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Introduction 
Lee (2001, p.10) identified a trend in Korea and Japan where assessment reform 

policies appeared to be moving towards “Diversification/Loosening” compared to 

England and the United States where assessment policies were characterized as 

moving towards “Unification/Tightening”. Lee (2000, p.11) described the different 

operational approaches to assessment reform:     

 

        …more uniform curriculum and high-stakes assessment with a focus 
on academic achievement were expected in England and the U.S., whereas 
more adaptive curricula and flexible assessments towards whole-person 
education were expected in Korea and Japan (Lee, 2001, p.11) 
 

Lee’s analysis is only partially correct. While there is certainly a widespread 

curriculum reform agenda across the region, this paper will show that curriculum 

reform has not been accompanied by equally broad assessment reform.  There are two 

key issues that shed light on why Lee’s initial analysis appears to have been 

somewhat premature.      

 

The first issue is related to the increasing importance attached to participation in 

international large scale assessments such as the Program for International Student 

Assessment (PISA) run by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) and similar literacy, civics and science studies run by the 

International Association for Educational Evaluation and Assessment (IEA). Asian 

countries are usually well represented in these studies2. What is more, Asian students 

are often seen to perform very well.  Yet on closer analysis, this performance is not 

uniform across the region.  East Asian students – from Hong Kong, Korea, Japan and 

Taiwan, along with students from Singapore, are often ranked close to the top.  Yet 

students from other South East Asian countries - Philippines, Thailand and Indonesia 

– often come near the bottom.  Clearly, geography is not the key factor since 

Singapore students situated in South East Asia do very well. These regional 

disparities are not easy to explain. Thus one outcome of such international studies and 

their results is that assessment has remained centre-stage across most of the region 

although, it is not the kind of assessment referred to by Lee (2001). It seems important 

                                                 
2 The IEA Civic Education Study was an exception with Hong Kong being the only Asian society 
represented. 
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to understand assessment reforms in this broader context of increased emphasis on 

large scale assessment.     

 

A second issue relates to the purposes of assessment and the cultural contexts in 

which they are embedded.  Biggs (1996) has argued that the focus on examinations in 

the so called “Confucian heritage cultures” (CHC)3 is a distinctive feature that has 

impacted on student learning. By extrapolation, it might also be argued that the kind 

of learning that has habituated CHC students to examinations may also assist them to 

do well in large scale international assessments. This cultural argument has not been 

uncontested (Morrison, 2006) but the issue remains that certain forms of assessment 

such as examinations have been privileged in some Asian countries in ways that they 

are not many western countries. Yet this argument does not directly address the issue 

of regional disparities because examinations are as prevalent in South East Asia as 

they are in East Asia. Nevertheless, for whatever reasons, examinations remain an 

important part of assessment cultures in many Asian countries and their influence 

needs to be taken into consideration when assessment reforms are discussed.   

 

The issues outlined above provide a rich yet complex backdrop against which to 

examine assessment policy and practices in Hong Kong schools. The purpose for 

discussing them here is to locate teacher action and practice in broader socio-cultural 

contexts that help to construct that practice. The purposes of this paper, therefore, are 

to: 

 

• Provide a backdrop for understanding Hong Kong teachers’ responses to 

assessment reforms;  

• Identify the distinctive characteristics of assessment across the Asian region 

and seek to account for this distinctiveness; and 

• Explore the cultural contexts of assessment in the region and identify the way 

such contexts facilitate or restrict assessment practices. 

 

 
 

                                                 
3 CHC cultures include broadly Korea, Japan, China, Hong Kong, Taiwan and Singapore (although in 
the latter there are also representatives of other cultures). 



 4 

 

The Purposes of Assessment – Selection or Learning? 

 

Assessment for Selection 

 

Public examinations remain a topic of community interest and concern in many Asian 

countries. The reasons for this interest vary. It might be the 15,000 students in 

Bangladesh who were expelled for cheating in the 2001 public examination  (Lawson, 

2001, 13 May), the threat to stability and cohesion now said to be posed by the 

competitive college entrance examinations in China (Hartman, 2006, 21 December) or 

the extensive public consultations that were undertaken in Hong Kong in 2005 when 

the government decided to do away with both the Hong Kong Certificate of Education 

(Form 5) and  “A” levels (Form 7) and introduce a single public examination at the 

end of Form 6 (Education and Manpower Bureau, 2005).Examinations attract this 

public attention because they are part of  the social structure of many Asian societies 

providing   the main pathway to further study in elite institutions such as prestigious 

secondary schools or universities. It has been pointed out that “the first written public 

examinations were introduced over 2000 thousand years ago, in China, to select the 

most able citizens for positions in the civil service and to reduce the effects of 

patronage” (The World Bank, 2001).  This historic function of public examinations is 

now widespread although the destinations of successful examinees are now more 

diverse. It is in this sense that public examinations are seen as a selection mechanism 

screening out some students and endorsing others for further education. This process 

of selection does not operate in a vacuum, despite the continuing belief in public 

examinations as an objective selection mechanism. Examination systems create their 

own distinctive social practices that become part of the competition associated with 

limited places in elite institutions and the almost unlimited demand for them. 

