, and school self-evaluation tools. Thus, school
leaders are now responsible for tasks previously carried out by external education inspectors

or education department bureaucrats. Even though the SSA is not every year, the process
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appears to require a substantial by the school leaders and teachers.
Hong Kong Student Evaluation Policy Changes

Further devolution of responsibility to schools can be seen in the Hong Kong policy
changes around student assessment. The EDB has introduced, consistent with global trends
(Newton, 2000), an “assessment for learning” (AfL) policy to mitigate the negative effects of
over-reliance on public examinations. AfL requires schools to implement a much more labour
intensive set of assessment practices (e.g., give constructive feedback, share learning
objectives, and assess higher-order thinking skills) oriented towards improved classroom
teaching and learning. Chan, Kennedy, Yu & Fok (2006, p.6) have argued that “the shift of the
new assessment reform is dramatic in terms of goals, content, method and the type of
feedback for students.” Thus, school leaders are responsible for a much more complex
school-based assessment practice rather than simply relying on in-house or public end-of-year
examinations to determine what students have learned.
Impact on School Leadership

The evaluation and assessment policy changes made in Hong Kong have been introduced
in the hope of improving school effectiveness (Creemers, 2002). However, it should be clear
that the assessment and school evaluation reforms require a significantly different approach to
teaching, learning, and school leadership. Hong Kong school leaders now play a key role in
implementing assessment and evaluation policies and in facilitating professional development
opportunities for their teachers. The introduction of these policies has been predicated on the
assumption that school leaders are able to cope with these devolved and increased
responsibilities. The goal of this study is to examine how these challenges have been handled
by school principals and to identify any discrepancies or gaps between policy intention and
principals’ perceptions and understandings of the policy implementation. The research

question for this study was “what discrepancy, if any, is there between the EDB policies on
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school self-assessment and assessment for learning and implementation in Hong Kong
schools?”
Methodology

This study uses the discrepancy evaluation model (Steinmetz, 2000) to examine
discrepancies between what should be according to the government policies for school
self-evaluation and assessment for learning and how those policies are actually achieved. The
model then requires an evaluative judgment about the worth or adequacy of the policies based
on the discrepancy information. Discrepancy evaluation requires that the informants be expert
in the provision of information about how the object being evaluated should be implemented
and how it is actually being implemented. In this case, a sample of Hong Kong school
principals are used as expert sources because they know what the policies intended and how
they were actually being implemented in their own schools. Prior to the field research, the
EDB policy documents (assessment for learning in CDC, 2001, 2002 and school evaluation in
Education Commission, 1997) were studied to ensure that the intended goals were accurately
understood and to draft questions for the principal interviews.

The school principals interviewed in this study were purposefully selected. A list of 18
potential interviewees was drawn systematically from principals who had participated in
Bryant et al. (2003) study. Stratification was used to ensure that the list had schools from all
18 districts of Hong Kong’s school system, came from all academic performance bands, and
that the principal was sufficiently experienced to be considered expert about these policies.
All 18 invitees agreed to participate and using ‘snow ball’ strategies an additional five
principals were added to the sample. More than half of the principals had actively participated
in various EDB committees which had contributed to the formulation of educational policies.
Hence, a total of 23 of principals (14 primary, 9 secondary) participated in the interviews

which were conducted in Cantonese and tape-recorded. Interviews lasted between 45 minutes
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and two hours.

Hoffman (1995, p.143) identified in-depth interviewing as being particularly appropriate
for policy research, commenting that “qualitative interviews served to uncover and understand
as far as possible the specific rationality and the self view of the actors involved”.
Open-ended interviewing has been shown to be particularly successful with pertinent people
(Kennedy & O’Connor, 1999). Following Morrissey (1970, p.111), the interviewer “let the
respondents talk....let him run with the ball”. A semi-structured question schedule was used to
facilitate the interviews. The questions were:

1) What is the discrepancy (if any) between the EDB school evaluation and assessment
policies and your school?

2) Some academics have suggested that there is a gap between policy reformers and
those that actually implementing the change. Has this problem materialized at your school?
How and why?

