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Keynote Speech 1 
 

Valid Testing, Effective Teaching, Valid Test Use 
 

Yang Huizhong 

National College English Testing Committee, China 

Shanghai Jiao Tong University 

 
 

 China is not only the country where examination as an institution 
originated, but also a big testing power where numerous testing programmes, 
national, provincial and local, are in active practice, involving millions of student 
testees every year. These are truly large scale high-stakes tests, because the 
future of many young people is dependent on the test results. 
 There is, however, a dissatisfaction with the present status of testing 
practice, which results in a lot of discussion in the literature about the washback 
effects and also the social impact of testing. It is, however, noticed that there is 
a tendency of over-generalization in the discussion, as if testing were the cause 
of everything, good or bad, that is happening in education. In fact, the role that 
testing can play in education is limited. Educational tests do not take place in 
testing tubes, rather, they take place in certain social contexts. A testing 
programme will have its social impact only when the test results are put to use, 
and test use is by nature a decision-making in the social dimension, not a pure 
academic activity and is often beyond the control of the language tester. 
Therefore, it is imperative to take a systems approach to the relationship 
among testing, teaching, and test use. In fact there are good tests and bad 
tests, just as there is good teaching and poor teaching, and also proper use and 
misuse of test results. A number of issues need to be clarified one by one 
before a solution could be found: academic issues as well as social ones, testing 
as well as teaching issues, issues concerning the content of tests as well as the 
form of tests, etc. 
 Every test has many internal psychological elements as well as complex 
external social factors to be taken into consideration. Kunnan [3] therefore 
proposes to examine tests and testing practice from a wider context in order to 
fully determine whether and how these tests are beneficial or detrimental to 
society. The ‘wider context’, constructed from reflection and research in the last 
two decades, include the political, economic, the educational, social, and 
cultural, the technological and infrastructural, as well as the legal and ethical 
contexts of a community in which a test operates. 
 

 

1. Valid testing 
 

  Under the impact of the 1300-year-long Keju tradition in China, and 
also because they are administered by the government, examinations enjoy 
very high prestige as a fair means for assessment, selection, admission, etc., 
which helps to maintain social stability and unity. It is accepted as a common 
sense that "Everyone is equal before the test scores", and the quality of tests 
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are rarely challenged. However, the notion "Everyone is equal before the test 
scores" reflects only a procedural fairness. If fairness of measurement is not 
achieved first of all, then social justice may be lost. To achieve fairness of 
measurement, a valid testing programme must meet all the professional 
requirements on quality. The larger the scale of a test, the heavier social 
weights it will have and therefore it is more important to meet all these 
professional quality requirements. This entails the principle of testing 
fairness and justice. As Kunnan [4] says, "… the principle of fairness … is 
prior to … the principle of justice, because if the first principle is not satisfied, 
then the second principle cannot be satisfied." Only valid and fair tests could 
provide young people with equity of opportunity for education. Tests which 
have not met the professional requirements on measurement quality, and 
have not been validated, may deprive many young people of their rights to 
education.  
  In the new era of globalisation, the language tester is facing greater 
challenges than ever to deliver high-quality and accountable language 
testing services to stakeholders. Of the quality requirements, test reliability 
is an internal problem and can be improved through technical means, while 
validation study is far more complicated because it concerns a wide range of 
test stakeholders. A large scale public test must be validated to convince the 
public. 
  Messick [5] proposed the notion of unified construct validity: “In 
particular, six distinguishable aspects of construct validity are highlighted as 
a means of addressing central issues implicit in the notion of validity as a 
unified concept. These are content, substantive, structural, generalizability, 
external, and consequential aspects of construct validity. ” The principles of 
unified validity provide a framework for evaluating all educational and 
psychological measurement, including language testing and washback. 
  Language testers have come to realize that test validation is an 
important part of test development, because if a test is not a valid one, then 
the test is of little use as the score interpretation and use is not justified and 
this will jeopardize the proper use of the test results. 
  Test validation is also the most difficult part of test development as 
validation is empirical evaluation of the meaning and consequences of 
measurement. The validity of tests must be supported by evidence, which is 
referred to as any research findings based on analysis of assessments, 
assessment performance, and the impact of assessments. Researchers will 
therefore have to design focused studies with appropriate quantitative 
and/or qualitative analytical methods, to collect evidences from the six 
aspects mentioned above, which is a long-term and on-going process. 
  Important as the validation studies are, there are, unfortunately, very 
few validation reports so far documented to provide evidence of the test’s 
validity and reliability, although numerous large scale educational 
examinations are in practice. 
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2. Effective teaching and effective learning 
 

  The process of education is the process of students learning. The 
notion of effective teaching and learning concerns whether learning actually 
takes place in the mind of the students.  

 

1）In the relationship between testing and teaching, teaching is primary and 

testing serves teaching. Valid testing is indispensable as a bridge between 
teaching and learning, without which the teachers wouldn't know the effects 
of teaching and the learners wouldn't know how they are learning. Both 
teaching and learning would be incomplete.  
 
2) According to Alderson and Wall [1], washback “is the extent to which the 
test influences language teachers and learners to do things they would not 
otherwise necessarily do.” As an example, in the 29 years of its practice, 
over 33.18 million students have been cumulatively qualified in the College 
English Tests Band 4 and 14.23 million in Band 6, totalling 47.41 million 
students. The qualified students have an English reading ability at a speed of 
70 to 100 wpm with comprehension. They can access the information they 
need in their different specialties through reading in English, which is the 
major teaching objective in the National College English Teaching Syllabus 
defined on the basis of large scale needs analysis. Compared with the fact 
that when China started the open door policy in the early 80s, the 
requirements on English "reading ability" was only 17 wpm as listed in the 
old National English Teaching Syllabus, it must be acknowledged that 
English language teaching at tertiary level in China has made substantial 
progress in these years. And CET has played its role in promoting the 
implementation of the National Teaching syllabus and helped to improve 
English language teaching quality. This may serve as an example to illustrate 
the kind of positive washback effect a testing programme may have in 
practice.   
 
3) It must be noted, however, that washbak effect and social impact a test 
may have is far more complicated than people normally think. There is no 
one to one correspondence between language testing and classroom 
teaching. A multitude of factors decide what happens in the classroom and 
the student's learning outcome. Language teaching takes place in certain 
social contexts, just as language testing does. Language testers need to 
work in collaboration with all the stakeholders for positive washback effect 
since they are all involved in one way or another. It is simplistic to think that 
positive washback effect of a test can be achieved by language testers alone. 
  In the study of test washback effect, Messick [ibid.] said, “… we 
emphasize first the need to establish valid evidential grounds for trustworthy 
inferences about tested language proficiency to provide a basis for 
distinguishing test-linked positive washback from good teaching regardless 
of the quality of the test and negative washback from poor teaching. ” If the 
learning outcome is found not as good as is expected, it is necessary to 
distinguish what is caused by the test and what is caused by 
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construct-irrelevant factors, or, is but the results of poor teaching. 
  Generally speaking valid tests tend to have positive washback effect 
on teaching while invalid tests negative effect. But even if a test has positive 
washback effect on teaching, it is by nature a long-term effect. Only when 
issues of test quality are properly differentiated from issues of teaching 
quality, could solutions be found to ensure positive washback effect a test 
may have on teaching.  
 
4) On the other hand, teaching-to-the-test often goes with large scale 
high-stakes tests. Some people say this is the results of the use of multiple 
choice items as a test item form. This is not true. In the 1300-year-long Keju 
examination history, the major form of tests is essay writing, the so-called 
subjective items, and teaching-to-the-test had always been in existence. The 
logical conclusion is that there is no direct link between teaching-to-the-test 
and test item forms.  
  Seen from a wider social perspective, teaching-to-the-test is caused 
by the heavy social weights a test has, because the results of a test may 
exert profound influence on the future of people such as college admission, 
graduation, employment, etc. When the stakes become straightforward, the 
students will care no more for the improvement of their language ability. 
Instead, they will turn to look for short-cuts and manage to pass a test 
simply by picking up the so-called test-taking strategies. The writers and 
publishers of the numerous mock testing materials are just to make easy 
money by exploiting the students' test anxiety. Qi Luxia’s [6] research 
findings show that excessive use of mock tests turn classrooms into 
permanent testing halls and  such practices take away precious class time 
which should have been spent on teaching and practicing language use. 
Cheating and impersonation in testing are breaches of one's integrity. These 
all fall into the category of sociology of language testing. The role that 
changes in test content and item forms can play is highly limited. 
  Messick [ibid.] was right again in saying: “Valid tests grounded in all 
six aspects of construct validity, by attempting to minimize construct 
underrepresentation and construct irrelevancies, should increase the 
likelihood of positive washback and help to distinguish test washback per se 
from good and bad educational practices regardless of test quality.” 
 
5) Teaching and testing serve different purposes. The aim of teaching is 
cultivating and developing the learner's language ability while that of testing 
is the accurate and valid measurement of this ability. Testing does not have 
the function of teaching. Teachers should explain clearly to the students the 
differences between testing items and exercise items, aiming at 
effectiveness of teaching and effectiveness of learning.  
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3. Valid use of test results 
 

  Tests are developed for the purpose of use, providing grounds for 
decision making. There can be, however, proper use, improper use, or even 
misuse of test results. Social consequences of a test occur only when the test 
results are put to use. As far as the test results are used in the form of test 
scores, the test developers should do what they can to ensure that the 
scores they report are valid, accurate, and interpretable, for the proper use 
of the test results.  
  The term “test use” may mean three different things. 
  First, it means the use of a test as an instrument. For example, “using 
high-stakes tests to change teaching and learning is a common practice in 
many parts of the world, especially in regions and countries with centralized 
educational systems.” (Shohamy et al., [7]). But this often proves to be a 
vain attemp, because the directing function and selection function of large 
scale high-stakes tests are conflicting. The directing function often gets lost 
while both the teachers and students care for higher test scores only. It is 
therefore advised to be cautious in the use of tests as “the director’s baton.”  
  Secondly, it means test purpose, or the claim of a test. This needs to 
be fully validated by the test developers. 
  Finally, it means the use of the test results.   

  The use of the test results, however, is a decision in the social 
dimension, with multiple factors being involved. Especially when a testing 
programme has been well established and gained public recognition for 
many years, it's impossible for the test developer to predict what kind of 
uses there can be. Since test results are used for decision making, whoever 
makes the decision should do user validation to show that the decision is a 
valid one, especially if the test results are used for purposes other than what 
the test is originally designed for. This is also important because it 
contributes to the consequential aspect of construct validity -- only if that 
evidence can be linked to the introduction and use of the test. 

 

 
4. Conclusion  
 

  Testing, teaching and test use form an integrated system as its 
component parts. They are different, though closely related, processes. 
People (test stakeholders) involved must coordinate and each do their best 
to ensure the validity of testing, effectiveness of teaching and the validity of 
test use, before the best system’s effect can be achieved.  
 
  Chinese examination system is undergoing a process of building order 
from disorder. The present status of examinations leave much room for 
improvement (Gui Shichun, [2]). There is a call for reforms in educational 
examinations. The aim is to develop a testing and assessment system with 
Chinese characteristics that meets internationally recognized standards for 
educational and psychological measurement and in line with international 
convention of language testing practice. 
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Addressing Stakeholders’ Concerns: The Case of English 

Tests of University Entrance Exams in Taiwan 

 
Chiou-lan Chern (National Taiwan Normal University) and 

Constance Hsiu-hui Lin (College Entrance Examination Center, Taiwan) 

 

Abstract 

 

High-stakes tests like university entrance exams are scrutinized carefully not 

only by item writers but also by other stakeholders. Test takers as well as their 

teachers and parents pay attention to the trends these tests are geared towards. 

Therefore, besides various efforts made to ensure that the content of the English tests 

reflects the communicative nature of the language, channels for opinions and 

concerns to be aired and addressed are also provided by CEEC in Taiwan. This 

presentation will focus on discussions between English teachers and test committee 

representatives at the post-examination discussion forums. The transcriptions of these 

meetings, including those after listening tests and reading/writing tests, were analyzed 

to document the major concerns of teachers and how test committee addressed these 

concerns. The study found that most teachers who attended these forums expected to 

be informed, through test item analysis, of the new trends of university entrance 

exams; some concerns and queries were raised, mostly on equity issues, including 

whether test content/format favored a particular group. This presentation will also 

include a discussion on how issues raised at these meetings should be addressed in the 

preparation of future exams.  
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Controversial Issues over Difficulty of the College Scholastic 

Ability Test in Korea 
 

Inn Chull Choi 

Korea English Language Testing Association, Korea 

 

Abstract 

 

As the difficulty level of EBS prep books designed for College Scholastic Ability 

Tests (CSAT) has recently been hotly debated, a new version of CSAT (English) has 

been proposed by the government to reflect the nature of criterion-referenced test. At 

this juncture, the present study is intended to investigate the extent to which the 

overall difficulty level of EBS-CSAT prep books appropriately reflects the National 

Curriculum. In order to achieve this goal, the study conducts a corpus-based analysis 

of the linguistic difficulty among High School English Textbooks, EBS-CSAT prep 

books and CSAT (collected from 2010 to 2013). Overall, the results revealed that the 

linguistic difficulty levels of EBS-CSAT prep books (which are similar to CSAT in 

many respects) are much higher than those of High School Textbooks in terms of 

vocabulary, syntactic complexity, coherence, and readability. In order to normalize the 

level of difficulty, EBS prep books are to be developed through more rigorous 

procedures that abide by the National Curriculum. Finally, employing an item-pool 

system based on textbooks is proposed as a viable approach to the aforementioned 

EBS-CSAT issue. 
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Subsumable Relationship among Error Types of EFL 

Writers—A Learner Corpus-Based Study of Expository 

Writing at the GEPT Intermediate Level 
 

Austina Shih (The Language Training and Testing Center, Taiwan) and 

Christine Chifen Tseng (National Taichung University of Science and Technology) 

 

Abstract 

 

To promote positive washback, the LTTC provides much support for teaching and 

learning, including print books, online and face-to-face blended learning platforms, 

and tagged computer-readable GEPT Learner Corpora. This study used one of the 

corpora, the GEPT Intermediate level writing corpus, to investigate critical features of 

expository writing by Taiwanese EFL learners. Since assessment is an integral part of 

the learning and teaching cycle, this study attempts to help teachers gather valuable 

information about students that informs and influences how they teach; moreover, it 

aims to help students gauge their own progress, set priorities, and focus on their 

learning. 

 

In this study, the Error Analysis paradigm was applied to examine 360 writing 

samples from the corpus: 115 with a score of five, 125 with a score of four, and 120 

with a score of three. Passing grades are four and above. The analysis of the writing 

samples yielded a code list of 41 codes in four categories. Of these codes, 18 are error 

types related to within-sentence grammaticality, 10 are related to word choice, 8 are 

related to text coherence, cohesion and unity, and the other 5 are features of rhetorical 

structure of expository writing. All errors and features were counted. The results 

yielded 2,734 error counts related to within-sentence grammaticality, 1,837 error 

counts related to word choice, 354 error counts related to text coherence, cohesion 

and unity, and 468 feature counts related to rhetorical structure. There was an inverse 

correlation between the writing score and error count. ANOVA was conducted to 

verify between group differences. A comparison of frequency counts of prevalent 

error types across groups revealed a subsumable relationship between error types of 

the three groups. The subset of error types of writing samples that were rated 5 comes 

in the center subsumed by the subset of error types of writing samples rated 4, which 

in turn is subsumed by the subset of error types of writing samples rated 3. Such a 

relationship suggests that some types of errors are more persistent in the process of 

learning EFL writing and that other types of errors are easier to eradicate. As for 

features of rhetorical structure, the higher score the group has, the more features are 

exhibited. The writing samples rated 3 indicate that the writers did not handle topic 

sentences and concluding sentences well, the latter in particular. The results of the 

study suggest some pedagogical implications for EFL writing teaching and learning.  

 

Keywords: EFL writing, Error Analysis, quantitative text analysis, expository writing, 

contrastive rhetoric  
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Investigation of the Effect of the Use of Concordancer on 

English Writing Performance of Korean High School 

Students1  
 

Hunwoo Joo 

Korea Institute for Curriculum and Evaluation, Korea 
 

 

One of the key
2
 competencies to be demanded in the present era of Information and 

Communications Technology (ICT) is the ability to properly process information. 

Thus, the ability to seek and find correct information may be also regarded as 

essential in English writing activities especially by making use of reference materials 

online and offline. The present study was intended to investigate the effect of the use 

of a concordancer on student performance in English writing and to approach 

possibilities of allowing references in  English writing assessment. The current 

research compared English writing performances within and between student groups 

to see if there was any statistically significant difference when using a concordancer. 

In addition, the research surveyed the attitudes of students, English teachers, and 

English education experts toward using reference materials in English writing test. 

Based upon the results of field tests and questionnaires, a concordancer may serve to 

facilitate student performance in English writing. Furthermore, a corpus-based search 

engine may contribute to self-directed learning of the Korean students when they are 

encouraged to make the most of it in their English writing activities. 

 

 

I. Introduction 

 

One of the core competencies demanded of the Korean people in the Future is the 

                                                 
1 This research was funded by Korea Institute of Curriculum and Evaluation. 

2 Key (core) competence can be regarded as an entity of knowledge, functions, and 

attitudes required of learners or citizens in order to efficiently and reasonably find a 

solution to various problems and situations. The ability to process information 

includes the abilities to analyze and utilize information and use media concerned (Lee, 

et al., 2008).  
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ability to properly process information (Lee, et al., 2008). From perspectives on 

learning in the pre-technology era, learners had acquired knowledge from the limited 

amount of sources such as lectures, paper-based books, or hands-on experiences. In 

the present era, however, they can easily access the tremendous amount of sources at 

any given time and place with the help of the developed digital devices like 

computers and smartphones. With the benefit of technology they are required to 

instead have the ability to seek and find information fit for what they are looking for. 

In other words, acquiring knowledge in the present era means active, self-oriented 

learning while the past witnessed the somewhat passive learning style.  

As pointed out by Lee and Son (2007), even the prominence of the Korean teachers 

hardly overcomes the environmental limitations of large class and limited class time, 

and thus they often fail to give customized remedy to each and every student. Under 

the circumstances Korean students in the EFL learning environment desperately need 

to foster the self-directed learning attitude of trying to find and solve the problems 

facing them inside and outside of school.  

The self-directed learning denotes problem-solving process through which learners 

seek, find, and make use of information for themselves. In language activities like 

learning or taking a language test, the problem-solving process is required in order to 

enhance performance in them. In everyday normal situation not like in language 

assessment, we do not merely rely on our schemata in the English writing activities 

without any references like dictionary, books, or data in the Internet.  

However, when it comes to testing, the reverse is true. Reality has witnessed that 

the current English language assessment does not allow any references 

aforementioned. This regulation stops the testees from utilizing their information 

processing ability as one of the core competencies demanded of the contemporaries, 

which brings a gap to English writing performances between in and out of the 

assessment situation.  

Testing is bound to assess testees’ abilities by reflecting tasks from real life in order 

to maximize authenticity in the testing. The tasks reflecting real life situations need to 

be presented as test items. Bachman (1996) defines authenticity as the degree of 

correspondence of the characteristics of a given language test task to the features of a 
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target language use (TLU) task. In addition, when the assessment is realistic; it 

reflects the way the information or skills would be used in the “real world” (Wiggins, 

1998). Thus language assessment has to maximize the degree to which test 

environment corresponds to real life situation.  

There have been few studies investigating environmental issues between test and 

rea life. For example, decades have hardly witnessed research trying to allow 

references like dictionaries or internet-using devices in reading or writing test. It 

might be viewed that using references inflates language ability. Such views might 

bring a gap to the way of finding a solution to language tasks between real life and the 

language test situation. Such gap might have negative influence on test authenticity. 

Therefore it might be well advised not to accept or leave out uneducated guesses or 

implicit judgement of whether to allow use of references in assessment or not but to 

present objective or plausible evidences through studies investigating the issue. 

The current research aimed to approach possibilities of allowing references in 

English writing assessment by investigating English writing performance of the 

Korean high school students accessed a concordancer as a reference material. 

 

Use of a Concordancer 

The learner might be able to enhance learning efficiency when taking active and 

responsible attitudes in their learning. Holec (1981, p.3) emphasizes the importance of 

such attitude incorporating “learner autonomy” as the “ability to take charge of one’s 

own learning.” Such self-directed learning is not a stand-alone learning style 

excluding their instructors or peers but a collective learning style through constant 

feedbacks between the learner and them.  

Learning through corpora dates back to the year of 1969 (McEnery & Wilson, 

1997). In 1980s such learning stated to receive interest in academic circles (Johns, 

1986), and since then publications on corpus-based language learning began to be 

printed (Tribble & Jones, 1990). Since the experimental research (Stevens, 1991) 

utilizing corpus-based prints, various studies have been conducted by using electronic 

corpora with the help of technological development (Bernardini, 2000, 2002; Bowker, 
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1998; Cobb, 1997; Kennedy & Miceli, 2001, 2002; Stevens, 1991; Sun, 2003; 

Turnbull & Burston, 1998). As technology has been sophisticated, web-based tools 

have been created and accelerated corpus-based research in which corpora can be 

used real time for students. In alignment with ‘data-driven learning (Johns, 1986; 

1988; 1991),’ corpus-based learning approaches make it possible for learners to 

acquire inductively vocabulary and grammar by referring to various examples of the 

target vocabulary and grammatical points. In addition,  

Corpus-based learning gives advantages to EFL students who are faced with limited 

exposure to target language in that it provides them with authentic language input. 

While offline concordancers only provide examples of target linguistic features, 

online concordances makes it possible to do various learning activities as well as to 

refer to examples of target linguistic features. By building online web sites like Tom 

Cobb’s web-based corpus tool (www. lextutor.ca) researchers have helped learners 

maximize ‘Data-driven Learning.’  

Though currently online corpus analysis tools have gone public free of charge, 

offline concordancers can be more useful because not all the classrooms have been 

equipped with the Internet-based education service system. One representative of free 

offline concondancers might be AntConc 

(http://www.laurenceanthony.net/software/antconc/) developed by Laurence Anthony 

at Waseda University in Japan.  

 

II. Method 

 

1. Participants and materials 

 

Pre- and post-tests of writing were conducted with 159 second grade students (two 

students among 161 were excluded from analysis owing to their zero scores) from six 

high schools in and around Seoul to see if the effect of a concordancer on student 

performance in English writing assessment is statistically meaningful. AntConc was 

employed as a learning tool for corpus analysis, and a corpus was built with Grade 3 
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to 12 English textbooks and the sixteen-year long collection of College Scholastic 

Ability Test, the Korea version of SAT. The test items were selected from the writing 

item pool of the National English Ability Test by six participating English teachers 

who received rater training and were certified as a rater of the National English 

Ability Test. The test item type so-called “Write Your Opinion” demanded the longest 

answer of 120 words among writing item types of the National English Ability Test.  

 

2. Procedures 

 

Before the experiment, the teachers participated in a workshop where they were 

instructed with how to operate and utilize AntConc in their English writing class. 

After the pre-test, the students had opportunity to learn how to use AntConc. The 

teachers conducted their English class with AntConc about one month to help their 

students get used to the use of AntConc. For the purpose of pedagogical importance 

of the concordance, all of the participating students participated in the 

AntConc-utilizing English class. The student answers of the pre- and post-tests were 

scored by two raters among the teacher participants and averaged as final scores. 

Table 1 demonstrates four areas used for scoring student answers. Each scoring area 

ranges from zero to five points.  

Table 1. Scoring areas 

Scoring Areas Contents 

Task Completion - Fulfill the assigned task 

Content - Elaborate on/Discuss supporting details in depth 

Organization 
- Develop ideas in a logical manner 
- Connect sentences cohesively using appropriate transition w

ords 

Language Use 
- Use a wide range of sentence structures 
- Use correct grammar, vocabulary, spelling, and punctuation 

 
After the post-test, the student participants answered a survey on the use of a 

concordancer in English writing activities. In addition, another survey was conducted 

to 277 English teachers and 55 English education experts concerning the use of 

materials and the ability to process information.  
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3. Data Analysis 

 

The current study used t-test to see if there was any statistically significant 

difference in performances within and between student groups when using a 

concordancer. Independent-samples t-test was used for comparing performances of 

the two different groups in the pre- and post-tests. Paired-sample t-test was employed 

to see if there was any statistically significant difference in performances of the same 

groups from the pre- and post-tests. 

