
1 
 

Influence of teachers’ perceptions of teaching and learning on the 
implementation of assessment for learning in inquiry study 
 

Assessment for learning is a worldwide initiative.  With the aim of learning about the 
influence of teachers’ attitudes and perceptions of assessment for learning on daily 
teaching practices, this study investigates the implementation of assessment for learning 
using rubrics as a tool for inquiry study.  Nineteen secondary school teachers using 
rubrics were interviewed.  The findings show that a narrow perspective of the rubrics as a 
tool for the current teaching practice limits teachers’ creativity in extending the 
possibilities of assessment for learning to improve teaching and learning of inquiry study. 
The paper draws attention to the influence of teachers’ prior perceptions, and provides 
suggestions for expanding teachers’ perspectives of assessment for learning and utilizing 
rubrics as an integral element of teaching and learning of inquiry study. 
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Introduction 

Assessment for learning has been a worldwide education initiative and a spotlight of 

discussion in the past decades (e.g. Berry 2008; Gardner 2006; Stiggins 2005).  It is 

promoted as a way to improve learners’ experience of learning (Black et al. 2003).  

When it is put into classroom practice, teachers’ professional judgement is significant 

(Groundwater-Smith 1998) because classrooms are often “characterized by 

uncertainty, disorder and indeterminacy” (Schon 1983, p.16).  Teachers’ professional 

judgement is believed to be influenced by their beliefs and perceptions, which will 

then affect what they teach and why they teach it (Hermans et al. 2008; Pajares 1992).  

For this reason, the influence of teachers’ beliefs and perceptions on the 

implementation assessment for learning is worth exploring in order to support 

teachers to implement assessment for learning.  This paper draws on the data from a 

research and development project on applying assessment for learning in inquiry 

study, particularly with rubrics as a tool, and attempts to study the influence of 
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teachers’ beliefs and perceptions on the adoption of assessment for learning in inquiry 

study. 

Literature Review 

To better understand the conceptual framework of this study, the literature review 

starts with a review of assessment for learning, and is then followed by a discussion of 

the use of rubrics in assessment and the influences of prior perceptions on their use.  

Assessment for learning 

Summative and formative assessments are both important to learning (Stiggins 2002), 

and any specific assessment format can be either summative or formative.  Unlike 

summative assessment, formative assessment or assessment for learning refers to 

assessment that is used as a part of teaching and learning to inform teachers and 

students about their teaching and learning strategies (Harlen 2004; Stiggins 2005).  

The difference between these assessment modes depends largely on their purposes 

and how the outcomes of the assessment are used.  While teachers usually emphasize 

the summative nature of assessment (Rea-Dickins 2004), e.g. the reliability and 

fairness of assessment, they tend to overlook the formative aspect of assessment, e.g. 

improving students’ ability and the quality of their work (Harlen, 2004).  This 

tendency significantly affects the teachers’ instructional approach and design of 

teaching content (Cheng 1997; Harlen 2004).   

Many authors advocate assessment for learning as a way to improve learning 

(e.g., Black and Wiliam 2006; Harlen 2006; Stiggins 2005; Stobart 2008).  

Assessment for learning emphasizes enhancing the process of learning.  It is a process 

by which students expand their learning from continual assessments (Harlen 2004; 

Stiggins 2005).  To achieve this objective, authors suggest that teachers give 

informative feedback (Stiggins and Conklin 1992) and make the process of teaching 
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and learning explicit (James and McCormick 2005).  Teachers should also be 

concerned about adjusting their instruction in response to the outcome of assessment 

(Black and Wiliam 2009).  

Assessment for learning adopts a student-centred instructional approach that 

corresponds with students’ performance and progress (Stiggins 2005).  Teachers need 

to pay careful attention to the students’ thinking, and to communicate clearly with 

them about the criteria and standards used in the instruction and assessment (Black et 

al. 2003).  Through continuous and non-evaluative assessment, teachers may identify 

the students’ instructional needs (Wilson 2005).  When teachers are able to identify 

students’ learning needs, they can adapt instructional strategies to suit their needs 

(Black and Wiliam 1998; Wong 2007).  With a student-centred instructional 

approach, assessment for learning is believed to improve students’ performance 

(Black et al. 2004) and to enable students to take responsibility for their learning 

process (Black et al. 2006).   

Assessment is usually the students’ first priority of learning (Biggs 2001).  