3) Did you consider the pros and cons of the school-based assessment policies in light of
the new school evaluation and assessment polices, and if so how and what are your
conclusions?

More than half of the principals chose to validate the transcriptions of their interviews.
The policy documents and interviews were analysed using NVivo 7 (2006). Coding categories
and themes were based on the key aspects of the relevant EDB policy documents. An
inductive analysis approach was employed to categorise the principal interview data (Patton,
1990). The data was also analyzed to identify key issues and problems generated by the
policies. Special attention was paid to: a) principal perceptions and beliefs; b) principal
interpretations of the policies; ¢) any policy adoption or adaptation at the school-level; and d)
the discrepancy between the school and the system policy identified by the principals. Direct

quotations from the principal interviews, shown in italics, are referenced according to
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research question, category code and sub-code, principal identification, and section
identification. Hence, code Q4_1.1 S3c means research question 4, code 1, sub-code 1,
secondary principal #3, section #3 for this principal. Note that all analysis was done on the
Chinese transcripts and translations for this manuscript were carried out by the first author.
Results
Five major categories were used to make sense of the discrepancies principals reported
between the intended outcomes of the policies and the actualities they experienced in their
schools. These were, in descending order of importance: one size does not fit all; a matter of
school survival; unbearable workload for teachers; from joyful learning to drilling; and
limited time and space to cater for diversity.
One size does not fit all
In this study, most of the principals had negative views about the school quality
assurance policy and processes. They perceived that EDB strived for school accountability via
the application of the School Self Evaluation (SSE) and External School Review (ESR) policy
processes. Seventeen of the principals perceived that the SSE and ESR did not provide a fair
and accurate assessment of school accountability. The key reason for this perception lay in the
narrow and limited set of criteria used to evaluate schools and which were considered not to
be sensitive to the unique features and characteristics of each school in relation to its teachers,
students, and their ecological contexts. The majority of respondents believed the SSE & ESR
policies did not consider school contexts and the change processes in each school. One
principal said:
Schools have their own unique historical backgrounds, are able to react and
respond to change more rapidly than others. Some may run first, and some may
run slow, but we all did not start from the same starting point. Nevertheless,

only one ruler now measures us. How could the result be measured?
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Q4 1.1 S3c

He further claimed, Why can t each school have its own agenda, culture, characteristics?
Why is it necessary to follow the only one method? (Q4_1.1 S2c). Another principal stated,
the student intake quality is ignored. They would not care if you are cooking a fresh or a dead
fish; they just examine what you have cooked (Q4_1.1 S10g). He went on with the dead fish
metaphor: No matter how well you can cook, dead fish smells bad (Q4_1.1 S10f).

The principals perceived the quality assurance mechanism was unfair to schools as the
government’s mechanism was a ‘one-size-fits-all’ criterion. It was result-oriented, it ignored
the student intake quality, the school background, and the significant variations in student
capabilities (academic banding); thus, forcing schools to abandon their normal ways of
operation. Some schools had no choice and could only follow the official requirements. The
principals felt extreme stress with respect to the SSE and ESR results. For most of the
principals, the education reform was full of contradictions. On the one hand, school-based
management was promoted, but on the other hand, school administration was strictly
controlled by the EDB. As one principal reflected:

In fact, we are very proactive in developing our school, and we are now having
some positive outcomes. All of a sudden, we are told to stop what we are
developing, and we are required to develop what has been planned for us.

Q4 1.2 Sha

He went onto state: We have to give up our harvest, and use the instruments provided by
EMB [now EDB]. We are not ready to accept the change (Q4_1.2_S5b). Thus, we conclude
that instead of empowering schools, the EDB policy on SSA and ESR is insensitive to the
complex variation in school needs and issues which affect improvement and effectiveness.