 

 

III. Results 

 

1. Effect of the Concordancer for Teaching and Learning English 

Writing 

 

An independent-samples t-test were conducted to see if the experimental group 

(Group A) and the control group (Group B) differed on the pre-test. As Table 2 shows, 

the mean and SD of Group A was 13.54 and 4.85, respectively while Those of Group 

B were 47.57 and 25.05 each. An examination of the data indicated that the difference 

of means were not statistically significant between the experimental and control 

groups. The result might contribute to gaining reliable test results of performance 

comparison.  

 

<Table 2> Pre-test results of independent-samples t-test  

  N M SD t Sig. (2-tailed) 

Group A 86 13.54  4.85  
0.556 0.579 

Group B 73 13.10  5.06  

※ Group A consists of the students using AntConc for post-test. The reverse is true of Group B. 

p < .05 
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The difference of means between pretest and posttest was tested with paired-sample 

t-tests to see if the concordancer had positive influence on learning English writing. 

As Table 3 demonstrates, both groups showed improved performances after using 

AntConc. 

 

<Table 3> Results of paired-sample t-test 

 
 

N M SD t Sig. (2-tailed) 

Group A 
Pre-test 86 13.54 4.85 

-8.843 0.000 
Post-test 86 16.79 3.14 

Group B 
Pre-test 73 13.10 5.06 

-5.642 0.000 
Post-test 73 15.47 4.51 

p < .05 

 

2. Effect of the Concordancer in English Writing Test  

 

The difference of means on the post-test was tested with an independent-samples 

t-test to see if there was any significant difference in performances between the 

experimental group and the control group. As Table 4 shows, there was a significant 

difference between the experimental group and the control group (t=2.172, p=0.031). 

The results indicate that the use of the concordancer significantly affected student 

performance in English writing test. 

 

<Table 4> Results of Independent-samples t-test for post-test 

  N N SD t Sig. (2-tailed) 

Group A 86 16.79  3.14  
2.172 0.031 

Group B 73 15.47  4.51  

p < .05 

 

3. Responses on Application of reference materials  

 

1) Learners’ responses 

 

40 students (24.9%) showed positive response on ‘Whether the use of the 

concordancer is helpful for your English writing learning’ while 35 students (21.7%) 

thought the concordance was not helpful. Given the comparatively short period of the 
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one-month use of the corpus analysis tool, the more it is used in teaching and learning, 

the more positively the students will consider it helpful. Linguistic form (70 students, 

43.5%) was mostly referred to by students and followed by vocabulary (59 students, 

36.6%). The concordancer might help students acquire grammar and vocabulary in an 

inductive way. 44 students (37.3%) felt inconvenience in using the tool, and 45 

students (38%) expressed negative view on the future use of it. The short period of 

using the search engine might have come into play as well.  

 

<Table 5> Student responses on Concordancer application 

Question item Type of response N % 

Whether the use of the 

concordancer is helpful 

for your English writing 

learning 

Strongly agree 8 5.0 

Agree 32 19.9 

Neither agree nor disagree 66 41.0 

Disagree 21 13.0 

Strongly disagree 14 8.7 

No response 20 12.4 

One feature you focus on 

when using the 

concordancer 

Linguistic form 70 43.5 

Vocabulary 59 36.6 

Backgroud knowledge 7 4.3 

Others 4 2.5 

No response 21 13.0 

Convenience of the 

concordancer 

Strongly agree 8 5.0 

Agree 28 17.4 

Neither agree nor disagree 62 38.5 

Disagree 24 14.9 

Strongly disagree 20 12.4 

No response 19 11.8 

Intention to use the 

concordancer in the 

future 

Strongly agree 10 6.2 

Agree 41 25.5 

Neither agree nor disagree 60 37.3 

Disagree 28 17.4 

Strongly disagree 17 10.6 

No response 5 3.1 
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2) Teachers’ and experts’ responses 

 

As Table 6 indicates, most teachers (67.5%) except for only 11 teachers (4%) 

expressed positive view on assumption that the ability to find the appropriate 

information by referring to reference materials should be included in English writing 

ability. The same is true of experts given that over 70% of them also recognized or 

accepted the ability. In addition, most teachers (63.7%) and most experts (61.8%) 

agreed that reference materials should be allowed to be used in English writing test. 

Question item Type of response  
Teacher Expert 

N  % N  % 

whether the ability to find the 

appropriate information by referring 

to reference materials should be 

included in English writing ability 

Strongly agree 21 7.6 21 38.2 

Agree 166 59.9 18 32.7 

Neither agree  

nor disagree 
67 24.2 8 14.5 

Disagree 10 3.6 8 14.5 

Strongly disagree 1 .4 0 0 

No response 12 4.3 0 0 

whether to allow the use of reference 

materials in English writing test 

Agree 184 63.7 34 61.8 

Disagree 93 36.3 16 29.1% 

No response 0 0 5 9.1% 

 

 

IV. Conclusion 

 

As data analysis shows, the concordance played a pivotal role in enhancing English 

writing performance. In addition, the tool significantly affected performances in 

English writing test situation in that those using it outperformed those who did not. 

Thus It might be well worth the effort to take into deep consideration allowing 

reference materials in English writing test, given that most English teachers and 

English education experts from the present research agreed that the competence of 

seek and find appropriate information when facing difficulty in English writing be 
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included in English writing ability, and reference materials be allowed to be used in 

English writing test. 

The current research has some limitations. First of all, it did not include another 

group of having no treatment with the concordance when discussing the effect of 

learning and teaching with the concordance. In addition, more students and test items 

should have been introduced for more reliable test data. Especially the used test item 

type should be reconsidered because it required comparatively short length of writing. 

This research, however, is expected to contribute to the acceleration of self-directed 

learning of Korean students in English writing and to come into play as one reference 

when making decisions on whether to allow the use of reference materials in English 

writing assessment. 
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ABSTRACT 

The social dimensions of a language test include not only the immediate uses 

of the test (such as selection and certification), but also the alignment to the 

educational purposes for which the test is designed in the first place and the 

consequences of taking the test (McNamara & Roever, 2006). In this paper, we 

focus on the primary six English Language examination in Singapore, and 

discuss recent changes related to the Continuous Writing item, an important 

component of the subject at this level. 

 

By comparing the old and current designs of the Continuous Writing item, we 

show that the recent changes have been motivated by the need to align the 

examination syllabus to the current teaching syllabus, English Language 

Syllabus 2010, and the vision of the 21st Century Competencies educational 

framework for our students. These 21st Century competencies are seen to be 

integral for our students to overcome the challenges and seize the 

opportunities in the globalised world that we live in. The competencies that are 

most directly relevant to the changes related to the Continuous Writing item 

are ‘critical and inventive thinking’ and ‘communication skills’. We also offer 

examples from students’ writing to show that the intended educational 

purposes are being achieved and share some of the lessons learned during 

these early years of implementation. 

 

 

PURPOSE OF PAPER 

In this paper, we describe how the alignment among assessment, educational 

purposes set by the Ministry of Education, Singapore (MOE), and test 

mailto:doreen_goh@seab.gov.sg
mailto:rajenthiran_sellan@seab.gov.sg
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outcomes is achieved at the primary six examination in Singapore, the Primary 

School Leaving Examination (PSLE).1 More specifically, we show that recent 

changes related to the design of the Continuous Writing item, the most heavily 

weighted item in the English Language (EL) examination 2 , have been 

motivated by the need to align the examination syllabus to the 21st Century 

Competencies educational framework for our students and the current 

teaching syllabus, English Language Syllabus 2010, which seeks to realise the 

emphases in this educational framework. We also offer examples from 

students’ writing to show that the intended educational purposes are being 

achieved and share some of the lessons learned during these early years of 

implementation. 

 

 

21st CENTURY COMPETENCIES FRAMEWORK 

Similar to the emphasis in a number of countries such as Hong Kong and 

Finland, 21st Century competencies are seen to be integral for our students to 

overcome the challenges in our rapidly globalising world and to seize the 

opportunities it offers. MOE has identified the following 21st Century 

competencies for our students and grouped them into three domains: 

 civic literacy, global awareness and cross-cultural skills 

 critical and inventive thinking 

 communication, collaboration and information skills 

(MOE, 2015). 

 

REVISED ENGLISH LANGUAGE TEACHING SYLLABUS 

In line with its framework for 21st Century competencies, MOE conceptualised 

the revised teaching syllabus, English Language Syllabus 2010, and 

implemented it in 2010, beginning with the primary one and two cohorts. This 

                                                 
1 The PSLE is a milestone examination for students in the national education system 

in Singapore. The results in this examination reflect students’ achievement levels in 

core subjects at the end of their primary education, and are used to channel students 

into appropriate secondary courses and secondary schools. 

2 The Continuous Writing item carries 20% of the total marks for the English 

Language examination. 
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revised teaching syllabus has taken into consideration the influences shaping 

the language environment today with Singapore’s growth as an open, 

knowledge-based economy and the need to ensure that all students have the 

English Language competencies needed for learning, for work, and for life in 

an increasingly competitive and globalised economy. As such, the syllabus 

places a greater emphasis in the following areas: 

 viewing, representing and oracy skills (in relation to multi-modal 

ways of presenting information) 

 exposure to a wide range of text types for reading and writing 

 providing more scope for thinking and self-expression, especially 

for the productive skills of speaking and writing.  

 

REVISED ENGLISH LANGUAGE EXAMINATION SYLLABUS 

To align with the 21st Century Competencies framework and the revised 

teaching syllabus, the PSLE English Language examination syllabus was also 

revised. While there were changes in all the four papers (Writing, Reading, 

Listening, and Speaking), the Writing paper, in particular, its Continuous 

Writing item, saw the most significant changes. By comparing the old3 and 

revised designs of the Continuous Writing item, we show that the recent 

changes are aligned to the revised teaching syllabus and the 21st Century 

Competencies framework for our students.  

 

The 21st Century competencies and the skills in the teaching syllabus that are 

most directly relevant to the changes related to the revised Continuous Writing 

item are ‘critical and inventive thinking’ and ‘communication skills’. In essence, 

the revised examination syllabus gives greater emphasis to these 

competencies and skills by giving students greater scope for providing 

creative and personal responses. 

 

 

 

                                                 
3 The old format was examined from 2005 to 2014, and was based on the previous 

teaching syllabus, English Language Syllabus 2001. 
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Changes in Task Design 

While the current format retains the duration, minimum word length requirement, 

maximum marks and weighting of the Continuous Writing item, there are a 

number of significant changes to the task design. 

 

In the old format of the Continuous Writing component (see Appendix 1 for an 

example), students were required to write a narrative text based on one of two 

types of situations. One type of situation was picture-based (Question 2) while 

the other type was text-based (Question 3). For either type, three pointers 

were given, and students were required to make use of these pointers to write 

their narratives. While the picture-based situation allowed for students to write 

from any point-of-view, the text-based situation required them to write from the 

first person point-of-view. 

 

The outcome space of each type of situation was set by the framework 

provided. In both questions, the narrative was the required genre and three 

pointers defined its scope. In the example given, the first picture-based 

question set the focus on the man who dropped his papers and the two boys 

who were running around. While the student could choose the point-of-view 

and the ending, the subject of the writing was expected to be on the three 

pointers given. The second text-based question was a little less scoped: the 

student could interpret what the small parcel lying on the ground was and what 

followed in the narrative. Nevertheless, the required narrative genre and the 

focus on the man in the situation still set the framework for the narrative. 

 

Two important needs were considered when aligning the syllabus to ‘critical 

and inventive thinking’ and ‘communication skills’. First was the need to 

increase the outcome space in terms of personal interpretations as many 

narratives in the old format did not rank high in originality. Second was the 

need to ensure that the task design did not encourage students to regurgitate 

previously learnt compositions. 

 

In the revised format (see Appendix 2 for an example), a single question 

(instead of two) based on a broad topic and a choice of three pictures was 
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introduced. In the example given, the topic is ‘A Challenge’ and the three 

pictures given are of a cyclist, an alarm clock, and a microphone. The three 

pictures are not linked to one another and are provided to help students think 

of possible ways to approach the topic. The students are required to use at 

least one of these three pictures to develop the topic. Students are not given 

extra credit for using more than one picture or linking the three pictures.  

 

In addition, two pointers are given to help students in their writing, but, unlike 

in the old format, the pointers are not obligatory, and are meant to be used as 

optional scaffolds to plan their composition. 

 

Compared to the old format which required the students to address one of the 

two given situations and the three pointers for each situation, the open-ended 

topic and three pictures in the revised format allow students greater scope and 

flexibility to choose how they want to approach the topic. An open-ended topic 

gives students much more flexibility and choice to give a personal response. 

For instance, while most students interpreted the topic of ‘a challenge’ as an 

obstacle to be overcome, some students interpreted it as ‘a dare’. Moreover, 

the students may link at least one of the pictures to the topic in any plausible 

way, which gives them a wide range of options and also the opportunity to 

harness their own interests and background contextual knowledge. Also, 

reasonable abstract interpretations of a picture that are aligned to the topic are 

acceptable. For instance, a student interpreted the picture of the alarm clock 

as ‘borrowed time for a terminally ill patient’ and wrote about the challenge of 

dealing with this situation. 

 

There is also an expansion in text types that may be generated by their 

students. While the old format required students to write a narrative, the 

revised format allows the production of any text type, including expository and 

hybrid text types. This opportunity to produce a wider range of text types has a 

positive washback on teaching as schools expose students more earnestly to 

different text types in their teaching and assessments. Even when students 

choose to write a narrative under the revised format – and most students still 
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do – they have much more space to create their own characters, setting, plot, 

conflict, and resolution – in short, much more opportunity to produce a more 

creative and personalised interpretation. We have seen an encouraging 

change in the types of texts produced by students as now a small proportion of 

expository texts and hybrid texts have begun to emerge. The exposure and 

production of non-narrative text types is important in a students’ language 

education as they progress to secondary school and beyond, where such text 

types feature more prominently in their academic curriculum, including the 

English Language curriculum. 

 

As mentioned earlier, the three pointers in the old format were obligatory: in 

fact, the extent to which the students did not make use of these pointers would 

have rendered their narratives that less relevant. However, in the revised new 

format, the pointers are provided to help students to  focus on the topic and 

are meant as optional scaffolds. While most students tend to use the given 

pointers, some may not do so as it depends on the approach t o  the task that 

is taken by them. For example, in responding to the question in the example, if 

a student interprets the topic of ‘a challenge’ as ‘a dare’, he or she may not use 

the pointer ‘why it was challenging’. 

 

 

Openness of students’ responses 

The students’ responses in the revised format are more creative across the 

spectrum of ability. The following examples taken from the trial responses 

showed evidence of varied interpretations of the topic of ‘A Challenge’: 

 A disabled person overcame the odds to win a cycling contest. 

 A student who was addicted to computer games learned to manage his 

time wisely. 

 A student forgot to bring his script on the day of his oratorical competition 

but he overcame his stage fright and gained a standing ovation. 
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Lessons learnt 

The trialling of the exemplar item and the marking of the trial responses were 

an important part of the process of the revision of the examination syllabus. 

Feedback was also obtained from key stakeholders such as school leaders 

and teachers on the revised examination format and the marking of students’ 

responses. The trial results showed that the revised Continuous Writing item 

discriminated effectively between students’ abilities, and that students of 

different abilities were able to respond to the revised task design. 

 

As the teaching syllabus was implemented with the primary one and two 

student cohorts in 2010, the original intent was for the first year of examination 

to be in 2014. However, as the schools needed more time to prepare for the 

changes in the examination syllabuses, the implementation was delayed by a 

year to give them more time to familiarise themselves with the expectations of 

the new syllabus and examination format. This change reflects the need to 

monitor how changes are perceived and experienced on the ground during 

their implementation. 

 

Support from the curriculum and assessment agencies was another critical 

factor for the smooth transition to the revised teaching and examination 

syllabuses. MOE conducted training for leaders and upper primary teachers in 

the English Department in schools. MOE also provided exemplars for 

school-based assessment on a portal and encouraged actively the sharing of 

school-based assessment items. Furthermore, MOE provided schools with 

slides and an information video so that they could brief parents on the changes 

in the syllabuses. In addition, the Singapore Examinations and Assessment 

Board, which conducts the national examinations in Singapore, provided 

training for all appointed markers before the start of the first marking exercise 

in 2015, in addition to the obligatory standardisation exercises. 
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CONCLUSION 

As we approach the end of 2016, two primary six cohorts have already sat for 

the revised examination syllabus. Across the spectrum of ability, students are 

producing more creative and personalised interpretations in response to the 

more open-ended revised Continuous Writing item. While it is still early days 

yet, these changes reflect an encouraging success in terms of the realisation 

of the social dimension – that is, the alignment to the broader educational 

purposes for which the test is designed in the first place, and nourish our hope 

that our students are being better prepared not only to be confident and 

effective communicators in school but also beyond it. 
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Appendix 1 

OLD FORMAT 
 
Part 2: Continuous Writing (40 marks) 
 
There are two questions in Part 2. 
Answer only one of them. 
 
(2) Write a story based on the picture below. Your story should be at least 150 
words  long. 
 

 
For your story, make use of the points below: 
 

 why the man was in a hurry 
 

 what the two boys were doing 
 

 what happened in the end 
 
You may reorder the points. You may also include other relevant points. 
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(3) I was having a difficult time making up my mind. I looked around me. No 
one was  looking. I decided to take the small parcel lying on the ground. 
Suddenly a man  grabbed my arm. 
 
 Based on the above situation, write a composition of at least 150 words. 
 
 In your composition, make use of the points below: 
 

 who that man was 
 

 what happened next 
 

 what happened in the end 
 
 You may reorder the points. You may also include other relevant points. 
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Appendix 2 

 
REVISED FORMAT 

 
Part 2:   Continuous Writing (40 marks) 
 

 
2 Write a composition of at least 150 words about  

a challenge.  
 
The pictures are provided to help you think  
about this topic.  
 
Your composition should be based on one or more  
of these pictures. 
 
Consider the following points when you plan  
your composition: 
 
 What was the challenge? 

 Why was it challenging? 

You may use the points in any order and include  
other relevant points as well. 
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Investigation of the Perceptions and Teaching Practice of 

High School Teachers Towards the Four Skills of English 
 

Kenta Hamano 

Eiken Foundation of Japan, Japan 

 

Abstract 

 

Green (2007) argued that teachers and students often believe that tests contain what 

should be learned. Thus if a new test is introduced, those stakeholders would tend to 

adjust their teaching and learning to get higher scores on the test. He also argued that 

individual teachers bringing different experiences and beliefs to the classroom 

respond differently to tests. From test takers’ perspective, Xie and Andrews (2013) 

found that perception of test design could positively affect the actual test preparation. 

The ministry of education announced a new plan to revise the current college entrance 

examination to foster more balanced teaching and learning of English at high school, 

and many Japanese universities started to utilize the result of four-skilled test of 

English for admission purposes. Based on the current trend, there seems to be an 

increasing need to elucidate the possible gap between the direction of the new policy 

and the actual teaching and learning which takes place at high school.  

 

In this study, 322 high school teachers from various locations of Japan responded to 

the total of 42 questions, which asked them their biography, teaching experience, their 

perceptions and teaching practices for each skill of English. The result of the 

questionnaire survey revealed that teachers felt it more difficult to teach speaking and 

writing than to teach reading and listening even though they felt writing and speaking 

to be more important skills in the real society. It was also found that the focus of the 

teacher training they went through was mostly on reading, and listening was the least 

focused skill. The result suggests the area where there could be potential gap between 

the current perception and practices of teachers and the new policy under which many 

of the standardized four-skill tests have been developed. 



 

 50 



 

 51 



 

 52 



 

 53 



 

 54 



 

 55 



 

 56 



 

 57 



 

 58 



 

 59 



 

 60 



 

 61 



 

 62 



 

 63 



 

 64 



 

 65 

Rating the Oral Proficiency of Foreign Language and 
Heritage Language Candidates: the Case of the Six HKDSE 

‘Other Languages’ 
 

Cameron Smart  

Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority, Hong Kong 

cjsmart@hkeaa.edu.hk 

 

Abstract 

 

The Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary Education (HKDSE) has three examination 

Categories: Category A: Senior Secondary Subjects (including the core subjects 

English Language, Chinese Language, Liberal Studies and Mathematics); Category B: 

Applied Learning subjects; and Category C: Other Languages. The six ‘other 

languages’ can themselves be divided into two categories reflecting hugely different 

social contexts of these languages for the candidates: those languages which are for 

the most part a foreign language learnt by candidates in Hong Kong, namely French, 

German, Japanese and Spanish and those languages which are for the most part 

candidates’ heritage language (Peyton 2001), namely Hindi and Urdu. Due to an 

extremely small candidature, for Category C examinations the Cambridge Assessment 

Advanced Supplementary Examinations are employed. Thus, in the Speaking 

component of these examinations, examiners use the same generic marking scheme 

provided by Cambridge Assessment for each of the six languages.  

 

This paper will report on a project conducted on six native speaker oral examiners, 

one for each ‘other language’. Following an adaptation of Smart and Shiu (2011), a 

think-aloud protocol was employed, whereby examiners listened to recorded footage 

of oral examinations which they had conducted and attempted to explain the rationale 

for the marks given during the examination.  Data relating to how these oral 

examiners interpreted the marking scheme, and in which areas their conceptions of 

the marking scheme differ from each other and/or the expected interpretations, will be 

discussed. Commonalities with and potential insights to EFL oral testing will also be 

suggested. 

 

 

Category C subjects of the HKDSE 

 

Since its inception in 2012, the subjects of the Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary 

Education (HKDSE) have been divided into three categories:  

 

Category A: Senior Secondary subjects. These comprise 24 subjects including 

the four core subjects: English language, Chinese language, Liberal Studies 

and Mathematics as well as a range of elective subjects. 

Category B: Applied Learning subjects. These comprise a range of subjects 

focused on vocational studies such as: Media and communication and 

Engineering and production. 

mailto:cjsmart@hkeaa.edu.hk
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Category C: Other Language subjects. These comprise six ‘other’ languages 

(the term ‘other’ referring to languages other than Chinese and English) 

namely: French, German, Hindi, Japanese, Spanish and Urdu.  

 

Most HKDSE school candidates take four core subjects plus two or three elective 

subjects from Category A Senior Secondary subjects; Category B Applied Learning 

subjects or Category C Other Language subjects.  

 

It is the examinations of Category C Other Language subjects which are the focus of 

this paper. 

 

Table 1: 2016 HKDSE candidate entry figures 

  School candidates Private 

candidates 

Total % 

Category A subjects 57,036 10,998 68,034 99.8% 

Category B subjects 3,918 1 3,919 5.75% 

Category C subjects 326 12 338 0.5% 

Total no. of HKDSE 

candidates  

57,162 11,005 68,167  

 

As can be seen from Table 1, Category C subjects are very much minority subjects 

with only a very small percentage of the overall HKDSE candidature taking Category 

C subject examinations every year. In 2016, for instance, only around 0.5% of all 

candidates were Category C candidates. In terms of the actual number of candidates, 

the total number of Category C candidates has actually risen gradually since 2012 (see 

Table 2). However, the number for all six other language subjects still remains under 

350 candidates even with this increase. Perhaps understandably, whilst a large amount 

of resources and time have been dedicated to evaluating and reviewing the 

examinations for Category A subjects since 2012 and to subsequently revising the 

Category A subject examinations, much less attention has been paid to Category C 

examinations.  

 

Table 2: HKDSE Category C candidature: All candidates 

  2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017* 

French 88 89 65 59 65 59 

German 3 1 4 12 8 9 

Hindi 10 8 6 12 0 8 

Japanese 135 114 140 199 203 232 

Spanish 9 20 14 7 14 13 

Urdu 5 16 13 15 30 19 

Total 250 248 242 304 320 340 

*2017 figures are based on the number of candidates who registered for the November series. 