Discussed below is the most noticeable of these practices and certainly the most well 

documented. 

 

Known as  “juku” in Japan, “buxiban” in Taiwan, “hagwon” in Korea and “tutorial 

school” in Hong Kong, “tutorials” in India -  Bray and Kwok (2003, p.611) have 

conceptualized the activities of these ‘cram schools’ under the broader more positive 

practice of “private supplementary teaching” since not all private tutoring 
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arrangements take place in dedicated tutorial centres. Kwok (2004a, p. 64) has also 

pointed to the negative connotations of   “cramming” in the sense “that it is related to 

rote learning”.  The broader terms is preferable in describing the breadth of activities 

in which students engage outside the formal schooling system. Nevertheless, the 

negative aspects of “cramming” for examinations cannot be dismissed “because a 

major purpose of tutoring is to help pupils to gain qualifications, demand tends to 

increase close to the major public examinations, and then abruptly to decline once the 

examinations are over” (Bray & Kwok, 2003, p.614). “Cram schools” private tutoring 

and public examinations are, therefore, inextricably linked. 

 

There are significant pedagogical implications that flow from this link. Kwok (2004a, 

p.71) has referred to the “idol” tutors who “delineated piecemeal educational 

processes and outcomes, entirely determined by open examination results. Their 

marketing styles and pedagogical characteristics reinforced open examination 

pressure and encouraged students to value the importance of open examinations to 

their life/career”. From the point of view of students themselves, cram schools 

provided “shortcuts to learning, thorough past examination paper analysis, and even 

seemingly reliable open examination tips in Hong Kong, Taipei and Tokyo (Kwok, 

2004a, p.70). Foondun   has also reported in the South East Asian context the negative 

aspects of what he refers to as “private tutoring” that results in an: 

  

emphasis is on specific examination skills… (and)… inordinate cramming 
and learning by heart lengthy lists of verbs, comparatives, masculine and 
feminine, singulars and plurals etc … But there is worse. In one 
examination, examiners found 40 scripts of 40 pupils identical. The 
teacher admitted that “he had prepared about 100 possible questions and 
made his pupils learn the answers to them by heart (Foondun, 2002, p.505) 
 

Given the negative impact of cram school and private tutoring activities, why do 

they persist? As Foondun (2002, p.503) has noted, it is not that governments are 

unaware of either the purpose of function of such extra-classroom activities. Yet 

whether it is in Singapore, Korea, Indonesia or Myanmar, attempts at control 

have been largely unsuccessful. In the terms of Kim and Lee (2002, p. 2), cram 

schools are “perfect substitutes” for public schools and therefore at least as 

important to the community which provides direct support for them.  
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The reasons for such support are multiple. Kim and Lee (2002, p.25), with specific 

reference to the Korean context, point to government policies themselves: 

 
The theory and empirical evidence provided in this paper strongly 
suggest that rampant private tutoring is a market response to the 
under provision of public education and the heavy regulation and 
strict controls of the government. It is predicted by our model and 
confirmed by our empirical finding that students with high 
academic ability, high family income, and whose parents are highly 
educated, spend more on private tutoring because their educational 
demands are not properly met by the formal school system that is 
provided by the government.  

  

Foondun (2002, p. 491) agrees that it is the element  of competition in the education 

system that gives private tutoring its edge as families seek to gain a relative advantage 

for their children  “in the education race”,  whether it is at primary or secondary level. 

While ever there is a prize at the end of the race – whether it is entry to an elite 

secondary school or university, then competition becomes the dominating force that 

guides the behaviour of parents. Kwok (2004b, p. 8), with special reference to Hong 

Kong, has argued that modernization, economic growth and technological 

advancement provided “the ultimate causative forces” influencing the availability of 

private tutoring in a meritocratic society where “education was the major screening 

device for upward social mobility”.  Herein lays the real outcome of the “race”: cross-

generational social and economic gain. It is this for which parents are willing to pay 

and for which so many students suffer what the Koreans call, “ipsi-jiok ...  entrance 

examination hell” (Kim & Lee, 2002, p.4).  

 

While Kwok (2004b, pp. 10-11) has highlighted the social and economic contexts in 

which cram schools and private tutoring seem to thrive, he has also referred to the 

broader cultural contexts of Confucian heritage societies as a factor that helps to 

explain why it is that success in examinations is so important. He makes the very 

interesting point that while such an explanation is widespread, he does not believe that 

there is sufficient evidence to support it at this stage.  Other writers, however, have 

been less reticent to attribute cultural factors as causes of parental commitment to 

examination success. Gray (2001), in his review of Zeng (1999), makes the point that 

“the test is not viewed primarily as an aptitude or I.Q. test, as in the West; rather, what 

is being measured is how well trained a student is. In other words, what is valued is 
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not the ability to acquire information, to efficiently learn new things, and make 

connections between them, but the personal qualities--discipline, obedience, 'spirit,' a 

good memory, the ability to postpone gratification--of the individual who can 

successfully pass the test”. These are Confucian virtues that both Gray (2001) and 

Zeng (1999) see as operating principles in modern Confucian heritage cultures. 