A matter of school survival

A common concern expressed by the principals focussed not so much on their school’s
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ability to implement the policies, but rather on the ultimate survival of their school. In Hong
Kong, school evaluation is equated with the perceived quality of education a school offers.
The current EDB policy of funding schools only considers those schools that can attract at
least 23 Primary 1 (Grade One) pupils. If any school fails to enrol at least 23 Primary 1 pupils
for three years in a row, the government will close the school. Competition for school
applicants was becoming more intense as the school-age population declined. The interviewed
principals were worried about their schools being assessed as under-performing or performing
unsatisfactorily which could lead to a drop in enrolment and ultimately closure. The principals
felt that the threat of school closure was being packaged in the name of educational quality
enhancement. One principal expressed this concern: | am afraid that if all schools in Hong
Kong are doing the marketing and promotion in order to survive, then educational quality will
be damaged (Q4_2.3_P11c). Another principal endorsed that comment: If a school performs
poorly, then student intake, teachers and parents would also be influenced detrimentally
(Q4_1.2_S10a).

It would appear that, instead of helping schools to improve, the SSA and ESR policies, at
a time of falling school-age populations, was seen as a back-door attempt to cut costs and
reduce the number of schools in the system. Hence, there is a considerable discrepancy
between intended and implemented consequences for the school self-assessment policy.

Unbearable workload for teachers

The principals indicated they had to use energy and time to deal with excessive
accountability and intense competition. Since the SSA and ESR reviews focussed on teaching
and learning, school management and leadership, the implementation of systemic assessment
policy was also part of the process. Most Hong Kong schools tended to over-document their
school reports and organize school promotional activities. Even more of concern to the

principals were the implications for their staff.
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More than half (61%) of the principals pointed out that their teachers were under
pressure with respect to workloads. The principals indicated that many teachers were on the
verge of psychological and emotional crisis because of dealing with the new assessment
policy and other associated initiatives. This perception echoed Cheng’s (2004) report that
Hong Kong teachers were working about 67 hours per week, far more than other Chinese
cities. Despite the new policy’s emphasis on mutual trust and collaboration among teachers,
professional autonomy, gaining confidence through rapport, and avoiding fragmentation and
overloading, the principals suggested that these practices ultimately created excessive
workload and unnecessary stress for both teachers and students.

In addition to teaching, teachers had to be involved in school administrative work,
participate in ongoing education courses for upgrading their qualifications, as well as
organizing extra-curricular activities after normal teaching working hours. The teachers
belonged to numerous committees and groups within their school, each with its own set of
responsibilities, thus adding to their workload. In responding to the system’s new assessment
policies, there were additional requirements with regard to more collaborative teamwork both
in and out of classrooms and an increase in the number of staff meetings.

The role of teachers in change and reform processes is an important priority of these new
policies and is also advocated by most change analysts (e.g., Cheng, 2004; Fullan 1992, 2000;
Fullan & Hargreaves, 1992). During the implementation of the new assessment policy, all
Hong Kong English language teachers had to also meet new benchmark language standards
mandated by the EDB in the name of school quality. As one principal said, I think teachers
are all hard-working. The sequel of continuing this reform is that all of us will burn out!
(Q3_D2_S9b). The same principal also expressed concerns about non-teaching work and its
impact on his schools’ survival:

In fact we understand clearly that we are not ‘engaging in our honest work’,

10
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it 5 ridiculous. Teaching is work, which a teacher should devote oneself to as it
influences students directly. But we have to handle a lot of administration work

and many superficial documents. Why should we hang a banner? For

advertising? We might feel suffocated because of excessive reforms. How much

time then could be left for teaching preparations? (Q3_D2_P7a)

In many public speeches, EDB officials responded that the reforms were not intended to
increase workload (see Lai, 2005). Unfortunately, the principals were seriously concerned
about the workload implications of the new assessment policy. The principals considered that
the evaluation and assessment policies did not offer alternative workload adjustment schemes
in devolving massive responsibilities to the school level.