This draws attention to the importance of aligning assessment to learning objectives if 

we want students to achieve the intended learning objectives.  If this kind of 

alignment takes place, assessment may support teaching and learning to achieve the 

intended objectives.  However, the process of this kind of alignment will not be a 

straightforward routine (Conca et al. 2004).  Authors have suggested that teachers 

should look beyond changing the form and procedure of assessment and develop 

instructional strategies based on the outcomes of assessment (Conca et al. 2004; 

Stiggins 1999).   

Rubrics in assessment 

Rubrics, which are the assessment criteria and performance qualities, are growing in 

their popularity for assessing students’ performance in authentic tasks and highly 
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contextualised situations, like inquiry study (Darling-Hammond et al. 1995; Ni 1997; 

Wiggins 1998). They can be a bridge connecting assessment and teaching and 

learning and are often used in performance-based assessment (e.g. Andrade 2000; 

2007/2008; Rust et al. 2003; Wilson 2006).  Unlike traditional assessment methods, 

rubrics provide a set of quality criteria and detailed descriptions of various levels of 

quality with reference to the intended learning objectives.  Rubrics can be used to 

describe students’ work in progress, and as a standard for accurate and fair assessment 

of performance (Andrade 2000).  They are easy to explain and use, and can be used to 

provide students with timely and informative feedback so as to support self-learning 

(Andrade 2000; Stevens and Levi 2005).  Using rubrics, teachers can communicate 

clearly the requirements and expectations of learning (Quinlan 2006; Stevens and 

Levi 2005).  Rubrics also allow teachers to benchmark the students’ performance, as 

well as to track the learning objectives so that they can adjust their teaching strategies 

to be more appropriate for the students’ needs and learning paths (2001; Popham 

1997; Wong 2007).  

Apart from using rubrics for assessment purposes, educators advocate that 

rubrics can offer more to change teaching and learning (e.g. Andrade 2000; Rust et al. 

2003; Stevens and Levi 2005).  When they are used alongside assessment outcomes to 

give personal feedback to students, that feedback may become the students’ personal 

motivator and orient them towards improvement (Brookhart 1997; Harlen 2004).  

Influences of prior perceptions on the use of rubrics in assessment 

Although rubrics are believed to promote inquiry study when they are used in 

assessment, their application of rubrics in assessment for learning is complex (Cheng 

1999).  To put rubrics into practice, teachers’ knowledge of rubrics is significant.  

However, knowledge of rubrics may not be sufficient to ensure that the teachers act 
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responsively to the students’ instructional needs.  If teachers do not see the potential 

of using rubrics in changing the approach of teaching and learning, the effect of 

rubrics in assessment for learning will be limited (Wilson 2005).  A change in 

teachers’ beliefs and understanding of rubrics is thus essential (Kirkgoz 2008).  

People’s attitude is thought to have an influence on their resulting behaviour 

and actions (Ajzen 1991; Ajzen and Fishbein 2005).  It signifies one’s expectation of 

the outcome of actions.  Ajzen (1991) argued that stated attitude is not the only 

predictor of behaviours and actions, and suggested that people’s perceptions, such as 

‘subjective norm’ and ‘perceived behavioural control’ could also have a significant 

effect on shaping resulting behaviours and actions.  Ajzen’s theory of planned 

behaviour is based on cognitive processing in which the participant would rationally 

estimate the effect of the three elements in order to make a decision to act.  However, 

many people do not always make rational decisions (Lee 2007).   For example, Harris, 

Irving, and Peterson (2008) found that teachers seemed to take it personal about their 

students’ successes and failures in assessment.  People also consider affective reasons 

to make decisions to take action.  Their experience would produce emotions which 

could also have an influence on their decision making (Zint 2002).    

A change in the approach to assessment and instruction, e.g. using rubrics in 

assessment for learning, is a thoughtful process (Dexter et al. 1999).  Teachers will 

consider more than just the process of using rubrics.  Personal, social, educational and 

contextual backgrounds may have effects on shaping their intention to act (Ajzen and 

Fishbein 2005; Black and Wiliam 2006).  When teachers design teaching strategies, 

they will go through a reasoning process in which they analyse these factors to make 

decisions concerning their teaching strategies (Fang 1996; Webb 2002).  This means 

that teachers also bring personal agendas and values to teaching and learning (Sato et 

al. 2005), and their personal beliefs and perceptions become a lens to interpret the 
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situation when they are choosing teaching strategies (Hermans et al. 2008; Lee 2007).  