 

Nguyen, Cees and Pilot (2005, p.407) have summarised a range of literature 

supporting the idea that cultural factors do play a significant role in different aspects 

of teaching and learning for students in Confucian heritage cultures. This is an issue 

that will be returned to in the third section of this paper. Yet as Kwok (2004b, p.10) 

has pointed out, cram schools and private tutoring are also features of many non- 

Confucian heritage societies in which case the ‘cultural’ argument becomes less 

persuasive. Even in a mainly Confucian heritage culture like Singapore, it has been 

argued that the examination system is not so much a relic of Confucianism as a     

sorting device to ensure racial equality and harmony (Moore, 2000). It is this 

meritocratic aspect of the exam system that maybe generalizable across Asian 

cultures, even if it is most deeply embedded in Confucian heritage culture countries.  

Meritocracy implies competition for limited opportunities and it is this competition 

that seems to encourage parents to seek whatever means they can to assist their 

children to do well.  

 

 

The role of large scale assessments in assessment reform policy 

Kellaghan and Greaney (2001, p.87) have commented that “the most remarkable 

development in assessment towards the end of the 20th century has probably been the 

growth in its use to measure the achievement outcomes of national systems of 

education, either considered uniquely (in national assessments) or in the context of the 

performance of other education systems (in international comparative studies of 

achievement)”.   While examinations and national and international assessments can 

broadly be grouped together as “modes of assessment”, there are nevertheless, a 

number of significant differences between them including purposes, focus and uses.  

 

The World Bank (2001), for example, has identified differences of purpose and focus.   

Examinations provide information on individuals whereas national assessments 
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usually provide information on entire education systems. The purpose of providing 

information on individuals is to facilitate selection processes whereas the purpose of 

system wide data is to monitor general education levels as well as making a general 

assessment about the “health” of the system as a whole. Kellaghan and Greaney 

(2003, pp.10-12) have pointed out in the African context that examinations are not 

good tools for enhancing the quality of an education system, but indeed may do the 

opposite. Powdyel (2005, p.47), on the other hand, has argued that in Bhutan 

examinations have served this system level function.  Yet both are agreed, that the 

specific role of national assessments is that they can be directed at system level issues 

thus enabling policymakers to address concerns about the education system. 

 

While examinations are pervasive across Asia, national assessments, in the sense 

mentioned above, are not.  (Kellaghan & Greaney, 2001, p.91). Thailand has included 

national assessments focussed on the quality of individual schools as part of its 

education reforms (The World Bank, 2006, p.66) as has Hong Kong with its Basic 

Competency Assessment (Curriculum Development Council, 2001, p.81).  Under the 

influence of The World Bank, Vietnam, Cambodia and Bhutan have also embarked on 

the development of national assessments as tools for monitoring the quality of their 

education systems (Griffin & Thanh, 2006; The World Bank, 2007; Powdyel, 2005). 

In addition, a number of Asian countries has taken very deliberate decisions to 

participate in international large scale assessments such as the Program on 

International Student Assessment (PISA),  and the various international  assessments 

conducted by the International Association for the Assessment of Educational 

Achievement (IEA) in areas such a mathematics, science, reading, civic education and 

information and communications technology. The outcomes of these international 

studies have provided some interesting and keenly debated results. They have also 

raised important issues about the nature and purpose of student assessment. 

 

In terms of results, it is the dominance of students from East Asian countries that is a 

hallmark of these assessments.  The outcomes of the Trends in Mathematics and 

Science Study (TIMSS) consistently ranked students from Hong Kong, Singapore, 

Taiwan, Japan and Korea as the top performers. In Grade 4 Mathematics, students 

from Singapore, Hong Kong, Japan and Taiwan were the top four performers out of 

twenty five countries (Mullis, Martin, Gonzalez, & Chrostowski, 2004, p.31) In 
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Science, it was the same four countries, although with a different order: Singapore, 

Taiwan, Japan and Hong Kong. Yet such results were not Asia wide: students from 

the Philippines ranked 23/25 in both Mathematics and Science (Martin, Mullis, 

Gonzalez, & Chrostowski, 2004, p.37)   In Grade 8 Mathematics students from five 

Asian counties were ranked in the top five (Singapore, Korea, Hong Kong, Taiwan 

and Japan) with Malaysia at 10, Indonesia at 34 and the Philippines at 41 (Mullis et 

al., 2004, p.38) In Science, students from Singapore, Taiwan, Korea, Hong Kong and 

Japan were ranked 1-4 and 6 respectively. Malaysia was ranked 20, Indonesia 36 and 

Philippines 42 (Martin et al., 2004, p.41) The TIMSS’ assessment is curriculum 

related, but there is also evidence from the more skills related PISA assessments that 

Asian students also do very well. 

 

In mathematical literacy for example, Hong Kong’s fifteen year olds outperformed all 

students from both OECD and non-OECD countries. Korean, Japanese and Macau 

students also did very well, coming within the top ten countries. Yet, as with TIMSS, 

students from countries such as Thailand and Indonesia were ranked towards the 

bottom of the participating countries (OECD, 2004a, p.94). The results for problem –

solving were much the same. Korea, Hong Kong, Japan and Macau ranked 1, aeq. 2, 4 

and 6 respectively. Again Thailand and Indonesia ranked towards the bottom (OECD, 

2004b, p. 42)  For science literacy, the story is similar with  some variation in the 

positions taken by the East Asian countries, but the same gap between East and South 

East Asian countries(OECD, 2004a, p.294). These results from both TIMSS and PISA 

raise a number of issues. 