From joyful learning to drilling

One of the goals of the education reform agenda in Hong Kong was to promote joyful,
effective, creative and committed learning. Joyful learning has become a core value:

The reason for the emphasis on learner-focused and joyful learning is that
only when students enjoy learning, and are motivated by their own
initiatives, can their potential be fully developed. Law, 2004

The new systemic evaluation and assessment policies did not recommend rote learning
or drilling. However, 28% of participating primary school principals indicated that their
schools used drill exercises to help their students achieve better assessment results. Some
principals were unwilling to abandon drilling as their response to examinations because they
considered drilling as means of fulfilling their responsibility to students and as a of personal
job survival. A principal stated,

I think it is necessary to prepare the students for the test. For example, we
[have the students] practice what have to be learnt with some writing exercises,

so that they can get familiar with the format of the test (Q4_7.0_P7a).

11
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Another principal endorsed this: We are in a hurry to re-arrange the time-table; we hold
the normal lessons and only concentrate on drilling, like visual and audio practice and oral
discussions (Q4_7.0_P5a). One principal expressed some regret for this emphasis on test
preparation: | feel sorry for the students that | was too late to prepare them for the test format.
I have had to arrange a month for the drillings (Q4_7.0_P5b). Another principal accepted the
need to prepare his students,

We have spent more time on adapting to the writing test, explaining it to the
teachers, analyzing the topics, and thus relatively less time is spent on
everyday teaching, and our students also think that this arrangement is no
good (Q4_7.0_P7d).

The EDB policy about new formative assessments (i.e., Basic Competence Assessment)
and the new school evaluation tests (i.e., Territory-wide School Assessment-TSA) is that they
are low stakes designed to help teachers and schools improve student learning. The TSA is
administered in Grades 3, 6, and 9 across all Hong Kong schools to identify schools requiring
assistance to raise student performance in English, Chinese, and mathematics. A goal of the
new assessments was to reduce drilling and memorizing strategies that prevalent in Hong
Kong schools. However, some principals indicated that they had introduced after-school
tutorials for Grade 2 pupils to support their preparation for the TSA in Grade 3, and intensive
training programs for Grade 6 students.

Furthermore, the principals perceived that the TSA school evaluation assessments were
‘high-stakes’ rather than low-stakes. They believed that the TSA results would be one factor
in determining their school’s survival. They believed EDB would use the system level
assessment data to punish rather than assist schools that had unsatisfactory results. Almost all
participating principals believed EDB would not make use of the results for schools

improvement purposes. While EDB has advocated joyful learning, the principals were aware

12
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that EDB was still using School Self Review, External School Evaluation, Quality Assurance
Report, and Student Assessment Public Examination results to monitor school quality. Our
principals believed the outcomes of the new assessment policy were being used by EDB as
high-stakes indicators for schools.

While the EDB policy is to evaluate and assist weak schools, Madaus (1988) reminds us
that as long as individuals believe that assessments are important, then it does not matter what
the official purpose is. Where school principals believe outcomes of school assessments
determine the continuing existence of their schools, a siege mentality may develop and
undermine innovative pedagogy. The assessment policy initiated by the Hong Kong
government, as perceived by these principals, does not exhibit or support joyful learning, and
as Madaus (1988) pointed out such non-alignment would ultimately restore a culture of
excessive and mechanical drills. One principal commented that he refused to return to drilling
even though many schools had done so, | am not sure if it is caused by school closures, but
many schools are so frightened that they have restored drillings for learning on the part of the
students (Q4_7.0_P10a). These drilling approaches would seem to be incompatible with the
concept of joyful learning.

Catering for Student Diversity

One of the reasons the EDB wanted schools to implement the AfL policy was to support
formative assessment for a diverse student body. Whereas, only 5% of Hong Kong students
are not ethnic Chinese, there is a great diversity of academic ability that has to be addressed in
schools, despite the academic banding system. One principal believed that the tight schedules
to finish subject syllabi, regular tests and examinations, more than 30 students in a class, and
short lesson times (i.e., 40 minutes) meant there was little time and room to cope with student
diversity. Thus, some schools were providing after-school tutorials for all students regardless

of ability, meaning that less individualised help was being provided to exceptional children.

