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Abstract

This research investigates the qualitatively different ways in which Chinese
Language (CL) teachers in Singapore experience assessment tension (AT). AT is defined
as “teachers’ feelings of struggle with competing considerations in their assessment
practices”. A phenomenographic approach was used to identify and describe CL
teachers’ collective experience of AT in terms of their distinctive differences and their

interrelatedness within. Data was collected from the semi-structured interviews.

In the literature, teachers are increasingly experiencing much more AT at
different levels for the past two decades due to a variety of reasons, both in Singapore
and elsewhere. This research investigates specifically what assessment considerations
CL teachers focus on and how they deal with these competing considerations. The
investigation focuses on the different ways CL teachers described their AT experience.
The primary research question for this research is: “What are the qualitatively different

ways in which teachers experience AT?”

A total of nine CL teachers from three secondary schools of different profiles and
the Ministry of Education (MOE) headquarters were selected as participants. The
findings or the outcome space of the investigation could be logically reduced into the
‘What’ aspect and the ‘How’ aspect of the phenomenon experienced. It may be

understood in three related and distinct ways.

At the collective level, the qualitatively different ways in which teachers
experience AT are denoted as “conceptions” and are represented by “categories of
description”. The three conceptions of experiencing AT found in this research are the
passive, the responsive and the propulsive. Respectively, their focal awareness of their
experience of the phenomenon was on current limitations, imminent opportunities and
beyond current limitations and imminent opportunities (or beyond school).
Correspondingly, teachers assume the role of either a compliant executor, a rational
practitioner or an advanced re-conceptualiser in their assessment practices. The typical
attributes of these conceptions are described and their relationships are uncovered in
this research. The outcome space of CL teachers’ progressive awareness of AT is further

analysed in terms of the assessment purpose, reality and ideal gap, demand from



stakeholders of education. These three dimensions of variation, as well as the attributes

of the three conceptions of AT, are described in detail.

The variation of teachers’ experience of AT and the structure of awareness of AT
derived from teachers’ interviews are useful for re-addressing assessment issues that
include the understanding AT beyond a negative connotation, and the increasing
importance of formative assessment (FA) in a summative assessment (SA)-dominated
educational landscape. The findings also allow readers to re-look at AT in sustainable
assessment practice and re-assess the taking up of new assessment ideas from the ‘West’
in a Confucian-heritage context/culture (CHC). More importantly, the progressive
awareness of AT sheds light on the theoretical, analytical and pedagogical aspects of this
phenomenographic study. The structure of awareness of AT depicts how the experience
of assessment and education policies is theorised by individuals (theoretical aspect), is
analysed to present the different aspects of ways of experiencing AT and how these
aspects are related (analytical aspect). The distinctive research benefit of knowing
teachers’ ways of experiencing AT is that policy-makers and school leaders could suggest
how ‘better’ ways of understanding and experiencing AT may be brought about
(pedagogical aspect). Consequently, this outcome space would also reveal further
implications on how AT may be understood in terms of assessment practice and policy

making.

Key words: assessment tension, Chinese Language, phenomenography, conceptions of

assessment
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
This chapter is an introduction to my research into Chinese Language (CL)
teachers’ experience of assessment tension (AT). The core educational problem, the
nature of AT and the overarching research questions are presented. The context and the
significance of the research are also described, with a brief mention of the research

method. This chapter concludes with an overview of the thesis.

1.1 Assessment complexity in reality: Tension experienced by teachers

Although there are technical definitions for every assessment term and practice,
educational assessment is seldom straightforward. Assessment is commonly depicted in
the ways defined by scholars and researchers. Assessment terms such as formative
assessment (FA), summative assessment (SA), assessment for learning (AfL), assessment
of learning (AoL) are very neatly categorised. In my context, the Ministry of Education
(MOE) has laid out these definitions of assessment in the intranet portal site. The

detailed definitions are shown in Appendix A. For example:

Formative Assessment is carried out during the instructional process
to provide feedback to adjust ongoing teaching and learning in order
to improve the students’ achievement of intended instructional
outcomes......Summative Assessment is carried out at the end of an
instructional unit or course of study for the purpose of giving
information on students’ mastery of content, knowledge and skills,

assigning grades or certifying student proficiency. (MOE-OPAL, 2018)

These terms (such as FA, SA, AfL, AoL) seem non-contentious and serve their respective
specific purposes. However, assessment in practice may not be so clear-cut and may also
need to do multiple-duties, which gives rise to a lot of tension because teachers are
worried that their assessments are not able to fulfil all these duties. These assessment
experiences may turn out to be highly challenging and emotional for teachers. Although

MOE has laid out clear definitions for FA and AfL, they are often used loosely by teachers



on the ground. For this reason, FA and AfL has also been used interchangeably in this
dissertation.

Leong, Cheng and Tan (2015) recognise that depending on the primary sub-fields
of education, assessment can have some differences in “referring names” and meanings
(p.1). These names demonstrate that assessment in practice may not be as tidy as the
terms suggest. The issue gets more complicated when teachers have different
perceptions about assessment. In Bonner’s (2016) words, the story of teacher
perceptions about assessment is “a story of tension and conflict” (p.21). Indeed,
assessment is far from straightforward because human beings interpret and act on it in
an inconsistent, unpredictable and often irrational fashion (Harris & Brown, 2016).

The above tidy technical definitions of assessment, while trying to be succinct
and brief, appear to be detached and unaware of the complexity and contradictory ways
in which assessments are experienced in reality. These conceptual semantics will remain
inadequate if they do not analyse the pragmatic and actual contexts of those who are
experiencing the assessment concepts. As Carless (2009) puts it, “assessment is often
beset with tensions and compromises” (p. 79). In recognising the complexities and the
messy spaces of assessment conceptualisation and actual practices, | believe more
records and accounts of how Singapore teachers experience assessment will be valuable.
These accounts of experiences span a wide range of practices. For example, how do
teachers experience tension in assessment when they set an end-of-year examination
paper that is supposed to both evaluate students’ learning, as well as to give feedback
for further improvement? What are some of their considerations when they are told to
be less “exam-oriented” and shift their practices toward “AfL”? To this end, this research
explores assessment from the perspective of the “experiencers”. This will help further
unpack the actual meaning of assessment for all stakeholders of education to

understand its essence and its implication for education.

1.2 Assessment in Singapore

In Singapore, SA is very prominent in schools. Students' assessment results are
recorded into Continual Assessment (CA) and Semestral Assessment reports. Both CA
and Semestral Assessment happens throughout the academic year. CA usually consists

of class tests, journal entries, quizzes and other exercises formally given by teachers in
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class. On the other hand, Semestral Assessment consists of common tests, mid-year and
end-of-year examinations. These assessment scores would be recorded and factored
into the final computation of students' academic performance. Such scores are
determinants of their promotion to the next level of study. Very often, these scores
would also decide if a student can be placed into an elite class and be offered the most
prestigious and popular subject combinations (such as higher-level Mother Tongue
Language or MTL programme, Pure Sciences or Additional Mathematics) in the next
academic year.

The national high-stakes examinations such as Primary School Leaving
Examinations (PSLE) and Singapore-Cambridge General Certificate of Education (GCE ‘O’
and ‘A’ Level examinations) are summative in nature. The PSLE is a yearly national
examination which all students sit at the end of their sixth year of primary school
education before they move on to secondary schools. The PSLE assesses students’
achievement in English, MTL, Science and Mathematics. Students are placed into
different streams and schools according to their performance. GCE level examinations
are usually taken by students who have completed their four or five years of secondary
education and two or three years of their post-secondary education respectively. Again,
students would be placed into the next stage of education according to their results.

Any assessments other than CA, Semestral Assessment and national
examinations are usually considered formative in nature as marks are not recorded for
selection, placement or promotion purposes in schools. | observe that while SA is
concrete and clear to teachers, FA is more vaguely defined. Teachers may experience
tension between these different competing considerations in terms of assessment
purposes and agendas, especially when FA is poorly conceptualised and a common
understanding is not held by different stakeholders of education.

The social context in Singapore emphasises meritocracy and highly values
educational credentials (Gopinathan, 1997, 2007). This has resulted in a nation-wide
obsession with doing well in examinations. Many believe that good examination results
will see the child getting into the top schools in the country and eventually help him/her
build a brighter future and career prospects. This belief may have its cultural and
historical roots. As the majority of Singaporean are of Chinese descent who inherited

some Confucian heritage, a few cultural scholars (such as Kuo, 1996; Tan, 2012) have
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observed that the Singapore state’s vision of shared citizenship (also known as the ‘Our
Shared Values’), resembles very much the Confucian thinking. According to Tan (2012),
Confucianism generally emphasises the importance of the society, community, family,
consensus, and harmony. These values form the core of Singapore’s ‘Shared Values'. It
may be these reasons that Singapore has been commonly mentioned by many scholars
as a contemporary Confucian-heritage context/culture (CHC), although its population
and culture are not entirely Chinese. For example, in education, Carless and Lam (2014)
believe that the “exam-oriented” thinking strongly influences how assessment is
approached in contemporary CHCs that include Hong Kong and Singapore. They observe
that SA dominates to such an extent that it is difficult for FA to be established.

CHCs are commonly known for their “exam- and achievement-oriented”
teaching (Luk-Fong & Brennan, 2010), use of repetitive learning (Dahlin & Watkins, 2000)
and a high respect for higher authority (Turner, 2011). To this end, CHCs usually favour
teacher-centred pedagogy, with an emphasis on academic performance in high-stake
examinations, with teachers taking a big responsibility for students’ academic results
(Luk-Fong & Brennan, 2010). Inevitably, there is much tension between SA and FA in
these settings, especially when there is a call for change in assessment practice toward
AfL.

It is because of this cultural and historical factor, parents, students, and teachers
alike are all drawn into this competitive “exam-oriented” mode (Cheah, 1998). Tan
(2010) has further explained the relationship between assessment system and
meritocracy in Singapore. He explained that: “The principle of meritocracy directs all
stakeholders' attention and effort into the centrally-planned and common assessment
framework” (Tan, 2010, p.13). Consequently, it puts a huge pressure on schools that
inadvertently demands their teachers to prepare the students well for the national
examinations. As a result, teachers become accountable for their students' performance
(Cheah, 1998). This is further reinforced by the teachers' appraisal system or the
Enhanced Performance Management System (EPMS). The EPMS pits teachers against
one another in the same substantive grades. Their performance is assessed relatively to
the performance of other teachers within the same grade. In other words, it is a norm-
referenced appraisal system. They will compete to be eligible for a performance bonus

or promotion opportunities based on a group of Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) and
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the ranking is highly competitive. Commonly, teachers in this appraisal system are
assessed by the school leaders and key personnel on their ability to ensure success in
their students' academic performance, especially in the high-stakes national
examinations. Similar to students striving for good examination results, teachers have
to compete with their peers in terms of delivering excellent academic results, to be well-
appraised in their profession. Hence, assessment in Singapore is also high-stakes for
teachers.