 

With international studies such as these, there seems little reason for the participating 

countries to run national assessments of their own. In an important sense, large scale 

internal assessments can take the place of national assessments, pointing as they do to 

strengths and weaknesses in the performance of students. The international context 

adds to the weight of such assessments because governments can get some sense of 

where their education systems stand vis à vis their international economic 

competitors. Whether this is a valid educational reason for such assessments is 

another question, but it is certainly a reason that has some currency with governments 

in the region. Of course, the news is not good for all such governments   so that in 



 10

countries like the Philippines, Thailand and Indonesia these results give caused some 

soul searching.   

 

Of course, the results presented above are very basic and there are much more 

sophisticated analyses that seek to explain the pattern of results  (for example, Chui & 

Ho, 2006). In East Asian countries, however, these results coincide with the 

widespread education reforms that have been the focus of much of this book. On the 

one hand, radical change is being proposed to the school curriculum and in some 

jurisdictions (e.g. Taiwan and Hong Kong) the examination system. Yet the results of 

international assessments seem to suggest that current arrangements for curriculum 

and assessment are capable of producing outstanding comparative results. Yet the 

status quo in many East Asian classrooms has been highlighted by Leung (2001, p35) 

as “content oriented…examination driven…teaching is very traditional and old 

fashioned”.  It is this tension between tradition and results that characterise much of 

the debate about the performance of East Asian students in international assessments 

and in some instances draws into question the rationale for current educational 

reforms. 

 

There has been a considerable amount of literature attempting to account for the way 

the traditional curriculum, teaching and assessment methods that characterize East 

Asian classrooms lead to superior student performance. Biggs (1996) and Marton, 

Alba and Tse (1996) argued that part of the explanation related to learning styles. 

What many western observers thought was rote learning these scholars identified as 

memorisation that led to deep understanding.  Ironically, an assessment strategy such 

as an examination had the potential to reward memorisation so that there was a clear 

link between assessment and learning. Leung (2001) has pointed to both the 

conception of teachers in East Asian societies and the focus on their scholarly as 

distinct from pedagogical role.  He has argued that culturally teachers in East Asia are 

more concerned with the class as a whole than with individuals so that the care of a 

large group of students is not overly problematic. When this is coupled with the deep 

subject matter knowledge  of teachers then the context is one in which knowledgeable 

teachers take on the responsibility to ensure that there students are equally 

knowledgeable. The high regard in which teachers are held facilitates this process and 

creates a learning context that values knowledge acquisition. For Leung, these are 
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deeply cultural issues reflective of what are now popularly called “Confucian heritage 

cultures”.  Thus the explanation advanced for the dominance of East Asian students in 

international assessments is largely a cultural one. It is an argument that has been 

examined in some depth by Kennedy and Lee (in press) but further attention cannot 

be devoted to it here.       

 

Assessment for Learning: Alternative Approaches to Assessment and their Impact 

in the Asian Region  

 

Public examinations systems and large scale assessments can be characterised as 

promoting “assessment of learning” rather than “assessment for learning” 

(Assessment Reform Group, 1999). Such a distinction is an important one in 

educational terms.  Assessment of learning is a summative process that seeks to find 

out what students know at a particular point in time – at the end of a unit of work or a 

key stage of schooling. It is a measure or judgment about what learning has taken 

place. This is what public examinations and large scale assessments do: measure what 

students know so that they can be ranked from most knowledgeable to least 

knowledgeable. Assessment for learning, on the other hand, is any form of assessment 

that provides feedback to students on the progress they are making in their learning. It 

can take many forms ranging from questions asked by a classroom teacher, to 

classroom tests and checklists that students themselves can use to check their own 

learning progress. The purpose of such assessment is to improve learning and move 

students from where they are to where they need to be. It does not compare students 

in any way – its purpose is to assist students to improve their learning. This approach 

to assessment has gained in popularity in many Western countries in recent times.  

The importance of this trend was best demonstrated when the Organization for 

Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) declared that “teachers using 

formative assessment approaches guide students toward development of their own 

learning to learn¨ skills that are increasingly necessary as knowledge is quickly 

outdated in the information society”  (OECD, 2005, p.22) 

 

Whether such an approach is called “assessment for learning” or “formative 

assessment”, what is clear is  that such approaches seek to make assessment a more 

relevant and meaningful process for students. It stands in contrast to the structural 
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rigidity represented by public examination systems and large scale assessments across 

the region. Yet, unlike in the West, there is not a widespread movement across the 

Asian region to promote and adopt these classroom based forms of assessment. 

Nevertheless, the examples that do that are worth noting.  An external evaluation of 

Thailand’s current approaches to assessment articulated a rationale for adopting new 

forms of assessment that could well be applicable across the region (Office of 

Commercial Services [Queensland University of Technology], 2002, p.28): 

 

The current understanding of assessment models and procedures used in 
Thailand rewards conformity, memorisation, recall and knowledge 
reproduction. Teachers need a significant amount of training and guidance 
in new and alternative methods of assessment. 
 