Winzer (2008) alerted us to the complex, interactive relationship between teachers’ 

attitudes and their practice, and its effect on reform initiatives.  Correspondingly, Tsai 

(2002) found that teachers cannot perceive the potential insights of new teaching 

approaches because of the influence of their beliefs of learning and teaching and the 

success experiences in existing practice.  Since teachers’ perceptions of teaching and 

learning are likely to be influenced by their experiences of existing practice (Black 

and Wiliam 2006), newly acquired concepts, e.g. using rubrics in assessment for 

learning, are less likely to be retained as strongly and maturely as are their prior 

perceptions.  Their personal beliefs and perceptions may have a great effect on their 

practice as they apply personal perceptions to interpret and respond to the happenings 

in the classroom (Ogan-Bekiroglu 2009; Zint 2002).  Because of this, they often hold 

a narrow perspective of new teaching approach (Waeytens, Lens, & Vandenberghe 

2002).  They may not necessarily use rubrics in a way which transforms teaching and 

learning as expected (van der Schaaf et al. 2008)  because their use of rubrics can be 

significantly regulated by their deep-rooted beliefs and perceptions of teaching and 

learning (Bohner and Wänke 2002; Erwin 2001).  Even though teachers know the 

importance of and are willing to work towards using rubrics in assessment to promote 

learning, they do not necessarily always make rational decisions in their practice free 

from the effect of their prior perceptions (Eiser and Pligt 1988; Isikoglu et al. 2009; 

Lee 2007).   

This paper draws on data from a research and development study in Hong 

Kong that helps secondary school teachers employ rubrics for promoting assessment 

for learning in inquiry projects.  It is amongst the earliest attempts to study the use of 

rubrics in inquiry study which has been introduced into the NSS curriculum in Hong 
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Kong.  It aims at studying the influence of the teachers’ prior perceptions of teaching 

and learning on the use of rubrics as a tool to achieve assessment for learning.   

Contextual background of the research 

Traditionally, Hong Kong has adopted high stake examinations as a major form of 

assessment in schools.  Although the concept of assessment for learning has been 

noted in the education reform in Hong Kong since 2000 (Curriculum Development 

Council 2002), it is being integrated into school practice at a slow pace.  When the 

new senior secondary (NSS) curriculum was implemented in 2009, assessment for 

learning was included as a major element and a general practice in the new curriculum 

(Curriculum Development Council and Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment 

Authority 2007).  

Since September 2009, the NSS curriculum, which incorporates school-based 

performance assessment as a way to assess students, has been implemented.  In the 

new curriculum, all students are required to accomplish an individual inquiry project 

– an Independent Enquiry Study (IES) – as a part of a new compulsory subject, 

Liberal Studies.  IES is described as a self-directed inquiry study experience in which 

students have to demonstrate their ability to “connect, integrate and apply knowledge, 

perspectives and skills” to accomplish an inquiry across subject disciplines 

(Curriculum Development Council and Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment 

Authority 2007, p. 57).  The performance of students in the IES is assessed against a 

set of school-based performance standards, i.e. rubrics, internally at school, 

constituting twenty percent of the public assessment grade of the subject Liberal 

Studies.   

Since Hong Kong secondary students do not usually have much knowledge of 

inquiry study, teachers’ guidance is crucial for them to carry out an inquiry project 

(Curriculum Development Council and Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment 
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Authority 2007; Kirschner et al. 2006).  However, many teachers have to teach IES 

even though they lack experience in facilitating inquiry study and school-based 

assessment because the subject is designated as a compulsory subject in the new 

curriculum.  To many teachers in Hong Kong, assessment for learning is still a new 

initiative.   

Methodology 

Referring to the literature (e.g. Andrade 2000; Lee and Wiliam 2005), rubrics are 

perceived as an appropriate tool for assessment for learning and for improving the 

teaching and learning of inquiry study in a school-based situation.  With the purpose 

of supporting teachers to use rubrics to promote assessment for learning in inquiry 

study, a study which utilized rubrics as instructional and learning guides for inquiry 

study was conducted just before the implementation of NSS curriculum in Hong 

Kong.  In the study, the participating teachers utilized rubrics as a means of 

assessment for learning to facilitate students to do inquiry study, independently or in 

groups in a period of 10 months.   

The research team adopted a constructivist view and believed that the teachers 

might develop new knowledge of using rubrics from their experience of using them 

(Perkins 1999).  Through observing and analyzing how the rubrics were used in 

practice and how the teachers made instructional decisions, the study attempted to 

recognise the influence of the teachers’ perceptions of assessment for learning on their 

practice.    