As Sharpe and Gopinathan (2002) have commented, achieving results is the
bottom line of daily thinking and practice for teachers, giving rise to a number of
tensions. Teachers are pressured to prioritise in terms of results and there are further
demands from parents, students and even society, which all add complexity to how
teachers consider and experience assessment. |, too, observe that teachers often find it
hard to reconcile the tension between different purposes and agendas of assessment,
especially when there is a call for a greater focus on AfL instead of preparing students
well for the AoL.

One good example is the “Holistic Assessment” (HA) initiative recommended by
the Primary Education Review and Implementation (PERI) Committee of the MOE in
2009. The two concrete areas the initiative intends to address are the issue of “exam-
oriented culture” that includes advocating more qualitative feedback for improvement
and the use of “bite-sized” assessment as an alternative to one-off examination(s)
(Ratnam-Lim & Tan, 2015, p. 63). It was further found that the contextual factors (such
as the “exam-oriented” culture and system of accountability, teacher training, time and
supports) may hinder teachers from changing their assessment practice toward FA
effectively (Ratnam-Lim & Tan, 2015). These findings reflect my experiences and
observations on teachers’ assessment practice. Teachers may be caught in situations
where they struggle with deciding on the kind of assessment to carry out in their
classrooms. For example, some teachers’ “exam-oriented” practice may be challenged
when there is a call to “balance” or move towards AfL. Such movement inevitably causes
them to experience the tension between how to effectively cover and teach the subject
syllabus while preparing their students well for the national examinations.

The Assessment Philosophy of MOE has the vision of “Towards Learner-Centred

and Balanced Assessment” where assessment should be closely aligned with curricular
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objectives, content and pedagogy (MOE, 2012). To a large extent, such an initiative has
challenged some teachers’ old assessment practices which pay more attention to AolL.

The MOE assessment philosophy put forth that:

Both school-based assessment and national examinations play
important and different roles in our education system. A balanced
assessment system should have both Assessment of Learning as well

as Assessment for Learning. (MOE, 2012)

The need for teachers to change their current practices in any new educational
policy always brings along a certain degree of tension. This is especially true for
Singapore where the education system has been maintaining high standards of student
academic achievement in international comparative assessments. Moving into the new
century, the challenge is for the education system to think about what it should do to
maintain these high standards and simultaneously prepare and support its students well
for lifelong learning (Leong & Tan, 2014). To this end, Singapore serves as an ideal
context to investigate how teachers face the challenge with the introduction of new
classroom assessment initiatives (such as the “Holistic Assessment” and “Balanced
Assessment”). Their distinctive experiences of AT deserve stakeholders’ attention if they
are serious about helping teachers to better manage this tension. The rationale for such
assessment initiatives is to address the overemphasis on testing and examination (MOE,
2009). Scholars such as Leong and Tan (2014) have recognised the challenges brought
about by the new assessment initiatives in conceptualising FA and implementing
changes. | observed that teachers found it hard to reconcile the dilemma of helping
students perform in tests and high-stake examinations, and the introduction of
formative classroom assessment practice. There are tensions in and between policy and
practice when carrying out FA. Leong and Tan (2014) also conclude that the institutional
authority of successful high-stake examination results is being challenged under the new
policy. Teachers may be too focused on implementing new assessment practices while
ensuring their students’” high standards performance in high-stake national
examinations. However, it is not known how teachers are experiencing this tension and

challenge.



In fact, Singapore has been introducing educational reforms that require
teachers to change their assessment practices in the recent years and has met with a lot
of challenges and issues along the way. One such reform is the “Teach Less Learn More”
(TLLM) movement in 2004. TLLM is a policy to realize the “Thinking Schools, Learning
Nation” (TSLN) vision. Initiated in 1997, the TSLN aims to transform the education
system, and to prepare the students well for the 215 century. TLLM is aimed at reducing
syllabus. It would translate to less pressure on students, a bit less rote learning, more
space for them to explore and discover their talents and also more space for teachers to
think, to reflect, to find ways to bring out the best in their students and to deliver quality
results. Itis to teach less to our students so that they will learn more (Lee, 2004). Similar
to the notion or principle of “Balanced Assessment”, | think it would be too idealistic and
simplistic to expect the TLLM to be effected and implemented without much disruption
as the complexities of changing teachers’ teaching and assessment practices cannot be
ignored. Such policy changes have been assumed to be unproblematic to teachers and
students.

Conversely, in Hogan's (2011) account of the TLLM, he gave his views on the
relationship between teachers' beliefs and their practices. He concluded that the
teachers would probably ignore the new innovations or practices after a while unless
they have changed their views in line with the new instructional practices. They were
likely to carry on with their old teaching practices in spite of their sincere belief and
commitment to the new pedagogical initiatives or reforms. Later, Hogan et al., (2013)
reported tension, inconsistency or even misinterpretation and misalignment of what the
educational policy and initiative such as the TSLN and TLLM have advocated originally.
This empirical finding was drawn on data collected in 2010 to analyse the instructional
strategies Singapore secondary three teachers employed in their mathematics and
English lessons. Although the subject is different, it makes me remember the experience
| had as a CL classroom teacher who had to juggle with educational initiatives or reforms
on one hand, and complete the syllabus, bearing a teacher's accountability for students'
examination performance on the other. No doubt that tension is present when it comes
to assessment decision-making and practices. To this end, such empirical study is
valuable because they departed from the idealistic and simplistic views of the initiative

offered by the authorities and instead presented the real experiences of teachers.
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Tan (2008b) recognised the tension between the qualitative and quantitative
aspects of assessment in Singapore. Later, while Tan (2011b) argued that assessment in
TLLM initiative should be conducted “more qualitatively, through a wider variety of
authentic means, over a period of time to help in their own learning and growth, and
less quantitatively through one-off and summative examinations” (as shown on the
MOE website, 2007), this was not evident in schools. Tan (2011b) pointed out that the
intended “qualitative” approach to assessment was deviated by the pressure from
quality assurance such as excellence models and external validations. He further opined
that these twisted and shattered students’ learning. Should teachers conform to the
initiatives for assessment set by MOE or submit to the current pressure placed on
prioritizing students' results? For such a high-stakes assessment system with its culture
of performativity that is also being labelled as a unique CHC where the ‘East meets West’
in a highly globalised country, how do the teachers experience tension in assessment?
How do they respond to these challenges?

These are not straightforward questions because individuals would
conceptualise, interpret and negotiate assessment according to their own realities.
Unsurprisingly, there are so many cases of tension reported in Singapore and elsewhere
arising from educational reforms or policy changes (Arkoudis & O'Loughlin, 2004; Dreher,
2012; Ecclestone & Swan, 1999; Hardy, 2013; Kim et al., 2013; Hopfenbeck, Florez
Petour & Tolo, 2015; Kostogriz & Doecke, 2011; Pinto, 2016; Volkmann et al., 2005).
These studies concluded that new educational policies or reforms would require
teachers to respond and change their teaching and assessment practices in ways which
could be very personal and diverse. Regardless of teachers' choice of responses to the
new educational policies or reforms, they experienced different degree of conflict and
tension (Cohen & Ball, 1990). Vandeyar (2005), quoting earlier works done by Black
(1993), Crooks (1998); Blok, Otter & Roeleveld (2002) and others, reported that teachers
often struggle to reconcile the demands of the new educational policies or reforms with
their beliefs about teaching and assessment. This is a core educational problem which
teachers in Singapore and elsewhere often experienced. More attention and
understanding are needed if school leaders and policy-makers are serious about helping

teachers to better manage and handle tension in assessment.



There may be many approaches to help teachers better manage AT. However, it
will only be useful and meaningful if school leaders and policy-makers can seek first to
understand teachers' distinctive experience of AT in greater depth before they could
further explore more effective ways to help them. This is a core educational problem in
my practice that past studies and scholarship have not been able to address adequately
and satisfactorily at the moment. To be more precise, there is a lack of studies that
investigate teachers' experience of AT from the perspective of the “experiencers”,
although AT has been inevitable in their teaching. Teachers' unique, distinctive and rich
descriptions of their experience of AT are not heard directly in past studies. Teachers'
articulations regarding their experience of AT are muted. As a result, past scholars are
not able to make sense of the different ways in which AT could be ‘better’ (or ‘poorer’)
experienced, which | think is crucial insights for policy-makers and other stakeholders of
education to understand and thus provide more concrete and effective ways to help
teachers better deal with AT in practice.

In the Singapore context, teachers inevitably experience AT at the policy,
programmatic, school and classroom levels when teaching and assessing students’
learning from a system and culture of performativity. This is especially prominent when
there is a call for assessment change to focus on AfL in an SA-dominated education
system. In this research, | define AT as “teachers' feelings of struggle with competing
considerations in their assessment practices”. This definition is a combination of
literature reviews on AT and my experiences as a curriculum planning officer and
specialist, middle manager and language teacher in school, as well as working with
classroom teachers for more than 15 years. My experience and the above empirical
studies informed me of another reality of how teachers experienced and struggled with
policy changes such as the TLLM. However, past studies did not specifically investigate
how teachers experience tension in the area of assessment change. My research could
close this gap as | believe that only with benefit of empirical investigations (similar to
those done by Hogan, 2011; Hogan et al., 2013; Tan, 2008b) are scholars and
stakeholders of education able to gain insights on teachers’ struggles regarding their
experiences of AT. To this end, the context of my practice serves as an interesting and
important research ground to investigate how teachers in a successful education system

experience and deal with AT bought about by new challenges in assessment.
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1.3 Situating CL teaching and assessment in the Singapore context

At the point of writing this thesis, | had already served as a secondary school CL
classroom teacher for five years; a Mother Tongue Language (MTL) Head-of-Department
(HOD) for five years; a curriculum planning officer for five years, and for the past three
years, | have been serving as a senior specialist in the Curriculum Planning and
Development Division (CPDD) of the MOE. While my teaching role in the school included
carrying out instructional programme and assessment, the role of a HOD included
setting direction and providing professional leadership for the department to ensure
teaching quality and students’ achievement. At CPDD, | have been developing
centralised CL curriculum for secondary school learners. | had opportunities to interact
with many classroom teachers and colleagues from the Singapore Examinations and
Assessment Board (SEAB) and teaching training institutions such as the National
Institute of Education (NIE), the Academy of Singapore Teachers (AST) and the Singapore
Centre for Chinese Language (SCCL).

