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Introduction

HKDSE Subjects
 (a) Structure of HKDSE 

The Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary Education (HKDSE) Examination will be administered for the 

first time in 2012. Secondary 6 students will sit for this examination after their completion of a full-

time three-year senior secondary curriculum. The current examinations, the Hong Kong Certificate of 

Education Examination (HKCEE), taken by Secondary 5 students, and the Hong Kong Advanced Level 

Examination (HKALE), taken by Secondary 7 students, will be phased out gradually. 

4 Core Subjects: 
Chinese Language

English Language

Mathematics

Liberal Studies

2 or 3 Elective Subjects 

chosen from:  

(A) 20 NSS elective subjects,

(B) Applied Learning subjects and 

(C) Other Language subjects
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 (b)  There are three categories of subjects:

Category A: 24 new senior secondary subjects

Category B: Applied Learning subjects 

Category C: Other Language subjects (6 subjects will be offered) 

Candidates may take up to a maximum of eight subjects from Categories A, B or C. If a candidate chooses to take 
the extended part of Mathematics, the result of the extended part will be reported separately, though it will not be 
regarded as an additional subject. 

For candidates choosing eight subjects, at least one of the subjects chosen must come from the following areas:

(a) Ethics and Religious Studies/Music/Physical Education/Visual Arts in Category A
(b) Applied Learning subjects in Category B
(c) Other Language subjects in Category C (Cambridge International Examinations AS Level question papers will 
be used)

Category Subjects

A 24 senior secondary subjects
4 Core Subjects:
Chinese Language; English Language; Mathematics; Liberal Studies

20 Elective subjects:
Biology; Chemistry; Physics; Chinese History; Chinese Literature; Economics; Ethics and Religious 
Studies; Geography; History; Tourism and Hospitality Studies; Science; Business, Accounting and 
Financial Studies; Information and Communication Technology; Health Management and Social 
Care; Technology and Living; Music; Visual Arts; Physical Education; Design and Applied Technology; 
Literature in English 

B Applied Learning (ApL) subjects 

Design Studies
• Image Design
• Innovative Product Design
• Jewellery Arts and Design

Media Arts
• Commercial Comic Art
•  Multimedia Entertainment  

Studies

Performing Arts
• Introduction to Theatre Arts
• Taking a Chance on Dance

Films, TV and  
Broadcasting Studies
• Film and Video Studies
• Infotainment Production

Media Writing and  
Production
• Radio Host and  
   Programme Production

C Other Language Subjects:
French, German, Hindi, Japanese, Spanish, Urdu

Business Studies
• Marketing in Global Trade
• Practical Accounting for SMEs
•  Understanding Financial 

Services

Clientele Management
• Purchasing and Merchandising 
• Retail Management

Legal Studies
• Understanding Hong Kong Law

Hospitality Services
• Hospitality Services in Practice
• Hotel Operations
• Western Cuisine

Event Management
• Events Planning and Operation

Personal and Community 
Services
• Child Development and Care
• Fundamental Cosmetology

Medical Science and 
Health Care
• Fundamental Health Care
•  Health and Beauty  

Keeping in TCM
• Health Care Practice

Sports
•  Exercise Science and  

Health Fitness
•  Sports Coaching and 

Management

Civil and Mechanical 
Engineering
•    Automotive Technology

Services Engineering
• Aviation Studies
• Building Facilities Engineering

(The above is the list of subjects 
offered in 2012.)



333

The Reporting system
Category A: 24 new senior secondary subjects
Standards-referenced Reporting (SRR)

A standards-referenced reporting system will replace the current reporting system used for HKCEE and 

HKALE.

In the HKDSE, candidates’ performance will be reported with reference to a set of standards. Student 

performance will be reported with reference to five levels (Levels 1 to 5), with 5 being the highest. The 

top Level 5 candidates will be awarded Level 5** and the next top Level 5 candidates will be awarded 

Level 5*. (The highest-achieving 10% (approximately) Level 5 candidates will be awarded Level 5** 

while the next highest achieving 30% of Level 5 candidates will be awarded Level 5*.) Those not 

attaining the Level 1 standard will receive an “Unclassified” result.