Intervention 

The intervention was designed to increase teachers’ competence in using rubrics in 

inquiry study and support them in applying rubrics in practice.  Intensive support for 

applying rubrics in practice helped to reduce the effect of the technical difficulties that 
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prevented the teachers from using the rubrics.  The participating teachers were offered 

a three-day workshop at the beginning of the study and an interim sharing session to 

learn about using rubrics as a tool for assessment and for facilitating teaching and 

learning.  These programmes were designed to increase the teachers’ knowledge of 

inquiry learning and rubrics (for example, introduction to rubrics and performance-

based assessment) and support them to employ the rubrics as a means of assessment 

for learning in inquiry learning.  As a result, it aimed at improving the teachers’ 

strategies of facilitation and guidance for students.  After the workshop, the teachers 

were required to develop a set of school-based rubrics of inquiry study and to use 

them in assessment and for instructional purposes.   

Throughout the research, the research team worked closely with the 

participating teachers to provide professional consultation on the implementation.  

They also observed the teachers’ lessons and provided feedback afterward.  Besides, 

they held discussions and meetings during the period of study, in which they 

encouraged the teachers to continually reflect on issues about the implementation 

process.   Despite active interventions, the teachers were given a large extent of 

freedom to decide the strategies to implement the rubrics according to the school 

context and student needs.   

Participants 

Thirty-six teachers and more than 400 F.3 to F.6 students from 10 secondary schools 

using Chinese as the medium of instruction1 (CMI) participated in the research.  The 

schools were selected because they incorporated inquiry study in the school 

curriculum, like Liberal Studies and Science and Technology.  The participants 

offered a good representative sample of the 300 plus CMI schools in Hong Kong, as 

                                                       
1 Secondary schools in Hong Kong are divided into English as medium of instruction schools and 
Chinese as medium of instruction schools. 
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the participating schools were from different school sponsoring bodies which were of 

different backgrounds situated in different areas in Hong Kong.  Besides, the 

participating teachers had a broad range of inquiry project teaching experience, either 

currently teaching the subject Liberal Studies at matriculation level or potentially 

taking up the subject at the NSS level.   

Data Collection and analysis 

The dataset used for this paper includes pre and post-study individual interviews and 

video-taped lesson observations while teachers’ handouts and students’ work were 

also collected as triangulation (Denzin 1989).  A total of 19 teachers from the 10 

participating schools were interviewed individually (see Appendix 1).  They were 

selected because they were either the subject coordinators or teachers who would 

most likely teach the new subject Liberal Studies when the NSS curriculum was 

implemented.  After the teachers attended the workshops, and before the rubrics were 

applied in classroom practice, they were interviewed so as to understand their 

attitudes and perceptions of assessment for learning.  At the end of the study, they 

were interviewed again to capture their reflections on their use of the rubrics.  Semi-

structured interviews were used in these two rounds of interview to obtain in-depth 

information on focused themes without constraining the interviewees’ expression of 

ideas (Lindlof and Taylor 2002).  The research team also observed a total of 82 

lessons of the 19 teachers interviewed to collect first-hand information about how the 

rubrics were applied in practice.  . All lessons were video-taped for later analysis.    

Since the interviews were conducted in Chinese, they were transcribed and 

translated into English.  Data were coded into incidents about how the teachers used 

the rubrics in practice, e.g. the teachers offered the students opportunities to mark 

sample reports.  Video recordings were analysed to look for evidence of the 

application of rubrics in the classroom.  The incidents were then compared with each 
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other to identify patterns and issues affecting the use of the rubrics.  The quotations 

selected from the pre- and post-intervention interviews were used to better illustrate 

the views expressed by the teachers.  For example, pre-sch8-t1 represents a quotation 

from a pre-intervention interview with one teacher (named t1) from a school (named 

sch8).  

 

Findings and analysis 

Prior to the study, the participating teachers did not usually have much experience of 

using rubrics.  Although more 80% of the teachers stated that they had some 

experience of facilitating project learning, about fourth-fifth of this group of teachers 

did this as providing students an experience to know about project learning or 

supporting students to participate in inter-school competition.  As a whole, more than 

a half of them of the teachers did not used to provide rubrics for students.  About 3 

quarters of those who had tried using rubrics, they usually perceived rubrics as a 

broad marking scheme for tasks, such as “…students’ competency of inquiry, 

competency of critical thinking, competency of presentation” (pre-s1t3) as one 

teacher mentioned.  The others stated that they mainly used rubrics to explain how the 

score was made up.  In addition, the teachers usually thought that rubrics were 

implicitly integrated in daily teaching.  Only one teacher identified the rubrics could 

be a way to give feedback for students.  As the participating teachers recognised more 

potentials of rubrics in practice as the study proceeded, they were more motivated to 

use the rubrics.  The use of rubrics in the study is reported in the next session and 

followed by the description of the limitations of the existing use of rubrics in the 

study.   
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The use of rubrics in assessment  

The teachers produced school-based rubrics with the support of the study.  They were 

eager to use the rubrics in their practice.  The study found that rubrics were often used 

in the following ways.   