In those interactions | had with CL teachers, | observed that many of them often
experience tension between the use of English and Chinese in their daily work. There is
a naturally inherent language tension when using Chinese in a context where English is
the dominate language and the lingua franca for different races to communicate with
one another. As it is the official and common vehicle for communication in Singapore,
English is also the main language of instruction in all the subjects in schools, with the
exception of the MTLs.

CL teachers experienced much AT at the policy and practice level. Among all
teachersin Singapore, perhaps CL teacher is the best representative of a CHC as Chinese
language and culture are closely related. In many other jurisdictions alike, language
teachers are seen as an information or “cultural transmitter” who do not only treat
language as a means of communication, but more importantly as an end of the language
study (Xiong, Li & Qu, 2015). CL teachers in Singapore are assumed to preserve and
promote the language for their students to understand and develop their unique
identity through a deeper appreciation of the Chinese culture (MOE, 2010).

CL as a Mother Tongue Language (MTL) is volatile due to its specificity in
Singapore as its teaching and assessment are easily influenced by both international and

local factors. Internationally, CL as a learning subject has drawn much global attention

10



in the recent decades because of the prominent increasing number of learners
worldwide. Indeed, about one-fifth of the world population speak Chinese and it is the
third most spoken language in the United States (Xiao, 2011). In the last few decades,
education systems across the globe have moved quickly to embrace new trends of CL
learning and assessment. While English is undoubtedly the global lingua franca of the
current era of globalization, it is not without challenges in the recent decades. Wang
(2004, 2007) has earlier proposed a notion of viewing CL in the US as the human, cultural,
and social capital for individuals, groups, and the society-at-large. Elsewhere, Ding and
Saunders (2006) have noted that efforts by Beijing to promote the CL and Mandarin's
increasing utility as a lingua franca for trade have significantly increased the resonance
of Chinese culture abroad.

Locally, the same trend is also observed in Singapore where Mandarin Chinese,
has both pragmatic and non-pragmatic functions. Scholars have argued that this
language should be learnt to not only take advantage of China’s economic
transformation, but also because it is an identity marker for Chinese Singaporeans
(Stroud & Wee, 2007). Wee (2003) termed this approach in language education policy
planning as “linguistic instrumentalism” (p. 211), which is a view of language that
justifies its existence in @ community in terms of its usefulness in achieving specific
utilitarian goals, such as the access to economic development.

While both international and local factors seem to have favoured the learning of
CL, the MOE recognises that the language environment at home is changing and will
result in a variation of linguistic exposure and abilities (MOE, 2010). Contrary to the
global increasing number of CL learners, there is a decreasing trend of Chinese primary
school students using CL at home. Among ethnic Chinese students, the proportion with
English as the most frequently used home language rose from 28% in 1991 to 59% in
2010 (MOE, 2010). To this end, CL teachers often lament the drop in the proficiency level
of students’ CL standard and are increasingly feeling much more tension in teaching and
assessing their students’ learning. In assessment, it was proposed that a “performance-
based assessment” (a fully Information and Communication Technology- or ICT-
delivered system) to be introduced to measure students’ attainment of language
proficiencies. This new policy requires teachers to change their current practices in

assessment and inevitably invites much tension.
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integrated language
teaching and assessment
Syllabus content and
depth (creativity, critical
thinking skills, etc.)
coverage and individual

needs

Levels Tension between
Policy The intents of MTL Policy MTL as a subject in the high-
(The Bilingual Policy) stakes national examination for
Assessment change due placement purpose
to students’ profile Teachers’ readiness in
assessment change
Practice The traditional non- The call for 21st century skills

and Communication Language
Ability approach that
emphasises interactions, task-
based and authentic teaching
and assessment

Teach to performativity (doing

well in national examinations)

and accountability issues

Table 1.3: AT at the policy and practice levels

Table 1.3 shows how AT may be experienced by CL teachers at the policy and practice
levels. First, at the policy level, both students and teachers experience tension between
CL as a subject in the high-stakes national examination for placement purpose and its
mission in the bilingual education policy of Singapore, as well as TSLN and TLLM.
According to the report by 2010 Mother Tongue Languages Review Committee (MTLRC),
bilingualism is a cornerstone of Singapore's education system. There are three broad
objectives in the teaching and learning of MTL, namely for “Communication, Culture and
Connection” (the 3Cs). While communication is a valuable life skill, culture should be
preserved by the MTL for our students to understand and develop their unique identity
through a deeper appreciation of culture, traditions, literature and history. MTL also
enables our students to connect with other communities (MOE, 2010, p.13). However,
MTL is also an “examinable” language subject in the national examinations, such as the

PSLE and GCE 'O' Level Examination for placement purpose. These two broad intents
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may contradict with each other when the policy is translated into practice because
teachers may think that if they spend too much time on the 3Cs, they may not prepare
their students well for the national examination. This AT is not uncommon among CL
teachers as they generally find it tough to balance the learning objectives of MTL and
purposes of assessment in the high-stakes examination. In addition, when there is a call
for change in the current assessment practice (such as taking up a fully ICT-delivered
system), policy-makers may not be aware that there will be inherent tension for
teachers to change their current practice.

In practice, while the MOE has announced that “our curriculum will emphasise
spoken interaction and written interaction skills in addition to the four basic skills of
listening, reading, speaking and writing” (MOE, 2010, p.16), my observation is that there
is still a tendency for curriculum and programme to be planned using the traditional non-
integrated approach of language teaching and assessment. The main reason points to
the continued usage of a non-integrated approach of testing at the national level. Indeed,
assessment will ultimately pull teachers' tendency to reorient their curriculum and
pedagogy towards what is going to be tested (Bernstein, 1990). | observed that the CL
teaching did not go according to the call for 21t century skills and Communication
Language Ability (CLA) assessment that emphasise interactions, task-based and
authentic teaching and assessment described in the literature (Bachman, 2000;
Bachman & Palmer, 1996).

In the classroom, | observed that there was always tension between having
syllabus content and depth coverage in a given learning period on one hand and
teaching the students to score well in the national examinations on the other, especially
for the graduating classes. Many scholars have argued that Singapore schools need to
equip and encourage teachers to adopt authentic assessment in teaching and learning
to develop the students' higher-order thinking (Koh, Tan & Ng, 2012; Koh, 2011; Koh &
Luke 2009). Koh and Gong (2008) have reviewed that the assessment and teaching of CL
in Singapore emphasise drill and practice of basic linguistic knowledge and principles.
The assessment tasks seldom engaged students in higher-order thinking, real-world
problem solving, and extensive communication. There seems to be a lack of opportunity

for students to be exposed to authentic language use in their learning of CL.
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Indeed, many teachers are still teaching to the test and have placed a very heavy
emphasis on the national high-stakes assessments. They tend to place more emphasis
on drill and practice of basic knowledge and skills rather than on critical-thinking skills.
This could be due to the “exam-oriented” teaching culture in the local context. In fact,
Liu (2011) observes that many CL teachers used the same format in the GCE 'O' Level
Examination for routine classroom assessments and term class tests which he thinks is
not healthy for the language development and learning of CL in Singapore.

In line with educational reforms such as TSLN and TLLM, there were four reviews
on the MTL, which took place in 1991, 1999, 2004 and 2010 respectively. The recent
2010 MTL Review Committee has identified four recommendations to further enhance
MTL teaching and learning (MOE, 2010). All these educational policy initiatives and
language reforms have called for a parallel change in the curriculum and advocated
teaching and assessment to promote deeper understanding of knowledge, higher-order
thinking skills and creativity rather than traditional rote learning such as memorising
procedural and factual knowledge. The reality gets more complicated when these
policies changes and reviews carry different agendas. Surely these tensions from
different levels are never so simple and tidy in reality and teachers would inevitably
experience them differently. | believe that these distinctive experiences deserve our
attention if school leaders and policy-makers are serious about helping teachers to

better manage AT in practice.

1.4 The nature of assessment tension and the research question

Tension originates from the stem of “tensio” in Latin, meaning “a stretching”.
According to the World English Dictionary, tension refers to “the act of stretching or
straining” or “the state of being stretched or strained”. Tension as a concept is most
discussed in science (or physics).

In physics, tension is the stretching or pulling force exerted by a string, rope or
similar object on another object, such as a ball. In this scenario, it may not be visible or
felt but tension is virtually everywhere. There are tensions exerted both upward and
downward on the string, ball, scaffold and earth simultaneously. Tensions result when
the formations of the net electrostatic attractions between the particles in the object

are further apart from one another. Under this circumstance, there will be a force trying
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to balance this change. It is the pulling force exerted by the object, trying to restore its
original from the more compressed formation of the net electrostatic attraction.
(Giancoli, 2008). It is important to note that, unlike most of the studies that reported
tension in teaching and assessment as undesirable, the concept of tension in physics is

|II

“neutral” because it does not carry any negative connotation.

Based on the scientific explanation of tension in physics, there is “implicitness”
in the concept of tension. The implicitness is exhibited in the multitude of pulling forces
(both upward and downward) that are exerting simultaneously around the string, ball,
scaffold and earth. Though we know the existence of the various tensions, it is not clear
as to where they are exerting and what their relationships in the setting are. The
implicitness is also exhibited by the quality of being difficult to detect, seen or observed
by an external party. For example, the net electrostatic attractions between the particles
in the object are not seen by naked eyes.

Teachers' experience of AT highly resembles this nature of tension in physics in
that the different demands or considerations at play which teachers have to manage in
their assessment practices are very much similar to the stretching or pulling forces from
different directions. However, it is vital to note that, unlike this basic concept of tension
in physics, AT in teaching is more complicated because it is often dynamic but yet not
explicitly articulated by teachers. Additionally, teachers’ emotions towards assessment
must also be taken into account as it greatly influences teachers’ decisions and actions
in assessment.