This view was supported within Thailand when the Secretary-General of the Office of 

the National Education Commission proclaimed publicly that (Kaewdang, 1999).  

 

…. assessment is the key factor that can affect the learning behavior. 
Without the reform of assessment, it is rather difficult to reform learning. 
In order to expand the scope of evaluation and assessment beyond the 
multiple-choice type of tests, Section 26 [i.e. of the National Education 
Act, 1999 ] states that educational institutions shall assess learners' 
performance through observation of their development; personal conduct; 
learning behavior; participation in activities and results of the tests 
accompanying the teaching-learning process commensurate with the 
different levels and types of education. 

 
 
Thailand’s emphasis on more classroom based assessments of learning is related to its 

current educational reform agenda. Thus there is little indication of how successful 

these attempts will be.   

 

Hong Kong, on the other hand, has had a relatively long history of attempting to 

introduce new forms of assessment (Yu, Kennedy, Fok & Chan 2006). The current 

reform agenda in Hong Kong is no exception but there seems little reason to believe 

that it will be any more successful that previous attempts (Fok, Kennedy, Chan & Yu 

2006). Carless (2005, p.51) has shown how difficult assessment reform is in Hong 

Kong and proposed a somewhat complex framework to try and account for Hong 

Kong teachers’ resistance to such  reforms. It includes micro level factors such as 

personal beliefs and values as well as macro level factors such as the existence of high 
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stakes examinations. Assessment reform, at least in Hong Kong, does not appear to be 

an easy task.   

 

Hong Kong and Thailand are not alone in their attempts to introduce new forms of 

assessment into their education systems. There is also evidence of similar reform in 

countries like China (Gu & Berry, in press; Gao, 2005; Han, 2006), Philippines 

(Department of Education [Philippines], 2004) and Singapore (Singapore 

Examinations and Assessment Board (2006); Sellan, Chong, & Tay 2006; Fan & 

Quek, 2005). Yet such reform agendas in no way challenge the public examination 

systems in these countries.   Perhaps more importantly, such attempts at innovation 

differ in form from jurisdiction to jurisdiction and across the region there is no agreed 

definition of these classroom based assessments. Table1 shows different approaches 

to classroom based assessments being used in different countries.  

 

Table 1: Exemplars of Classroom Based Assessments in Selected Asian 
Countries 

Country Source Example of Classroom 
Assessment 

China Gu and Berry (in press) 
Gao (2005) 
 
 
Yan (2006) 

Oral assessment 
Assessment Saloon: A 
Developing Technique for 
Student Assessment 

Cambridge Young Learners 
Test  

 
Malaysia Lim and Zhao (2005) “Mathematics assessments are 

usually given in the form of 
formative tests such as short 
tests or monthly tests” 

Indonesia SEAMEO Secretariat (1998) “Continuous (formative) 
student assessment is 
practiced widely and is the 
responsibility of each school. 
There are several types of 
formative assessment, i.e., 
monthly mid-term and final 
term examination. The results 
of the formative assessment 
would affect the result of the 
final term exam, the 
summative assessment” 

Philippines Department of Education  “Assessment for Learning: 
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[Philippines] (2004) Practices, Tools and 
Alternative Approaches” 

Singapore Singapore Examinations and 
Assessment Board (2006)   
Sellan, Chong, and Tay(2006)  
Fan & Quek (2005)  

“Formative Assessment 
Strategies” 
Project work 
Integrating New Assessment 
Strategies Into Mathematics 
Classrooms: What have we 
learned from a CRPP 
Mathematics assessment 
project? 

  
 
There are a number of points to make about Table 1. Apart from China, there is no 

evidence in any of these countries that assessment reform is part of a broader reform 

agenda. The China examples, however, appear to be forms of assessment that are 

outside the mainstream – additional to the examinations that remain the real high 

stakes events for students. The Singapore example of Project Work is somewhat 

different. Project Work is a compulsory GSE A Level subject and the nature of the 

subject requires new approaches to assessment. The real reform is in the nature of the 

subject; new approaches to assessment simply follow. The Mathematics example in 

Singapore is part of a research project and does not appear to be systemic.  Similarly 

in the Philippines, where what is on offer is a single set of teacher  inservice activities 

focused on assessment for learning and  seemingly outside of any broader assessment 

reform process. What SEAMEO refers to, however, under the guise of “formative” 

assessment, is really a regime of testing geared to preparing students for the final 

examination. Thus apart from the assessment policy directions referred to earlier in 

Hong Kong and Thailand, there is no coherent approach to assessment reform in the 

region. As Table 1 shows, attempts at changing assessment practices or highlighting 

alternative practices across the region are fragmented and piecemeal 

 

Examinations continue to reign supreme as the dominant mode of assessment in the 

Asian region. This suggests that the so called “international transfer of assessment” 

(Sebatane, 2000) has been limited to large scale assessments but not to   classroom 

based assessments. Yet it can be detected in other forms of assessment.      The 

dominant assessment cultures in the region are summative rather than formative, 

competitive rather than learning oriented and increasingly used by governments to 

measure national educational progress. Together, the importance attached to 
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examinations and large scale assessments do not seem to provide any incentive for   

innovative classroom based assessment practices.  