First, more than a half of the teachers stated that they used the rubrics as a 

standard for marking.  They used them as a scoring list and marked students’ work 

against the list.  They thought that they were a good tool to explain to the students 

how their work was marked.   One teacher said,   

To a certain extent, the students will know the different parts of the IES and the 
requirement of these parts.  Second, they will know what constitutes ‘good’ and ‘not 
good’ in each part. (post-sch1-t3) 

 
Second, since the rubrics consisted of the essential criteria and expectations of 

performance, about two-third of the teachers thought they might help the students 

understand and keep focused on the requirements of the inquiry project.  They 

therefore used the rubrics as a guide for students to complete their inquiry project step 

by step.  One teacher said:   

The rubrics provide [students] with some criteria.  For example, it provides a clear 
direction for them to follow.  They would not get lost in their project.  When they have a 
defined scope, they may narrow down the scope when doing research.  They can do this 
fast. (post-sch4-t1)  

 
Third, from our observations, the rubrics were used to enable alternative assessment 

activities, such as peer and self assessment.  The teachers used them as a reference for 

the students to assess their peers’ or their own work.  The study found that students 

could have many opportunities to participate in such kinds of assessment because the 

teachers thought that enhancing student participation in assessment could motivate 

and drive them to learn intrinsically.  One teacher commented: 

Something that I am sure is that they learnt more.  In the past, we interacted in a mode 
like apprenticeship.  This means that they would listen to my opinions and they would 
take what I told them as their views.  They were weak in thinking…. When we used the 
rubrics, students had more opportunities to participate and interact with each other.  
When it became their practice, they could learn from different people’s perspectives so 
that they could have a clear direction [for their inquiry]. (post-sch4-t2)      
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Fourth, the study team noticed that the rubrics helped the teachers to define the 

content of teaching.  As the teachers were usually inexperienced in teaching inquiry 

projects, they thought the rubrics could help them understand the curriculum better. 

[The rubrics] help me understand the progress of IES.  IES is new [to me] as well as for 
the secondary students.  I did not have experience in doing inquiry project when I was in 
school until at the university.  That was more professional.  I always think how to 
facilitate [them to do inquiry project].  Since it is for F.4 students, my experience in 
university may not suit them. (post-sch1-t1)      

 
With the rubrics, the teachers were clearer about what to teach and assess.  They used 

them to identify the essential elements of instruction.  For example: 

[The rubrics] gave us at least a direction of what we had to do and how we can match 
the needs of students.  Since we had designed the assessment requirement, teachers and 
students would have a more solid understanding of what a good report is.  (post-sch6-t2) 

 
For teachers, we might foresee the students’ responses and be clear about our 
expectations of the students, for example, what they should achieve in each stage. (post-
sch2-t1)  

 

Limitations of the existing use of rubrics 

At the end of the study, more than two-third of the teachers felt positive to the study 

as they thought it was a good experience to prepare them for the new curriculum.  

They described it as a “very useful experience in using rubrics” (post-sch7-t1) and 

thought that it helped them to “become more self-aware of teaching and learning” 

(post-sch10-t1).  However, the study team noticed that there were some limitations to 

their current ways of using rubrics.  Two teachers also raised their concerns about 

these limitations in their reflection: 

After the activities, they did not develop a connection between the rubrics and their 
inquiry projects.  They would see the rubrics and their inquiry project as two unrelated 
events.  (post sch3-t2) 

 
Students of higher ability would be more able to use (the rubrics).  Some students of 
middle and low ability would find it difficult (to apply the rubrics).  Their work showed 
me that they did not understand the rubrics very well. (post-sch2-t1)  

 
As a result of the study, the following limitations to the teachers’ use of rubrics were 

identified.  First, the study noticed that some teachers still held a conservative attitude 
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towards rubrics.  It was noticed that more than a half of the teachers usually 

emphasized the function of rubrics (i.e. assessment) rather than the value of using 

rubrics (i.e. integration of instruction and learning).  One teacher said: 

The biggest support that I give students is to score their work and then give my comments 
after they have completed their project. (post-sch1-t1)   

 
The study team noticed that the teachers often used the rubrics in a way in which they 

felt comfortable and safe.  For example, they perceived the rubrics as ensuring that the 

students could complete their inquiry projects.   One teacher said:  

As a whole, students need a guide.  I think the assessment can be a guideline for 
them.  Without it, they may not be able to complete their report…. It works like a 
framework and tells them the boundaries and related information, detailed processes and 
inquiry methods. (post-sch2-t2)     

   
It seemed that they did not utilize the rubrics fully for the purposes of assessment for 

learning.    