In educational settings, Berry (2007) defines tension as “the feelings of internal
turmoil experienced by teacher educators as they found themselves pulled in different
directions by competing pedagogical demands in their work and the difficulties they
experienced as they learned to recognize and manage these demands” (p. 119). She
introduced this notion of tension as a conceptual frame and analytic tool in her studies
of prospective teachers’ education. This notion is a way of representing and
understanding the contradicting elements and complex nature of pedagogy of teacher
education. | personally think that Berry's definition of tension as “the feelings of internal
turmoil” is a very negative connotation and it is rather extreme to a large extent. On the
other hand, Tillema and Kremer-Haydon (2005) define tensions as “the emotional

awareness of a possible conflict” (p. 204). Similar to the concept of tension in physics

15



explained above, this definition is more neutral and not so extreme as compared with
Berry's conceptualisation. King, Patterson and Stolle (2008) went further to explain that
“when something sits in tension, multiple polarities act against one another, extending,
stretching and straining the object to its limits or until it is taut” (p.5). That is the reason
why Talanquer, Tomanek and Novodvorsky (2007) argue studying tensions and
dilemmas in teaching practice can help articulate teachers' concerns and problems.
Although | grant that studying tension in teaching will allow us to better understand
teachers' problems, | further assert that it will be even more helpful if school leaders
and policy-makers can hear from their articulations of the experiences since teachers'
own voices were not heard in the majority of the past studies on tension.

Indeed, teaching and assessment are challenging undertakings which teachers
have to negotiate every day in schools. Teachers have to make many considerations
before they decide on what, where, when, how and to whom the assessment should
take place. In reality, AT is more complex than the concept of tension in physics simply
because there are multiple ways and thus multiple outcomes for experiencing this
phenomenon. This complexity of AT can be seen from the many studies that report

III

“multi-dimensional” tensions experienced by teachers. For example, while teachers may
experience tensions from the two different perspectives of reading assessment in the
British Columbia system, the perspective of the students and parents further
complicates the issue by disturbing teachers' pedagogy and assessment in their
classrooms (Field, 1991). These different tensions at play from various stakeholders of
education are similar to the multiple forces that are acting on an object. While some of
these tensions may be visible, most of these tensions are not and teachers experience
them in different ways.

In Singapore, there are various demands from the current assessment regime
and stakeholders, educational policy and initiatives, and the call for “learner-centered”
pedagogy (Hogan et.al, 2013). Together with greater parental interest and involvement
in education (Khong & Ng, 2005), the mixtures of tensions in assessment are highly
complex.

It is because of the nature of teachers’ experience of AT that this research argues
for a qualitative research method. This approach would enable me to explore in-depth

into teacher’s rich experience of AT. As Mason (2002) has considered:
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Through qualitative research we can explore a wide array of
dimensions of the social world, including the texture and weave of
everyday life, the understandings, experiences and imaginings of our
research participants, the ways that social processes, institutions,
discourses or relationships work, and the significance of the meanings
they generate. We can do all of this qualitatively by using
methodologies that celebrate richness, depth, nuance, context,
multidimensionality and complexity rather than being embarrassed

or inconvenienced by them (p.1).

The qualitative research approach will play a key role in the investigation of CL teachers’
experience of AT. | will argue in more detail in Chapter 3 that phenomenography is a
suitable methodology to study teachers' experience of AT.

Indeed, there is a dearth of in-depth study on teachers' distinctive experience of
AT, though there are many studies that have reported cases of AT. Most of these studies
are not inclusive of teachers’ experience. | would argue that the situations experienced
by classroom teachers are far more complex than what previous studies have reported.
While Black and Wiliam (1998a) may have looked “inside the black box of raising
standards through classroom assessment”, | think we have yet to explore “the black box”
of teachers' experience of AT. This is the core educational problem in my context which
past studies and scholarships have not been able to fully address. In the same way as
Black and Wiliam (1998a) conceptualised classroom assessment in terms of “system
engineering”, | would observe teachers' experience of AT from an “input-process-output”
structure. While the AT “inputs” are very much well discussed, the “process or how
teachers experience, make sense of them and turn them into outputs” is not well
understood. What are teachers’ conceptions of AT? What considerations in assessment
do teachers focus on? What are teachers' assessment practice and how do they carry
out assessment? How do they make assessment decisions when there are multiple
considerations? What are their main considerations or priority in assessment decisions?
How do teachers deal with these different considerations? What are the relationships

among all these distinctive experiences of AT? How are these tensions resolved, if
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possible? Without much doubt, these questions are real and complex and are important
enough for an in-depth research.

To help answer the above complex questions, | consolidated and summarised
them into an overarching research question:

What are the qualitatively different ways in which teachers experience AT?
Assessments are not easily distinguishable and neatly separable in actual situations.
School leaders and policy-makers should then recognise that assessments in practice are
dynamic. Investigating teachers' experience of AT provides a dynamic perspective of
understanding and conceptualising assessment which diverge from the quiescent
perspectives of understanding assessment.

When teachers encounter assessment reforms in new educational policy, some
are flexible to change their practice. Some will abandon their continuous efforts and
struggle. Others, however, find ways to manage this tension, dilemmas, conflicts or
contradictions in assessment. They would bridge the gap between the promises of
sound assessment and the realities of implementation. All these experiences are unique
and some teachers may have ‘better’ experiences than others. What are the
qualitatively different ways in which teachers experience AT? What separates these
differences in teachers’ experiences and what are the relationships among them? All
these can only be explored from teachers' real experiences and articulations. The
different ways of experiencing AT by the teachers are valuable insights which various
stakeholders of education would benefit from knowing as it informs them of the better

or poorer ways of experiencing AT.

1.5 Significance of the research

This research is significant for several reasons. First, there is a rich body of
empirical studies on the taking up of new assessment initiatives or reforms in the CHCs.
However, based on the review of the literature on these (in Chapter 2), few have
reported how teachers experience and manage the tension derived from the new
assessment ideas from the ‘West’ and the traditional exam-oriented practice of the
‘East’. To this end, this research combines the concepts of AT and assessment practice
in the CHCs educational jurisdictions to investigate the qualitatively different ways in

which CL teachers experience and manage AT in their daily teaching. In addition, by
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focusing on CL as a subject discipline, this research investigates how CL as a heritage
language and an examination subject that has a stake in the system, invites tension in
assessment. It also informs scholars and stakeholders of education how this special
group of teachers experience AT.

Second, this research contributes to the research on teachers’ experience of AT.
Specifically, it investigates the nature of AT from teachers’ perspective. Past studies have
identified tension in assessment to be negative by the researchers and the experiences
from the teachers are not extensively investigated, nor is it investigated using
phenomenography. In particular, this research captures teachers’ collective experience
of AT in terms of their distinctive differences (or variation) and their interrelatedness.

Third, this research contributes to the studies on FA, SA and sustainable
assessment, as well as their complex interactions and relationships. The review of over
70 pieces of empirical work on AT (in Chapter 2) shows a lion’s share of work related to
the many purposes assessment has to serve in the new era of educational assessment.
There are fewer studies examining the ways in which teachers experience and manage
their tension in assessment. This research adds to the bulk of work on FA, SA and
sustainable assessment by investigating Singapore teachers’ experience of AT.

Finally, as assessment policy formulation and implementation usually do not
take teachers’ AT experience and ways of tension management into consideration,
future assessment policies planning, initiatives, reviews or reforms may be built based
on these grounded and experienced contexts of teachers' experience of AT. This
research may also set the stage for a series of on-going recommendations, adjustments
and even interventions around the redesigning of curriculum, teaching and assessment
system and policy in Singapore. By investigating and then illuminating the AT teachers
experienced, this research contributes to an in-depth understanding of teachers' real
assessment experience. As a result, it addresses the enabling context and situation in
which teachers can have a ‘better’ experience of AT. It then can suggest concrete ways
to help teachers better manage the tension they face so that they would not struggle
needlessly to realise the full potential of sound assessment. These insights are essential
to better curriculum implementation which will eventually improve teaching and

learning.
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When teachers often experience AT and thus have feelings of struggle with
competing considerations, decision-making in assessment practices may become
difficult, inconsistent and even unprofessional. As there are many competing
considerations and uncertainties during the assessment decision-making process,
teachers may not know what to fall back on and thus may feel a loss in control. When
this happens, decisions now depend on external factors rather than on teachers'
professional judgment. From this perspective, teacher empowerment may be
undermined because they have to face the problem of inconsistency, uncertainty and
even compromise when making assessment decisions. As a result, a series of negative
issues associated with teachers' work-related outcomes, such as low job satisfaction,
poor work and organisational commitment, may have a direct impact on personal
motivation, classroom improvement and school effectiveness (Lee & Nie, 2014). This
problematic aspect of teachers' work has been noted in much of my experience as an
educator in my context and past studies and scholarships have not been able to address
adequately and satisfactorily at the moment because it is under-studied. | would further
caution that a continuous failure to recognise and address AT may affect a wider
application of teacher empowerment and professionalization of teaching in practice.

In addition, | would add that these definitions and arguments highlighted a real
experience of phenomenon in assessment practice. While some teachers may resonate
with these past experiences immediately, there are still many possible ways of
experiencing tensions in reality but were very often overlooked. This research closes this
research gap by exploring teachers' unique experiences of AT from their very own
perspectives. This research leaves it open to let teachers voice their ways of
experiencing AT. Previous scholars of tension studies have opened a lens for us to
explore assessment issues. In the same way as Leong and Tan (2014) have put across
regarding the consistency of applying FA theory across different sociocultural contexts,
we have to accept and live with certain contradictions and view dilemmas not as
obstruction for us to understand assessment issues.

As an educator, | recognise similarities between my own experiences and what
other studies have reported about teachers' experiences of AT at the policy,
programmatic, school, classroom and individual levels. As | shall show further in the next

chapter, teachers are often in situations where they have to make tough decisions on
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what types of assessment to carry out at different times in their classrooms due to a
variety of factors such as introductions of new policies, reforms, initiatives or reviews.
This feeling of struggle is not well-recognized as an important educational practice

problem and thus is poorly understood by many people.

1.6 Research method

The main aim of this research is to provide a conceptual description and analysis
of the distinctively different ways in which CL teachers experience AT in Singapore. It is
to investigate how they experience and understand the roles of assessment and their
tension in the current education landscape and their considerations in assessment
practices. In the following chapter, | argue that previous studies on teachers’ experience
of AT studies have not adequately addressed teachers’ experience of AT in much depth.
| employ phenomenography as an approach in this research. This method enables me
to describe and investigate the different ways of experiencing AT by the teachers. | am
interested to explore how CL teachers conceptualise and describe the AT they
encountered. In addition, | am also interested to explore the relationships within and
across the different ways of experiencing AT in much depth. On one hand,
phenomenographic design approach could offer a framework for me to understand
teachers’ conceptualisations of AT. On the other hand, it also allows me to explore how
they manage AT. The justifications and details of this research methodology are further
discussed in Chapter 3.

The utilization of phenomenographic research to understand the
conceptualisations of AT encountered by the CL teachers as the lived experience of
Singapore educators will contribute not only to the research landscape but will also
inform the assessment practices of other educators, as well as how AT can be better

managed.