 

Conclusion 

Western assessment literature suggests the possibility of broad changes in assessment 

practices focussed on student learning and encapsulated in the slogan “assessment for 

learning”. Yet such an approach to assessment is not characteristic of much of Asia, 

with notable policy exceptions in Hong Kong and Thailand.  Examinations remain a 

key assessment strategy across countries. The importance of examinations is 

reinforced not for any genuine educational rationale but for social reasons concerned 

with the allocation of limited places for much sought after secondary schools and 

universities. Even in Hong Kong where there has been considerable support for 

alternative methods of assessment, the newly designed terminal school examination 

will still allocate the same limited number of university places. This high stakes social 

function of assessment gives it a role and function that can trivialize other modes of 

assessment. The potential for assessment reform in this context may well be limited. 

 

International large scale assessments have not challenged the role of examinations but 

rather may well have reinforced them, at least in East Asia. Students from East Asian 

countries tend to outperform not only their peers in the West but also in other parts of 

Asia. Research has suggested that the reasons for this are largely cultural. Yet perhaps 

more importantly for the purposes of this paper, the strategies used for success in 

examinations - memorisation for the purpose of deep understanding and teacher 

dominated classroom that involves deep caring for the whole class – are also the ones 

that account for success in international large scale assessments. This culturalist 

argument has been questioned by Kennedy and Lee (in press) since it has the potential 

to stereotype of East Asian students and at the same time misrepresent the values of 

students in South-East Asia who do not do as well as their East Asian peers. Yet the 

point to note here is that in many parts of the region the results of international large 

scale assessments do not suggest the need for different approaches to assessment.  

 

As far as alternative approaches to assessment are concerned the Asian region faces 

two problems. First, in most countries there is no systematic reform agenda for 

assessment to accompany curriculum reforms: conservative approaches to assessment 
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have been retained to meet the needs of new curriculum designed to produce creative, 

innovative and problem solving students. Second, in those countries where policy 

change advocating assessment reform have been advocated, examinations still play an 

important social function that is difficult to ignore. Assessment reform, therefore, 

remains a distant goal across the region. At this point in time it is difficult to see how 

it can be given greater priority since it would involve confronting significant social 

and cultural issues that are deeply embedded in many societies across the region.   

 



 17

References 
 
Assessment Reform Group. (1999). Assessment for Learning: Beyond the Black Box. 

Cambridge: University of Cambridge School of Education. Retrieved 2 March 
2006, from http://arg.educ.cam.ac.uk/AssessInsides.pdf. 

Biggs, J. B. (1996). Western misperceptions of the Confucian-heritage learning 
culture. In D. A. Watkins & J. B. Biggs (Eds.), The Chinese Learner: 
Cultural, Psychological and Contextual Influences (pp. 45-67). Hong Kong & 
Melbourne: CERC & ACER. 

Bray, M., & Kwok, P. (2003). Demand for private supplementary tutoring: conceptual 
considerations, and socio-economic patterns in Hong Kong. Economics of 
Education Review, 22(6), 611–620.  

Carless, D. (2005). Prospects for the implementation of assessment for learning. 
Assessment in Education, 12(1), 39-54.  

Chui, M. M., & Ho, E. S. C. (2006). Family effects on student achievement in Hong 
Kong. Asia Pacific Journal of Education, 26(1), 21-36.  

Curriculum Development Council. (2001). Learning to Learn: The Way Forward in 
Curriculum Development. Hong Kong: Hong Kong SAR Government.  

Department of Education [Philippines]. (2004). Assessment for Learning: Practices, 
Tools and Alternative Approaches. Retrieved 8 January 2007, from 
http://www.deped.gov.ph/cpanel/uploads/issuanceImg/DM%2092_2-24-
04_00001.pdf 

Education and Manpower Bureau. (2005). The New Academic Structure for Senior 
Secondary Education and Higher Education - Action Plan for Investing in the 
Future of Hong Kong. Hong Kong: Education and Manpower Bureau. 
Retrieved 22 February 2007, from 
http://www.emb.gov.hk/FileManager/EN/Content_4745/report_e.pdf. 

Fan, L., & Quek, K. (2005). Integrating new assessment strategies into mathematics 
classrooms: What have we learned from a CRPP Mathematics assessment 
project? Retrieved 7 April 2007, from 
http://www.crpp.nie.edu.sg/course/view.php?id=396 

Fok, P. K., Kennedy, K., Chan, J. K. S., & Yu, W. M. (2006, 21-26 May). Integrating 
assessment of learning and assessment for learning in Hong Kong public 
examinations: Rationales and realities of introducing school-based 
assessment. Paper presented at the 32nd Annual Conference of the 
International Association for Educational Assessment, Singapore. Retrieved 3 
January 2007, from 
http://www.iaea2006.seab.gov.sg/conference/download/papers/Integrating%20
assessment%20of%20learning%20and%20assessment%20for%20learning%2
0in%20Hong%20Kong%20public%20examinations%20-
%20Rationales%20and%20realities%20of%20introducing%20school-
based%20assessment.pdf. 