Level descriptors

The standards-referenced reporting system uses a set of descriptors for each subject to explain what a 

candidate performing at a given level is typically able to do.

In addition to the subject level descriptors, a set of generic descriptors has been developed to provide 

an overall brief description of the performance standards of candidates at different 

levels across subjects (Table 1). The generic descriptors encompass the 

major learning outcomes that are common across subjects, including 

knowledge and understanding of the curriculum, the ability to 

apply concepts and the ability to communicate.

Level descriptors are important reference sources for 

subject experts to make judgments on grading, 

standards setting and maintenance. For details, 

please refer to the HKEAA publication “Grading 

Procedures and Standards-referenced Reporting 

in the HKDSE Examination.” 

http://www.hkeaa.edu.hk/en/hkdse/SRR/
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Table 1  Generic descriptors

Level 5
Candidates at this level typically demonstrate:

•  Comprehensive knowledge and understanding of the curriculum and the ability to  

apply the concepts and skills effectively in diverse and complex unfamiliar  

situations with insight 

• Ability to analyse, synthesise and evaluate information from a wide variety of sources 

• Ability to communicate ideas and express views concisely and logically 

Level 4
Candidates at this level typically demonstrate:

•  Good knowledge and understanding of the curriculum and the ability to apply  

the concepts and skills effectively in unfamiliar situations with insight 

• Ability to analyse, synthesise and interpret information from a variety of sources 

• Ability to communicate ideas and express views logically 

Level 3
Candidates at this level typically demonstrate:

•  Adequate knowledge and understanding of the curriculum and the ability to  

apply the concepts and skills appropriately in different familiar situations 

• Ability to analyse and interpret information from a variety of sources 

• Ability to communicate ideas and express views appropriately 

Level 2
Candidates at this level typically demonstrate:

•  Basic knowledge and understanding of the curriculum and the ability to  

apply the concepts and skills in familiar situations 

• Ability to identify and interpret information from straightforward sources 

• Ability to communicate simple ideas in a balanced way 

Level 1
Candidates at this level typically demonstrate:

•  Elementary knowledge and understanding of the curriculum and the ability to  

apply the concepts and skills in simple familiar situations with support 

• Ability to identify and interpret information from simple sources with guidance 

• Ability to communicate simple ideas briefly

54321
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Category C: Other Language subjects

Category B: Applied Learning subjects

For Category C subjects, marking and grading will be conducted  

by Cambridge International Examinations (CIE). Results will be reported 

with reference to five grades (A-E), with grade E being the lowest and  

grade A being the highest. Achievements below grade E will be  

designated as “ungraded”.

The assessment of Category B Applied Learning subjects will be undertaken 

by the organizations providing relevant courses (course providers). After 

moderation by the HKEAA, the final results will be recorded on the HKDSE 

certificate. The results will be reported at two levels: ‘Attained’ and 

‘Attained with Distinction’. Performance below ‘Attained’ will be designated 

as ‘Unattained’. This will not be reported on the certificate. Candidates 

awarded ‘Attained with Distinction’ are deemed to have performed at a level 

comparable to Level 3 or above for Category A subjects.

Quality Assurance of the HKDSE

In the development of public examinations by the HKEAA, rigorous quality assurance practices are 

strictly observed.

Key points of HKDSE quality assurance include: 

     •  Standards Setting

         Standards of the SRR are defined by level descriptors, and the standards are illustrated with 

samples of students’ work at various levels of attainment. 

These standards are applied by an expert panel of judges for each HKDSE subject and the 

cut scores for each level represent the same achievement each year. The recommended cut 

scores are approved by the Public Examinations Board before being applied to generate 

examination results. 
*  For more details on Grading Procedures and Standards-referenced Reporting,  

please refer to http://www.hkeaa.edu.hk/en/hkdse/SRR/. 