1.7 Summary
From the above discussions on the concept of AT in general, | observe that:
(1) it is a core educational issue in my practice and elsewhere that past scholarships

have not been able to address adequately and thus it deserves greater attention;
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(2) it is inevitable as it exists in all education sectors but teachers’ distinctive ways
of experiencing AT are often not well recognized as an important educational
practice problem and thus is poorly understood;

(3) reconciling different competing considerations in assessment by just using the
principle of “Balanced Assessment” may be too idealistic and simplistic;

(4) in Singapore, there are tensions, inconsistency and misalignment of what the
educational policy and initiative have advocated in assessment because such
practice change is disruptive but there is a lack of studies to understand how

teachers experience these AT.

This chapter mainly describes the core educational problem of AT common to
both Singapore and elsewhere, highlighting the complexity of this phenomenon. | have
also brought in my practice context, significance of this research and introduced the
overarching research question along the way. The method that is employed has also
been briefly mentioned. The rest of the thesis is summarised as follows:

Chapter 2 is dedicated to the literature reviews of AT. Past studies revealed that
AT could arise from anywhere: from assessment itself (the purposes it needs to serve)
to other external factors (such as assessment reforms or policies), from teachers
themselves (paradigms of assessment) to other stakeholders of education (whom
formed the historical and cultural factors). In addition, the notion of “balancing
assessment” is also critiqued. The “two contrasting paradigms of assessment” is seen as
binary and has not been helpful to teaching, with the historical and cultural factors of
assessment in the CHCs being viewed as repellent to changes in assessment. Such
reviews and critiques suggested the need to separately investigate teachers’ experience
of AT qualitatively.

After reviewing the methodologies employed by past studies on AT, Chapter 3
discussed the use of the phenomenographic approach to carry out this research. The
unique contributions of phenomenography to study teachers’ experience in AT research
were highlighted. The rest of this chapter was dedicated to describing the method and
its concept, the data sources and collection, as well as the data analysis. How | will
assumed the role of the researcher and the issues of validity, reliability and ‘bracketing’

were also discussed.
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Chapter 4 sets out the findings of this research. | identified three conceptions of
AT (passive, responsive and propulsive) and the role of a passive executor, or a rational
practitioner or a re-conceptualiser. These conceptions are logically related to each other
in a hierarchical fashion. Collectively, the conceptions make up the “outcome space”
that represents the full variation of the themes and critical aspects (the “What’ and ‘How’
aspect) experienced by the teachers in AT.

Chapter 5 reviews the main findings in relation to the research questions and
past studies on AT. | recapitulate the research purpose and findings, reflect on some of
the limitations, before discussing the significance and contributions of the research in
four main areas: (1) Understanding AT to be positive and constructive; (2) Increasingly
importance of FA in an SA-dominated educational landscape; (3) Re-looking AT in
sustainable assessment; (4) Re-discovering the open tradition of Confucian education
from CL teachers’ experience of AT. The implications and recommendations for policy,

research and practice in schools are also discussed.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

2.1 Introduction

In this chapter, | review the literature on tensions faced by teachers in
assessment. Previous studies on assessment tensions, dilemmas, conflicts,
contradictions and struggle in assessment tended to emphasise on how AT comes about
and how teachers should reconcile this tension. Based on the extant empirical research
on AT, both elsewhere and in Singapore, this chapter identifies the gaps in the current

body of research that this dissertation may contribute towards filling.

2.2 Literature search method

This chapter examines both empirical research and conceptual papers on
teachers’ report of AT ranging from primary school to post-secondary education that
includes teacher education.

As an educator, | often recognised similarities between my own observations,
experiences and what other teachers reported from their experiences of AT through my
conversations with them. Teachers often struggle with their many considerations in
assessment as they carry out their teaching duties in schools. Bearing these experiences
in mind, | started to search for literature that discussed AT, using the following keywords
that have repeatedly been used by CL teachers in Singapore: “educational assessment
tension”, “assessment dilemmas”, “assessment conflicts”, “testing tension” and
“struggle in assessment”. These keywords are closely related to the definition of AT in
this research. As defined in Chapter 1, it is “teachers’ feeling of struggle with competing
considerations in their assessment practices”. This preliminary search was still
exploratory in nature because | had to decide precisely how deep | wished to explore
the topic. As the arguments found in the preliminary searched literature resonated with
my own experience of AT, | knew | was heading in the right direction. Then | continued
to search for more literature on AT. | employed two techniques for searching the
literature: the online database approach and the ancestry approach. To canvass the
literature in English, | searched Google Scholar, Education Research Complete, Academic

Search Premier, Education Resources Information Center (ERIC), PsycINFO, EdResearch
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Online, Hong Kong Education Bibliography Database, JSTOR, ProQuest Education
Journals, Taylor Francis Online (Education Collection), Educational Assessment
Evaluation and Accountability, last but not least ProQuest Dissertations and Theses
database from 1989 to 2018.

| limited the search to reviewed journal articles, dissertations and theses, as well
as scholarly books. From the over 200 abstracts returned, | removed those in agriculture,
medical and nursing education. Then | re-reviewed the remaining to select those that
had a K-12 grade or post-secondary educational and academic focus. They had to have
either some sort of empirical work or theoretical literature review. | eliminated opinion
papers, article or book reviews, or recommendations and guides for teachers.

The literature search resulted in 62 empirical researches (including 9
dissertations and 21 reviews or conceptual papers (total 83) that fit the purpose for this
literature review based on the following inclusion criteria: (1) reported from 1989 to
2018 (29 years); (2) published in English; (3) reviewed journal articles; (4) empirical
studies; and (5) involving teachers’ report of tensions, dilemmas, conflicts,
contradictions and struggle in assessment.

Each study was reviewed by checking and analysing their: (1) basic publication
information (i.e., authors and year of publication), (2) participants (e.g., personnel,
sample size, and country), (3) focus level (primary, secondary or post-secondary), (4)
data collection method, (5) data analysis method, (6) types and dimension of tension
(whether itis “two” or “multi” dimensions), and if there are an (7) underlying theoretical
framework. The Appendix A shows a summary of the 83 studies reviewed in
chronological order. A critical review is presented in the following sections, grouped into
five main categories that include: (1) AT comprising different assessment purposes, (2)
AT and the “two contrasting paradigms of assessment”, (3) AT caused by new
assessment reforms and policies, (4) Singapore teachers’ experience of AT (5) AT and
the history and culture of assessment in the CHCs.

| started off with a review on AT comprising different assessment purposes
because this phenomenon is universal and thus is applicable to any context. Following
closely is the review on the “two contrasting paradigms of assessment”, which is further
developed from the different assessment purposes. Then, | went on to review new

assessment reforms and policies in which teachers’ experience of AT is further
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intensified. Next, | followed up with a closer review on how AT has been deemed to be
negative and undesirable, paying special attentions to AT between new policy and
practice tension, as well as teachers’ beliefs and practice tension. While these four areas
are still very much applicable to any context, | zoomed in to review Singapore teachers’
experience of AT, paying special attentions to the concerns of assessment purpose, as
well as new reforms or policies in assessment. The sequence of the review is completed
with literature on AT and the history and culture of assessment, focusing mainly on how

new assessment ideas affect teachers’ assessment practice in the CHCs.

2.3 AT comprising different assessment purposes

The multiple duties or purposes of assessment may be in conflict with one
another. Scriven (1967), Rowntree (1987), Broadfoot (1996), Boud (2000), Harlen (2006),
Newton (2007), Moss and Brookhart (2009), Carless (2012) and many other scholars
have attempted to discuss the aims, uses, functions, roles or purposes of assessment
from a variety of perspectives. Truly, depending on the perspective one takes, there are
different purposes of assessment. For example, Newton (2007) has identified 18 uses of
assessment while Scriven (1967) has only pinned assessment down to two purposes.
Generally, traditional educational assessments are framed toward summative purpose
(for testing, grading, evaluation) while the more recent constructivist learning theories
are more concerned with social and cultural constructions which promote student
learning and improvement.

Besides FA and SA, assessment(s) serves other purposes. One such example is
sustainable assessment, also known as the “third purpose of assessment” —assessment
to foster learning throughout life (Boud & Falchikov, 2006, p.400) adds complexity to
teachers’ assessment experience and tension. Teachers may struggle to find an
assessment that is fit for its intended multiple duties.

These multiple duties or purposes may be in conflict with one another. As
teachers make assessment decisions, they will have to consider these various purposes.
For example, Firestone (1998) has termed “the technical tension” (p. 176) to be the type
of AT originated from the different purposes central assessments were expected to
serve. In higher education, Ecclestone and Swan (1999) have conducted a research on

11 teachers from four universities and concluded that there was a growing tension
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between support for selective norm-referenced assessment and the more accessible
and motivating criterion-referenced assessment which could serve different purposes.
Subsequently, Reis and Villaume (2002) discussed the wide-scale use of portfolio
assessment in teacher education and found that the university supervisors, cooperating
teachers and former pre-service teachers experienced the inherent tension of using
portfolio assessment which was designed both to foster professional learning and for
certification. More recently, Harman and McDowell (2011) reported the AT over the
roles of “the expert guide”, “the tutor”, “the traditional teacher”, “the objective assessor”
and “the gate-keeper” by the university lecturers in the UK. These multiple roles imply
that assessment has to serve different purposes and may create tension for the teachers.
To this end, for the past two decades, educators have attempted to use the
notion of “balanced assessment” to fulfil different purposes of assessment so that it can
enhance teaching and learning. For example, the National Education Association (2003)
in the United States suggested that “To maximize student success, assessment must be
seen as an instructional tool for use while learning is occurring, and as an accountability
tool to determine if learning has occurred. Because both purposes are important, they
must be in balance” (NEA, 2003, p.1). This idea of a balanced assessment emphasises
the importance of assessment serving both “an instructional tool for learning”, as well

I”

as “an accountability tool”. This take on the balancing of the “double-importance” of
assessment purpose seems to characterise different types of assessment to be opposite,
separated and not having any constructive interactions.

Along the same vein, Chappuis, Commodore and Stiggins (2010, 2017) have been
directing educators on how to plan an assessment system that is “balanced”. They
proposed that “a balanced assessment system serves a variety of purposes, uses a
variety of measures, and meets the information and decision-making needs of all
assessment users at the classroom, building, and district levels” (Chappuis, Commodore
& Stiggins, 2017, p.4). In my opinion, this definition of a balanced assessment system is
comprehensive but too simplistic and idealistic because it assumes the complex
assessment purposes needed by different users could be brought about into coherence

by an overly simple notion. More importantly, it is impossible to meet the needs of all

assessment users of different levels because they require different data for various
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purposes at varied stages of students’ learning. To this end, | think such a system is highly
idealistic and would hardly be applicable in practice.