 

 67 

Nevertheless, this does not diminish the responsibility that the Hong Kong 

Examinations and Assessment Authority (HKEAA) has to administer these 

examinations in a manner which is fair for all candidates who take them, however 

small the number, by exploring issues regarding their validity and reliability. As will 

be seen in this paper, neither does a reduced size in the number of candidates mean a 

diminishing of the challenges involved. This paper therefore represents the first study 

to explore issues related to the validity of these six other language subjects in the 

HKDSE. In particular, the issue of rater variability (Smart and Shiu, 2010) and 

scoring validity in the speaking component of these different subjects will be explored. 

Scoring validity is here defined as the extent to which the raters scores given are 

based upon the appropriate criteria (Taylor and Galaczi, 2011: 171; Bejar 2012) as 

detailed in the CIE marking scheme (see Appendix A). 

 

 

Historical background of the testing of other language subjects in Hong Kong 

 

The other language with the most consistent profile in the history of Hong Kong 

education is undoubtedly French, having been offered as a subject in Hong Kong , 

particularly at the French Convent School (present day St Paul’s Convent School) 

from 1854 (Sweeting, 1990).  By the 1950s, French had established itself as an 

integral part of the Anglo Chinese school syllabus. In the Hong Kong School 

Certificate Examination Regulations and Syllabus for 1954, for instance, French was 

offered as a subject as was Portuguese, due primarily to its role as an official language 

of Macau, which continued to be a Portuguese colony at that time. In 1954, both 

examinations included a Written Paper and an Oral Test, comprising a dictation, 

reading out loud and a conversation. From 1958 these two languages were increased 

to four with the inclusion of Hindi and Urdu presumably due to the large influx of 

immigrants from the Indian subcontinent in the decade after the Second World War 

taking up positions in the British colonial police force and security services for banks 

and other businesses (So, 2009).  All four examinations followed a similar 

examination paper format with a speaking part for each. Nevertheless, Hindi and 

Urdu disappeared from the exam syllabus in 1964 and Portuguese followed soon after. 

French remained the only other language subject examination available in Hong Kong 

from the mid-Sixties until 1982 when the recently established Hong Kong 

Examinations Authority increased the provision of other language subject 

examinations to include both French and German in the Hong Kong Certificate of 

Education Examinations (HKCEE). This situation continued through till 1999 when 

German was eventually discontinued due to the extremely small candidature, which 

did not get above single figures most years. Although French had maintained a 

significantly higher candidature than German the French candidature generally did 

not reach a hundred candidates. Hence, it was decided from 1999 onwards for the 

HKEAA to use the IGCSE from the University of Cambridge Local Examinations 

Syndicate (UCLES) in England as the French examination for the HKCEE. The 

HKEAA simply administered the written examination and the scripts were sent to 

Cambridge to be marked. The speaking component, however, was still administered 

and marked by the HKEAA. The UCLES Advanced (A) level French remained 

available in theory during this period though special permission was required for it to 

be made available to individual candidates. This remained the situation until the 
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secondary school and examination reform of 2012 and the introduction of the 

HKDSE.  

 

HKDSE Category C / Cambridge International Examinations (CIE) Advanced 

Supplementary (AS) level exam 

 

Despite the extremely low candidature of the HKCEE French in the years leading up 

to the inception of the HKDSE in 2012, it was decided not only keep French as an 

examination within the HKDSE framework, but to expand it to include further ‘other 

languages’.  These were to be kept distinct from the other Senior Secondary Subjects, 

i.e. Category A subjects. For the HKDSE a Teaching Curriculum & Assessment 

Guide and accompanying standards-referenced descriptors were produced for every 

Category A subject. This was not thought to be practical for the Other Languages 

subjects. Hence, continuing the practice of using examinations from England, the CIE 

AS level examinations were to be employed in the HKDSE and the opportunity was 

then taken to augment the provision of other languages beyond French to offer a 

selection of languages already offered by CIE namely: three European languages – 

French, German and Spanish; one East Asian language – Japanese; and two Indian 

sub-continental languages – Hindi and Urdu. German, Hindi and Urdu all made a 

return, German after a 13-year absence, Hindi and Urdu after a 48-year absence. 

Japanese and Spanish were to be offered as a secondary school public examination in 

Hong Kong for the first time. Despite the fact that CIE AS level Hindi and Urdu 

examinations do not have a speaking component in other parts of the world it was 

decided that all six HKDSE Other languages examinations should follow the same 

examination format. Namely:  

 

Component 1: Speaking      (29%) 

Component 2: Reading & Writing    (50%) 

Component 3: Essay      (21%) 

 

This has continued since 2012 till the present day. 

 

As per the practice pre-HKDSE, the written components, Components 2 and 3, are 

administered by the HKEAA but marked by CIE. The speaking component is 

administered and marked by the HKEAA. The oral examiners are employed by the 

HKEAA and these oral examiners provide marks for the performance of candidates. 

The same format for the oral examination is adhered to in all six Other Languages 

examinations, namely that it is a one-to-one face-to-face oral examination lasting 

around 20 minutes per candidate. There are three sections to the speaking component: 

 

Section 1: Presentation – where candidates present a prepared presentation; 

Section 2: Topic conversation – where candidates have a conversation with 

the examiner about the same topic as the presentation; 
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Section 2: General conversation – where candidates have a conversation with 

the examiner about topics other than the one covered in the presentation. 

 

Examiners are asked to apply the generic marking scheme provided by CIE for all 

languages (see Appendix 1). This is an analytic marking scheme in which each of the 

three sections is divided into between three and five aspects of performance, covering 

such areas as Content & Presentation, Language Pronunciation & Intonation, Feel for 

Language and so on. Examiners give a total of 13 scores either out of five or ten 

marks with a grand total of 100 marks. 

 

 

Category C other language subject candidates  

 

As was seen in Table 1 above, the number of candidates taking the Category C other 

language subject examinations only represents 0.5% of all HKDSE candidates.  

 

 

When we look at each individual language, however, there is some variation (see 

Table 2). The most popular of the six by far is Japanese, which, as we have seen, was 

a new examination available as a secondary school examination only since 2012.It has 

steadily increased in popularity since then. For the 2017 examination  232 candidates 

registered for the Japanese examination. The second most popular subject is French, 

though it has seen a decline to its level present level of around 60 candidates. The 

other four other language subject examinations have a candidature which is smaller 

still, with around 10 candidates per subject per year.  

 

The six languages represented in the Category C other language subject examinations 

remain an eclectic collection of languages. Perhaps the most obvious division would 

be to divide these in terms of their geography or language family, i.e. the three 

European languages (French, German and Spanish), the two Indian sub-continental 

languages (Hindi and Urdu) and the one East-Asian language (Japanese). However, 

this paper proposes to consider these languages in terms of the candidates and the 

social position that the target language has for these candidates. In that way, we can 

make a clear distinction between the languages, which are being learnt by candidates 

as a foreign language, and languages, which are a heritage language for the candidate. 

These will be defined as follows: 

 

 Foreign Language: A language learnt by a student who has no family or 

community ties with the language. This is the case for the vast majority of the 

candidates taking French, German, Japanese and Spanish. 

 

 Heritage Language (Fishman, 2001; Wiley, 2001): A language which is not the 

official language of Hong Kong (i.e. not Chinese or English) but one that is 

spoken at home or in the community of the candidate in Hong Kong. This is 

the case for all candidates taking Hindi and Urdu.  
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As we have seen, the teaching of European languages, and particularly French, has 

been an ever-present part of the teaching syllabus in certain schools in Hong Kong for 

well over 150 years. These schools tend to be those very well-established schools 

with a reputation for educational excellence. Although there has been an increase in 

the number of candidates from other less-established schools, it would still be fair to 

say that typical HKDSE other language subject candidates for the European foreign 

languages (i.e. French, German and Spanish) are students from schools with high 

educational attainment. Japanese would seem to be a case apart, with very few 

schools actually offering Japanese as a subject in school. Instead, the Japanese 

candidature is characterised as being individual students from a whole range of 

schools. These candidates are presented by schools for the examination although they 

very often do not attend Japanese classes at school. Instead they have learned 

Japanese from other sources such as other learning institutions outside school. The 

vast majority of the candidates who present for French, German, Japanese and 

Spanish, then, have learnt the language as a foreign language. They are most often 

Cantonese speaking ethnically Chinese, though they are often studying at an English 

Medium of Instruction school. Occasionally a native speaker candidate or native 

speaker-like candidate does present him/herself for an HKDSE examination for these 

languages but this remains a rare exception. All candidates chosen for this research 

project for these subjects were foreign language students. 

 

There are sizeable communities of speakers of these four languages, particularly 

Japanese and French in Hong Kong. In terms of schooling, the children from French, 

German and Spanish speaking communities almost entirely attend private 

international schools, possibly catering specifically for the students from that 

community by teaching in the language of the country (e.g. the French International 

School of Hong Kong) and following the teaching curriculum from that country. 

Failing that, children of these communities would likely attend school one of several 

English Medium of instruction private international schools that exist in Hong Kong. 

They would therefore not be integrated into the local education system and are most 

unlikely to present themselves for the HKDSE. Children from the Japanese 

community can similarly attend the private Japanese International School and, 

although there are more children from the Japanese community integrated into the 

local secondary school system, it is still rare for these students to the take the HKDSE 

Japanese examination. 

 

In contrast to French, German, Japanese and Spanish, Hindi and Urdu can be 

considered to be a heritage language for the respective candidates of the HKDSE 

Hindi and Urdu examinations. Heritage language is a term that has most commonly 

been associated with immigrant communities or First Generation Americans in the 

USA. According to Wiley (2001), a heritage language learner does not necessarily 

display native-like proficiency. These learners may be second or third generation 



 

 71 

immigrants and their proficiency may range from simply understanding the spoken 

language in a domestic setting with little in the way of productive skills up to a 

proficient user of the language in all four skills. The variation in proficiency levels in 

these cases would be dependent on a variety of factors such as how much exposure 

they have at home or in the community, the parents’ attitude to the children learning 

the heritage language, the educational background of the family and so on.  

 

The term heritage language can aptly describe the role of Hindi and Urdu for these 

HKDSE candidates. The Indian sub-continental communities have long been 

established in Hong Kong having first arrived in the 19
th

 Century with a surge in their 

numbers coming after the Second World War in the late 1940s and 1950s (So, 2010). 

They constitute a sizeable minority in Hong Kong with over 28,000 ethnic Indian, 

over 16,000 ethnic Nepalese and over 18,000 ethnic Pakistanis living in Hong Kong 

according to the 2011 census (Census and Statistics Department, 2012). The Indian 

community in particular has always represented a wide spread of the socio-economic 

spectrum. However, these communities are often characterized as representing some 

of the poorest communities in Hong Kong. The Pakistani community, in particular, 

has been reported as having more than fifty percent of families living below the 

poverty line (South China Morning Post, 11 December 2013) with the highest rate of 

non-completion of secondary education in Hong Kong  of all ethnic minority 

communities (So, 2010). In addition, a proportion of the adults of these communities 

had limited schooling themselves in their own countries before arriving in Hong 

Kong.  

 

In terms of schooling, there is a similar spread of students from these communities 

across the education spectrum in Hong Kong. Students from the more affluent 

families of the Indian, Nepalese and Pakistani communities may attend private 

English medium of instruction  international schools or some of the more reputable 

schools within the local education system. The candidates who present themselves for 

the HKDSE Category C Hindi and Urdu examinations are all ethnically Indian or 

Nepalese (in the case of Hindi) and Pakistani (in the case of Urdu). They very often 

from a small number of government-funded schools with sizable ethnic minority 

populations who offer special programmes in Hindi and Urdu for these students. 

These students are often from the poorer families of their community.  

 

 

Oral Examiners 

 

The HKEAA is required to recruit oral examiners for each of the six other language 

subject examinations. With the exception of Japanese, for which five examiners are 

employed and French for which two are employed, all candidates are examined by 

one examiner only. It is a requirement of CIE that these examiners have some sort of 

teaching background in the particular language. The strategy used thus far has been to 
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employ native speakers of the language who teach either in tertiary level education or 

at private international secondary schools in Hong Kong. This has not been possible 

in the case of Urdu as it is not taught at tertiary level or at international schools. Thus, 

a native Urdu speaker who is a lecturer of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) with 

extensive experience of EFL teaching and assessment was employed for Urdu.  

These examiners form the focus of this paper. 

 

The research questions being posed in the paper is therefore: 

 

 Is this rater variability more pronounced if we compare oral examiners of 

foreign language candidates with oral examiners of heritage language 

candidates? 

 

 Does rater variability in the oral examiners of the six HKDSE Other Language 

examinations affect the scoring validity of the test?  

 

 

Rater Variability Studies 

 

In English language testing, extensive research has been carried out in the area of 

rater variability and the inconsistencies which can arise from how the raters approach 

the marking process (see Eckes, 2008 for a summary of these studies). Raters’ 

understanding and interpretations of the rating scale categories has been cited as a 

major factor in such variability. Eckes (2008) found that raters differed significantly 

in their views of which criteria (such as syntax, argumentation etc.) they held as being 

important in rating. 

 

In the rating of candidates’ writing, Sakyi (2000) found significant differences in how 

the raters conceived the performance. Thus different  raters focused on different 

aspects of performance. Some focused on errors in the text; some on the essay topic 

and presentation of ideas; some were influenced by their own personal reaction to the 

text and some focused consistently on the scoring guide itself.  Lumley (2002; 2005) 

found that agreement was arrived at among raters, not because of a strictly analytical 

set of decisions made in reference to the rating scales, but rather, due to interpreting 

scales of descriptors in similar ways. These interpretations, he argues, are derived at 

from broadly common experiences shared by the raters. Lumley concludes that, 

although rating using analytic scales is often based on an initial holistic evaluation of 

the text, raters seem obliged to then formulate their decision in terms of what is 

written in the descriptors in order to achieve an institutionally acceptable formulation 

of this initial judgement. In speaking tests, both Kim (2009) and Zhang and Elder 

(2011) found significant differences in the way that native and non-native oral 

examiners rate. Both raise the possibility that cultural and pedagogical beliefs may 

play a role in such differences.  

 

 

Method 

 

One oral examiner was chosen for each subject. Their profile can be found on Table 3. 

As can be seen, all have several years’ experience in language teaching and 

assessment. All with the exception of the Hindi oral examiner were educated at least 
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till a master’s level. All were native speakers of the language (with the exception of 

the Urdu oral examiner whose first language is English with Urdu as a close second) 

and all were from a country in which the target language is spoken as the first or 

national language. 

  

Table 3: Details of participants  

 

Subject Age Se

x 

Countr

y of 

origin 

 First
 

languag

e 

Employment HKEAA 

Examin

er 

(years) 

Educ. 

Level 

French 46-50 F France French Lecturer of 

French at univ. 

1 MA 

German 46-50 F German

y 

German Lecturer of 

German at 

univ. 

2 MA 

Hindi 56-60 F India Hindi Retired 

secondary 

school teacher  

1 BEd 

Japanes

e 

41-45 M Japan Japanese Senior 

Lecturer of 

Japanese at 

univ. 

5 PhD 

Spanish 46-50 F Spain Spanish Teacher at 

secondary 

internl. school 

5 MA 

Urdu 46-50 M Pakista

n 

English 

& Urdu  

Lecturer of 

EFL at univ. 

1 MA 

 

The data was gathered from a think aloud protocol procedure conducted in 

February 2015. In the session, the oral examiners listened to an audio recording of 

three candidates’ oral examinations which had been carried out by the same examiner 

in October 2014. The three candidates represented one high scoring, one middle 

scoring and one low scoring candidate. Participants were not provided with the scores 

they had given for the examination four months before. They were instructed to take 

notes and fill in the score sheet as they would during the examination. The examiner 

listened to one section of the examination. At the end of the section s/he paused the 

recording and was asked to explain why s/he had given the scores that s/he had. These 

explanations were recorded. The researcher occasionally asked follow up questions to 

elicit more explanations if he deemed the comments insufficient.  The examiner then 

listened to the next session of the recording of the examination and the same 

procedure was followed.  The examiner then went on to the second and third 

candidate repeating the same procedure. The think-aloud protocol produced around 

nine hours of audio recording from the six oral examiners concerned. The transcript 

from the recordings was divided into segments, the unit of analysis being the ‘idea 

unit’ (Green, 1998; Plakans, 2009), defined as a unit of varied length which contains 

one separate conceptual focus. The idea units were assigned to each of the eight 

categories of the marking scheme (see Appendix 1). These were further divided into 

which of the sub-categories within the main categories the oral examiner’s comment 

referred to (see Table 5). For example, within the Pronunciation & intonation scale the 
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oral examiner may have made a reference to intonation or mother tongue influence so 

the idea unit would be allocated the sub-category the oral examiner mentions. For 

each main category a further possibility was added, that the interpretation of the 

marking scheme by the oral examiner was a non-standard interpretation. A standard 

interpretation is defined here as one with high scoring validity, i.e. when raters are 

scoring in ways consistent with the construct being measured and expressed through 

the standardization process that all oral examiners had gone through. A non-standard 

interpretation, on the other hand, is one with low scoring validity as it reflects an 

inconsistency with the construct supposedly to be measured. Such non-standard 

interpretations may include a ‘misallocation’ (Lumley, 2005), whereby the rater 

employs the guidelines from another part of the marking scheme to justify the marks 

given in the category in question, e.g. commenting on the number of grammatical 

errors when justifying the mark for Pronunciation & Intonation. Non-standard 

interpretations also include reasons which are outwith the marking scheme entirely, 

such as family background or the demeanor of the candidate. 

 

The frequency of the allocation of the idea units in the categories and sub-categories 

of the Marking Scheme were then compared. Two different comparisons were made: 

 

1. Oral examiners of foreign language candidates (FLCs) (French, German, 

Japanese and Spanish) vs. Oral examiners of heritage language candidates 

(HLCs) (Hindi and Urdu) 

2. Each oral examiner vs. the five other oral examiners 

 

The Log Likelihood Ratio (G
2
) (Dunning, 1993; Rayson and Garside 2000) was 

employed in order to calculate whether the difference between the actual observed 

frequency of idea units in one group of oral examiners in a particular category is 

statistically significant when compared to what the expected frequency would be if 

they were distributed in the same way in the other group of oral examiners. If a 

significant difference was found, it was judged that the oral examiners’ idea units in 

one category are over-represented or under-represented in that particular category. It 

should be noted that by over and under-representation we are not attaching any 

evaluation to the frequency. It is, rather, simply a statistical expression of the presence 

of significant difference. The p value in such calculations was set at p < 0.001 for an 

over/under-representation of high significance meaning a critical value = 10.83 

(indicated in this paper by **). Additionally, the p value was set at p < 0.01 for an 

over/under-representation of low significance meaning a critical value = 6.63 

(indicated in this paper by *) (Rayson et al., 2004).  

 

Results 

 

Significant differences in the number of idea units allocated to the marks were evident 

between the oral examiners of FLCs compared to oral examiners of HLCs. 

 

As can be seen in Table 4, in the category Comprehension & responsiveness, oral 

examiners of HLCs would be expected to mention around 42 idea units but in fact 

mentioned 62 idea units. Oral examiners of FLCs would be expected to mention 

around 100 idea units but in fact mentioned only 80. This gives us a log likelihood 

ratio figure (G
2
) of -12.64, indicating a significant overrepresentation of idea units in 

this category by oral examiners of HLCs. Similarly, the two Range of Vocab and 
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structures categories are significantly overrepresented in the idea units of oral 

examiners’ of FLCs. This indicates significantly more idea units in these categories 

were mentioned by oral examiners of FLCs. 

 

Table 4: Frequency of idea units in categories: Oral examiners of FLCs vs oral 

examiners of HLCs 

 

 Observed 

frequencies 

Expected 

frequencies 

 

  OEs of 

FLCs 

OEs of 

HLCs 

OEs of 

FLCs 

OEs of 

HLCs 

G
2
 

Content & presentation 61 29 63.41 26.59 0.30 

Pronunciation & intonation 50 24 52.13 21.87 -0.29 

Language 37 16 37.34 15.66 -0.01 

Comprehension & 

responsiveness  

80 62 100.04 41.96 -12.64** 

Accuracy 41 8 34.52 14.48 4.61 

Feel for language 32 15 33.11 13.89 0.12 

Range of vocab & structures 

(Providing info & opinion) 

40 5 31.70 13.30 8.82* 

Range of vocab & structures 

(Seeking info & opinion) 

50 5 38.75 16.25 13.71** 

TOTAL 391 164       

Note: In this table, a positive G
2
 figure signifies an overrepresentation in the number of idea units in 

OEs of FLCs. A negative G
2
 figure signifies an overrepresentation in the number of idea units in OEs 

of HLCs.  

 

This indicates a definite difference in emphasis and approach by the oral examiners of 

HLCs. The emphasis for oral examiners of HLCs would seem to be on the interaction 

between the examiner and the candidate as opposed to the oral examiners of foreign 

language candidates who would seem to focus significantly more on the mechanics of 

the language. 

 

The distribution of idea units in the subcategories of the marking scheme can be seen 

in Table 5. 
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Table 5: Frequency of idea units in sub-categories: Oral examiners of FLCs vs 

oral examiners of HLCs  

 

   Observed 

frequencies 

Expected 

frequencies 

 

    OEs of 

FLCs 

OEs of 

HLCs 

OEs of 

FLCs 

OEs of 

FLCs 

OEs of 

HLCs 

Content & 

Presentation 

  

  

  

  

  

Coverage of topic 16 13 20.43 8.57 3.01 

Organization & 

coherence 

9 4 9.16 3.84 0.01 

Opinions & facts 10 3 9.16 3.84 0.27 

Delivery 5 1 4.23 1.77 0.53 

Interest 15 1 11.27 4.73 5.46 

Non-standard 6 7 9.16 3.84 3.33 

Pronunciation & 

intonation 

  

  

  

  

  

Accurate 

pronunciation  

14 11 17.61 7.39 2.33 

Intonation 9 0 6.34 2.66 6.30 

Hesitation 4 2 4.23 1.77 0.04 

Mother tongue 

influence  

6 9 10.57 4.43 -5.96 

Compensability 14 0 9.86 4.14 9.81* 

Non-standard 3 2 3.52 1.48 0.25 

Language 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

Feel for language 2 0 1.41 0.59 1.40 

Fluency 4 1 3.52 1.48 0.24 

Accuracy  8 1 6.34 2.66 1.76 

Use of relevant 

idiomatic language 

5 0 3.52 1.48 3.50 

Range of structures 5 4 6.34 2.66 0.89 

Range of vocab 5 2 4.93 2.07 0.00 

Clarity in meaning 5 0 3.52 1.48 3.50 

Non-standard 3 8 7.75 3.25 -8.72* 

Comprehension & 

responsiveness  

  

  

  

  

Problems in 

understanding 

examiner 

27 1 19.73 8.27 12.72** 

Naturalness in 

responses 

25 3 19.73 8.27 5.76 

Spontaneity & 

initiative 

10 20 21.14 8.86 -17.58** 

Ability to defend 

point of view 

13 4 11.98 5.02 0.31 

Non-standard 5 34 27.48 11.52 -56.53** 

Accuracy 

  

  

Frequency of errors 17 3 14.09 5.91 2.32 

Understanding of 

grammatical usage 

15 1 11.27 4.73 5.46 

Non-standard 9 4 9.16 3.84 0.01 

Feel for language 

  

  

  

  

Naturalness 1 4 3.52 1.48 5.45 

Fluency of 

expression 

3 3 4.23 1.77 1.10 

Appropriate idiom 4 2 4.23 1.77 0.04 

Influence of or 

translation from 

10 0 7.05 2.95 7.01* 



 

 77 

mother tongue  

Non-standard 14 6 14.09 5.91 0.00 

Range of vocab & 

structures 

(Providing info & 

opinion) 

Range of Vocab 14 4 12.68 5.32 0.49 

Range of structure 13 1 9.86 4.14 4.34 

Non-standard 13 0 9.16 3.84 9.11* 

Range of vocab & 

structures 

(Seeking info & 

opinion) 

  

  

  

  

  

Ability & number of 

questions asked 

18 3 14.79 6.21 2.70 

Relevance  5 0 3.52 1.48 3.50 

Initiative / 

spontaneity 

16 2 12.68 5.32 3.53 

Accuracy & variety 

of question forms 

5 0 3.52 1.48 3.50 

Comprehensibility 3 0 2.11 0.89 2.10 

Non-standard 3 0 2.11 0.89 2.10 

  TOTAL 391 164       

Note: In this table, a positive G
2
 figure signifies an overrepresentation in the number of idea units in 

OEs of FLCs. A negative G
2
 figure signifies an overrepresentation in the number of idea units in OEs 

of HLCs.  