Foondun, A. (2002). The issue of private tuition: An analysis of the practice in 
Mauritius and selected South–East Asian countries. International Review of 
Education, 48(6), 485–515.  

Gao, L. B. (2005, 10 June). Assessment saloon: A developing technique for student 
assessment. paper presented at the Learning Oriented Assessment Conference, 
Hong Kong Institute of Education. Retrieved 7 January 2005, from 
http://www.ied.edu.hk/loap/loac/gao.pdf. 



 18

Gray, B. (2001). Review: Dragongate: Competitive Examinations and their 
Consequences. TESL-EJ, 5(2). Retrieved 12 November 2006, from 
http://www-writing.berkeley.edu/tesl-ej/ej18/r1.html. 

Griffin, P., & Thanh, M. T. (2006). Reading achievements of Vietnamese Grade 5 
pupils. Assessment in Education, 13(2), 155-177.  

Gu, Y. G., & Berry, R. (in press). Assessment reform in China: A Pilot Study of 
Implementing English Oral Summative Exam for Basic Education (In 
Chinese). In Y. C. Lo & M. S. Yung (Eds.), Curriculum and Assessment: 
Innovative Challenges in mainland China, Taiwan, Macau, and Hong Kong. 

Han, Y. (2006, 21-26 May). Assesment for improving learning. Paper presented at the 
32nd Conference of the International Association for Educational Assessment, 
Singapore. Retrieved 23 March 2007, from 
http://www.iaea2006.seab.gov.sg/conference/download/papers/Assessment%2
0for%20improving%20learning%20(2).pdf. 

Hartman, R. (2006, 21 December). Chinese higher education fails the test. Asian 
Times Online. Retrieved 28 December 2006, from 
http://www.atimes.com/atimes/China/HL21Ad01.html. 

Kaewdang, R. (1999). Learning for the new century. Retrieved 2 January 2007, from 
http://edthai.com/reform/dec16a.htm 

Kellaghan, T., & Greaney, V. (2001). The globalization of assessment in the 20th 
century. Assessment in Education, 8(1), 87-102.  

Kellaghan, T., & Greaney, V. (2003, 3-6 December). Monitoring Performance: 
Assessment and Examinations in Africa. Working Document, Association for 
the Development of Education in Africa, Biennial Meeting, Grand Baie, 
Mauritius. Retrieved 12 January 2007, from 
http://www.adeanet.org/biennial2003/papers/2D_Monitoring_ENG_final.pdf. 

Kember, D., & Gow, L. (1991). A challenge to the anecdotal stereotype of the Asian 
student. Studies in Higher Education, 16(2), 117-128.  

Kennedy, K., & Lee, J. C. K. (in press). Changing Schools in Asia: Schools for the 
Knowledge Society? London: RoutledgeFalmer.  

Kim, S. W., & Lee, J. H. (2002). Private tutoring and demand for education in South 
Korea. Retrieved 29 December 2006, from 
http://www.kdischool.ac.kr/faculty/resume/juholee/Tutor4.pdf 

Kwok, P. (2004a). Examination-oriented knowledge and value transformation in East 
Asian cram schools. Asia Pacific Education Review, 5(1), 64-75.  

Kwok, P. (2004b). Emergence of demand for private supplementary tutoring in Hong 
Kong: Argument, indicators and implications. Hong Kong Teachers' Centre 
Journal, 3, 1-14. Retrieved 29 December 2006, from 
http://emb.org.hk/HKTC/download/journal/j3/1.pdf. 

Lawson, A. (2001, 13 May). Exam crisis in Bangladesh. BBC News Online. Retrieved 
28 December 2006, from 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/low/south_asia/1328026.stm. 

Lee, J. C. K. (2001). School reform initiatives as balancing acts: Policy variation and 
educational convergence among Japan, Korea, England and the United States. 
Education Policy Analysis Archives, 9(13). Retrieved 1 March 2007, from 
http://epaa.asu.edu/epaa/v9n13.html. 

Leung, F. (2001). In Search of an East Asian Identity in Mathematics Education. 
Educational Studies in Mathematics, 47(1), 35-51.  

Lim, C. S., & Zhao, X. P. (2005, 17-25 August). Assessment and examination system: 
A comparative study between Malaysia and Shanghai (China). paper 



 19

presented at the The Third East Asia Regional Conference on Mathematics 
Education, Shanghai. Retrieved 7 January 2007, from 
http://www.math.ecnu.edu.cn/earcome3/TSG6/10-Lim%20C%20S().doc. 

Martin, M., Mullis, I., Gonzalez, E., & Chrostowski, S. (2004). TIMSS 2003 
International Science Report -  Findings From IEA's Trends in International 
Mathematics and Science Study at the Fourth and Eighth Grades. Chestnut 
Hill, MA: TIMSS & PIRLS International Study Center, Boston College. 
Retrieved 22 February 2007, from 
http://timss.bc.edu/PDF/t03_download/T03INTLSCIRPT.pdf. 

Marton, F., Dall'Alba, G., & Tse, L. K. (1996). Memorizing and understanding: The 
keys to the paradox. In D. A. Watkins & J. B. Biggs (Eds.), The Chinese 
Learner: Cultural, Psychological and Contextual Influences (pp. 69-83). Hong 
Kong & Melbourne: CERC & ACER. 