In Singapore, the first mention of “balanced assessment” started in 2013 when
the MOE initiated a move for schools to shift “Towards Learner-Centred and Balanced
Assessment”. This principle is the underpinning philosophy for assessment change in its
assessment document for secondary schools released in 2013. The notion of “balanced
assessment” may be traced back to 2009 when the Singapore Examinations and
Assessment Board (SEAB) Chief Executive, Ms L. C. Tan suggested that there is a need to

“audit our practices for balance”. She proposed:

The key word here is ‘balance’; neither excess nor neglect. Our journey is
not about having examinations or no examinations — rather it is a search
for a healthy mix of the two types of assessment. How do we balance the
use of examinations for placement with use of assessment to inform

learning? (Tan, 2009, p.2)

It is important to take note that the Chief Executive highlighted “balance” as the key,
which means it assumes a pivotal role in ensuring sound assessment practice. However,
the notion of “balancing assessment” is not easy in practice because “balance” carries a
high degree of subjectivity and can be subjected to many interpretations. For examples,
teachers may try to balance their assessment between FA and SA; they may also focus
on adjusting their assessment practice between giving students quantitative and
qualitative feedback. They may also shift their assessment from “standardised” ones to
more “personalised” ones in order to “balance” their assessment practice. There are
many possibilities in conceptualising “balanced assessment”. Further, there is no criteria
or standard to show that any assessment system is “balanced”.

Additionally, the phrases “neither excess nor neglect” and “a healthy mix of the
two types of assessment” are extremely ambiguous and did not offer any concrete and
constructive instruction on how educators at different levels (policy, programmatic,
school, classroom and individual) should and could use assessment in a “balanced”
fashion. It is not clear as to how exactly teachers should conceptualise and

operationalise “balanced assessment” in schools and subsequently to resolve this
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problematic aspect of teachers’ work. Indeed, assessment could be defined in several
ways depending on one’s perspective. Often, teachers encounter conflicts and tension
when carrying out assessment that serves more than one purpose (for e.g, “double duty”
(Boud, 2000)) and finds it hard to “balance” in practice. Having “a wrong balance” or
being “not in balance” implies that teachers are not able to ensure that their assessment
is “fit for purpose” because their original intended purpose may have to give way to
achieve “balanced-assessment”.

The above conceptualisations of “balanced assessment” suggest that this notion
is not so simple as to merely place an equivalence between the two types of assessment
(examinations for placement and assessment to inform learning). It involves many
dimensions and requires all stakeholders coming together, with a common
understanding, working toward a common vision. Without a common understanding at
all levels, teachers will have many assumptions about assessment and be unsure if they
have achieved the “balanced assessment”. To this end, the notion of “balanced
assessment” could be said to have totally ignored the tensions in assessment possibly
experienced by teachers in practice.

More recently, Leong and Tan (2014) have reviewed the various education
reforms and traced how FA was conceptualised and played out by Singapore schools.

They observed the challenge of:

How teachers can reconcile a possible dilemma between helping students
achieve grades in tests and examinations for public accountability, and
also make any new classroom assessment ‘count’ for student-centric
aspirations, may remain a matter of policy and practical tension (Leong &

Tan, 2014, p.604)

They then went on to suggest ways to overcome this AT by proposing to address the
problem of balancing “AfL” and “AoL”. It is exactly this notion of “balanced assessment”
which has created AT for teachers. For this reason, any suggestions to “re-balance”
assessment will suffer from the same limitations of “balanced assessment” discussed

above.
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Another issue with a simplistic notion of “balancing assessment” is that it fails to
take historical and cultural factors into consideration. The notion of “balanced
assessment” assumes that these factors will not affect how teachers carry out
assessment and thus will be able to apply this notion in assessment. | will show later that
these factors play a vital role in teachers’ experiences of AT.

The above past studies showed that to “balance” assessments and to ensure that
they are fit for their intended purposes is indeed challenging and difficult to achieve.
The notion of “balanced assessment” was conceptualised with the intent to fulfil the
different purposes required by different stakeholders of education. However, this
notion in reality has not been helpful. Teachers trying to “balance” their assessment
practice would still experience much tension. In fact, the notion of “balanced
assessment” totally ignores AT experienced by teachers. To this end, | argue that by
investigating teachers’ experience of AT, it provides stakeholders of education with an
alternative lens on how the multiple purposes of assessment required of them could be
better understood. Subsequently, stakeholders of education would also have a better
understanding of the enabling conditions in which ‘better’ experience of AT may be

achieved.

2.4 AT and “two contrasting paradigms of assessment”

While assessment may have to serve multiple duties or purposes in reality, it is
not uncommon to encounter instances where there is an over-simplification of
assessment as being merely “two contrasting paradigms”. The “two contrasting
paradigms” always appear in “pairs” of various dimensions in assessment.

Many writers have argued that depending on the perspectives, there are
different aims, uses, functions, roles or purposes of assessment, which may be in conflict
with each other. However, educators’ assessment discourse and practice seemed to
have oversimplified the multiple purposes of assessment into just a binary concept of
“two contrasting paradigms of assessment”. This view has been influential in that many
past studies have identified AT when assessment has to serve the distinct binary
purposes (for examples, “assessment for improvement versus assessment for

accountability”; “FA versus SA”; “AfL versus AolL” and so on). If there is always only “a
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pair” of contrasting paradigms in assessment, it implies a prevalence of tension between
these two opposite ideals because they will always need to compete with each other.
According to Shepard (2000, 2001), the introduction of new theories of
curriculum and learning has given a new role to assessment. For example, the
constructivist-oriented assessment requires new pedagogical practices and clear
expectations of desired learning outcomes for both teachers and students. It is
formative in nature and a theoretical framework of FA has been offered by Black and
Wiliam (2009). Another good example is the slogan that “all students can learn”, which
is intended to refute the traditional conceptions that only the elite students could learn

and excel. Conversely, Keogh (1980) explained that:

The behaviouristic orientation has been felt keenly in the area of
assessment, where in the past heavy reliance was placed on the use
of standardized instruments administered in an office and leading
to classification (or failure to classify) and only vague prescriptive

statements.

In this case, the contrasting pair of “constructivist” and “behaviourist” orientation seem
like a binary system in assessment thinking. This binary idea is a pair of assessment
concepts with directly opposite meanings or purposes. Similar to the concept of “either
on or off” and “either black or white”, the binary characteristic of the “two contrasting
paradigms of assessment” is that it is always a “zero-sum game” and this creates tension
for teachers. For example, if teachers have the thinking that “FA's gain is equivalent to
SA's loss” or “time spent on FA is time that is taken away from SA”, then there is a
possibility that their assessment practice will be filled with a lot of tension. To this end,
to talk and learn about these “two contrasting paradigms of assessment” allow a better
understanding of the considerations that are going through teachers’ minds, as well as
the tension they experience. For example, Black (2003) argued that unless the system
of SA for accountability and certification of students is fundamentally reformed, the
great potential of classroom FA for improvement in standard cannot be fully realised.
His statement implies there are two competing and contrasting ideas in assessment that

is binary. In order for FA to work, SA has to give way. His statement also hints of tension

31



for teachers with the current assessment system favouring public accountability. Ewell

(2009) captured and summarised the different “pairs” of contrasting paradigms of

assessment in the table below, showing how assessment can be binary and contrasting

in many dimensions:

Assessment for Improvement Paradigm

Assessment for Accountability Paradigm

Strategic Dimensions

Intent Formative Summative (Judgment)
(Improvement)

Stance Internal External

Predominant Ethos | Engagement Compliance

Application Choices

Results

Channels and Media

Instrumentation Multiple/Triangulation | Standardized

Nature of Evidence | Quantitative and | Quantitative
Qualitative

Reference Points Over Time, | Comparative or Fixed Standard
Comparative,
Established Goal

Communication of | Multiple Internal | Public Communication

Uses of Results

Multiple Feedback

Loops

Reporting

Table 2.4: Two Contrasting Paradigms of Assessment (Ewell, 2009, p.8)

According to Ewell (2009), assessment could be grouped into two contrasting paradigms

(either for improvement or accountability) that can be further divided into strategic

dimensions (intent, stance and ethos) and application choices (instrumentation,

evidence, reference points, communication and use of results). The typical example is

“the pair” of FA and SA. Similar to the above-mentioned conceptualisations of “balanced

assessment”, these different “pairs” of contrasting paradigms of assessment ignores AT

possibly experienced by teachers and the complexity and interactions in which
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assessment concepts are experienced in reality. For example, this view again ignores the
“third purpose of assessment” (sustainable assessment) and many other new
assessment concepts such as “Assessment as learning”, “Learning-oriented assessment”,
“Dynamic assessment” which may have overlapping or additional roles in assessment.
Each of these assessment carries certain characteristics and assumes different roles. The
tidy perspective of such “two contrasting paradigms of assessment” will remain
inadequate if stakeholders of education do not analyse the practical and actual contexts
of those who are experiencing the assessment concepts. Indeed, Bennet (2011) argues
that FA “does not yet represent a well-defined set of artefacts or practices. It is both
conceptually and practically still a work-in-progress” (p.19).

Despite Bennet’s (2011) argument, many writers continue to synthesize
assessment realities into this neat conceptual semantics which are not able to reveal
and encompass the complex experiences encountered by teachers. For example, Bishop
et al. (1999) studied users’ perception of the General Certificate of Secondary Education
(GCSE) and found that teachers experienced tension with the addressing formative
objectives (for improvement) of the GCSE while it was essentially a SA in nature. In the
same vein, Bonner and Chen’s (2009) large-scale study on the 222 teacher candidates’
experience of the tension between “constructivist learning theory” (FA) and “principles
of educational measurement” (SA).

The above reviews showed that merely attributing AT to different “pairs” of the
“two contrasting paradigms of assessment” is not helpful and unproductive because
assessment in reality is not binary and has to assume many and sometimes contradicting
duties, which are not truly captured by just tidy “pairs”. More importantly, these
contrasting “pairs” of assessment also imply a “zero-sum game” relationship between
the binary of assessment. It means that if one purpose in assessment is served, the other
purpose will have to give way. Such view also assumes that there will not be a “win-win”
situation where both purposes in assessment could be served. Consequently, this
opposing relationship of assessment will limit our lens on how different types
assessment may work together to achieve productive learning.