 

The category of Comprehension & responsiveness would seem to be particularly 

polarizing in terms of the differing focuses of the two groups of oral examiners. We 

have already seen that overall the oral examiners’ of HLCs idea units are 

overrepresented in this category. This is mainly due to a large number of idea units 

from these oral examiners regarding Spontaneity & initiative with a G
2
 figure of  

-17.58 as well as a very large number of non-standard idea units in this category with 

a G
2
 figure of -56.53 indicating high significance. However, it is also interesting to 

note that within the same category idea units from oral examiners of FLCs are 

overrepresented in the subcategory of Problems understanding the examiner with a G
2 

figure of 12.72. Similarly in Section 1 of the examination, in the subcategory of 

comprehensibility, idea units from oral examiners of FLCs are significantly 

overrepresented with a G
2
 figure of 9.81. 

 

It can also be seen that the overrepresentativeness of oral examiners of FLCs in the 

Range of Vocab and Structures that we saw in Table 4 does not seem to be due to one 

particular subcategory but rather an overall stronger emphasis placed on these two 

categories in every aspect, with a number of non-standard idea units supplementing 

these. In fact, the two oral examiners of HLCs only register ten idea units in total for 

these two categories which is fewer than two per candidate. 

 

 

Discussion 

 

Overrepresentation in the comments of oral examiners of heritage language 

candidates 

 

As we have seen in the previous section, in the category of Comprehension & 

responsiveness, the overrepresentation of idea units from the oral examiners of HLCs 

are due to the high number of comments relating to the Spontaneity & responsiveness 

subcategory as well as the a large number of non-standard interpretations of the 

marking scheme made by oral examiners of LHCs in explaining the marks given for 
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this category. 

 

In the subcategory of Spontaneity & responsiveness, much of the comments made by 

oral examiners’ of HLCs related to the candidates’ motivation or willingness to 

cooperate or the lack of it. For instance, the Urdu oral examiner was pleased to report 

that one candidate had been, ‘very eager to respond. She’s a very motivated person, 

wants to be a lawyer.’ In contrast, she described one candidate as having ‘this severe 

apathy to life…I asked a lot. So I got the information one by one and often I asked 

and he simply confirmed.’ Similarly, the Hindi oral examiner comments that one 

candidate, ‘[h]e talk, he say two sentences and then he's blank.’ Although, the oral 

examiners of FLCs do make comments regarding the amount of language that 

candidates produce in their response, this tends to be in relation to the candidates’ 

linguistic capabilities or the lack of them. In contrast, the oral examiners of HLCs 

relate the responsiveness or lack of responsiveness not to the candidates’ linguistic 

ability but rather to various factors which most definitely do not feature in the 

marking scheme. These comments tend to relate to candidates’ domestic situation or 

life in general. For example, the Urdu oral examiner commented that one candidate’s 

reticence was due to the fact that, ‘this candidate's mother had died that's why he's 

quiet… I think his mother passing away affected his performance a lot’ and even, ‘I 

felt very worried for him at the end.’ 
 

The Hindi Oral examiner relates one candidate’s lack of responsiveness to the 

education level of the candidate: 

 
I don’t know how the family is but I guess these people move to Hong Kong long 

time back. Like 1960 or like that. So they are very orthodox because Indian in those 

days was not very advance. … So for that I think family members are not speaking 

good language. Some parent are well educated and their language is very good.  But 

if not well-educated then language not very good.’ 

 

In contrast, the Hindi oral examiner relates one candidate’s responsiveness and overall 

performance to a whole range of positive qualities that she perceives in the candidate:  

 
Her intelligence: She's very bright 

Her domestic situation: even her family atmosphere is very good 

Her attitude towards domestic responsibilities: she mentioned she is working she is 

studying and she is helping in the house; 

Her charitable deeds: she want to work for others go to Nepal and teach them 

also…in the future she want to open somewhere so she can teach voluntary,  she 

want to give education back to others  

Her generosity with friends: she want to help for others always she mentioning she 

want to help her friends 

Her attitude towards the traditions of her own culture: wherever she have free time 

she dancing with the mother and sisters. 

 
As it may be expected, this type of comment about the socio-economic and 

educational background of the candidates and their attitude towards the culture of the 

target language is entirely absent from the oral examiners of FLCs. 
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Overrepresentation in oral examiners of foreign language candidates 

 

As we have seen there would seem to be a significant difference in the focus of Oral 

Examiners of FLCs with a focus on the linguistic mechanics of language compared to 

the oral examiners of HLCs, who spent little time discussing the marks they gave in 

such linguistic-oriented categories. There is evidence that the oral examiners of FLCs 

made a significantly higher number of non-standard comments about the range of 

vocab and structures but these tended to be about the quantity of responses or the 

length of responses which, of course, do have an eventual effect on the range of 

structures and vocabulary that candidates use. These were categorized as nonstandard 

idea units but they are only marginally so. This feature was particularly true of the 

German oral examiner when describing a particularly reticent candidate who tended 

to reply with monosyllables and so was difficult to come to decision about the 

linguistic merits of the candidate. It was also true of the Japanese oral examiner when 

describing candidates who responded at length and the linguistic richness of responses 

that produced. Given the research context where the oral examiner knew that the 

researcher did not speak Japanese it is understandable that he did not go into detail of 

Japanese grammatical structures and lexical items at that point.  

 

It is also of interest that the oral examiners of FLCs are overrepresented in idea units 

regarding the comprehensibility of the candidates’ pronunciation in the first section, 

i.e. when giving their prepared presentation and in the second and third section in 

Problems in understanding the examiner. These are almost entirely absent in the oral 

examiners of HLCs. This would seem to be due to the difference in either the ability 

of the candidates to communicate in the target language and/or the oral examiners 

expectations of the candidates. Thus, the French oral examiner comments that, ‘I had 

to pick a few words and then guess. I am used to Hong Kong accent but still I had to 

guess.’ Similarly, the German examiner commented that pronunciation ‘hindered 

understanding.’ The Spanish examiner went further into the possible linguistic reasons 

for such problems when she noted that one candidate ‘does not pronounce consonants 

in unstressed positions clear enough.’ 

 

In the subcategory Problems in understanding examiner, the Japanese oral examiner 

noted that one candidate had ‘no trouble at all understanding my questions’ whereas 

another candidate ‘only understood very simple questions’. The French examiner 

commented that one candidate ‘did not understand any of the questions’ and the 

Spanish examiner that the candidate ‘had difficulty in understanding questions in 

more developed topics’.  

 

In contrast, it would seem that, although several of the HLCs had definite weaknesses 

in certain aspects of their performance that these weaknesses were not related to their 

comprehension of the oral examiner or their own comprehensibility as the oral 

examiners of HLCs made very few comments in this regard. This would not have a 

negative effect on the scoring validity and reliability of the test if the heritage 

language candidates consistently scored higher marks in Pronunciation & intonation 

and Comprehension & responsiveness. However, this was not necessarily the case 

with some FLCs scoring higher in pronunciation and intonation than HLCs.  

 

As was noted above, being a heritage language learner or user does not equate to 

having native like proficiency and so this is not evidence enough of low scoring 
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validity. However there is evidence of a false differentiation being made by the oral 

examiners of HLCs from their comments in the interviews. The Urdu oral examiner, 

for instance, admitted that she could have given full marks for Pronunciation & 

intonation but had not as she felt an obligation to differentiate between the candidates 

even though several of them had demonstrated native-like pronunciation and therefore 

had not given full marks though she admitted she certainly would have for a 

Cantonese speaking candidate in an EFL examination with a similar level of 

performance. Both the Hindi and Urdu oral examiner commented that they had not 

given full marks as the candidate had a regional accent. The Urdu oral examiner 

commented that one candidate had an accent from the Punjab and that people from 

Punjab and Chakwal…mix up retroflex.’ The Hindi oral examiner explained that she 

had not given full marks for Pronunciation & intonation and gave the following 

explanation:  

 
You know everyone is from different place…Because of she is from Nepal so not 

 really mistake but accent is a little different. 

 

 Although such distinctions may well be valid in the context of the particular 

language it would seem that these distinctions are of a different quality to those 

typically expressed in foreign language examinations, where as we’ve seen, the oral 

examiners of FLCs are often more concerned about whether they understand what the 

candidate is saying or not and not the connotations of having a slight accent.  If the 

oral examiners of HLCs are applying different standards to the allocating of high 

marks in Pronunciation & intonation compared to oral examiners of FLCs then the 

inter-examination reliability of the marking in this scale will certainly be affected.  

  

 

 

Variability in oral examiners of foreign language candidates 

 

As explained above, these results were gleaned by comparing the distribution of idea 

units said by one particular oral examiner in the subcategories of the marking scheme 

with the total of the five other oral examiners. The full results of the comparison 

between each oral examiner and the other five oral examiners can be found at 

Appendix 2.  

 

It would seem that the subcategories which are overrepresented reveal certain beliefs 

and strategies on the part of the individual oral examiners to the generic marking 

scheme and the oral examination itself. Some of the more salient highlights are 

discussed here:  

 

French Oral Examiner 

 

The overrepresentation of idea units is evident in one sub-category in this oral 

examiner’s explanations: 

 

 Naturalness in response: G
2 

=7.84* 

 

From her explanations, it became clear that this examiner could be characterized as an 

examiner who is skeptical about the effectiveness of an analytical marking scheme 
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such as the CIE generic marking scheme. As she commented, ‘[i]f I am honest even 

with these rubric I think of performance as holistically.’ In this light, her emphasis on 

the Naturalness of response, as seen in the significant overrepresentation of these idea 

units in the G
2
 figure, is a reflection of her admission that, ‘I only need 

comprehension and responsiveness to reach a grade’ and of her deep lying skepticism 

that such as detailed analytical marking scheme as CIE provides is necessary for oral 

examiners to reach a final mark for a candidate’s performance. Revealingly, she 

tended to give the same scores across the categories and subcategories for each 

candidate presumably reflecting a holistic approach in her marking. 

 

German Oral Examiner 

 

The overrepresentation of idea units is evident in three sub-categories in this oral 

examiner’s explanations: 

 

Interest in the presentation: G
2
=8.29* 

Naturalness in response: G
2
 = 9.08* 

Influence of or translation from mother tongue: G
2
 = 24.57** 

 
The most striking characteristic of this oral examiner was the apparent focus on the 

sub-category of Influence of or translation from mother tongue which she admitted 

was her ‘personal pet peeve…[which] drives me up the wall.’ As she explains: 

 

 this candidate is typical of students who think they can get by by using English 

 structures and then Germanifying them somehow…It is not exactly influence 

 from the mother tongue I suppose.’  

 

As she notes, it is not entirely accurate to consider this as an influence of or 

translation from mother language as these are in fact Cantonese first language 

candidates, although they will have acquired English prior to German and will mostly 

be studying at an English Medium of Instruction school. Instead, it would be better 

classified as issues relating to third language acquisition (Cenoz et al 2003). If, as this 

oral examiner speculates, the candidates are indeed transferring sentence structures 

from English into German as opposed to Cantonese into German it would be a case of 

L2 influencing L3. 

Third language acquisition relating to sentence structure was also mentioned by the 

Spanish oral examiner.  

 

For these oral examiners, then, the CIE generic marking scheme would seem to be 

inadequate in reflecting the linguistic complexity of the learning context for the 

candidates in Hong Kong.  Hence, the oral examiners are forced to extend the 

construct beyond the marking scheme in order to take into consideration issues related 

the influence of the second language in the candidates’ performance in a third 

language acquisition context. 

 

 

Japanese Oral Examiner 

 

The overrepresentation of idea units is evident in two sub-categories in this oral 

examiner’s explanations: 



 

 82 

 

Comprehension & responsiveness G
2
=7.76* 

Feel for language non-standard G
2 

= 8.77* 

Initiative and spontaneity G
2 

=10.6** 

 

What is most striking about the Japanese oral examiner is the large number of 

non-standard idea units in the category of Feel for language. In fact, it reflects a 

conscious decision made by the Japanese oral examiner team to adapt the marking 

scheme or at least interpret it in a consistent though non-standard way in order to 

reflect a Japanese language context more accurately. As he explains:   

 

Actually before the oral exam started we met together and we always discuss 

about this one. How can we mark this? And in Japanese politeness is 

considered important. So we thought we can include politeness impression 

here. If students are learning Japanese through comic book they may not be 

accurate in politeness in formal situation like interview. So we think this is like 

feel for the language. 

 

Again the oral examiner has pinpointed what he (and his fellow Japanese oral 

examiners) felt was an inadequacy of the generic marking scheme and has tried to 

resolve this perceived inadequacy by adding the concept of politeness and 

appropriacy when it may not have been a construct initially conceived of for this 

mark. 

 

Spanish Oral Examiner 

 
The overrepresentation of idea units is evident in one sub-category in this oral 

examiner’s explanations: 

 

Understanding of grammatical usage G
2 

=9.29* 

 
The Spanish Oral Examiner can be perceived as what Eckes (2008) characterized as a 

correctness-focused rater.  Although she, more than any other examiner, make 

comments on most sub-categories, displaying an overall command and understanding 

of the different aspects of oral performance, it is issues of grammatical range, 

knowledge and correctness that her ideas units are overrepresented compared to other 

oral examiners. Hence she comments that one candidate has ‘serious issues with 

gender and number agreement, tenses’, that another ‘cannot conjugate verb’ or that 

when one candidate is ‘prompted to use subjunctive he went back into present tense’. 

She seemed particularly focused on the fact that the candidates’ performance as 

regards grammatical usage typically worsened noticeably from the first section, where 

the candidate is well prepared and rehearsed, to the other parts of the exam which are 

more spontaneous. For example, she comments that one candidate ‘tried to pull the 

same answers from the presentation she's just done but when she is asked to be 

spontaneous she falls apart.’ This would seem to reveal a belief in this oral examiner 

that it is only when the candidate is taken away from the rehearsed presentation that 

the ‘true’ level of the candidate can be seen. She admitted she may on occasion go 

back to change the marks given in the presentation in Section 1 after hearing the 

performance in Section 2, hence revealing an underlying skepticism about the 

structure of the examination itself. 
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Conclusion 

 

As Smart and Shiu (2010) reported previously to this forum, even when raters are 

from the same ethnic, linguistic, educational and professional background and they 

are rating the same language there is significant variation between raters’ behaviour, it 

would be more than a little surprising if the think aloud protocols of these six oral 

examiners from six different countries and six different first languages, examining 

candidates from several different ethnic and linguistic groups in six different 

languages did not throw up some significant differences in their explanations and 

approaches to examining spoken performance and the interpretation of the generic 

CIE marking scheme.   

 

A word of caution is necessary immediately, however, regarding the limitations of this 

study. It should always be kept in mind that any of the differences noted above among 

oral examiners may simply be due to their own personal examination style or 

philosophy rather than them representing their entire nation or ethnic group. Individual 

differences did seem to be prevalent amount oral examiners of FLCs. Whether these 

differences are due to nationality or language or cultural background further research 

would be necessary to be carried out. What can be seen from these oral examiners is 

that each oral examiner displayed dissatisfaction in some way with the CIE generic 

marking scheme or examination format as it stands and each either rebelled against the 

marking scheme in some way, added to it or circumvented its perceived weakness. 

This variation, at very least, brings the equity and reliability of the marking of these 

oral examinations into question. 

 

Additionally, it seems that there was a clear distinction between how oral examiners of 

HLCs (Hindi and Urdu) approach examining in speaking examinations as compared to  

how oral examiners of the FLCs (French, German, Japanese and Spanish) do. The 

HLCs, the oral examiner and the target language and the social context in which the 

candidates and examiners live in Hong Kong all seem to be inextricably linked and all 

of these factors were unavoidably brought into play in the examination room. All of 

this would seem to be at the very centre of how these exams pan out. For the 

low-achieving HLCs from these communities, the oral examiners would seem 

immediately to representing a certain educated middle-class sector of the community 

and this may well provoke in the candidate a reluctance to cooperate, especially if s/he 

has already given up in schooling. This negative attitude to schooling and the 

examination is also often present in low-achieving candidates in the HKDSE English 

language speaking examination. However, the crucial difference here would seem to 

be that these candidates can communicate in the target language and so some sort of 

social interaction does take place despite this. In contrast, the same situation also can 

provoke in certain candidates a great desire to display their knowledge and learning 

and this in turn provokes in the examiners themselves a pride in their own culture and 

community as embodied in the candidate in front of them. This is almost entirely 

absent from the more sterile examination experience of the FLCs and their increased 

focus on linguistic forms and correctness in the Category C examinations.  

 

The question remains if any of these conclusions can apply to EFL oral examining. 

Most obviously, we may be able to transfer the distinction made here between 

heritage language and foreign language to English. In particular, we can see a parallel 

between the distinction between heritage and foreign languages made here and the 
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distinction often made between English as a second language, i.e. in a context in 

which it ‘plays a major role in a particular country or region though it may not be the 

first language of many people who use it’ (Richards and Schmidt 2002: 472) (e.g. 

India, Nigeria, Singapore and the Philippines) compared to English as a foreign 

language, i.e. in a context in which English does not play a major role in the country 

or region and so where English is not the first language for a large number of people 

in the country. In contexts where English is a second language, an oral English 

examination is much more likely to resemble the type of exchange occurring here in 

the heritage language examinations with all of the connotations of the social context 

where English is used by both the examiner and candidate outside the examination 

being brought into the examination. In this way, the structure of the examination to 

include more spontaneous and in depth interaction and the marking scheme may need 

to be adapted to reflect this richer more complex social context. In a Hong Kong 

context, although the distinction between learners of English as a second and foreign 

language is never a clear one, we maybe now have a means of conceiving two distinct 

speaking examination formats in order to better cater for the huge range of levels and 

educational and social backgrounds which we  have to deal with in the HKDSE: one 

giving the examiners an opportunity to interact more freely with candidates and with a 

marking scheme that may reflect some of the social connotations of English being 

used as a Second Language and the other more focused on effective communication 

and comprehension. 
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Appendix 1: CIE Marking scheme  
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Appendix 2: Differences in distribution of idea units of individual oral examiners 

vs. the other five oral examiners  

  Log Likelihood (G
2
) 

    French German Japanese Spanish Hindi Urdu 

Content & 

Presentation 

  

  

  

  

  

Coverage of topic 5.17 -5.96 -0.92 -2.43 5.31 -0.05 

Organization and 

coherence 4.54 -5.22 -4.71 0.64 0.01 0.00 

Opinions and 

facts 0.01 -5.22 3.55 0.03 3.99 0.54 

Delivery 1.35 0.78 -2.17 0.08 0.03 -1.99 

Interest -4.98 8.29* -5.80 4.05 -4.91 -1.26 

Non-standard 0.01 -0.07 -4.71 0.29 2.31 0.54 

Pronunciation 

& intonation 

  

  

  

  

  

Accurate 

pronunciation  0.12 -0.08 -0.41 0.44 0.62 1.28 

intonation 2.03 -0.34 -0.22 2.41 -2.76 -2.99 

Hesitation -1.87 -0.01 1.00 -0.08 1.39 -1.99 

Mother tongue 

influence  -4.67 -0.26 1.32 -0.01 -0.01 8.20* 

Comprensibility 1.86 -0.15 1.25 0.42 -4.30 -4.65 

Non-standard 0.12 0.01 1.81 0.00 -1.54 1.77 

Language 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

Feel for language 0.62 1.04 0.72 0.80 0.61 -0.66 

Fluency -1.56 -2.01 0.04 3.52 -1.54 0.08 

Accuracy  0.39 -3.62 -0.22 5.03 -2.76 -0.13 

Use of relevant 

idiomatic 

language 0.12 -2.01 1.55 0.90 -1.54 -1.66 

Range of 

structures 0.09 -0.34 0.22 0.00 2.76 4.31 

Range of vocab -0.93 2.81 -0.63 0.22 0.00 -0.01 

Clarity in 

meaning 0.12 4.30 1.81 0.00 -1.54 -1.66 

Non-standard -3.42 4.42 -0.02 -1.18 6.18 1.03 

Comprehension 

& 

responsiveness  

  

  

  

  

Problems in 

understanding 

examiner 0.34 -0.19 4.07 1.79 -8.60 * 4.10 

Naturalness in 

responses 7.84* 9.08* -4.75 -4.21 1.37 -4.10 

Spontaneity & 

initiative 0.52 0.05 2.64 -14.34 1.76 13.38** 

Ability to defend 

point of view 2.51 0.00 -1.79 0.05 -5.22 0.78 

Non-standard 
3.49 -9.37 7.76* 

-11.96 

** 60.81** 0.20 

Accuracy 

  

  

Frequency of 

errors -0.35 0.57 2.21 0.02 0.32 2.13 

Understanding of 

grammatical 

usage -4.98 0.00 0.05 9.29* 1.02 -5.32 

Non-standard 0.56 -0.20 0.01 0.03 0.72 -0.69 
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Feel for 

language 

  

  

  

Naturalness 1.56 2.01 1.81 0.00 1.99 1.77 

Fluency of 

expression -1.87 2.41 -3.55 -2.87 4.30 1.99 

Appropriate 

idiom -1.87 0.78 1.00 -2.87 -1.84 -1.20 

Influence of or 

translation from 

mother tongue  -3.11 24.57** -3.62 0.90 -3.07 -3.32 

  Non-standard 0.01 3.10 8.77* 0.00 1.79 1.26 

Range of vocab 

& structures 

(Providing info 

& opinion) 

Range of Vocab -0.17 0.03 0.38 0.43 -5.53 0.60 

Range of 

structure 0.00 0.15 0.22 3.28 -4.30 0.87 

Non-standard 0.01 -0.20 0.90 3.25 -3.99 -4.32 

Range of vocab 

& structures 

(Seeking info & 

opinion) 

  

  

  

  

  

Ability and 

number of 

questions asked 0.00 2.74 4.21 0.67 -6.45 0.02 

Relevance  1.56 1.29 1.81 3.52 -1.54 -1.66 

Initiative / 

spontaneity 0.17 7.23* 10.66** 0.43 5.53 0.27 

Accuracy and 

variety of 

question forms -1.95 0.01 -1.81 0.90 1.54 -1.66 

Comprehensibilit

y -0.93 -0.39 1.09 2.85 -0.92 -1.00 

Non-standard -0.93 10.22** 1.09 1.43 0.92 -1.00 
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Keynote Speech 2 
 

Truth and Consequences: Managing Stakeholders’ 

Expectations of Language Assessments 

 
Alan Urmston 

Hong Kong Polytechnic University 

 

Introduction 

 

The countries and regions of East Asia, including South Korea, Japan, China, Taiwan 

and Hong Kong, share a Confucian tradition for a hierarchical, meritocratic approach 

to education that is steeped in the provision of opportunity for enhancement and 

consolidation of the elite within society through high-stakes national examination 

systems (de Bary, 2007). The spread of English as the world’s lingua franca (ELF) has 

meant that the English language has become a prized commodity and English 

language assessments are now essential elements, if not the cornerstone of these 

national examination systems resulting in a reality where entire education systems 

could be said to be driven by English language assessments. The well-documented 

case of the National English Ability Test (NEAT), a hugely ambitious but ultimately 

disastrous test development project funded by the South Korean government, is a 

prime example of how English language assessments can be used as social and even 

political tools (Shohamy, 2007). Recent calls by educators and government legislators 

in Hong Kong to abolish the Territory-wide System Assessment (TSA), which is 

designed to facilitate assessment for learning by providing objective data on students’ 

abilities in English, as well as Chinese and mathematics and ostensibly has no stakes 

for learners, teachers or schools, highlights the “assessment fever” now prevalent. 

This paper will draw on examples such as these and others from the East Asian region, 

supported by the voices of stakeholders to try to gain a greater understanding of how 

we can better manage stakeholders’ perceptions of the potential consequences of 

assessments so that the assessments be used for their intended purposes. 

 

 

The Stakeholder 

 

What is a stakeholder? A search online provides the following definitions: 

 

 A person holding the stakes of betters, with the responsibility of delivering the 
pot to the winner of the bet. 