13
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This problem was especially difficult in primary schools which only operated for half-days
(approximately 5-10% of schools at the time of this study); one principal commented because
we are morning classes, time is even more limited (Q4_4.0_P14b). He further claimed, we
have no rooms, the afternoon classes have to take up all the rooms (Q4_4.1-P14q) therefore
we have refitted a pantry to be an after-school tutorial room (Q4_4.1 P14d).

These responses are indicative of the principals’ difficulties in getting enough resources
to deal with student diversity as per the policy objectives. Our respondents plainly viewed
catering for learner differences was merely a luxury in the new terrain of assessment policies.

Discussion

This study used interviews to collect principal perceptions of the Hong Kong school
evaluation and assessment for learning policy initiatives. Discrepancy evaluation analysis was
conducted to analyze the differences between intended and implemented outcomes of these
major policy initiatives.

Out analysis shows that principals perceived the policies as instruments of control and
criteria leading to possible closure of their schools. They believed the EDB is promoting a
“one-size-fit-all” policy, which was unfair to the complexity of school contexts and which
appeared to be a mechanism by which schools could be closed. Principals perceived their
teachers as facing an unbearable workload in coping with the new policies and, regretfully,
were resorting to drilling methods in order to meet competitive pressures to maximise student
scores. Not only was joyful learning being squeezed out, but principals indicated that schools
did not have space and time to meet the needs of created by student diversity or meet learner
differences. We conclude that our respondents felt oppressed by policies which, in reality,
differed greatly from their intended goals. The policies were not seen as enhancing learning,
but rather as creating even greater concerns about the survival needs of schools.

These findings echo Lee’s observation that

14
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in an education system like Hong Kong, accountability and performance are
highlighted, which may induce stress to teachers and school resistance to the
adoption of evaluation measures. Also, the cultural heritage emphasizing
academic excellence in Hong Kong may exacerbate competitiveness among
students, teachers and schools, defeating the good intentions of evaluation
(such as in the case of TSA and school self-evaluation) in providing feedback
for improvement. (Lee, 2009, p. 68)

The principals’ qualms about the policies reflect a serious problem in Hong Kong.
Mutual trust between EDB and schools seems to be tremendously undermined. In the absence
of mutual trust between these parties, it is difficult to see any good emanating from the
implementation of such well-intended evaluation and assessment policies. Unfortunately, the
principals perceived that school quality assurance and improvement mechanism was one of
the dominant factors in determining school survival and recruitment of new students. The
respondent principals knew they must work hard in dealing with the quality assurance process;
however, they saw this as survival not improvement.

Despite consultative processes used in Hong Kong to develop new policies, this study
suggests that school principals had the impression that the policies had been dreamed up in a
locked room filled only with bureaucrats. This sense of disesmpowerment and detachment
from the policy is of great concern in achieving schooling improvement. What may be needed
is not so much new rounds of consultation, but rather a much slower pace of reform that
disentangles issues arising from the current decreasing school age population. A renewed
working relationship between EDB officials and school leaders seems to be needed if
education reforms are to succeed.

This study indicates further research is needed to better understand conditions under

which educational reforms to do with assessment can be implemented in a more constructive
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fashion. The New Zealand experience with introducing a new electronic assessment system
similar to the Basic Competency Assessment system clearly showed the importance of
involving teachers and taking an evolutionary developmental process rather than a rapid
top-down approach (Hattie & Brown, 2008). Research into teacher and school leader beliefs
about the nature and purpose of school assessment and evaluation may assist in better
understanding the context in which EDB policies have to be implemented. Recent research
has indicated that Hong Kong teachers are strongly committed to using assessment for
improvement but this belief was opposed to using assessment to demonstrate school quality
(Brown, Kennedy, Fok, Chan, & Yu, 2009). A richer understanding of how teachers and
school leaders conceive of assessment may lead to better policy design and implementation.

As long as governments depend on school leaders and teachers to implement policies
that potentially have negative consequences for schools or which are perceived as having
negative consequences, the understandings of principals and teachers will matter. This study
contributes to identifying serious policy implementation problems in introducing school
evaluation and assessment policies. More importantly, the study points out possible solution
paths for the discrepancies provided both policy makers and policy implementers are

involved.

16
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