     •  Moderation of School-based Assessment Results 

To ensure the reliability and consistency of the assessment standards, School-based 

Assessment (SBA) marks are moderated as appropriate. A combination of methods are used, 

including statistical moderation and expert judgment, to moderate or adjust the assessment 

scores submitted by schools, with the aim of ensuring the comparability of SBA scores 

across schools. 
* For more details on SBA moderation, please refer to http://www.hkeaa.edu.hk/en/sba/sba_hkdse/

Please refer to the information in HKEAA website for details of the HKDSE Quality Assurance 

Framework: http://www.hkeaa.edu.hk/en/hkdse/

A
B
C
D
E

Attained with 
Distinction

Attained
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Recognition of HKDSE
Interface and Pathways 

Interface with Tertiary Institutions - entrance requirements for undergraduate programmes 

It was announced in January 2010 that, for the core subjects, University Grants Committee (UGC)-

funded institutions would consider the application of students who have attained Level 3 for Chinese 

Language and English Language and Level 2 for Mathematics and Liberal Studies in the HKDSE 

Examination. The level requirement of the elective subject(s) was announced in September 2010: 

•  The requirements for the NSS elective subjects 

are generally Level 2 or Level 3; 

•  ApL subjects are used as elective subjects, 

or considered for award of extra bonus or 

additional information, varying by institutions, 

faculties or programmes; and  

•  Other Language subjects are recognised as 

unspecified subjects, generally at the minimum 

requirement of Grade E. 

Institutions’ support to students’ whole-person 

development is also reflected in their recognition 

of students’ achievements in different areas. 

Under the New Academic Structure (NAS), every 

student is encouraged to build up a Student 

Learning Profile (SLP) which may include brief information on Other Learning Experience (OLE), 

awards / achievements gained outside school, academic performance in school and students’ own 

self-account of their learning experiences.

For the Hong Kong Academy for Performing Arts (HKAPA) and self-financing institutions, as 

announced in September 2010, requirements regarding the core subjects are the same as the  

UGC-funded sector, that is, Level 3 in Chinese Language and English Language, and Level 2 in 

Mathematics and Liberal Studies. For the elective subjects, the general requirement is Level 2 in one 

subject.

Interface with Post-secondary Sector 

The revised Common Descriptors for sub-degree programmes under the NAS were announced in 

September 2010. The minimum entrance requirement for admission to Associate Degree or Higher 

Diploma programmes is Level 2 in five HKDSE subjects including English Language and Chinese 

Language. A maximum of two ApL subjects will be counted in the application in accordance with 

the broad and balanced rationale of the NSS curriculum.
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NARIC's study on HKDSE standards

HKEAA has also worked with the UK National Recognition Information Centre (NARIC) for the 

recognition of the HKDSE for general education and employment. The NARIC report indicates 

that a wide range of competency is covered in the HKDSE examination. At levels one and two, the 

emphasis is placed on fundamental knowledge; the report affirms that they reflect achievement 

at HKCEE level. At levels three to five, the emphasis is on sophisticated application of subject 

knowledge; the report affirms that they reflect achievement at HKALE level.

International recognition

The HKEAA has been working closely with international bodies to secure recognition of the HKDSE. 

Positive comments on the aims and design of the senior secondary curriculum have been received 

from such institutions. 

The UCAS tariff value for HKDSE

A study of UCAS on the HKDSE qualification was completed in September 2009 and expert groups 

of UCAS for selected subjects were formed to study the standards of attainment at different HKDSE 

levels. UCAS aims to set up a tariff points system for the HKDSE results. Tariff points have been 

given to Level 3 to Level 5* of all the 24 subjects of HKDSE with Level 5 comparable to Grade A in the 

current GCE A Level. For details of the UCAS tariff value for HKDSE, please refer to the Appendix.