 An escrow agent or custodian 

 A person filing an interpleader action, such as a garnishee or trustee, who 
acknowledges possession of property that is owed to one or more of several 
other claimants. 

 A person or organisation with a legitimate interest in a given situation, action or 
enterprise.  

 

(https://en.wiktionary.org) 
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If it can be assumed that for the purposes of language assessment, the first three of the 

above definitions do not apply, then we are left with the last one, in other words, a 

person or organisation with a legitimate interest in a given situation, action or 

enterprise. In terms of language assessment, the following stakeholders were 

identified by Rea-Dickens (1997): 

 

 language testers (and the larger group of applied linguists of whom they form 

part) 

 teachers 

 parents 

 administrators 

 teacher educators 

 sponsors and funding bodies 

 government bodies 

 the public 

 various national and international examination authorities 

 members of working parties and curriculum committees 

 test-takers (and the larger group of learners of whom they form part) 

 test administrators 

 test users (e.g. admissions officers) 

 

This is rather a long list and it is perhaps interesting that Rae-Dickens (1997) chose to 

place “test-takers” at a relatively low position in the list, though there may be no 

significance in this. There is little doubt that they would be considered the key 

stakeholders in the testing enterprise, as it is for them that the decisions that are made 

based on test results, most greatly impact.  

 

There are also stakeholders not included in Rea-Dickens’ (1997) list, one of these 

being schools (though possibly subsumed under “teachers”, “administrators” and even 

“sponsors and funding bodies”).  For schools, the results of assessments matter and 

play a large role in the recruitment of students, the attraction of funding and so on. In 

the UK, for example, league tables based on the results of public examinations 

published by the government enable stakeholders to assess the “quality” of primary, 

secondary and 16-18 schools and colleges in England (Gov.UK, 2016).1 In East Asia, 

in addition to both state run and private primary, secondary and post-secondary 

schools, colleges and universities, there exists what are commonly referred to as 

tutorial schools, which are unashamedly set up to prepare students for public 

examinations and are undoubtedly stakeholders in the assessment process, particularly 

in regard to English language assessment. It is estimated that such schools have an 

income of more than HK$1 billion per year in Hong Kong alone (Education Post, 

2015), and the tutorial school industry is equally as influential in South Korea, Japan, 

Taiwan and increasingly, in mainland China.  

 

Another stakeholder that should not be overlooked is the news media, which plays an 

important role in disseminating news and opinion that could be said to influence to 

varying degrees public opinion on the state of education, particularly with regard to 

                                                 
1 The performance tables also include financial information and Ofsted inspection 

reports on schools, in addition to public examination results.  
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English language proficiency levels and examination results. Social media has in 

many ways taken over this role and as the lines between what constitutes news media 

and what is social media become ever more blurred, we find their influence becoming 

ever-more pervasive. In the following section, we will look at two examples of 

assessments which have come into focus through their impact on a relatively large 

number of stakeholders, the NEAT and the TSA.  

 

 

The National English Ability Test (NEAT) 

 

The NEAT was an online assessment of English reading, listening, writing and 

speaking skills developed in Korea starting in 2000 and costing approximately 42.5 

billion Won (US$41 million). The Test consisted of 3 levels: 

 

Level 1 – developed by the National Institute for International Education (NIIED) 

with the intended use for university graduation and employment. 

 

Levels 2 and 3 – developed by the Korea Institute for Curriculum and Evaluation 

(KICE) and intended to replace the English section of the College Scholastic Aptitude 

Test (CSAT)2, used for college or university entrance and placement.   

 

The idea was that NEAT would reduce Korea’s reliance on international tests such as 

TOEFL and TOEIC and provide a more comprehensive assessment of skills than the 

CSAT, which only assessed reading and listening. There had also been growing 

concern in Korea at the huge influence that tutorial schools were playing in helping 

students prepare for the public examinations, in particular CSAT, leading to inequality 

in educational opportunities as those parents that could afford to send their children to 

tutorial schools were seen to have an advantage. The idea of NEAT was that the 

curriculum in schools would be developed in tandem with the introduction of NEAT 

and the washback effect would be that students would receive a more extensive 

education in English language at the school level, thereby reducing the need for 

tutorial schools and the “cramming” approach they adopt (Ip, 2015). The NEAT was 

trialled in 2012 with the intention of it going live in 2014. However, it was withdrawn 

before that happened and the launch date has been tentatively put back until 2019. 

The reasons for this have not been officially given, though conjecture has it that the 

change in presidency from Lee Myung-Bak to Park Geun Hye in February 2013 had a 

lot to do with it, given the huge amounts of money that had been invested in it and the 

problems that had dogged its development. These problems included the technical 

challenges of administering and scoring online tests of writing and speaking, the lack 

of preparation of teachers to teach the new curriculum associated with the Test, and 

the fact that rather than result in a reduction in the influence of tutorial schools, not 

unexpectedly, the schools latched on to the new assessment and became even more of 

an influence.  

 

Looking at the NEAT from the stakeholders’ perspectives, it is not difficult to see why 

the NEAT failed to meet expectations. Teachers felt that they had not been properly 

prepared for NEAT as they did not have sufficient experience of teaching speaking 

and writing skills, having previously focused only on reading and listening for CSAT, 

                                                 
2 Sometimes referred to as KSAT, Korean Scholastic Aptitude Test. 
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and so the concern was that these productive skills would not be fairly and reliably 

assessed. Students and their parents found that the introduction of NEAT resulted in a 

renewed interest in the importance of English, forcing parents back to the tutorial 

schools and private tuition and increasing the financial burden on families that it was 

meant to reduce. There was also concern about the assessment methods and standards 

used in the TEST. And as for the tutorial schools? They spent huge amounts of money 

on developing teaching programmes for NEAT given that they knew that high school 

English teachers were not being properly prepared, and as such suffered great losses 

when the Test was scrapped. In fairness the educational authorities did provide 

support for teachers in the new assessment but a common criticism was that they were 

having to learn about the new test while already over-burdened with the existing one, 

the CSAT. So the social consequences of this attempt by the education authorities to 

raise English standards and bring innovation and increased fairness to stakeholders, 

which comprised large sectors of society, were ultimately that stakeholders felt let 

down that their government has spent so much time, effort and money, only to 

abandon the enterprise, without so much as a clear explanation as to why this had 

happened.  

 

 

The Territory-wide System Assessment (TSA)            

 

The Territory-wide System Assessment, or TSA, is another example of how an 

assessment, in this case one of Chinese and Maths as well as English, can have social 

consequences and can fail to meet the expectations of stakeholders.  

 

The TSA provides schools and the educational authorities in Hong Kong with 

information on students’ abilities in the core subjects of English, Chinese and Maths 

at three key stages in their education, Year 3, Year 6 and Year 9. It does this by 

administering tests each year for students at these stages, leading up to Year 12 in 

which students take the Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary Education (HKDSE). The 

results of the tests are not released to students and so for them it is regarded as being 

low stakes. The TSA results help schools and teachers enhance their plans for learning 

and teaching and help the education authorities monitor students’ attainment of a set 

of Basic Competencies which are outlined in the school curriculum. So one would 

have thought that the social consequences of such an assessment would be minimal 

and would be far outweighed by the educational consequences. Unfortunately, this has 

not been the case, with teachers and parents calling for the TSA to be abolished, citing 

pressure on teachers, schools and students and their parents.  

 

Teachers have complained about the pressure that are put under from their superiors 

to prepare their students to take the tests, including giving students additional 

exercises and even additional lessons. A survey carried out by the Hong Kong 

Professional Teachers Union found that about 70 percent of the teachers polled did 

this, with almost all (97 percent) admitting that they would ask their Year 3 and Year 6 

students to buy commercially-produced practice exercises (Hong Kong Economic 

Journal, 23/6/15). School administrators have claimed that pressure is put on them to 

improve their school’s results by Education Bureau officials resulting in this pressure 

being passed on to teachers and ultimately to students. Parents have complained that 

their children are overloaded with TSA preparation which can demoralize children 

and that little information is made available to them about what the stakes of the TSA 
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are for their children. Yet the Education Bureau and the Hong Kong Examinations and 

Assessment Authority have produced extensive information in the form of online and 

print materials, videos and public forums. So why has an assessment that has no 

stakes for students, teachers or schools, caused so much controversy and led to social 

consequences such as demoralised children, stressed-out teachers and under-fire 

administrators?  

 

 

Assessments and Social Consequences 

 

The potential social consequences of assessments in the East Asian region can be 

looked at from a Confucian-heritage tradition. A number of writers have identified the 

typical features of this tradition (e.g. Biggs, 1997; Carless, 2011; Cheng, 2010) as 

being 

 

 Memorization as an attribute 
 Reverence for authority 
 Competition essential for advancement 
 Assessment for social mobility 
 Reward for perseverance and diligence 
 Preservation of elitism 
 

 

It can be argued that the Confucian tradition has changed to an East Asian tradition of 

 

 Test-taking skills as an attribute 
 Sense of entitlement  
 Competition essential for advancement (?) 
 Assessment for social mobility 
 Assessment for physical mobility 
 Assessment as a commodity 
  

Where Confucian tradition holds memorisation as an attribute, modern theories of 

education, particularly language education, favour a communicative approach to both 

learning and assessment, though it can be argued that the social impact of the high 

stakes that we apply to assessments has resulted in test-taking skills being the attribute 

most prized, or at least, most taught. A reverence for authority has been replaced by a 

sense of entitlement, where education is seen a fundamental component of the social 

contract that a government makes with the public and is demanded by the population 

in return for its compliance within the laws and customs of that society, and its paying 

of taxes. Also, whether competition is still essential for advancement is arguable. 

Certainly in the Confucian tradition competition was seen as both essential and 

healthy and to a large extent still is, though is perhaps tempered by the sense of 

entitlement prevalent in societies today. 

 

It can be argued also that assessment for social mobility still holds. In the Confucian 

tradition, achievement though assessment would result in upward mobility and this 

still largely applies today, though the increased prevalence of assessments, 

particularly of language assessments, has impacted society to the extent that 

Leading to  

ACHIEVEMENT 

Leading to  

QUALIFICATIONS 
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assessment is now fundamental in both social and what might be termed physical 

mobility. The development of the Common European Framework of Reference for 

Languages (CEFR) in Europe has facilitated social and physical mobility through 

reference to a common understanding of language proficiency. Countries across 

Europe and beyond now require levels of English for study, employment and 

immigration purposes that can be certified through assessments that can prove 

alignment with the CEFR. So actual physical movement of people is now dependent 

on language assessment results, and these are usually English language assessments. 

Given the potential value of such movements to individuals, it is clear that language 

assessments (or the results of them) can be regarded as commodities, with great value 

being placed on them and the expectations from stakeholders that if they pay their 

money (for tuition, test preparation and so on) they can expect to get their commodity.    

 

So perhaps the biggest difference between assessment in the Confucian-heritage 

tradition in the past and in the present could be that whereas in the past assessment 

could be regarded as leading to achievement for its own sake, it would seem now to 

lead more towards the qualifications that will result. The social consequences of this 

commoditisation of language assessment are now apparent, as the examples from 

Korea and Hong Kong have indicated. In essence, society has changed and it is now, 

more than ever, vital that language testers take responsibility for the tests that they 

create. As McNamara and Roever (2006) put it, "To ensure that tests are useful to all 

stakeholders and used ethically, testers must be well trained in psychometrics and L2 

acquisition and be aware of the larger socio-political context in which their test is 

going to be used" (p.146). Never has that been more apparent than in the countries of 

East Asia today. 
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Automated Scoring of CET Writing and Translation: 

Benefits and Problems 
 

Yan Jin, Haoran Yang, and Lin Zhang, 

National College Entrance English Testing Committee, China 

 

Abstract 

 

Information and communication technology has been used to improve the practices of 

large-scale language assessment since the early 1990s. With recent progress made in 

the design and development of intelligent machines, i.e., machines with human-like 

intelligence in understanding and producing human language, it is anticipated that 

technology will have great potential in further improving assessment efficiency and 

validity. However, intelligent as they are, machines are “given objectives that don’t 

take into account all the elements that humans care about” (Russell & Bohannon, 

2015, p. 252). In establishing the alignment of machines with human objectives, 

language assessors, together with technological experts, must find ways to balance the 

benefits and risks of teaming up with intelligent machines in an effort to improve 

assessment practices. In this presentation, we will report a collaborative study 

between the National College English Testing Committee and IFLYTEK Company 

Limited, which aims at developing an automated scoring system to complement or 

replace human raters in the scoring of essay writing and paragraph translation 

(Chinese to English) in the paper-based CET. The project is conducted under the 

auspices of the National Education Examinations Authority, Ministry of Education, P. 

R. China. Experiments have been conducted using random samples of the CET 

operational test data of December 2015 (Writing: n=263,274; Translation: n=378,056) 

and June 2016 (Writing: n=155,610; Translation: n=268,545). The studies have come 

to three major conclusions. First, well-trained machine raters on the whole performed 

more consistently than human raters in scoring the CET writing and translation tasks. 

Second, human raters scored more accurately than machine raters for performances at 

the top end of the rating scale. Third, there is clearly much room for improvement in 

the accuracy and consistency of automated scoring before machines are able to 

replace human raters as a primary or sole rater.  
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Development of Online Item Analysis Reporting 
 

Cheung Kwai Mun Amy PhD 

Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority, Hong Kong 

 

ABSTRACT 

This paper gives an account of the development of an online item analysis (OIA) 

reporting system 1  for the Territory-wide System Assessment (TSA). Since the 

introduction of TSA in 2004, item analysis reports have been provided to schools in 

PDF and EXCEL formats. In order to enhance the facilitation of teachers’ analysis of 

the TSA data, in 2014, the Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority 

(HKEAA) developed Phase 1 of an Interactive Online Item Analysis Report. Teachers 

could login to the system and view the item data, items of each sub-paper and 

marking scheme. Phase 2 was launched in 2015, with a view to further facilitating 

rapid analysis of student performance. Teachers were then able to view each 

individual item paired with its model answer as well as the sub-papers and marking 

schemes using ‘click-on’ functions on the same item analysis interface. Moreover, the 

HKEAA was able to provide student performance figures over the previous three 

years on each basic competency (Chinese Language) / question intent (English 

Language) / learning unit (Mathematics). This gave schools a better understanding of 

their students’ learning. Seminars introducing the OIA reporting had been conducted 

for primary and secondary schools and the post-seminar surveys showed an average 

rating of 5.13 overall (6 was the maximum). This indicated that the features and 

functions of the OIA report were well received by teachers. It is expected that schools 

will obtain maximum benefit from the information contained therein. 

 

1 Introduction 

Territory-wide System Assessment (TSA) is a low-stakes assessment used mainly to 

gauge students’ performance in Chinese Language, English Language and 

Mathematics. TSA has been administered since 2004 (Primary 3 (Grade 3) since 2004 

and (Grade 6) Primary 6 since 2005 and (Grade 9) Secondary 3 since 2006). The TSA 

is held annually and the results are normally released in October/November. Each 

participating school receives school level data which includes their own school report2 

and item analysis (IA) reports. School reports show school average against 

territory-wide average on each sub-paper. The item analysis reports show school 

percentage against territory-wide percentage on each item. The school level reports 

are to be used by schools to draw up plans to improve learning and teaching. The 

online item analysis (OIA) report is an interactive online version of IA report serving 

the same purpose.   

                                                 
1 The development team (consisting of staff from Education Assessment Services 

Division and Information Technology Division) received an HKEAA’s outstanding 

team award for the development of OIA reporting platform in 2015. 

2 No Basic Competency attainment rates in the three subjects are provided to primary 

schools starting from 2014. 
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2 Development of OIA Reporting 

2.1  Collecting Feedback from Teachers on Enhancement of Reporting 

Functions 

 

The HKEAA has had regular reviews of TSA implementation since inception. In 

September 2013, a series of focus group meetings were organized, with a total of 75 

representatives from 37 primary and 38 secondary schools. One purpose of this round 

of meetings was to collect feedback from stakeholders to enhance the reporting 

functions provided to schools. On the whole, schools were keen on the idea on 

developing a new interactive platform for the Item Analysis Report (now named as 

Online Item Analysis (OIA) Report and phase 1 of the system was launched in 2014 

and phase 2 in 2015). They believed that it could divert teachers’ attention away from 

the school’s Basic Competency (BC) attainment rates and towards their students’ 

strengths and weaknesses on the BCs. The following are a summary of the views from 

school representatives.  

 

Years of Student Performances 

When considering whether the student performances to be displayed over the previous 

3 years or 5 years, almost all of the representatives preferred 3 years.  

Rights of Access 

Some representatives were concerned about security issues and they suggested 

accounts be restricted to school heads. School heads would then assign access to the 

information to designated teachers. On the contrary, some teachers proposed that all 

teachers should equal access the information concerning their own students (e.g. 

Primary 3 English teachers could access the Primary 3 English components of the IA 

reports).  

Duration of Access 

When asked about the duration of access to the platform, some suggested the data be 

accessible throughout the year. One school head proposed that schools have access to 

all data from the preceding three years.  

Others 

An English teacher suggested indicating the question intent for each item on the 

question paper. Another English teacher added that a 3-year comparison on question 

intent is more specific than on a BC. A number of teachers asked if there was a 

function to download items, graphs and histograms from on the online platform.  

 

2.2  Translating User Requirements into Online Reporting Mode  

Since 2004, Item Analysis Reports have been provided to schools in PDF format and 

since 2013 in EXCEL format. In order to facilitate teachers’ analysis of the TSA data, 

a web-based interactive Item Analysis report was developed. Below are the 

specifications for developing the online reporting mode.  

 

User Accounts 

 Teacher/school users are able to view the web-based “Item Analysis Report 

(sorted by BC)” only for their own school. 

 User’s access to the web-based Item Analysis report is by means of login with 

username and password. 
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 User management 

(a) A management account is assigned to each school to manage the other user 

accounts, such as for resetting their passwords or suspending those accounts. 

Management accounts will NOT enable viewing of the Item Analysis report. 

(b) Ten teacher accounts are assigned for each subject level (e.g. P3 Chinese) for 

each school to view the Item Analysis report (a total of 60 teacher accounts). 

(c) HKEAA is able to manage all the accounts, and to reset all accounts annually 

and to create/delete those accounts as on a need basis. 

(d) HKEAA is able to download the list of all username/password pairs. 

 Each teacher account is able to view the Item Analysis report and relevant data for 

the corresponding subject level (e.g. P3 Chinese) of the account only. 

Open Period 

 The ‘open’ period of the report is configurable by HKEAA. 

Security 

 Since teacher/school users are allowed to view the data throughout the year and 

the data is sensitive, strong security is required. 

 OIA reports support Internet Explorer versions 6-11 and higher as well as the 

latest version of Google Chrome. 

 OIA reports do not use ‘Flash’ technology as this technology is fading out. 

Backend Jobs  

 The data/report of a following year is generated, without affecting the 

teacher/school users’ view of the data/report for the current year. 

 Further to the above point, there is a mechanism to view and check the data/report 

for the following year before it is published to the public. 

Content of OIA 

 The content of the web-based report is the same as its PDF counterpart. The data 

of the Item Analysis report is shown in the same order as that in the PDF version. 

 For the Item Analysis report only, one dimension (e.g. reading) is shown at a time. 

 Through the web interface, the teacher users are able to: 

(a) Select which dimension (e.g. listening) to display in the report. 

(b) Open a sub-paper (e.g. 3CR1) of the dimension with a single click. The 

sub-paper (with key for each question) is displayed like an e-book with a 

user-friendly interface. The user is able to print a page or the whole sub-paper. 

(c) Open the marking scheme(s) of the dimension. 

(d) Print the data of the dimension of the Item Analysis report being viewed. 

 

3 Launch of Online Item Analysis Reporting 

3.1  Users’ Guides for Online Item Analysis Report 

Upon the delivery of the online item analysis report, each participating school will 

receive users’ manuals (i.e. administrator and teacher) explaining the operations of the 

OIA report using the administrator account and teacher account. Principals can 

delegate an administrator account to create accounts for the principals themselves, 

vice principals, curriculum development officers, and/or relevant teachers. Teacher 

users can view the Online Item Analysis Report at the BCA website 

(www.bca.hkeaa.edu.hk) using their teacher user account. Teacher users will be able 

to view the online IA report from the date of the TSA result release of the current year 

until 30 June the following year. The following webpages of the OIA report show how 

teacher users log in and access the system: 

http://www.bca.hkeaa.edu.hk/
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Illustration 1. How to Login and Access the OIA Reporting System 

  

  

 

 

3.2 Manual for the 3 Years’ Performance in the Online Item Analysis Report 

In order to facilitate teachers’ focused analysis in each subject, the 3 Years’ 

Performance Bar Chart in the Online Item Analysis Report enables teachers to 

analyze students’ overall performance in terms of question intent (e.g. scanning for 

specific information in English Language) over the past 3 years (See Illustrations 2 

and 3). A manual illustrating the functions of the bar chart and how to read the chart is 

provided.  

1 2 

3 4 
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Illustration 2. Students’ Overall Performance in terms of Question intent 

 

How to calculate the average of percentage of the students answering items in a 

Question Intent? 

Average of percentage of items correct for a particular Question Intent* is 

defined as: 

 
where 

:  facility of an item in the relevant Question Intent 
:  no. of students attempting the item in the relevant Question Intent 

L:  total no. of items in the relevant Question Intent 
i:  an item in the relevant Question Intent 

For example, suppose there are 2 items in a particular Question Intent. For school A, 

the calculation method of the average of percentage is shown as follows:  

Item 
(i) 

No. of 
students 
( ) 

Score 
point 

No. of students 
getting score 
point 

Facility of item 
( ) 

Average of percentage 

Item 1 100 
( ) 

0 30 =70/100 
=70% 

(70%*100+55%*100)

/(100+100) 

=62.5% 

1 70 

Item 2 

 

100 
( ) 

0 20 =(1*50+2*30)
/2/100 

=55% 
1 50 
2 30 
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How to Read the Bar Chart 

Using 2013 data as an example (see Illustration 2 below), it can be seen that the 

average of percentage of items correct for a given Question Intent (the average 

percentage) for School A is 71%, i.e. lower than the territory wide percentage figure 

which is 82%. Using 2014 data, the average percentage for School A and the 

territory-wide figure are the same, i.e. 80%. The data from 2015 shows the average 

percentage for School A is 90%, which is higher than the territory-wide figure of 85%. 

The performance of students in School A on this Question Intent has a steady progress 

over the last three years when comparing the school’s bars with the corresponding 

territory-wide bars in the chart. The intention of the chart is to draw schools’ attention 

away from the exact figure of each particular item so as to avoid drilling on each item 

but to focus on students’ ability (scanning for information in this example) instead.  

   

Illustration 3. A Bar Chart showing student performances over the past 3 years 

 

 

3.3 Usage of Online Item Analysis Report 

About 72% of primary schools and 60% of secondary schools had created accounts 

for their teachers for the OIA report in 2014. In 2015, there was an increase of 

13%-14% in primary and secondary school users, i.e. 85% of primary schools and 

74% of secondary schools had created accounts for their teachers. 

Level 
No. of Schools created Teacher 

Accounts in 2014 

No. of Schools created Teacher 

Accounts in 2015 

Primary 72% 85% 

Secondary 60% 74% 
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4 Conclusion  

Schools found OIA report convenient in retrieving analysis related to Basic 

Competencies behind each question. The information from OIA report supported 

schools to devise the plans to improve pedagogical practice. Seminars introducing 

OIA reporting had been conducted for primary and secondary schools. The 

post-seminar surveys showed an average rating of 5.13 (6 is the maximum) overall. 