Similar to the notion of “balancing assessment”, the “two contrasting paradigms

of assessment” also fails to take historical and cultural factors into consideration. | wish
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to show in the later section that these factors play a vital role in assessment practice and

tensions are often reported when teachers are told to change their practices.

2.5 AT caused by new assessment reforms and policies

While the AT reported in the above section were on-going struggles of teachers’
experience of assessment in their daily teaching, new assessment reforms and policies
have intensified this tension and teachers found it to be even more challenging in
dealing with this phenomenon.

Many studies have reported how educational and testing reforms had created
tensions, stress, conflicts, contradictions or dilemma for teachers in practice (for e.g
Black, 2005; Firestone, 1998; Kim et al., 2013; McKay & Brindley, 2007; Tan & Leong,
2014). These studies found that teachers experience AT because the new educational
reforms or policies required them to make changes to their current practices. The
agendas behind these policies or reforms may be against the will and beliefs of the
teachers.

When teachers encountered tension in assessment, it is reported to be
problematic and challenging. In these instances, teachers have to juggle, negotiate and
mediate the competing demands by various agents. They have to spend time and effort
to respond, manage or reconcile the AT.

According to Fullan (1982, 1986), educational innovation, reform or change in
practice can be defined in relation to three aspects. As new agendas are found in the
new educational policies or reforms, they may diverge from the original classroom
teaching and assessment that teachers used to practise.

Typically, educational reforms in the United States, United Kingdom, Australia
and many other countries are moving toward providing directions for teaching and
learning through defining and showing standards for both teachers and students (Evan,
2002; Hamilton, Stecher & Yuan, 2012; Lindsay & Lewis, 2003; OECD, 2011; Zgaga, 2013).
These standards, such as teaching competencies for teachers and language and
mathematics literacy for students, are the main focus of these reforms and would play
a vital role in assessment (Delandshere, 1996). In these studies, standardised tests have
been a key element in accounting, monitoring and evaluating the performance of

students, teachers and schools. For example, both Black (1995) and Troman (1989) have
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reviewed the 1987/8 central government initiatives on a National Curriculum, and
National Assessment and Testing in the United Kingdom. They expressed concerns over
the different standards and purpose of external tests and teachers’ classroom
assessments.

Paechter (1995) investigated teachers’ dilemma in carrying out the statutory
assessment tasks of Design and Technology (D&T) curriculum under the “Standard
Assessment Task” (SAT) in 1989. Under this policy, teachers were required to assume
the different role from their normal instructional lessons. This AT between good
teaching and “fair” assessment was imminent during the actual execution of the
practical tasks. Further, Paechter (1995) also reported that teachers’ responses to the
assessment dilemma in the D&T curriculum took different directions from the intended
policy. While some followed strictly to the test regulations, others tried to interpret the
regulations in such a way that their actions at least appeared to be within the rules.
Some made their own decision based on their thinking of teaching and assessment.

Indeed, the majority of the empirical studies confirmed that new educational
policies and reforms would require teachers to change their teaching and assessment
practices when faced with new demands for improvement (Ruiz-Primo, 2006). These
responses and changes were diverse and thus could happen in many ways. This diversity
means that individual teacher’s experience of AT is distinctive. However, past studies
have not investigated these collective experiences and their relationships among these
ways of experiencing AT.

How teachers consider, interpret and translate those policies and reforms from
the institutional level to the school or classroom level directly affect the quality of their
experience in assessment. Past studies have shown that there are diverse ways of
responding to new educational policies and they may be highly unpredictable.

Lefstein (2008) found that some teachers may accept the new educational
policies or reforms and change their assessment practices accordingly. Some may pay
“lip-service” to agree with the change but still stick to their old practices. Others may
justignore the policies or reforms and carry on with their existing practices. On the other
hand, some may openly criticise and show their unhappiness with policies or reforms,
they never make any changes. A handful may become flexible enough to make changes

to suit their current practice under the new initiatives. Of course, there are also teachers
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who think that they have followed the new policy closely but their classroom practices
remain the same at “drill-and-practice” (Cohen, 1990). Indeed, teachers’ varied
interpretations and thus the enactment of new policy or reform depends on the
teachers’ choices. Teachers may utilise their limited autonomy by fully accepting new
educational policies or reforms without questions. Alternatively, they may also question,
repel, reinterpret and undermine them. Therefore, there is a direct relationship
between the interpretations of the policy or reform and their assessment practices and
experiences (Bowe, Ball & Gold, 1992; Helsby, 1995).

My investigation is not limited to how teachers experienced AT specifically
caused by new educational policy or reform. | value their unique experience of struggles
with multiple competing considerations with assessment decisions and practices. | also
value their considerations and priorities when interpreting new educational policy or
reform. More importantly, these different considerations add insights to how teachers
are experiencing AT, which is valuable for policy-makers and other stakeholders of
education in their future planning of assessment reforms or policies.

Teachers experienced a certain degree of conflict and tension when they
responded to new educational policies or reforms (Cohen & Ball, 1990). Indeed,
Vandeyar (2005), quoting earlier works done by Black (1993), Crooks (1998); Blok, Otter
& Roeleveld (2002) and others, reported that teachers often struggle to reconcile the
demands of the new educational policies or reforms with their beliefs about teaching
and assessment. This is a problematic aspect of teachers’ work because teachers must
handle multiple competing considerations in assessment decisions.

Many other studies have reported a similar practice problem. In Australia,
Kostogriz and Doecke (2011), Dreher (2012) and Hardy (2013) explored how the new
national testing policy, the National Assessment Program for Literacy and Numeracy
(NAPLAN), has influenced teachers’ practice in teaching and assessment. Dreher’s (2012)
study found that teachers were experiencing tension between adherence to the testing
policy and responding to the individual learning needs of students. Hardy’s (2013) study
also revealed that teachers were caught in between “centripetal forces” and “centrifugal
force” of teaching. The former favours standardisation of practices but the latter prefers
to dismantle such an approach. Kostogriz and Doecke (2011), on the other hand, found

that teachers were grappling with the tensions between state-wide testing policy and a
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sense of their professional responsibility for their students. Arkoudis and O’Loughlin
(2004) has earlier discovered teachers’ AT between the “administrative purposes” (for
accountability) and “educational purposes (for students’ language development) under
the English curriculum and standards framework (CSF) 2 in Victoria. These cases shared
similarities with the “two contrasting paradigms of assessment” discussed in last section
where | pointed out that the binary idea has not been helpful to teaching.

In addition, there were some studies that explored the experience of higher-
education teachers’ tension in assessment. Volkmann et al. (2005) investigated the
undergraduate physics course teachers’ experience of the inquiry-based science
instruction policy and found that on one hand, the lecturers felt it was important for the
test to assess conceptual understanding. On the other hand, they found problems as the
final test did not measure students’ use of inquiry to develop evidence-based
explanations.

In summary, these studies reported AT caused by new assessment reforms and
policies which seem to be undesirable because AT can have a negative impact on

teaching and learning.

2.6 AT as negative and undesirable

As explained in previous chapter, although the concept of tension in physics is
“neutral”, it carries certain negative connotation in many people’s perception. Many
studies confirmed that such connotation did not only appear at the perceptual level. For
example, Harlen and Deakin Crick (2002) concluded that there was international
evidence that the tensions between AfL and Aol are very real. They further posited that
if such AT is not reconciled, it could have a negative impact on learning and teaching. In
addition, other studies confirmed that AT is undesirable because it added on to teachers’
workload and roles. It also affected their well-being in the mental, emotional and
psychological domains.

For the past few decades, studies in the United States, England, Australia and
elsewhere reported the negative and undesirable effects bought about by the
introduction of new assessment policies. For example, Firestone (1998) reported AT
generated from the new assessment policy in England and Vermont in the 1990s.

Specifically, the study identified two types of tension (the technical and political tensions
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of assessment). It was found that the new assessment system “created manageability
problems, drastically increasing teachers' workload and decreasing time for instruction”
(Firestone, 1998, p. 180). In fact, some teachers rejected the new assessment policy as
they felt being oppressed due to the failure of the government to provide timely
materials to help teachers prepare students for the test.

In the United Kingdom, Paechter (1995) inquired into the effects of the new SAT
policy on teachers’ assessment practice in the D&T. He discovered teachers’ frustrations
over the dilemmas faced by them with regard to their conflicting roles as assessors and
instructors under the policy. Gioka (2008) used interpretive approach to study how nine
science teachers taught GCSE and A-level science classes coped with tensions between
FA and SA duties. It was found that it was difficult for teachers to fulfil their dual and
challenging duties. Teachers needed support to assume these double duties. The study
further concluded that the external SA dominated and distorted the teaching and
assessment of science coursework.

Hammerness (2004) also identified a high school science teacher’s experience of
AT. It was between her personal ideal thinking in assessment and the standardized
testing initiative under the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS).
Hammerness (2004) further concluded that “The state policies intrude upon practice,
and led her to unsettling concerns, fears and doubts. The dramatic opposition between
her vision and that of the state leads her to questions about her vision, the abilities of
her students, as well as her own ability to teach.” (p.37)

In language assessment, McKay and Brindley (2007) investigated the changing
role of classroom assessment in the context of the Australian Language Levels Project, a
national reform for English as Second Language (ESL) and Languages Other than English
that promoted classroom assessment. The study identified problems arise from the
tensions between policy and practice. It was further found that both teachers and
students are finding it difficult to deal with the extra pressures caused by external
demands.

Many studies also reported the negative effects of AT between teachers’ beliefs
and their assessment practices. Field (1991) examined the assessment beliefs and
orientations of 17 educators and the circumstances that shaped the interpretation of a

reading assessment in the elementary public-school system in Canada. The study
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revealed that the reading assessment was filled with tensions, contradictions, and
dilemmas that could not be solved or eliminated simply through application of technical
rational thinking (p.211). Using mixed-method, McMillan and Nash (2000) investigated
200 mathematics and English teachers’ beliefs and practices in classroom assessment in
the United States. It was found that teachers are constantly fighting to reach a balance
between their beliefs about education and the realities of the classroom environment
and external demand of assessment.

James and Pedder’s (2006) survey of 558 teachers in England found that there
were AT between promoting learning autonomy and performance orientation, which
was considered to be values-practice gaps. Over half of the participants reported that
they are not able to sustain classroom assessment practices in line with their values.
Some of these constraints were beyond the control of the teachers.

Deng and Carless (2010) used four case studies of teachers in two primary
schools in China to study the impact of the introduction of the English communicative
language teaching and assessment. Many factors were found to be responsible for
impacting on the interplay between communicative language approach and
examination preparation. It was reported that teachers were experiencing some
pressure from the national examinations when they were using the communicative
language approach in their teaching. Another important finding was that teachers’
beliefs about language assessment, rather than the public examinations, acted as a
constraint to the implementation new language teaching approach.