Second, the teachers often perceived the use of rubrics as a series of 

summative assessments.  Although they usually agreed with the goal of using rubrics 

to create opportunities for assessment for learning, they did not often have clear 

strategies to achieve this goal.  One teacher said:    

I understand the purpose of [the rubrics].  They assure that students will not receive one 
score [for their project] only.  At least, they will be assessed continuously and receive a 
score for each stage (post-sch4-t1).    

 
Since the teachers put emphasis on summative assessment, they were concerned about 

comparing scores among schools and teachers.   They tended to seek a fair and 

reliable way of marking the inquiry projects.  For example, one teacher said: 

Of course, I am worried about the difference between assessment standards among 
teachers.  We can discuss the standard among teachers in our school.  I am concerned 
about the standard used by other teachers [in other schools]. (post-sch7-t1)  

 
Due to the lack of knowledge and experience in using rubrics for teaching and 

learning, the teachers often utilized them as a broad marking scheme for the tasks.  

The teacher thought that rubrics could help to reduce discrepancies in marking:   
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In practice, [using the rubrics] to give scores is important.  Without the rubrics, there 
would be great variation in scores among teachers. (post-sch1-t3) 

 
The response from another teacher who was asked about other uses of the rubrics 

clearly reflects the teachers’ strong perception of rubrics as an evaluative tool:  

Apart from scoring, what can the rubrics be used for? There should be some [other uses] 
but I need to think a bit longer.  I think there should be some, but I cannot tell right now. 
(post- sch1-t1) 

 
Third, the study did not observe on many occasions that the teachers perceived the 

rubrics as a tool to enhance student directed learning.  Prior to the study, the teachers 

seemed to be worried about the students’ competence of inquiry.   Although many 

students would have already had some opportunities to do small scale group projects 

in their junior secondary years, the teachers were not particularly convinced about 

their ability to do inquiry project independently.  The following quote shows their 

worry clearly:   

The teachers helped the students to break down the project into small steps.  The students 
did not understand why they had to do these steps.  They just followed the questions and 
looked for information.  Second, I think the students did not do enquiry, but merely 
answered questions and did ‘copy and paste’.  What they did was find answers to 
questions. (pre-sch8-t1)  

   
For this reason, the teachers usually thought that they had to play an active role in 

assisting the students to achieve good results in doing inquiry project, for example:   

In the end, the students were forced to finish their work because the teachers had to 
complete their job. (pre-sch1-t1)  

 
The students could learn more if the teachers offered them direction and showed them 
that there was more to explore. (pre-sch2-t2) 

 
They thus were eager to tell students how they could complete their task.  For 

example, many teachers often used the opportunity to correct the students’ mistakes 

and tell them what to do when giving feedback.  Teachers said: 

If they do not understand how to do it, I will teach them… If they work in the wrong 
direction, I will take them back to the correct direction… This means that I will give them 
three suggestions and they need to choose one of them.  Sometimes, they will ask me 
which one is the easiest way.  If I say A, they will feel as happy as finding a piece of gold, 
and will go for that suggestion. (post-sch1-t1) 
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In fact, feedback means giving students more to know, helping them expand their 
knowledge base and assuring their direction. (post-sch4-t2)  

 
It was thus not uncommon to find that the teachers often gave task-specific feedback 

to students as a way to help them complete their work.   

Fourth, using rubrics in assessment for learning was still a new concept to 

many of the participating teachers as more than a half of the teachers did not use 

rubrics before.  It would not be surprising to find that some of them see rubrics as an 

add-on tool to the current way of teaching.  One teacher said: 

There are external requirements of the subject Liberal Studies and we are working 
towards them.  We hope that using the rubric and receiving support from you may add 
some new elements to improve what we are doing in the subject. (post-sch4-t1)  

 
For this reason, the study did not find the teachers putting a lot of effort into exploring 

creatively new possibilities to use rubrics in teaching and learning apart from doing 

assessment.  One teacher stated at the end of the study: 

I understood the meanings of the descriptors and I was able to use the rubric to assess 
student performance but I was not aware of how the rubric could be used to achieve 
‘assessment for learning’.  I did not think deeply about how students could learn using 
the rubric. (post-sch10-t1) 