Please access the HKEAA website for further details:

http://www.hkeaa.edu.hk/en/ir/Standards_of_HKEAA_qualifications/UCAS/



8

HKDSE qualifications for Civil Service employment

Civil Service Bureau (CSB) and Education Bureau (EDB) have been liaising closely with each other 

as well as with the Hong Kong Council for Accreditation of Academic and Vocational Qualifications 

and HKEAA on the subject of HKDSE for civil service appointments. The Government announced 

on 28 June 2011 that results in the HKDSE Examination will be accepted for civil service 

appointment purpose from 20 July 2012 onwards as follows:

          A candidate attaining results in 5 subjects in HKDSE in any combination of the following will 

be regarded as having met the requirement of “5 passes in HKCEE” :

          • Level 2 in NSS subjects,

          • “Attained” in ApL subjects (subject to a maximum of two ApL subjects), &

          • Grade E in Other Language subjects

         A candidate attaining results in 5 subjects in HKDSE in any combination of the following will be 

regarded as having met the requirement for “2A3O”* :

          • Level 3 in NSS subjects

          • “Attained with Distinction” in ApL subjects (subject to a maximum of two ApL subjects), &

          • Grade C in Other Language subjects

             *"2A30"– having a pass in two subjects in the HKALE plus three other subjects at Grade C or above in the HKCEE  

or equivalent

         

        A candidate attaining results in 5 subjects in HKDSE in any combination of the following will be 

Bachelor Degree 
Programmes

Students could apply the 4-year Bachelor 

Degree programmes

Associate 
Degree 

Programmes

According to personal interest and capabilities, 

students could apply for the Associate Degree, 

Higher Diploma or Diploma Programmes

Other 
Programmes

According to personal interest and capabilities, 

student could consider other local pathways to 

further studies, e.g. Project Yi Jin, or take courses 

offered by the Vocational Training Council 

After 
completion 

of S6

Oversea Studies
Students could apply for overseas institutions/

universities by holding the HKDSE qualification 

Employment
Apart from further studies, students may 

choose to take employment
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Promotion of HKDSE 

Although HKEAA examinations have been widely accepted, some universities have set particular 

criteria for admission of overseas students. In cases where candidates wish to further their studies 

abroad, they may be required to take as one of the basic requirements specified examinations 

conducted by the examination authorities of that particular country.

With the objective of promoting HKDSE, HKEAA 

and EDB have visited the higher education sector 

and education authorities in different countries 

to introduce the new academic structure and 

the HKDSE. Posit ive comments have been 

received from the visited parties. In order to 

collect information from overseas universities and 

institutions regarding their admission requirements 

and information for HKDSE holders, the HKEAA has 

conducted a survey for countries including Australia, 

Canada, the United Kingdom and the United States 

etc. since June 2010. The institutions will continue 

to provide feedback and the information regarding 

admission requirements from overseas institutions/ 

universities will be published on the following website:

http://www.hkeaa.edu.hk/en/ir/ircountry_hkdse.html

Contact Information

Website  : www.hkeaa.edu.hk

Email  : dse@hkeaa.edu.hk

Tel  : (852) 3628 8833 

Fax  : (852) 3628 8088
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The UCAS tariff value for HKDSE

UCAS Tariff points to 23 HKDSE subjects, except Mathematics:

UCAS Tariff points to Mathematics:

For the 23 HKDSE subjects, grades at the higher end are awarded with reference to the HKALE standards. 

For Mathematics, the compulsory part is benchmarked against the Advanced Supplementary (AS) level. 

The combination of compulsory and extended part is benchmarked against the Advanced level.

Grade Tariff Remarks

5** N/A To be allocated with further evidence after the first administration of 
the HKDSE examination in 2012

5* 130 A level comparable to grade 7 (the highest award) in the 
International Bacclaureate (IB) and between grades A and A* in the 
2010 GCE A level examination level

5 120 A level comparable to grade A in the 2010 GCE A Level 

examination 

4 80 A level comparable to grade C in the GCE A Level examination

3 40 A level comparable to grade E in the GCE A Level examination

Grade Compulsory Extension Remarks

5** N/A N/A To be allocated with further evidence after the first 

administration of the HKDSE examination in 2012.

5* 60 70

5 45 60

4 35 50

3 25 40

•  130 points (60+70) for 5* in both compulsory 

and extended parts – between grades A and 

A* in the 2010 GCE A Level examination

•  120 points (60+60) for 5* in the compulsory part 

and 5 in the extended part – comparable to 

grade A in the 2010 GCE A Level examination