Moore, R. (2000). Multiracialism and meritocracy: Singapore's approach to race and 
inequality. Review of Social Economy, 58(3), 339-360.  

Morrison, K. (2006). Paradox Lost: Toward a Robust Test of the Chinese Learner. 
Educational Journal, 34(1), 1-30.  

Mullis, I., Martin, M., Gonzalez, E., & Chrostowski, S. (2004). TIMSS  International 
Mathematics Report -  Findings From IEA's Trends in International 
Mathematics and Science Study at the Fourth and Eighth Grades. Chestnut 
Hill, MA: TIMSS & PIRLS International Study Center, Boston College. 
Retrieved 22 February 2007, from 
http://timss.bc.edu/PDF/t03_download/T03INTLMATRPT.pdf. 

Nguyen, P. M., Cees, T., & Pilot, A. (2005). Cooperative learning vs Confucian 
heritage culture's collectivism: confrontation to reveal some cultural conflicts 
and mismatch. Asia Europe Journal, 3(3), 403-419.  

OECD. (2004a). Learning for Tomorrow's World - First Results from PISA 2003. 
Paris: OECD.  

OECD. (2004b). Problem Solving for Tomorrow's World - First Measures of Cross-
Curricular Competencies from PISA 2003. Paris: OECD. Retrieved 22 
February 2007, from http://www.pisa.oecd.org/dataoecd/25/12/34009000.pdf. 

OECD. (2005). Formative Assessment: Improving Learning in Secondary 
Classrooms. Paris: OECD.  

Office of Commercial Services (Queensland University of Technology). (2002). 
Teacher development for quality learning - The Thailand education reform 
project [Asian Development Bank (ADB) Technical Assistance (TA) # 3585- 
THA]. Retrieved 2 January 2007, from 
http://www.worldedreform.com/pub/fulltext4 

Powdyel, T. (2005). The Bhutanese education assessment experience: Some 
reflections. Prospects, 35(1), 45-57.  

SEAMEO Secretariat. (1998). Examination Systems at the Secondary Level of 
Countries in the SEAMEO Region. Appendix 3 - Indonesia. Retrieved 7 
January 2007, from 
http://www.seameo.org/vl/library/dlwelcome/publications/ebook/exam/2ndind
o.htm 

Sebatane, M. (2000). International transfers of assessment: Recent trends and 
strategies. Assessment in Education, 7(3), 401-414.  

Sellan, R., Chong, K., & Tay, C. (2006, 21-26 May). Assessment shifts in the 
Singapore education system. paper presented at the 32nd Annual Conference 
of the International Association for Educational Assessment, Singapore. 



 20

Retrieved 8 January 2007, from 
http://www.iaea2006.seab.gov.sg/conference/download/papers/Assessment%2
0shifts%20in%20the%20Singapore%20education%20system.pdf. 

Singapore Examinations and Assessment Board. (2006). Workshops: Formative 
Assessment Strategies. Retrieved 8 January 2007, from 
http://www.seab.gov.sg/SEAB/training/workshops_new.html#fas 

The World Bank. (2001). The nature of public examinations. Retrieved 12 January 
2007, from http://www1.worldbank.org/education/exams/nature.asp 

The World Bank. (2006). Thailand Social Monitor: Improving Secondary Education. 
Bangkok: The World Bank Office. Retrieved 13 January 2007, from 
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTTHAILAND/Resources/Social-
Monitor/2006oct_social-monitor.pdf. 

The World Bank. (2007). Cambodia: World Bank's Board Endorses a New Country 
Assistance Strategy and Approves an Education Sector Support Project. 
Retrieved 13 January 2007, from 
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/COUNTRIES/EASTASIAP
ACIFICEXT/EXTEAPREGTOPEDUCATION/0,,contentMDK:20490134~m
enuPK:444305~pagePK:2865114~piPK:2865167~theSitePK:444289,00.html 

Volet, S., Renshaw, P., & Tietzel, K. (1994). A short-term longitudinal investigation 
of cross-cultural differences in study approaches using Biggs' SPQ 
questionnaire. British Journal of Educational Psychology, 64(2), 301-318.  

Yan, H. (2006, 21-26 May). Assessment for improving learning. Paper presented at 
the 32nd Annual Conference of the International Association for Educational 
Assessment, Singapore. Retrieved 6 January 2007, from 
http://www.iaea2006.seab.gov.sg/conference/download/papers/Assessment%2
0for%20improving%20learning%20(2).pdf. 

Yu, Y. M., Kennedy, K., Fok, P. K., & Chan, K. S. (2006, 21-26 May). Assessment 
reform in basic education in Hong Kong: The emergence of assessment for 
learning. Paper presented at the 32nd Annual Conference of the International 
Association for Educational Assessment, Singapore. Retrieved 7 January 
2007, from 
http://www.iaea2006.seab.gov.sg/conference/download/papers/Assessment%2
0reform%20in%20basic%20education%20in%20Hong%20Kong%20-
%20The%20emergence%20of%20assessment%20for%20learning.pdf. 

Zeng, K. (1999). Dragon gate: competitive examinations and their consequences. 
London: Cassell.  

 