 
Therefore, the study found from the classroom observations that the rubrics were 

usually used discretely and were not often used explicitly in the teaching and learning 

process.  The following comment from a teacher might show their perception clearly:   

I found that some teachers did not use the rubric to raise issues for improvement when 
they had individual facilitation sessions with students.  They often tell students directly 
what is good or bad.  They seldom used the rubric to show students what they needed to 
improve or retain.  I think we still have a lot to improve on at this stage. (post-sch2-t1) 

 
 

Discussion  

Corresponding to the literature (e.g. Sato et al. 2005), the findings demonstrate that 

the teachers did not come to use the rubrics as blank sheets.  The findings in the study 

infer some teachers’ perceptions of teaching and learning (see Table 1).  They 

perceived assessment as evaluation driven as they usually used rubrics primarily for 

markings.  Teaching and learning was usually teacher directed as the study found that 
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they often took a very active role in defining the process of student learning.  The 

approach of instruction in the process seemed to be result-oriented as the teachers 

often saw rubrics as a way to ensure students to complete their inquiry project.  In this 

context, the findings reflect that the influence of the teachers’ perceptions of teaching 

and learning on the use of rubrics for assessment for learning was apparent in the 

study.    Although rubrics were actively used in the study, the teachers’ underlying 

approach to teaching and learning did not seem to change greatly.     

As Harwayne (2000, p.207) writes, “[Classroom] practice is… based on… 

concepts [teachers] themselves have examined carefully”.  Although the teachers 

stated that they were more aware of their teaching and learning because of the 

participation in the study, they had to understand how their prior perceptions might 

hinder the application of rubrics before they can utilise them to achieve the objectives 

of assessment for learning (Erwin 2001).  The influence of teachers’ perception on the 

use of rubrics is discussed in the following section.   

 
(Table 1 here) 
 

Strongly influenced by the high-stakes examination culture in Hong Kong, it 

was not surprising to find that the teachers in the study tended to perceive the use of 

rubrics in assessment as evaluative.  This was clearly reflected in the study by their 

eagerness to use rubrics to ensure the reliability and fairness of scoring.  Because of 

this, the teachers tended to put their emphasis on the summative aspect of assessment.   

They seemed to focus on the results of the assessment rather than on identifying the 

strengths and weaknesses of the students in the process of learning that is promoted in 

assessment for learning (Harlen 2005).  The finding reflects that teachers are likely to 

operate, consciously or unconsciously, to be responsive to the competitive culture.  As 
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a result, change does not necessarily occur as expected when new teaching initiative is 

implemented.   

Referring to Entwistle’s (2001) claim, the study indicated that the teachers 

tended to intervene heavily in the students’learning.  The teachers seemed to use the 

rubrics as a way of retaining control over the process of the inquiry.  This reflected 

that they adopted a teacher-directed approach as they “[decided] what to assess, how 

to assess, and how to respond to the information gained through the assessment” 

(Angelo and Cross 1993, 4).  They were likely to overlook the opportunity to create 

individualized learning opportunities for students as advocated in the literature (e.g. 

Black and Wiliam 1998; Stiggins 2005; Wong 2007).  When teachers do not use 

rubrics in a student-centred approach, they are less likely to realize their potential in 

terms of cultivating students’ responsibility for their own learning, for example, as a 

personal motivator and orientation (Brookhart 1997; Harlen 2004).   

Similar to the findings of Kahn (2000), the teachers in this study adopted 

rubrics in a way that was aligned to their prior perceptions.  However, the findings 

show that using rubrics in this manner did not necessarily automatically result in 

assessment for learning.  This suggests that the effect of using rubrics to achieve 

assessment for learning will be limited if teachers’ perceptions of teaching and 

learning “remain unchanged and unchallenged, or if teachers remain unaware of their 

[perceptions]” (Brown 2004).   Since the teachers’ prior perceptions are likely to 

narrow and distort their perspective of rubrics, using rubrics to achieve the objectives 

of assessment for learning will be far more complex than was initially expected 

(Cheng 1999).   

Assessment for learning is advocated because of its emphasis on students’ 

responsibility for their learning process (James and McCormick 2005).  However, the 

study found that the way the teachers used the rubrics in teaching and learning was 
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usually implicit to the students.  When the process by which the teachers utilize the 

rubrics to inform their teaching practice is invisible to students, they are less likely to 

be aware of the association between the rubrics and the process of learning.  Because 

of this, the study found that the student learning path was often regarded as teacher 

directed.  The teachers led the students through a fixed learning path rather than 

taking them to explore a personal learning path.  In this way, it is difficult to cultivate 

students’ responsibility for their own learning. 