This indicated that the features and functions of OIA reporting were well received by 

the teachers. It is expected that schools will obtain maximum benefit from the information 

contained therein. 
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Investigating the Factor Structure of TEAP and its 

Relationship to the National Center Test 

 
Keita Nakamura 

Eiken Foundation of Japan, Japan  

 

 

Introduction 

College entrance examinations in Japan are high-stakes tests in which a 

multitude of stakeholders are involved including test takers, their parents, high school 

teachers, and university professors. For many years, Japanese college entrance 

examinations have been focused on the assessment of English reading skills including 

the knowledge of grammar. The Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports and 

Technology (hereafter MEXT) announced a plan (MEXT, 2014) to revise the current 

national course of study and the current college admission test to foster more balanced 

teaching and learning of the four major English skills at Japanese junior high schools, 

senior high schools, and universities. However, no researchers have compared 

possible areas of differences between the NCT (National Center Test), the current test, 

and the TEAP (Test of English for Academic Purposes), which is the newly developed 

test for college admission purposes. A great deal of literature has been produced 

regarding the psychological construct of English proficiency assessed by standardized 

tests such as TOEFL iBT (Sawaki et al., 2009) and TOEIC (In’nami et al., 2010). 

These studies supported the hypothesis which proposed ,, for a four-skill English test, 

the existence of higher-order “general English“ factor which controls the lower-order 

factor for each skill of English, namely reading, listening, writing and speaking.   

In’nami et al. (2016) investigated the factor structure of the TEAP and its relationship 

to the TOEFL iBT, yet the study was limited in terms of the generalizability of the 

results due to the small scale of the study. In addition, the results of the above studies 

have not been applied to the investigation of the factor structure of the TEAP and its 

relationship to the currently operationalized NCT. Thus this study is intended to 

empirically investigate the factor structure of TEAP and test the hypothesis which 

proposes the existence of higher-order factor structure for four-skill English tests. 

Also, it is also intended to elucidate the relationship of factor structure of TEAP and 

NCT. 



 

 107 

Purposes and Significance of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the factor structure of the newly 

developed test (TEAP) and its relationship to the currently operationalized test (NCT). 

This study intends to elucidate the construct measured by the new test and how that 

construct relates to the construct measured by the current test. This study could be 

investigated by using the Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) based on the data 

derived from the relevant tests. This part of the study is important because conducting 

a research on how the psychometric structure of the newly developed test 

(TEAP),which is designed to be used for quite high stakes decision making, is 

organized could be part of the test validation of the new test. In addition, how the 

psychometric structure of the new test is related to the currently operationalized test 

(NCT) is also important because stakeholders who are accustomed to the current test 

need to figure out how the new type of test is different or similar in terms of the 

construct that is being measured by those two tests and such information could be 

useful for them. 

 

Test validation has become an important part of test development because it is 

becoming increasingly important for test developers to conduct validation studies to 

ensure the proper use of tests and the interpretation of the results for a particular 

group of stakeholders (Chapelle et al., 2006). According to Messick (1996), test 

validation is empirical evaluation of the meaning and consequences of measurement, 

taking into account extraneous factors in the applied setting that might erode or 

promote the validity of local score interpretation and use. Thus, it is important not 

only to clearly identify who the stakeholders are and how they will be affected by 

both the use of the assessment and the decisions that are made, but also to consider 

how the uses of a particular language assessment will be justified to these 

stakeholders (Bachman & Palmer, 2010). 

 

Standardized tests, which are normally taken by large numbers of test-takers, 

can be used for high-stakes decisions including college admission purposes. Those 

standardized tests (e.g., TOEFL iBT and TOEIC) often take the form of separate test 

papers, each of which measure individual skills such as reading, writing, listening, 

and speaking. Scores from those standardized tests are often simply summed in order 
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to compute the composite scores across multiple skill scores when making decisions 

(e.g., TOEFL iBT and TOEIC). Recently researchers (e.g., Sawaki et al., 2009; 

In’nami et al., 2011) have conducted research validation to confirm the 

appropriateness of having separate skill scores and of summing them to compute 

composite scores. 

 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) has often been used as a quantitative 

approach to test validation (e.g., Sawaki et al., 2009; In’nami et al., 2011) in order to 

evaluate the fit of the stipulated model to the data. Findings (Sawaki et al., 2009; 

In’nami et al., 2011) from the field of foreign language testing suggest the existence 

of a higher-order general English proficiency factor under which each of the 

skill-based factors (i.e., reading, listening, writing, and speaking) are located. Sawaki 

et al. (2009) investigated the factor structure of the TOEFL iBT using CFA and found 

that the higher-order factor model was the best-fitting model (CFI = .98, RMSEA 

= .022 [.021, .022]). As TOEFL iBT outputs separate score for each skill and also 

computes the composite score, the existence of the higher-order factor could be the 

partial evidence for such practice. 

 

Figure 1. Higher-order factor model from Sawaki et al. (2009). 

 

In’nami et al. (2011) investigated the factor structure of the TOEIC test using 

CFA and found that the correlated factor model, which hypothesizes the correlated 

two-factors (reading and listening), was the best-fitting model (CFI = .972, RMSEA 

= .065 [.042, .088]). Due to the limitation of the study in which they could only 

evaluate the reading and listening components, it was difficult to test more complex 

models, including the higher-order factor model. However, the authors argued that the 
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high (r = .87) correlation between the reading and listening factors suggested the 

existence of a higher-order factor. 

  

Figure 2. Correlated factor model from In’nami et al. (2011). 

 

 In’nami et al. (2016) investigated the factor structure of the TEAP and its 

relationship to the TOEFL iBT based on 100 college students’ data in order to validate 

the proposed use of scores derived from the TEAP for college admission purposes. 

They found that a higher-order structural model, which hypothesizes the existence of 

the higher-order factor which controls the four-1st order factors, fit the data best (CFI 

= .932, RMSEA = .014[.000, .022]) when compared to a unitary model, a correlated 

factor model and a receptive and productive model. Together with the high correlation 

(0.969) of the TEAP with the TOEFL ibt, they argued that the result could support the 

procedure used for computing score for each skill of English in TEAP (reading, 

listening, writing, and speaking) to compute a composite score and use it for college 

admission purposes. 

      

a) TEAP unitary model                            b) TEAP correlated model 
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c) TEAP receptive-productive model      d) TEAP higher-order model 

Figure 3. Proposed models from In’nami et al. (2016). 

 

TEAP and NCT 

The TEAP is now on the list of MEXT’s candidate tests, which can be, used for 

college admission purposes. The list includes other tests such as EIKEN test, IELTS, 

which could also measure four skills of English. The development of TEAP started in 

2009 and it had been a collaborative project being undertaken by the Eiken 

Foundation of Japan, which develops and administers EIKEN test to over two million 

test-takers each year, and Sophia University, one of the leading private universities in 

Japan. 

The TEAP includes separate papers on four skills (reading, listening, writing, 

and speaking), test-takers can receive independent scores from each skill test, which 

rages from 20-100. If test-takers take all the four skill tests, then the total score can 

range from 80-400. 

 

The TEAP is intended to evaluate the preparedness of high school students to 

understand and use English when taking part in typical learning activities at Japanese 

universities. A longer aim of the TEAP is to have a positive impact on English 

education in Japan by revising and improving the widely varying approaches to 



 

 111 

English tests used in university admission and by serving as a model of the English 

skills needed by Japanese university students to study at the university level in the 

English as a foreign language (EFL) context of Japan. 

 

Researchers at the Centre for Research in English Language Learning and 

Assessment (CRELLA) at the University of Bedfordshire in the UK provided 

consultancy assistance to the TEAP project. Eiken Foundation of Japan has published 

research reports TEAP’s test specification on the website: 

http://www.eiken.or.jp/teap/group/report.html. The reports include studies on each 

section of test: reading, writing, listening, and speaking. 

 

a Reading: The Reading section is comprised of three sections, each of which has 20 

items. All three sections are multiple-choice tasks in which examinees are asked to 

choose the best answer from the four options. The first section asks vocabulary and 

language knowledge, the second section asks the understanding of graphs and charts, 

notices and e-mails, and short texts. The third section asks the understanding of long 

texts including graphs and charts. Examinees are allowed 70 minutes to complete 60 

items in the Reading section. 

 

b Listening: The Listening section comprised of two sections, each of which 

contained 25 items.  The two sections are multiple-choice tasks in which examinees 

are asked to choose the best answer from the four options. The first section asks the 

understanding of short conversations, short talk, news, lectures, and short texts 

including graphs and charts. The second section asks the understanding of long 

conversations and long passages including graphs and charts. Examinees are allowed 

50 minutes to complete 50 items in the Listening section. 

 

c Writing: The Writing section included two tasks, Task A and Task B. In Task A, 

summary skill was assessed in which test-takers were asked to summarized a given 

passage using their own words. In Task B, essay writing skill and information 

integration were assessed in which test-takers were asked to form their opinion and 

supporting evidence from a given information which includes both text and graphs or 

charts. Examinees are allowed 70 minutes to complete the two tasks in the Writing 

section. 

http://www.eiken.or.jp/teap/group/report.html


 

 112 

d Speaking: The Speaking section included four parts: Parts 1, 2, 3, and 4. In Part 1, 

examinees were asked their skills to respond to a set of questions, which asked their 

skills to properly form sentences using appropriate tense. In Part 2, examinees were 

asked to get involved in role-play interview task in which they were assigned the role 

of interviewer who controls the interview. In Parts 3 and 4, examinees were asked 

provide their opinions and the supporting reasons to a set of given argumentative 

questions. Examinees were allowed 10 minutes to complete the 4 parts in the 

Speaking section. 

 

The TEAP are offered in three different bundles of test operations. First bundle 

is reading and listening papers. Second bundle is reading, listening, and writing 

papers. Third bundle is reading, listening, writing and speaking papers. Each 

university has the freedom to specify which bundle of test papers test-takers have to 

take depending on their admission policy. Based on the requirement of the universities 

test-takers would like to apply, they need to choose what bundle of test papers they 

have to register. 

 

The National Center Test for University Admissions (NCT) has been 

administered sine 1990 and is now taken by about one-third of the 18-year-old (12th 

grade) population, or about 500,000 test-takers in Japan. The NCT is administered 

once a year and it is usually administered in January across the nation. The DNC 

prepares around 30 tests on all school subjects each year, and the test subject with the 

largest sample size in recent years has been English (Shojima et al., 2007). Its English 

component had consisted only of the written section until 2005 when the listening 

section was first implemented after a series of preparatory research studies. The score 

points for the written and listening sections are 200 and 50, respectively. The test is 

designed and produced by the National Center for University Entrance Examinations 

(henceforth, the NCUEE, www. dnc.ac.jp/), an independent administrative institution. 

The content of the Centre Test is aligned with the guideline titled the Course of Study 

for secondary or high schools prescribed by the Ministry of Education, Culture, 

Sports, Science and Technology in Japan (MEXT) (Watanabe, 2013). 

 

The Center Test is an achievement test, in that it purports to measure the 

student’s achievement level at the point of finishing the last year of upper secondary 
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education, and the coverage has to be within the content of MEXT’s guidelines. It is 

also a certification test, in that the test score is used to guarantee that the student who 

has obtained a certain level of scores is judged to possess the knowledge and skills 

required to enter or take the second-stage examination that each university carries out 

on its own campus (Watanabe, 2013). 

 

a. written sections (from 2012’s version) 

The written section is comprised of six sections, each section contains about 5-16 

items. All six sections are multiple-choice tasks in which examinees are asked to 

choose the best answer from either four or six options. The first section asks the 

knowledge of pronunciation, the second section asks the knowledge of language, 

the third section asks the knowledge of discourse, the fourth section asks the 

ability to understand a long text using appropriate reading strategies, the fifth 

section asks the ability to understand speech scripts, and the sixth section asks the 

ability to understand an expository text.  Examinees are allowed 80 minutes to 

complete 75 items in these sections. 

 

b. listening sections (from 2012’s version) 

The listening section is comprised of four sections, each section contains about 

6-7 items. All four sections are multiple-choice tasks in which examinees are 

asked to choose the best answer from the four options. 

Examinees are allowed 30 minutes to complete 25 items in these sections. 

The first section asks the ability to understand short conversations on daily topics, 

the second section asks the ability to understand the purpose of conversation and 

the function of language by listening to short exchange of turns, the third section 

asks the ability to understand the information, the situation and the speaker’s 

intention by listening to a relatively long exchange of turns, and the fourth 

sections asks the ability to understand and get the main ideas of various length of 

monologues.  
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Research Questions 

The following research questions will be investigated in this study: 

 Can the existence of higher-order factor be supported? If so, how much the TEAP 

and NCT are related to each other in terms of its factor structure?  

 

The research question addressed the underlining factor structure of TEAP and 

its relationship to the factor structure of NCT by using on the confirmatory factor 

analysis. In TEAP, reading, listening, writing, and speaking skills are assessed in 

individual sections. The hypothesis is that the existence of the higher-order factor 

which controls the four-1st order factors could be supported by the data. It is also 

hypothesized that there is a moderate to high correlation between the constructs 

measured by TEAP and NCT because even though these two tests are developed by 

different policy, yet they are supposed to be built on the same assumption that they are 

made for college entrance exams.  

 

Instruments 

The mock-test version of TEAP (reading, listening, speaking, and writing) was 

used in this study. The test was prepared, administered, and scored/rated by the Eiken 

Foundation of Japan based on the regular procedure. The level of the test, the number 

of items, and the amount of time allowed for each skill are the same with the regular 

TEAP.   

 

Participants 

The data from 995 Japanese third-year high school students in the Tokyo area 

was used in this study. The data from only those students who could agree to the use 

of the results for research purposes on the condition that their individual data would 

become anonymous was used in this study. Also, those participants also took NCT 

before taking TEAP and agree to submit the official score report of NCT.  

Procedures 

All participants took TEAP during the March-April test sessions of 2015, which were 

specially arranged by Eiken Foundation of Japan apart from the official 

administrations of TEAP.  
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Data Analysis 

The TEAP test’ raw score at the item level were collected from each 

participants’ responses. NCT test data consisted of written and listening sections were 

collected from their submitted official score reports. The item-level NCT data was not 

available because score reports provided by participants contain information only 

about their scores for written and listening sections.  

The analyses were conducted two hold, with the first analyses conducted for TEAP in 

order to investigate the factor structure of TEAP, and the second for the two tests 

(TEAP and NCT) combined in order to investigate the psychometric relationship of 

the two tests.  

 

In this study, four CFA models were hypothesized based on the previous 

literature, correlated four-factor model, single factor model, higher-order factor model, 

and receptive-productive model.  

 

Correlated Four-Factor model: This model had been proposed in various 

previous literatures including Sawaki et al.(2009), In’nami et al. (2011), and In’nami 

et al. (2016). This model hypothesized the presence of the correlated four factors 

corresponding to the assessed four skills. This model assumes that the variance from 

each item could be explained by skill-specific factor which is correlated with other 

skill-specific factors.  

 

R L W S

 

Figure 4. TEAP correlated four-factor model. 

 

Single-Factor model: This model specified only one single factor on which all 

items from all the four skills loaded. This model assumes that all the variance from all 

items could be explained by single factor. This model had been proposed in various 

previous literatures including Sawaki et al (2009), In’nami et al. (2011) ,and In’nami 
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et al. (2016). This model assumes that the variance from each item could be explained 

by a single general factor.  

G

 

Figure 5. TEAP single-factor model. 

 

Higher-Order Factor model: This model hypothesized the presence of 

higher-order factor under which four other factors corresponding to the assessed four 

language skills were controlled. This model had been proposed in various previous 

literatures including Sawaki et al. (2009), In’nami et al. (2011), and In’nami et al. 

(2016). This model assumes that the variance from each item could be explained by a 

skill-specific factor which is governed by the higher-order model.  
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Figure 6. TEAP higher-order factor model. 

 

Receptive-productive model: This model hypothesized the presence of two 

factors, receptive and productive. This model had been proposed in In’nami et al 

(2016) where the ability or the factor structure of TEAP is separable into receptive 

(i.e., reading and listening) and productive (i.e., writing and speaking) components.  
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Figure 7. TEAP receptive-productive factor model. 

 

Among the hypothesized models, higher-order factor model is the most 

preferable one because the model is consistent with the previous studies which 

investigated the factor structure of four-skill tests (Sawaki et al. (2009) and In’nami et 

al (2016)). According to those studies, first-order factors for each skill are governed 

by the second-order factor, which represents the language proficiency. In addition, the 

existence of this higher-order factor is consistent with the current practice of TEAP 

score feedback in which scores for each skill (Reading, Listening, Writing, and 

Speaking) are reported separately.  

 

First, Mplus (Muthen & Muthen, 2013) will be employed to estimate 

parameters and to evaluate the fit of models. Parameters will be estimated using the 

robust weighted least squares (WLSMV) in order to deal with item-level categorical 

data of the TEAP. Chi-square, CFI (Comparative Fit Index), TLI (Tucker-Lewis 

Index), RMSEA (Root Mean Square Error of Approximation) and WRMR (Weighted 

Room Mean Square Residual) will be employed to evaluate model fit. Those indices 

are chosen because, based on the meta-analysis of CFA studies, those indices are the 

most frequently reported (In’nami et al., 2011; Muthén, 2004). Model fit will be 

evaluated by a non-significant chi-square; the comparative fit index (CFI) and the 

Tucker-Lewis index (TLI) of .95 or above; the root mean square error of 

approximation (RMSEA) of .06 or below; the weighted root mean square residual 

(WRMR) of .90 or below.  

 

Second, model comparison will be conducted based on the Mplus DIFFTEST 

command which is developed to compare models whose parameters will be estimated 
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using WLSMV. This procedure is suggested in Mplus (Muthen & Muthen, 2013) 

because models derived from WLSMV cannot be compared using the traditional 

Chi-square difference test. In this test, of the pair of models, the model with more free 

parameters is considered to be less restrictive model than the other. If the DIFFTEST 

result is significant, then imposing restrictions on the parameter estimation 

significantly degrades the fit of the model (Brown, 2006).  

Third, the best-fitting model will be combined with NCT to examine the extent to 

which TEAP and NCT measured the similar construct.  

 

Results 

Table 1 Fit Indices for the Models for Item-level Data 

Chi-square df CFI TLI RMSEA[CI] WRMR N of FP
TEAP Correlated 9772.103* 7496 0.983 0.983 0.018[0.017-0.019] 1.159 282
TEAP Single 16201.058* 7502 0.936 0.935 0.035[0.035-0.036] 1.814 276
TEAP Higher-order 9830.813* 7498 0.983 0.983 0.018[0.017-0.019] 1.168 280
TEAP Receptive-productive 12626.372* 7501 0.962 0.962 0.027[0.026-0.028] 1.487 277
TEAP-NCT higher-order 1.150.435* 7744 0.982 0.982 0.018[0.017-0.019] 1.161 287
Note. df degrees of freedom, CI 90% confidence interval. *p<.05  

 

Table 2 Chi-Square Difference Test Results for TEAP Higher-Order Model Versus the 

Three Alternative Models 

Chi-square difference df difference
Vs. Correlated  24.899* 2
Vs. Single 949.554* 4
Vs. Receptive-productive 436.222* 3
Note. df degrees of freedom. *p<.05  

Table 3 Fit Indices for the final model for TEAP and NCT  

Chi-square df CFI TLI RMSEA[CI] WRMR N of FP
TEAP-NCT higher-order 1.150.435* 7744 0.982 0.982 0.018[0.017-0.019] 1.161 287
Note. df degrees of freedom, CI 90% confidence interval. *p<.05

 

Table 1 shows fit statistics for the four hypothesized models of TEAP. TEAP 

higher-order model shows an overall good model fit with the data (CFI =.983, TLI 

=.983, RMSEA =.018 [.017, .019], and WRMR = 1.168). Good model-data fit is also 

obtained for the other three models.  The fit of TEAP higher-order model is 

compared to the fit of the other three models using chi-square difference tests. The 

number of free parameters of TEAP higher-order model, correlated factor model, 

single factor model,  receptive-productive model is 280, 282, 276, and 277, 

respectively. Table 2 shows that comparison of TEAP correlated and higher-order 

models suggests that the fit of TEAP correlated model is significantly better than that 
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of TEAP higher-order model. In addition, TEAP higher-order model is significantly 

better than that of both TEAP single factor model and TEAP receptive-productive 

model. However, as discussed in Sawaki et al. (2009), the minimal differences in CFI, 

TLI, RMSEA in Table 1 suggest that the fit of TEAP higher-order model and TEAP 

correlated model was practically equivalent. Moreover, the higher-order model is 

more consistent with the recent findings from the field of language testing. Thus, it 

was concluded that TEAP higher-order model is chosen as the best model.  

 

Next, the model in which TEAP higher-order factor is correlated with the NCT 

factor was evaluated in terms of the model-data fit. As illustrated in Figure 8, and also 

show in Table 3, the overall model-data fit was adequate. Finally, it was found that the 

correlation between TEAP higher-order factor and NCT factor was 0.909 suggesting 

the high degree of overlap in terms of the measured constructs by these two tests. 
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Figure 8. TEAP-NCT model. 

 

Conclusion 

This study found that, though the difference testing result found that the TEAP 

correlated factor model was significantly better than the higher-order factor model, 

both models were nearly equivalent in terms of the fit to the data. Thus, this study 

chose the TEAP higher-order factor model was the final model. Moreover, the overall 

fit of the TEAP-NCT factor model was high and the factor correlation was high 

supported the stipulated hypothesis that both tests measure the similar construct that is 

helpful for the high school stakeholders who are preparing for both tests. This study 

found the similar result with the previous study (Sawaki et al. (2009)) that found that 

the correlated factor model and the higher-order factor model were psychometrically 

nearly equal in terms of the fit and that the difference test of the two models showed 

the psychometrical superiority of the former model. The future direction of the study 
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would be to replicate the study so that we could investigate the similarity and/or 

difference of the two models in another context. 
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1. Overview 
This paper summarises the methodology and latest findings of an ongoing research 

project on the Level Descriptors (LD) for HKDSE English Language. The aim of the 

research, which is being conducted by the English team of the HKEAA’s Assessment 

Development Division, is to find out whether the LD for Writing and Speaking are 

understandable and meaningful to stakeholders. 

The project began in April 2015 and the following activities have been completed: 

 Recruitment: participants (n=49) were recruited and grouped. 

 Questionnaire: a 90-item questionnaire was administered via Google forms. 

 Evaluation of web samples: participants viewed the performances of 10 

Speaking candidates and 10 Writing scripts online. They were given the scores 

and indicated the strength of their (dis)agreement with those scores. 

 Marking: participants marked Writing scripts (n=25). They then viewed 

Speaking tests (tests n=6, candidates n=24). 

 Interviews: participants were interviewed by members of the research team. The 

interviews were recorded, transcribed and analysed. 

More details of these activities are given below, and the findings of the questionnaire 

and evaluation phases are reported. In the following section, the background to the 

project is briefly described (see Drave, 2015 for further details). 

 

2. Background  
The Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary Education (HKDSE) examination was first 

administered in 2012 and employs standards-referenced reporting of results.
1 

 This 

means that ‘for a given subject, candidates’ levels of performance are reported with 

reference to a set of explicit and fixed standards of performance’ (HKEAA, 2011). 

The standards-referenced reporting method should enable stakeholders (including 

employers and higher education institutions) to relate the performance of candidates 

in a particular subject to cognitive and behavioural outcomes that make sense to all 

concerned, and which are stable from year to year. These outcomes are traditionally 

codified in scales and descriptors (SD), which form an important link between the 

body which administers assessments and the stakeholders who use them, so they must 

fulfill certain criteria for usefulness. If they do not, then the validity of the claims 

made as a result of examinations may be undermined.  

In the HKDSE, the scales and descriptors used by stakeholders are termed ‘Level 

Descriptors’ (LD). The LD are an important means of (re)presenting the standards to 

                                                 
1 For a history of Hong Kong public examinations before the DSE, see Choi & Lee, 

2010. Details of the HKDSE English Language can be found at 

http://www.hkeaa.edu.hk/en/hkdse/assessment/subject_information/category_a_subje

cts 
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those within and outside the HKEAA who are not directly concerned with marking 

scripts.2 In HKDSE English Language, there is a set of LD which cover the subject as 

a whole, and sets for each paper. The LD were first disseminated in the 2009 booklet 

HKDSE English Language Standards-referenced Reporting Information Package 

(HKEAA, 2009).  

In this research, the concern is with the utility and meaningfulness of the published 

LD which instantiate the standards for non-markers and other stakeholders. It was 

decided to focus on the Writing and Speaking LD, both because of resource 

constraints and because these are direct assessments and so the LD include aspects of 

candidate performance which can be easily judged by stakeholders. The LD for 

Writing and Speaking are appended to this paper (Appendix 1). 