This study illustrates that the teachers’ prior perceptions of teaching and 

learning had some influences on the implementation of assessment for learning.  The 

influences could be intensified as they were unaware of it.  This implies that teachers 

have to understand and be concerned about the influence of prior perceptions on their 

practices if assessment for learning can be properly implemented.  When they can 

recognize the influence of prior perceptions on the use of rubrics, they are more likely 

to see the use of rubrics beyond current practices and thus change their existing 

practice.   

As the study reflects, teachers are more likely to be aware of the limitations of 

using rubrics in current practice when they can keep their focus on the value of using 

rubrics rather than on the function of the rubrics.  Responding to James and 

McCormik’s (2005) claim that ‘making learning explicit’ and ‘promoting learning 

autonomy’ are underlying factors to assessment for learning, this paper suggests that 

teachers should be encouraged to use rubrics explicitly with the aim of cultivating 

students’ responsibility for learning and to lessen the influence of prior perceptions on 

the implementation of assessment for learning.  For example, teachers may 

demonstrate and explain clearly how they connect the learning content to the rubrics 

(Black and Wiliam 2009).   They may also use rubrics together with evidence from 

assessment when giving feedback on students’ learning status instead of just telling 
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students what to do (Stiggins and Conklin 1992).  As they do this, they are more 

likely to appraise the role of rubrics in teaching and learning and thus recognize the 

possibilities of using rubrics in achieving assessment for learning.     

Conclusion 

This paper draws attention to the influence of teachers’ prior perceptions on 

the implementation of rubrics for inquiry study in assessment for learning.  It stresses 

that rubrics could be implemented without a “spirit” or with “no educational impact” 

(James and McCormick 2005; Popham 1997) if teachers do not recognize it as a way 

of changing teaching practice.  Although this paper understands that it is unrealistic to 

expect teachers to creatively use the rubrics in assessment for learning in the limited 

timeframe in the study, it argues that the teachers’ narrow perspective of rubrics could 

be a reason that limits their use in teaching and learning.  This implies that teachers 

need long term support for broadening their perspective of assessment for learning.  

Only when teachers can ‘discover’ the influences of their prior perceptions on 

assessment for learning, will it be possible to change their behaviour.  As the study 

demonstrates, they would need support for recognizing the influence of their prior 

perceptions in order to recognise the need to change their practices.   This paper does 

not intend to make an empirical claim on its findings as it draws on data from a 

research and development study in the context of Hong Kong classrooms.  As 

assessment for learning is regarded as an important element in the curriculum reforms 

in Hong Kong and other parts of the world, further studies on the influence of 

teachers’ perceptions on its implementation conducted in different contexts, i.e. 

different cultures, schools and subjects, would produce valuable information for 

teachers and teacher educators to improve the implementation of assessment for 

learning.    

(wordcount: 6115 excluding references and table) 
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Appendix 1  Interview framework and sample questions for pre and post-study 

interview 

 
Aspects Teacher 

Develop, apply, and use 
assessment rubrics 

 How did you use the assessment 
rubrics? 

Student learning outcome 
(General) 

 What do you think students can learn 
in the process of working on 
projects? 

Student learning outcomes 
(strategies include task-based 
strategies) 

 What are the strategies that they can 
apply in completing the IES task? 

Teacher support (General)  How did you support the students 
(planning stage at the beginning or at 
different stages of the project)? 

Teacher support (problem)  What do you think are the 
problems/areas in which students 
require support? With what kinds of 
problems/areas will you definitely 
help students out? 

Teacher support (other 
strategies) 

 What other strategies did you use to 
help your students in their IES 
process? 
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Table 1. Teachers’ perceptions of teaching and learning and the use of rubrics 
 

Teachers’ 
perceptions of 

teaching and learning 
of inquiry learning  

 

Examples of their use of rubrics  

Evaluation driven 
assessment 

(i.e. marking as the major 
function of rubrics) 

 - Teachers were anxious about defining 
rubrics clearly 

- Teachers were anxious to mark 
accurately   

   

Teacher-directed 
instruction 

(i.e. focused on knowledge 
to complete tasks) 

 - Teachers offered choices for students to 
choose from.    

- Teachers often told students what to do 
instead of guiding them to find their way 
to do it. 

- Little elaboration about the connection of 
rubrics and learning. 

   

Result oriented 
(i.e. focused on what to 

do and how to do it) 

 - Teachers spent substantial time on 
teaching rubrics.  

- Teachers’ gave task-specific feedback 
and comments.   
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