The focus of most academic research has been on SD rather than LD. The main 

difference between these two is that SD are intended to be used by markers for the 

direct assessment of candidate performance, while LD are for the dissemination of 

standards to stakeholders and casual users as part of the public- or 

community-relations work of an examination body or professional association. 

Sometimes the distinction between SD and LD can become blurred, however, as in 

the case of the Council of Europe’s CEFR, which was intended to be a framework of 

reference but has been used for assessment purposes (Huhta et al., 2014).  

Some of the common features of descriptors (both SD and LD) were given in Drave 

(2015). Perhaps the most important factor in descriptor design is the need to balance 

the demands of specificity and generality so that the descriptors are meaningful in 

particular contexts but also allow for judgements about performance to be generalised; 

and this is not an easy balance to achieve (Drave, 1992).  

 

3. Research objectives 
The broad objective of the current project is to find out whether the LD are 

understandable and meaningful to stakeholders of different kinds. The findings will 

suggest whether any adjustments need to be made to the LD for Writing and Speaking 

to make them better. Any proposed changes to the LD will be put to the relevant 

parties for follow up.  

The specific research questions are: 

1. Are the LD relevant to the work of the stakeholders? 

Do stakeholders know about the LD and use them to make decisions? Which 

stakeholders use the LD, and for what? 

2. Are the LD understandable to stakeholders?  

Can stakeholder participants make sense of the LD? Are particular parts of the 

descriptors more opaque than others (e.g. particular grammatical structures or types of 

lexis)? 

3. Are the LD (perceived to be) meaningful? 

In the opinion of stakeholders, do the LD instantiate important features of English 

performance (language, non-language) in writing and speech?  

4. Are the LD (perceived to be) complete? 

Are there features which are not captured by the LD? Do the LD over-emphasise 

certain features at the expense of others?  

5. Do stakeholders think that the LD match the candidates’ performance in 

writing/speaking? How close is the match perceived to be?  

There are two sub-questions: 

                                                 
2 Markers use a detailed, paper-specific marking scheme or set of SD instead of LD. 
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5.1 Are participants able to match the overall LD level with the actual performance 

when they look at samples of candidate writing/speaking?  

5.2 Can participants actually match specific features of performance in the LD with 

aspects of performance in actual scripts/recordings?  

6. Are the different groups of participants equally able to understand and use the LD?  

 

4. Participants 
Participants were recruited using the HKEAA’s marker database for the Writing paper 

and personal contacts over a period of two months, July and August 2015.  

The list of participants is given as Appendix 2. They are grouped as follows: 

Group 1: Trained Expert Assessors (n=10) 

These are teachers who had previously marked HKDSE English Language Writing 

(Group 1a, n=5) and Speaking (1b, n=5). It was felt before the research began that 

these participants were likely to be familiar with the LD.  

Group 2: Untrained Expert Assessors (n=20) 

These are English language teachers who had not previously marked HKDSE, from 

either schools (2a, n=8) or the language centres or equivalent of tertiary institutes (2b, 

n=12). They are experts in the sense that they know about rating scales in general, and 

are possibly familiar with the LD. Group 2(a) might have been familiar with the LD 

prior to the research. Group 2(b) are or were teaching English classes to students who 

had attained different levels in the DSE, although they might not have been aware of 

what the levels meant. 

Group 3: Expert Users (n=7) 

These are university/college personnel whom it was thought might be familiar with 

the current LD and using them to make admissions or streaming decisions. These 

participants might set minimum standards for admission to college, for example. The 

entry requirements for different courses and institutions vary, although there are 

well-recognised desired minimum requirements relating to the HKDSE core subjects. 

Group 4: Non-expert Users (n=12) 

These are administrative and HR personnel from non-education fields who make 

appointment and other similar decisions but had probably not used the LD. The 

intention was to target organisations which employ school leavers rather than 

university graduates since the HKDSE would then be the most relevant qualification 

for them.  

The original target was to have 6 groups of 10 respondents (n=60) but we were able to 

recruit only 49 participants, and one of these did not attend the research day. The 

groups were not equal in size, as was the original intention.  

 

5. Methodology 

1. Participants were recruited. All participants completed consent and 

confidentiality forms before undertaking any research activities, and were 

given detailed instructions about what to do. 

2. Samples of candidate work were collected. Data comprised 25 complete tests 

from the 2014 HKDSE Paper 2 (Writing) and 6 Speaking tests from the 2015 

HKDSE Paper 4 (Speaking).  

3. A data collection instrument was designed and administered. The instrument is 

a 90-item questionnaire which asks respondents to indicate the extent of their 

agreement with statements such as ‘x is an important feature of performance at 

this level’ using a Likert-type scale. There are also a number of open-ended 
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questions probing the reasons for participants’ responses. The questionnaire 

was trialled within the research team and amendments made. Appendix 3 

gives the opening section of the questionnaire, and extracts from the section 

on Speaking illustrating the types of questions used. 

4. A second data collection instrument was designed and administered.  The 

instrument is an interactive questionnaire which respondents used to view and 

evaluate samples of candidate performances in Speaking and Writing 

(separately). The performances had been previously marked and the 

participants were told the scores that had been given. They were asked 

whether/to what extent they agreed with the assigned scores. Appendix 4 

contains extracts from the Writing instrument and Appendix 5 the first page of 

the Speaking, which used the same question format as Writing. 

5. A testing instrument was designed for Speaking. This is a score sheet in which 

participants recorded scores for 24 Speaking candidates during the Research 

Day (see below #7). 

6. An interview proforma was designed. This 10-question document was used to 

structure Research Day interviews with participants.  

7. Research Days were held. Participants went to the HKEAA’s onscreen 

marking (OSM) centre at Lai King (LKAC) on one of two days and took part 

in three activities: 

a. Scoring of Speaking recordings: six groups selected from the 2015 

Speaking examination were shown to participants via computer using 

the Oral Recording System (ORS) video playback system. There were 

four candidates in a group, giving a total of 24 candidates. Scores were 

recorded in the testing instrument (see above # 5). 

b. Scoring of Writing scripts: 25 Writing scripts from the 2014 HKDSE 

Writing paper (both parts, 2A and 2B) were randomly distributed to 

participants through the OSM system. Scores were recorded in the 

system, as well as on paper score sheets.  

c. Interviews. When participants had completed the marking activities, 

they were interviewed by members of the research team using the 

interview proforma referred to above (#6). The interviews were 

recorded and transcribed. A ‘common sense approach’ was taken to 

transcription in which normal punctuation was used to signal 

meaningful utterances which might be interpreted as equivalent to 

sentences in written language.   

8. Coding of data. A preliminary coding system was developed using key words 

from the data and this was trialled by a temporary intern and supplemented by 

the research team. Members of the research team coded the data and there was 

cross-checking by the intern. 

9. Data analysis. There were both quantitative and qualitative approaches to data 

analysis, with the quantitative analysis being undertaken by ATRD
3
 and the 

                                                 
3 Assessment Technology and Research Division, HKEAA. 
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qualitative analysis by the research team with the help of temporary interns. 

Because of the small number of participants, it has not been possible to use 

very sophisticated statistical analysis, nor to give a very reliable comparison of 

groups. Qualitative analysis involved iterative coding of the interview 

transcriptions until ‘saturation point’ (i.e. the point at which no new 

information emerged). The program NVivo was used to help with the analysis. 

The mixed methods methodology used in the research has its limitations but was 

considered to be suitable for a study with a limited scope and very specific research 

questions. The number of participants (49) has allowed us to do some statistical work 

while also being able to engage individually with everyone and explore in some detail 

their thoughts on the LD. 

Responses to the questionnaire and evaluation instrument have been analysed, and 

these data are the basis for the rest of the paper. At the time of writing, the marking 

scores and interview data analysis (# 7 in the above Methodology section) are still 

ongoing, however, making any conclusions tentative. In the following section, 

findings from the questionnaire and the online evaluation of exemplars are 

summarised.  

 

6. Findings: Questionnaire
4
 

In this section, the findings of the questionnaire phase of the research are summarised, 

as follows: 

 Questionnaire reliability 

 Questionnaire responses (on a 6-point scale):  

o Familiarity 

o Ease of understanding, Usefulness, Degree of detail 

 Open-ended responses explaining answers to Likert items 

 

6.1 Reliability 

The questionnaire seems to have functioned in the intended manner, as indicated by 

alpha (α) analysis and factor analysis. The alpha figures () are larger than 0.85, 

which indicates that each sub-scale in the questionnaire has very high reliability.  

In the Writing section of the questionnaire, all 18 items measure one common factor, 

‘Writing LD evaluation’, and this factor explains 75.8% of the total variance. In the 

Speaking section, all 18 items measure one common factor, ‘Speaking LD evaluation’, 

and the factor explains 86.6% of the total variance. 

 

6.2 Familiarity with HKDSE and LD  

Part 1 of the questionnaire asked participants whether they were familiar with the 

HKDSE qualification and English Language subject LD, as well as whether/how they 

used the LD in their work and, if so, whether they found them useful.  

It was found that there are significant differences between the Non-expert Users 

(NEU) and the other groups of participants in terms of their familiarity with DSE and 

the LD, with the NEU being less familiar (Table 1).  

 

                                                 
4 We are grateful to Wen Zhonglin and Lee Sau-man of ATRD for conducting the 

statistical analysis. 
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Table 1: I am familiar with the HKDSE qualification. 

Q1 Frequency Percent (%) 

Yes 41 83.7 

No 8 16.3 

Total 49 100.0 

Group of markers 

Q1 
Total 

Yes No 

Trained Assessors [TA] Count 10 0 10 

Expected (8.4) (1.6) (10.0) 

Untrained Assessors [UA] Count 18 2 20 

Expected (16.7) (3.3) (20.0) 

Expert Users [EU] Count 7 0 7 

Expected (5.9) (1.1) (7.0) 

Non-expert Users [NEU] Count 6 6 12 

Expected (10.0) (2.0) (12.0) 

Total Count 41 8 49 

Expected (41.0) (8.0) (49.0) 

Chi-square = 13.863, df = 3, p = 0.003. 

 

Question 2 asked whether respondents used the subject descriptors in their work 

(Table 2). All the trained assessors indicated that they used them, but only half of the 

untrained assessors did, and 75% of non-expert users said that they do not use LD in 

their job. 

 

Table 2:  I use HKDSE English language SUBJECT level descriptors (LD) in my 

job. 

Q2 Frequency Percent (%) 

Yes 26 53.1 

No 23 46.9 

Total 49 100.0 

Group of markers 

Q2 
Total 

Yes No 

Trained Assessors Count 10 0 10 

Expected (5.3) (4.7) (10.0) 

Untrained Assessors Count 10 10 20 

Expected (10.6) (9.4) (20.0) 

Expert Users Count 3 4 7 

Expected (3.7) (3.3) (7.0) 

Non-expert Users Count 3 9 12 

Expected (6.4) (5.6) (12.0) 

Total Count 26 23 49 

Expected (26.0) (23.0) (49.0) 

Chi-square = 13.008, df = 3, p = 0.005. 

 

Participants were asked to indicate how they used the LD. School teachers said they 

used them to ‘inform the content of a teaching syllabus/curriculum’ and ‘mark 

students’ work’ (although the possibility cannot be excluded that they were referring 
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to the marking scheme rather than the LD in this case; Table 3a). 

 

Table 3a: When I use the subject LD in my job, I use them to: (more than one possible 

answer). **For secondary school teachers 

Q3a Frequency 

Percent 

(%) 

inform the content of a teaching syllabus/curriculum 13 81.3 

inform/train teachers about the DSE English Language 9 56.3 

design teaching/learning tasks and activities that correspond 

to the DSE English Language 

9 56.3 

design tests that correspond to the DSE English Language 10 62.5 

mark students’ work 13 81.3 

Other 0 0.0 

Total no of respondents 16 -- 

 

There were fewer responses from university and college lecturers (Table 3b) and HR 

personnel (Table 3c), but the main use given related to entrance requirements. 

 

Table 3b: When I use the subject LD in my job, I use them to: (more than one possible 

answer). **For university/college lecturers 

Q3b Frequency 

Percent 

(%) 

advise prospective students about English language entry 

requirements 

4 50.0 

design and produce publications and guides for prospective 

students about English language entry requirements 

2 25.0 

student admission decisions 1 12.5 

advising newly enrolled students about diagnostic testing 

and/or future English learning 

3 37.5 

set cutoff levels on the DSE English Language for university 

entry 

2 25.0 

Other 3 37.5 

Total no of respondents 8 -- 

 

Table 3c: When I use the subject LD in my job, I use them to: (more than one possible 

answer). ** For HR professionals 

Q3c Frequency 

Percent 

(%) 

design English language entry requirements for future 

employees 

4 100.0 

design training for employees 0 0.0 

Other 0 0.0 

Total no of respondents 4 -- 

 

We were interested in the question of whether stakeholders would just refer to the 

grades when making decisions, rather than referring to the descriptors, and this was 

found to be the case for about half of the participants who responded (Table 4). 
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Table 4: I usually refer to grades rather than LD. 

Q4 Frequency Percent (%) 

Yes 12 46.2 

No 14 53.8 

Total 26 100.0 

Group of markers 

Q4 
Total 

Yes No 

Trained Assessors Count 4 6 10 

Expected (4.6) (5.4) (10.0) 

Untrained Assessors Count 3 7 10 

Expected (4.6) (5.4) (10.0) 

Expert Users Count 2 1 3 

Expected (1.4) (1.6) (3.0) 

Non-expert Users Count 3 0 3 

Expected (1.4) (1.6) (3.0) 

Total Count 12 14 26 

Expected (12.0) (14.0) (26.0) 

Chi-square = 5.210, df = 3, p = 0.157. 

 

Most participants who answered this question stated that the LD were used by 

colleagues in their organisation (Table 5). 

 

Table 5: English Language LD are used by colleagues in my organisation. 

Q5 Frequency Percent (%) 

Yes 17 65.4 

No 4 15.4 

I don’t know 5 19.2 

Total 26 100.0 

Group of markers 

Q5 
Total 

Yes No I don’t know 

Trained Assessors Count 7 2 1 10 

Expected (6.5) (1.5) (1.9) (10.0) 

Untrained Assessors Count 8 0 2 10 

Expected (6.5) (1.5) (1.9) (10.0) 

Expert Users Count 1 1 1 3 

Expected (2.0) (0.5) (0.6) (3.0) 

Non-expert Users Count 1 1 1 3 

Expected (2.0) (0.5) (0.6) (3.0) 

Total Count 17 4 5 26 

Expected (17.0) (4.0) (5.0) (26.0) 

Chi-square = 5.302, df = 6, p = 0.506. 

 

Most participants except for the trained assessors stated that they did not use the LD 

in their job (Table 6).  
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Table 6:  I use the English Language LD for Writing and Speaking in my job. 

Q6 Frequency Percent (%) 

Yes 19 38.8 

No 30 61.2 

Total 49 100.0 

Group of markers 

Q6 
Total 

Yes No 

Trained Assessors Count 10 0 10 

Expected (3.9) (6.1) (10.0) 

Untrained Assessors Count 8 12 20 

Expected (7.8) (12.2) (20.0) 

Expert Users Count 0 7 7 

Expected (2.7) (4.3) (7.0) 

Non-expert Users Count 1 11 12 

Expected (4.7) (7.3) (12.0) 

Total Count 19 30 49 

Expected (19.0) (30.0) (49.0) 

Chi-square = 24.920, df = 3, p = 0.000. 

 

Participants felt that the LD were useful (Table 7), although fewer than half the 

respondents answered this question. There is a statistically significant difference 

between the two groups which could be compared.  

 

Table 7: I find the Writing and Speaking LD useful. 

Q7 Frequency Percent (%) 

1 Strongly disagree 0 0.0 

2 1 5.3 

3 2 10.5 

4 2 10.5 

5 14 73.7 

6 Strongly agree 0 0.0 

Total 19 100.0 

Group of markers Frequency Mean Std. Deviation 

Trained Assessors 10 4.90 0.316 

Untrained Assessors 8 4.00 1.195 

Expert Users 0 - - 

Non-expert Users 1 5.00 - 

Total 19 4.53 0.905 

Only the first two markers groups could be meaningfully compared. F (1, 16) = 5.284, 

p = 0.035, 2 = 0.248. 

 

Participants felt that all of the methods listed in the questionnaire were useful for 

disseminating the standards, with ‘samples’ being most popular. HKEAA currently 

utilises all of these methods, so this result was encouraging.  
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Table 8: How should details of the HKDSE English language standards be 

communicated to people in your profession? Check all that apply. 

Q8 Frequency Percent (%) 

samples of candidate work on web 37 75.5 

past examination papers 26 53.1 

face to face briefing sessions 29 59.2 

published level descriptors 34 69.4 

Other 6 12.2 

Total no of respondents 49 -- 

 

6.3 Understandability, usefulness and detail  

Participants were asked to give their opinion on whether the LD at each level were 

easy to understand, useful for describing language proficiency and detailed enough. 

Their responses were Likert-type items on a six-point scale, where 1 indicated 

‘Strongly disagree’ and 6 ‘Strongly agree’ with the given statements. 

 

6.3.1 Writing 

Overall, participants felt that the LD at all five levels were easy to understand, useful 

for describing language proficiency and detailed enough.  

It was found that the NEU group were less positive overall than other groups, 

particularly about the usefulness of levels 3 and 4, although the difference was small. 

The following table summarises the findings for LD Writing and gives an indication 

of differences in response patterns between participant groups. The relevant question 

numbers are given in brackets in the cells. 

 

Table 9: Questionnaire responses (Likert items): Writing  
 Easy to understand  

 

Useful  

 

Detailed enough 

 

Level 

5 

92% positive (4 or above on 

6 point scale). No difference 

between groups 

(qu. 67) 

92% positive (4 or above on 6 

point scale). No difference 

between groups 

(qu. 69) 

94% positive (4 or above 

on 6 point scale). No 

difference between groups 

(qu. 70) 

Level 

4 

94% positive. 

Marginal difference between 

NEU group and other groups, 

who were more positive 

(62) 

94% positive. Marginal 

difference between NEU group 

and other groups, who were 

more positive 

(64) 

96% positive. No 

difference between groups 

(65) 

Level 

3 

96% positive. No difference 

between groups 

(57) 

88% positive. 

Marginal difference between 

TA, who were more positive, 

and NEU, who were less 

positive 

(59) 

90% positive. No 

difference between groups 

(60) 

Level 

2 

90% positive. No difference 

between groups 

(52) 

92% positive. No difference 

between groups 

(54) 

90% positive. No 

difference between groups 

(55) 

Level 

1 

88% positive. No difference 

between groups 

(47) 

86% positive. No difference 

between groups 

(49) 

 

86% positive. No 

difference between groups 

(50) 
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Respondents felt that the LD Writing as a whole were clearly written (qu. 72), useful 

for describing language proficiency (qu. 73), and detailed enough (qu. 74). As was 

found for the Speaking, it was felt that levels 4 and 5 were clearer than others (qu. 77, 

79). Almost all respondents felt that there was a clear progression, that they were 

consistent from one level to another, and that there were enough levels (qu. 41 to 83). 

The NEU were the least positive about all of these aspects. Level 1 was least 

favourably received. 

 

6.3.2 Speaking 

Respondents felt that the LD Speaking as a whole were clearly written (qu. 34), useful 

for describing language proficiency (qu. 35) and detailed enough (qu. 36). It was felt 

that levels 4 and 5 were clearer than others (qu. 39, 41). Almost all respondents felt 

that the LD were consistent from one level to another, that there was a clear 

progression from one level to another, and that there were enough levels (qu. 43 to 

45). The NEU were the least positive about all of these aspects, with the lowest mean 

scores on all questions. Level 1 was least favourably received. 

The following table summarises the findings for LD Speaking. 

 

Table 10: Questionnaire responses (Likert items): Speaking 
 Easy to understand Useful Detailed enough 

Level 

5 

94% positive (4 or above on 6 

point scale). No difference 

between groups 

(qu. 29) 

92% positive (4 or above on 

6 point scale). No difference 

between groups 

(qu. 31) 

90% positive (4 or above on 

6 point scale). No difference 

between groups 

(qu. 32) 

Level 

4 

94% positive. No difference 

between groups 

(24) 

94% positive.  No 

difference between groups 

(26) 

94% positive. No difference 

between groups 

(27) 

Level 

3 

94% positive.  No difference 

between groups 

(19) 

88% positive.  No 

difference between groups 

(21) 

94% positive.  No 

difference between groups 

(22) 

Level 

2 

90% positive.  No difference 

between groups 

(14) 

90% positive.  No 

difference between groups 

(16) 

90% positive. No difference 

between groups 

(17) 

Level 

1 

88% positive.  No difference 

between groups 

(9) 

84% positive. TA and EU 

were more positive than the 

UA and NEU 

(11) 

82% positive. No difference 

between groups 

(12) 

 

It seems that both Writing and Speaking LD were favourably received in general but 

NEU were less positive than other groups. 

 

6.4 Open-ended responses 

The questionnaire contained some open-ended questions which asked about aspects of 

each level in the Writing and Speaking LD: 

‘I do not understand the following wording of the descriptor’ 

‘The descriptor is not detailed enough and needs the following points/parts’ 

There were also open-ended questions asking about the Speaking and Writing LDs 

overall rather than about particular levels: 

‘The descriptors are not detailed enough and need the following points/parts’ 

‘Please explain your answer to question x’ (where x asked which levels were less 

clear than others) 

‘Please explain your answer to question y’ (where y asked which levels were clearer 

than others) 
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The findings for each of these questions are summarised below. Only issues and 

aspects mentioned more than once are given here, with the most prominent ones (5+ 

mentions, i.e. given by 10% of participants) bolded. 

 

Table 11: Writing 
Level 1 Wording not 

understood 

‘a few’ (3 mentions) 

Level 1 Additional points 

suggested 

‘Organisation/coherence’ (2); ‘grammar/sentence structure’ (4); 

examples (2) 

Level2 Wording not 

understood 

‘familiar genres’ (11) 

Level 2 Additional points 

suggested 

None more than once 

Level 3 Wording not 

understood 

‘basic punctuation’ (2);  

‘paragraphing is effective in parts’/ ‘some paragraphing’ (2);  

‘creativity and imagination’ (6);  

‘common vocabulary’ (3) 

Level 3 Additional points 

suggested 

None more than once 

Level 4 Wording not 

understood 

‘range’ (2); ‘moderately wide’ (2); ‘creativity’ (2) 

Level 4 Additional points 

suggested 

None more than once 

Level 5 Wording not 

understood 

‘ambitious’ (6);  

‘sophisticated’ (4);  

‘creativity’ (2) 

Level 5 Additional points 

suggested 

None more than once 

Overall Additional points 

suggested 

None more than once 

Clearer levels 23 levels were mentioned by 12 participants 

L5 (8) L4 (7) L1 (3) L2 (3) L3 (2) 

Comments There should be more consistency between what is assessed at different 

levels (3); L1 and L2 need more detail (4); ‘creativity’ unclear at 

L4/upper levels (2) 

Less clear levels (qu. 39) 25 levels were mentioned by 14 participants 

L1 (9) L2 (8) L3 (5) L4 (2) L5 (2) 

Summary  Levels 4 and 5 were considered the clearest, and levels 1, 2 and 3 less 

clear, although there is no clear ranking of these three 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 12: Speaking  
Level 1 Wording not 

understood 

‘some’ [only] (2); 

‘some brief responses’ (2) 

 ‘brief responses’ [only] (2); 

‘formulaic language patterns’ (3); 

‘simple formulaic language patterns’ (1) 

‘familiar words’ [only] (2); 

‘simple familiar words’ (2); 

‘basic’ (4) 

Level 1 Additional points 

suggested 

fluency (2); things the candidates cannot do (2); more 

details/definitions/examples (8) 
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Level2 Wording not 

understood 

‘purposefully’ (2); 

‘familiar words’ (4); 

‘basic expressions’ (3); 

‘(very) simple prompts’ (4);  

‘basic language patterns’ (2) 

Level 2 Additional points 

suggested 

details about organisation (2); definitions/examples of strategies (4); 

examples [only] (2) 

Level 3 Wording not 

understood 

‘prompting’ (3); 

‘conversational exchanges sustained’ (3); ‘simple’ (3); 

‘some’ (4) 

Level 3 Additional points 

suggested 

examples/definitions/clarifications (5) 

Level 4 Wording not 

understood 

‘familiar’ (3); ‘range’ (3); body language (3) 

Level 4 Additional points 

suggested 

examples/explanation/description of various aspects (4) 

Level 5 Wording not 

understood 

‘cogently’ (6) 

 

Level 5 Additional points 

suggested 

examples (2) 

Overall Additional points 

suggested 

None more than once 

Clearer levels 32 levels were mentioned by 17 participants 

L5 (13) L4 (9) L1 (4) L2 (3) L3 (2) 

Less clear levels (qu. 39) 33 levels were mentioned by 19 participants 

L1 (10) L3 (9) L2 (8) L4 (4) L5 (2) 

Comments More examples needed at the lower levels, which were perceived to be 

less complete. 

Summary  Levels 4 and 5 were considered the clearest, and levels 2 and the least 

clear, with L3 in the middle. 

 

We can conclude from these comments that participants needed more help with 

understanding the LD in the form of examples or glossaries with definitions. The 

lexical items bolded in the table above caused problems of understanding. It would 

also appear that the lower levels proved more problematic than the upper ones for 

both Writing and Speaking.  

One caveat to bear in mind is that this kind of question might have favoured those 

participants with a linguistics background because they might have been better able to 

phrase their responses, or might have been more willing to engage in a 

language-related critique. Another is that, for convenience, items which are similar 

have been put together in the table, although participants might have used different 

terms, e.g. organisation and coherence have been conflated.  

A few threads recur throughout the comments, particularly those relating to the lower 

levels.  

1. When participants see the same word or phrase/feature in different places, such as 

different levels or categories within levels, they seem to be unsure about whether they 

mean the same thing.  

A comment in the questionnaire on Level 4 (S) illustrates this: 

“How do these ‘familiar words’ different [sic] from those in Level 2? Are they the 

same?”  

The same goes for words in general currency in language teaching/testing, which 

might or might not be being used in a specific way: 

“Under ‘Pronunciation and Delivery, does the phrase ‘very simple prompts’ in point # 

3 refer to written prompts (as in a discussion question), prompts given but the other 

candidates (as in a question asked by another candidate in a discussion, or something 
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else? Does it really matter to fluency whether the prompts given are simple or not?”  

The last point relates to the construct (i.e. what is tested), which some participants 

were unsure about or challenged: 

“How is fluency aided by prompting [in L3 S]? Is it possible to prompt fluency?”  

“What are basic expressions and strategies [in L3 S]? Give examples.”  

“Why is body language included in the descriptor for an English language oral 

examination?”  

“What about task completion? [L2 W] Content: just covering relevance and genre 

features… The descriptors seem to be digging into the subskills and the overall 

impact is not considered.”  

“I would suggest that we move the third bullet [in L2 S] ‘there is brief participation in 

conversation when prompted’ to communication strategies.”  

 “I do not understand why accurate use of punctuation is mentioned at this level [L2 

W], given that punctuation errors can often occur even at higher levels.”  

 

2. Similar phrases are used in different places, so participants wonder whether they 

are intended to have the same meaning or a different one. 

Comment on L2 (W): 

“Differences between well-formed simple sentences [L2 ‘simple sentences are well 

formed’] and comprehensible simple sentences [L1 ‘a few simple, comprehensible 

sentences’]. Does it mean level 1 students cannot write well-formed sentences?” 

Comment on L2 (S): 

“What is the difference between ‘in response to prompting’ in Level 3 and ‘very 

simple prompts’ in level 2 (under Pronunciation and Delivery)?”  

 

3. Certain features occur in some levels but not others, and participants are unsure of 

what to make of this, as shown by this comment on Level 4 (S): 

“Range of vocabulary is mentioned at levels 3 and 5 but not Level 4.”  

Comment on Level 5 (S): 

“I do not understand how which [sic] features of body language are assessed in this 

context, and why body language is mentioned only in the highest two bands.”  

Comment on Level 3 (W): 

“It is noted that this descriptor [creativity and imagination] appears in Levels 3 to 4, 

but only the descriptor in Level 5… is more appropriately phrased.”  

Comment on Level 1 (W): 

“Is grammatical/spelling accuracy not required at all even within the few 

comprehensible sentences?”  

 

4. There seems to be a mismatch between some headings and the bullet points, e.g. 

Level 1 S: 

“Some bullet points do not have a direct relevance to the headings, for example the 

bullet points under delivery, communication strategies and organisation.”  

“There seems to be no mention of organisation under the ‘Ideas and organisation’ 

category [in Level 1 S].”  

 

The following comments were not expressed very often, but they do seem to be 

insightful and to shed light on important issues, so they are reported here. 

Minimum level of performance at DSE: 

“The descriptor [Level 1 W] reflects a very low level of performance. It’s detailed 

enough but not sure if that’s useful to DSE which reflects the performance after 12 
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years of education/Eng training.”  

Inclusion of ‘negative’ aspects of candidate performance: 

“The descriptor [Level 1 W] sounds too positive for the stakeholder to know what the 

candidates cannot achieve.”  

Qualification/hedging: 

“I think more degree phrases should be included [in Level 2 W]. I don’t think a level 

2 candidate can produce well-formed simple sentences all the time.”  

“Again, some further qualification might be useful I feel, like ‘Simple sentences are 

well formed, though coherence breaks down when more complex sentences are 

attempted’”.  

The notion of ‘familiar’: 

“Pronunciation and delivery [Level 1 S]: the phrase ‘familiar words’, familiar to the 

examiners or familiar to the candidates (I know it refer to the latter but I am 

wondering if it could have been better rephrased?”  

“‘familiar genre’ What is meant by familiar here [L2 W]?”  

“Do the ‘features of familiar genres’ refer to the common moves observed in the same 

discourses? E.g. demonstration of good will at the beginning of a business email/letter, 

time reference at the beginning of a narrative?”  

In general, participants gave useful and detailed responses in the questionnaire phase 

of the research which were later explored in the interviews. The following section 

summarises the findings from the phase which followed the questionnaire, the 

evaluation of work samples. 

 

7. Findings: Evaluation of exemplars using the LD  
In this phase of the research, participants were asked to use the LD to review online 

some previously-marked samples of candidate performance and to comment on 

whether they felt that the performance matched the descriptor for each. The review 

was done at leisure by participants, who then submitted their responses through a 

Google form. 

 

7.1 Writing 

The majority of participants in all groups judged the candidates’ performance to be 

‘About the same standard’ or ‘Exactly the same standard’ as the actual score it had 

been assigned at all levels, except for Level 4 (Exemplar 2), where half the 

respondents (49%) felt that it was ‘Worse’ and 6% that it was ‘Much worse’. Most 

participants used the language of the descriptors when explaining their judgements, 

for example ‘contains many language errors, though meaning is not impeded’; 

‘Content is relevant and structured’. Most participants who felt that the performance 

was worse mentioned grammatical accuracy. A small number of participants cited 

issues and used language which was outside the LD, however, for example ‘poor 

handwriting’ and ‘[Content] very childish’. The phrases reappeared in comments on 

different candidates, which suggests ad hoc, idiolectal usage rather than an issue with 

the wording of the LD. 

There was also some disagreement at Level 3 (Exemplar 2), with about a fifth of 

respondents (18%) feeling that the performance was ‘Worse’ than the descriptor 

suggested and 10% feeling that it was ‘Better’. Level 3 Exemplar 1 also caused some 

disagreement, with 14% of respondents feeling that it was ‘Worse’, 67% (about) the 

same and 18% (much) better. For Level 1 Exemplar 1, about a fifth of respondents felt 

that the work was better than suggested by the descriptor. 

Taking these two exemplars together, there was no significant difference between the 
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groups in their judgements, except at Level 4, where EU tended to give lower scores, 

meaning that they felt the performance warranted a lower level than had been 

awarded. The (non-statistically significant) general trend was for participants to judge 

the exemplars as being worse than the descriptor suggested. At Level 5 and Level 3, 

only TA thought the exemplars and the descriptors were congruent, while all other 

groups felt they were worse. At Level 2, all groups thought the exemplars were worse. 

At Level 1, only NEU thought the two were congruent, while all other groups thought 

the exemplars were better.  

It seems in general that participants expected a higher standard of performance than 

they were given to review, except at the lowest level, when they expected worse 

performance. They were generally able to use the wording of the LD when explaining 

their evaluations. 

A point to note is that these figures were derived from assigning a numerical value to 

the various responses and then averaging them, meaning that individual responses 

would have had an important impact on the outcome. In all but one case (Level 4 

Exemplar 1), the mean was closer to 3 (‘About the same standard’) than to 2 

(‘Worse’), suggesting that the evaluations were in general accurate. 

 

7.2 Speaking 

The majority of participants in all groups judged the candidates’ performance to be 

‘About the same standard’ or ‘Exactly the same standard’ as the actual score it had 

been assigned at all levels.  

There was no difference between the groups in their judgements, except at Level 4, 

where UA and NEU tended to give higher scores than EU, meaning that they felt the 

performance warranted a higher level than had been awarded. 

In the open-ended comments explaining their evaluations, participants tended to use 

the language of the LD. The reasons given for saying that performance was worse 

than expected for the Level 4 candidate, for example, were that he lacked fluency, 

made grammatical mistakes, had unclear pronunciation, hesitated and was unable to 

expand on topics. All of these concepts appear in the Level 4 LD. Participants also 

mentioned, however, that he had a soft voice and overused ‘Yes’ when responding. 

These ideas are not explicitly referred to in the LD but we might think of voice being 

a feature of (the clarity of) delivery and ‘Yes’ as being a conversational strategy, 

which makes them relevant.  

 

7.3 Summary 

There was some variability in ability to evaluate the samples of work, and this 

variability cut across groups. Participants seemed to be more accurate at scoring 

Speaking; in Writing, they seemed to have expected to see better work. In general, 

there is evidence that the LD do match the performance seen in the samples, with the 

possible exception of Level 3 Writing, which caused some disagreement. 

There are two caveats to mention as we interpret these data. First, it is possible that 

the exemplars did not accurately represent the putative standards of the different 

levels, which would undermine any conclusions drawn from the incorrect assignment 

of levels by participants. Also, it is possible that the inaccuracies in assigning levels 

by EU were due to a lack of correspondence between the LD and the MS, which some 

participants would usually use, rather than any deficiencies in the LD as such. 

 

8. Overall conclusions  
Based on the findings from the questionnaire and the evaluation of samples of 
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candidate work, we can tentatively conclude the following: 

1. The LD are relevant to (the work of) most of the stakeholders (Research 

question 1). Most of the NEU, however, are not familiar with the DSE as a 

qualification or the (Subject, W, S) LD, and do not use them in their work. 

This finding is similar to that of Murray et al. (2014) who found that 

respondents in their study of perceptions of IELTS had very little knowledge 

of the examination or its purposes. 

2. The LD are in general understandable to participants in the study (Research 

question 2). There are certain words, phrases and parts of particular LD which 

cause problems of understanding, however. 

3. There is some evidence that the participants felt that the LD contain important 

features of English performance (Research question 3), although this question 

has not been explored in detail at the time of writing and will be illuminated 

further by the interview data. 

4. The LD are felt to be complete in general (Research question 4), although 

suggestions were made for additions to certain of the LD at particular levels. 

The issue will be further explored in the interview analysis. 

5. The LD accurately described the candidates shown to participants (Research 

question 5), although there were issues with particular levels in Writing and 

there was some evidence of a tendency to under-use the upper and lower 

levels. This tendency may reflect genuine difficulties in applying the LD at 

these levels but also might be explained by the propensity to over-use the 

middle of any scale. 

6. There seem to be few consistent differences between the stakeholder groups in 

how they evaluate and use the LD, and there are many within-group 

differences in respondent perceptions (Research question 6). The small 

number of participants and the small numbers in some of the groups make 

such conclusions tentative. 

 

The research team looks forward to the next stage of the research which will involve 

analysing the scoring of samples and interview data. 



 

 142 

Bibliography 

Bachman, & Palmer. (1996). Language testing in practice. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 

Berry, V. (2007). Personality differences and oral test performance. Frankfurt: Peter 

Lang. 

Channell, J. (1994). Vague language. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Choi, C.-c., & Lee, C. (2010). Developments of English Language assessment in 

public examinations in Hong Kong. In L. Cheng, & A. Curtis, English Language 

Assessment and the Chinese Learner (pp. 60-76). London: Routledge. 

Council of Europe. (2007). Common European Framework of Reference for 

Languages: Learning, teaching, assessment. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Curriculum Development Council & HKEAA. (2014). English Language curriculum 

and assessment guide (Secondary 4-6). Hong Kong: Education Bureau. 

Davidson, F., & Fulcher, G. (2007). The Common European Framework of Reference 

(CERF) and the design of language tests: A matter of effect. Language Teaching, 

40(3), pp. 231-241. 

Drave, N. (1995). The pragmatics of vague language: a corpus-based study of 

vagueness in national vocational qualifications. Master’s dissertation, University of 

Birmingham. 

Drave, N. (2002). Vague language in intercultural conversation. PhD thesis, City 

University of Hong Kong. 

Drave, N. (2015). Hong Kong’s Diploma of Secondary Education (HKDSE) Level 

descriptors: Usability and meaningfulness. Proceedings of the 2015 AFELTA. Tokyo, 

Japan. 

Ducasse, A. M., & Brown, A. (2009, July). Assessing paired orals: Raters’ orientation 

to interaction. Language Testing, 26(3), pp. 423-443. 

Eckes, T. (2012, July). Operational rater types in writing assessment: Linking rater 

cognition to rater behavior. Language Assessment Quarterly, 9(3), pp. 270-292. 

Fulcher, G. (1993). The construction and validation of rating scales for oral tests in 

English as a foreign language. PhD thesis, University of Lancaster. 

Fulcher, G. (2009, May). Rating scales and the halo effect. Retrieved June 23, 2015, 

from Language Testing: http://languagetesting.info/features/halorating/rating.html 

Fulcher, G. (2012). Scoring performance tests. In G. Fulcher, & F. Davidson, The 

Routledge handbook of language testing (pp. 378-392). London: Routledge. 

HKEAA. (2009). HKDSE English Language standards-referenced reporting package. 

Hong Kong: HKEAA. 

HKEAA. (2011). Grading procedures and standards-referenced reporting in the 

HKDSE examination. Hong Kong: HKEAA. 

HKEAA Research and Development Committee. (2014). Study on predicted levels of 

2014 HKDSE core subjects (CEML). Research Report, Hong Kong. 

Hudson, T. (2012). Standards-based testing. In G. Fulcher, & F. Davidson, The 

Routledge handbook of language testing (pp. 479-494). London: Routledge. 

Huhta, A., Alanen, R., Tarnanen, M., Martin, M., & Hirvela, T. (2014, July). 

Assessing learners’ writing skills in a SLA study: Validating the writing process 

across tasks, scales and languages. Language Testing, 31(3), pp. 307-328. 

Kane, M. (2006). Validation. In R. Brennan (Ed.), Educational Measurement (pp. 

17-64). Westport, CT: ACE/Praeger. 

Kim, H. Y. (2009). An investigation into native and non-native teachers’ judgments of 

oral English performance: A mixed methods approach. Language Testing, 26(2), pp. 

187-217. 



 

 143 

May, A. L. (2009). Co-constructed interaction in a paired speaking test: the rater’s 

perspective. Language Testing, 26(3), pp. 397-421. 

May, A. L. (2011). Interactional competence in a paired speaking test: Features salient 

to raters. Language Assessment Quarterly, 8(2), pp. 127-145. 

Murray, J. C. (2014). Stakeholder perceptions of IELTS as a gateway to the 

professional workplace: The case of employers of overseas trained teachers. Research 

Report 1 2014. IDP:IELTS Australia. 

Richards, J. C. (1976, December). The dynamics of English as an international 

auxiliary language. RELC Journal, 7(2), pp. 46-48. 

Sato, T. (2012). The contribution of test-takers’ speech content to scores on an English 

oral proficiency test. Language Testing, 29(2), pp. 223-241. 

Smart, C. (2014). Interactional and textual organizational elements in a secondary 

school speaking examination. Proceedings of the 2014 AFELTA. Singapore: SEAD. 

Smart, C., Drave, N., & Shiu, J. (2015). Implementing innovation: A graded approach 

to English Language testing in Hong Kong. In D. Coniam (Ed.), English language 

education and assessment: Recent developments in Hong Kong and the Chinese 

mainland (pp. 257-273). Singapore: Springer. 

Swales, J. (1990). Genre analysis: English in academic and research settings. Boston: 

Cambridge University Press. 

Tierney, R., & Simon, M. (2004). What’s still wrong with rubrics: Focusing on the 

consistency of performance criteria across scale levels. Retrieved from 

http://pareonline.net/getvn.asp?v=9&n=2 

Van Moere, A. (2012). A psycholinguistic approach to oral language assessment. 

Language Testing, 29(3), pp. 325-344. 

 

http://pareonline.net/getvn.asp?v=9&n=2


 

 144 

Appendix 1  

HONG KONG DIPLOMA OF SECONDARY EDUCATION EXAMINATION ENGLISH 

LANGUAGE 

WRITING DESCRIPTORS 

Level 5 

Content 

 The content is relevant and extensive, shows an awareness of purpose, and engages the reader’s 

interest. 

 Creativity and imagination are shown when appropriate. 

Language and style 

 A wide range of sentence structures is used accurately and appropriately. 

 Meaning is conveyed through accurate and appropriate punctuation and grammar. 

 Vocabulary is wide and appropriate, with some use of more ambitious and sophisticated 

language. 

 Register, tone and style are appropriate to the text type. 

Organization 

 The structure of the writing is wholly coherent and appropriate to the genre and text type. 

 Paragraphing is effective.  

 Cohesion between sentences and paragraphs is sophisticated. 

Level 4 

Content 

 The content is relevant, in parts detailed and engages the reader’s interest. 

 Creativity and imagination are shown in most parts of the writing. 

Language and style 

 A range of sentence structures is used accurately and appropriately 

 Punctuation and grammar is sufficiently accurate to convey meaning. Errors do not affect overall 

clarity. 

 Vocabulary is moderately wide, appropriate, and most words are spelt correctly. 

 Register, tone and style are mostly appropriate to the text type. 

Organization 

 The structure of the writing is coherent in most parts and appropriate to the genre and text type. 

 Paragraphing is sufficiently effective for overall coherence to be maintained.  

 Cohesion between most sentences and paragraphs is successful. 

Level 3 

Content 

 Most of the content is relevant. 

 Several examples of creativity and imagination are evident in the writing. 

Language and style 

 Simple sentences, and some complex sentences are well formed. 

 Basic punctuation and some basic grammatical structures are accurate. 

 Common vocabulary is used appropriately and spelt correctly. 

 There is some evidence of use of register, tone and style appropriate to the text type. 

Organization 

 Some sections of the writing are coherent and appropriate to the genre and text type. 

 Paragraphing is effective in parts.  

 Cohesion between some sentences and paragraphs is successful. 

Level 2 

Content 

 There are some examples of relevant content. 

 Some features of familiar genres are used. 

Language and style 

 Simple sentences are well formed.  

 Most basic punctuation is used correctly. Grammatical accuracy is sufficient to make some 

sentences comprehensible. 
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 Simple vocabulary is appropriate and most is spelt correctly. 

Organization 

 The structure of the writing can be discerned when the genre and text type is simple and familiar. 

 There is some evidence of paragraphing.  

 There are some simple links between sentences and paragraphs. 

Level 1 

Content 

 A few content points are relevant. 

Language 

 There are a few simple, comprehensible sentences. 

 There are a few examples of simple vocabulary used appropriately. 

Organization 

 There are a few links made between sentences. 

 

SPEAKING DESCRIPTORS 

Level 5 

Pronunciation and delivery 

 Pronunciation of words is clear and accurate. 

 Use of stress and intonation enhances communication. 

 Fluency is sustained with only occasional hesitation. 

Communication strategies 

 A wide range of expressions and strategies is used to initiate, maintain interaction and to respond 

purposefully to others. 

 Body language enhances communication. 

Vocabulary and language patterns 

 Vocabulary is varied and appropriate. 

 Language patterns are accurate and appropriate. 

Ideas and organization  

 Relevant information and ideas are clearly expressed and developed. 

 Topics are expanded on cogently with explanations or detail. 

 Conversational exchanges are well sustained. 

Level 4 

Pronunciation and Delivery 

 Pronunciation of familiar words is clear and accurate. 

 Stress and intonation are sufficiently appropriate to convey meaning. 

 Fluency is sustained, with some hesitation. 

Communication strategies  

 A range of expressions and strategies is used to maintain interaction and respond purposefully.  

 Some features of body language support communication. 

Vocabulary and language patterns 

 Vocabulary is appropriate. 

 Language patterns are mostly accurate and appropriate. Any errors made do not impede 

communication. 

Ideas and organization 

 Most information and ideas are relevant and clearly expressed and developed. 

 Topics are often expanded on with explanations or detail. 

 Conversational exchanges are sustained. 

Level 3 

Pronunciation and Delivery 

 Pronunciation of most words can be understood. 

 Some stress and intonation patterns help convey meaning. 

 Fluency is evident in response to prompting. 

Communication strategies  
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 Some expressions and strategies are used to respond purposefully to others. 

Vocabulary and language patterns 

 A range of simple vocabulary is used appropriately. 

 Simple language patterns are used accurately and appropriately. Errors do not usually impede 

communication. 

Ideas and organization 

 Some ideas and information are relevant and expressed clearly. 

 Detail is added to some responses. 

 Conversational exchanges are sustained when prompted. 

Level 2 

Pronunciation and Delivery 

 Pronunciation of familiar words can usually be understood within the overall context. 

 Stress and intonation are used appropriately with simple utterances. 

 Fluency is evident in response to very simple prompts on familiar topics. 

Communication strategies  

 Basic expressions and strategies are used to respond purposefully to others. 

Vocabulary and language patterns 

 A small range of simple vocabulary is used appropriately. 

 Some basic language patterns are used accurately in brief exchanges. 

Ideas and organization 

 Some relevant simple information and ideas are expressed successfully. 

 Some ideas and information are expanded on briefly. 

 There is brief participation in conversation when prompted. 

Level 1 

Pronunciation and Delivery 

 Some simple familiar words are pronounced accurately enough to be understood. 

Communication strategies  

 Some very basic comprehensible responses are given. 

Vocabulary and language patterns 

 Several examples of simple vocabulary are used appropriately. 

 A few simple formulaic language patterns are used appropriately. 

Ideas and organization  

 Basic relevant information is offered when the topic is very familiar. 

 Some brief responses or statements are made when repeatedly prompted. 
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Appendix 2 

List of participants 

Group 1 Trained Experts  

n=5 1A 

DSE Writing markers (school 

teachers) 

n=5 1B 

DSE Speaking examiners 

(school teachers) 

Group 2 Untrained Experts   

n=8 2A  School teachers 

n=12 2B  Tertiary teachers 

 Affiliation/Employer: 

 City University of HK (2) 

 HK University 

 Chinese University of HK 

 Vocational Training Council 

 Lingnan University (2) 

 HK Baptist University  

 HK University of Science and Technology (2) 

 HK Education University  

 HK Baptist University College of International Education 

Group 3 Expert Users 

n=7 
 

HK Polytechnic University Community College Division of 

Communication and Social Sciences  

  HKU SPACE Community College  

  HK Polytechnic University English Language Centre 

  HK Education University Registry* 

  HK Baptist University College of International Education 

 City University of HK Office of the President 

 HK University of Science and Technology Student Affairs Office 

Group 4  Non-expert Users 

n=12  HK Jockey Club (Human Resources) 

  HKEAA (HR) 

  Bird and Bird [Law firm] (HR) 

  Mediterranean Shipping Company (Senior Management) 

  GET Training Centre (Director)  

  MTR Corp. (HR) (2) 

  HK Council for Academic Accreditation (2) (Operations) 

  Cathay Pacific Airways (Aviation Communication) 

  HK Evangelical Lutheran Church (Admin.) 

  HK Ballet (Admin. and HR) 

 

* Did not attend the Research day 
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Appendix 3 
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Appendix 4 
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Appendix 5 

 
[…] 
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