The above studies have shown AT to be problematic because there was a gap
between teachers’ current assessment practice and the newly introduced assessment
policy. In some instances, there was also a gap between teachers’ belief about
assessment and the required practice they must assume in practice due to
accountability. To this end, AT affected teachers’ workload and could be detrimental to
teachers’ well-being in the mental, emotional and psychological domains. In short, AT is
usually reported and construed in past studies to be negative and undesirable to
teaching and learning. According to my observations and interactions with CL teachers
in Singapore, they too suffered from such values-practice gaps in assessment. For
example, CL teachers are commonly required to assume the role of cultural guardians

who are supposed to infused Chinese culture and values into their daily language
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teaching. However, it was not uncommon to hear CL teachers unwittingly complain
about their role to teach Chinese culture and values (including moral education) in
practice because they are more concerned about their students’ language learning,
especially their performance in the national high-stakes examination. To a large extent,
this AT of values-practice gaps is peculiar to CL teachers because other subject teachers
are not required to officially impart Chinese culture and values.

So far, both in the ‘West’ and the ‘East’, there has not been any study on new
assessment policy or reform that was reported tension-free. Likewise, in Singapore,
assessment reforms have also met with similar challenges and problems in the recent

decades which have contributed to the insights of AT research.

2.7 Singapore teachers’ experience of AT

As mentioned in the previous section, there has not been any educational reform
or policy that was reported “tension-free”. Singapore has been implementing
educational reforms which mainly originated from the ‘West’ for the past decades.
However, it is also considered as a contemporary CHC that has deeply-rooted “exam-
oriented” education history and culture. Singapore may be described as a cosmopolitan
city that embraces cultural diversity from both the East and West. To this end, it may
serve as an important research site to explore how these two cultures in education
interact with each other.

The following four studies reported situations where teachers have to change
their old teaching and assessment practices due to new assessment initiatives or
reforms. Within the limited research conducted in Singapore on assessment, Lee (2009)
has used the Cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT) as a lens to explore how a student
experienced the Knowledge Building (KB) reforms that required a change in pedagogy
and assessment practice in Singapore. The findings highlighted some of the tensions in
implementing student-centred pedagogies and assessment. Specifically, students still
favoured succeeding in examinations and teacher-fronted instruction, over seeking new
knowledge from application which brought about much tension to the teachers. This
can be partly explained in terms of a conflict between East Asian culture manifest in
Singapore (some scholars also label Singapore as a CHC) and a new and different way of

teaching, learning and assessment from the West.
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Norashikin et al. (2010) conducted a small scale, mixed-methods study that
investigated upper primary teachers’ perceptions of the PSLE English oral assessment.
Teachers generally identify various challenges to oral assessment and think that there is
a need to review and modify the current practice of assessing students’ communication
skills. To be more precise, the study found that teachers identified different challenges
in carrying out this assessment task and there are limited common perceptions among
them regarding the validity of the PSLE English oral assessment. As they only focused on
the oral component of a large-scale, high-stakes summative testing of the EL, it is not
known if such specificity were convincing enough to make a more concrete conclusion
regarding teachers’ thinking and experience of English Language (EL) assessment in
Singapore. This study has not focused in-depth on how teachers experience assessment
which | would argue to be an important insight if we are serious about helping them to
better deal with AT.

Tan’s (2013) study has a very different focus. Tan (2013) reported the results of
a phenomenographic study on 13 primary school teachers’ (teaching Science, English
and Mother Tongue subjects) experiences of alternative assessment in Singapore.
Conservative, pragmatic and progressive were the three conceptions of alternative
assessment identified in his study by the teachers. Each conception depicted a particular
manner of understanding and their use of alternative assessment in schools. The study
was done at the time when the assessment system in Singapore has given much
attention to alternative assessment as a means to alleviate negative backwash effects
of high-stakes national examinations. From his study, Tan argued that sustainable
assessment (Boud, 2000) practices were real in Singapore. Tan’s descriptions on how
teachers experience and understand alternative assessment was very rich. The
distinctions among the three conceptions were clear. While Tan’s study has indicated
that there were three conceptions for teachers toward alternative assessment, it was
not clear, however, that this conclusion could be applied to secondary school teachers
and/or for a specific subject when alternative assessment carried a particular meaning
to them. His study has also not paid special attention to AT experienced by teachers in
Singapore although this phenomenon has been very prevalent in its educational system
for many years. By focusing on a subject-specified study, it adds on to our knowledge of

how AT is experienced by different teachers.
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Kim et al. (2013), using narratives and questionnaires, together with reflective
writing and focus-group discussions, found much tension experienced by teachers
between the focus on new science syllabus and current assessment in their
understandings of inquiry. For example, while teachers agreed with the new initiative,
they also voiced that students would still need to take examinations at the end of the
day. As such, on one hand, they were trying to get students curious via the inquiry
syllabus together with relevant pedagogy during science lessons. On the other hand,
they were also trying to get them well-prepared for the examinations. They did not see
alignment between these two endeavours and thus struggled to make assessment
decisions. The mixed-methods approach provided a rich description of primary science
teachers’ thinking about the inquiry syllabus, pedagogy and assessment. However, what
is lacking was the differences or variation in the ways of how teachers experienced the
new syllabus and assessment, particularly the reported AT. It will be meaningful if the
study can investigate the distinctively different ways that AT is being experienced by
teachers. Unless these unique experiences are captured, the policy-makers and other
stakeholders of education may not be able to learn and thus suggest better ways to help
teachers manage AT.

All'in all, the above Singapore researches on assessment showed that teachers
were not used to the new teaching and assessment initiatives and they struggled with
these new experiences. Some also showed that the new demands in assessment
practice somehow affected teachers’ current practices and how they made professional
decisions in assessment. These past studies demonstrated the complexity of teachers’
experience of assessment, and clearly highlighted the necessity of further research,
particularly an in-depth and rich investigation of teachers’ distinctive experiences of AT
within a CHC context. These distinctive and unique experiences will provide readers with
valuable insights on how educational policies, reforms and reviews can be positioned so

that AT is better managed in the future.

2.8 AT and the history and culture of assessment in the CHCs
As introduced in Chapter 1, CHCs are more well-known for their “exam-oriented”

teaching culture as they usually favour a teacher-centred pedagogy and emphasise more
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on academic performance in high-stake examinations (Luk-Fong & Brennan, 2010). This
inclination has its historical and cultural roots.

The history and cultural factors related to any educational system are crucial
aspects for understanding its assessment and testing (Black, 1998). CHC as an
explanation has exerted an impact on research in educational psychology and
assessment (Kennedy, 2016). Indeed, after almost 2500 years, Confucian thinking
continues to have a great impact on contemporary Asian living, as well as on approaches
to teaching, learning and assessment. Some studies have even positioned it as a barrier
to assessment change and innovation (Carless, 2012; Davison & Hamp-Lyons, 2010;
Hamp-Lyons & Davison 2010). To this end, the effort to continue exploring how
assessment ideas from the ‘West’ are taken up or experienced by the CHCs will be
valuable. This is because the international education landscape will continue to be
dynamic and fluid in the coming decades and these insights would allow both policy-
makers and educators to make predictions on the assessment practice trends, as well as
the taking up of new assessment ideas from the ‘West’.

Past studies found that given the historical background of the CHCs that include
Singapore, the introduction of FA (or AfL) has met with massive challenges as their
assessment cultures were repellent to changes. Education in these CHCs is very
examination-oriented and thus may not agree with assessment that emphasise
formative purpose.

Carless (2012) posited that the way examinations and their preparation were
approached was most affected by the country’s historical and cultural factors. After
reviewing the long history of the Chinese imperial testing system as a means of social
competition and control, together with his findings from the Primary English Assessment
for Learning (PEAL) project, Careless (2012) concluded that in the CHCs, the strong
willpower and motivation to do well in the examinations at all levels, was a highly valued
characteristic of students. That is the reason why top performers in these examinations
are always well-respected. As the old Chinese saying goes “T S FE&H LA H], —Z5AL
%K T %1”, which means nobody ever notices the ten years of hard study one endures,
but the fame will fill the whole world once honours are won in the examination. This

maxim implies an education which is very examination-oriented and the emphasis is
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given to the final SA, almost neglecting the formative ones. In such systems, the
performance in these high-stake examinations and education is inextricably linked.

Indeed, drawing heavily from both English and Chinese literatures, my study of
Top Scholars (R JG) in the Chinese Civil Examinations (£}%%) of Song Dynasty (960-1279)
also found that candidates’ performance in these Confucian-oriented examinations was
a “life-and-death” issue and it often implicated their families, clans and lineages. |
further concluded that the Chinese Civil Examinations played a vital role in the high
degree of social mobility in Song Dynasty (Chan, 2010). The Examinations provided a
platform for all walks of people to move up the ladder of success in life. These historical
studies or reviews informed us that CHCs (which include China, Hong Kong, Japan,
Singapore, South Korea, and Taiwan) are very examination-driven (Biggs, 1996). They
also favoured teacher-centred pedagogy, emphasised on academic performance in high-
stake examinations, with teachers taking a big responsibility of students’ academic
results (Luk-Fong & Brennan, 2010). Some tensions will be created due to cross-cultural
differences when the new theories of learning and assessment enter these systems.
Teachers may find mismatches between these aspects of assessment practices and their
“traditional” learning cultures (i.e., an examination-oriented education). As introduced
earlier by Paul Black and his team members, the four effective practices or aspects of FA
are questioning, feedback, peer and self-assessment and the formative use of
summative tests (Black & Wiliam, 1998a; Black et al., 2003). These are situated in the
examination-oriented cultures where schools focus on how to help students perform
well in examinations. These cultures constantly emphasise memorising of knowledge
and hard work and are highly competitive because attention is often given to the top
students (Carless, 2012; Han & Yang, 2001).

The following four studies (three conducted in Hong Kong and one in Vietnam)
further support my above argument. Hong Kong’s historical and political background is
very similar to Singapore. It was a British colonised region until 1997 with the majority
Chinese speaking Cantonese. It is a typical ‘East meets West’ globalised city where the
education systems are both inherited from the British, as well as the indigenous Chinese
culture. Balancing the Chinese (CHC) and Western culture in the Hong Kong education

system has been challenging. Cheng (1990) observed that there are constant struggles
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to reconcile the Western values inherited from the British system and the traditional
culture and values held by the local parents and employees.

Both Davison (2004) and Luk-Fong and Brennan (2010) reported teachers’
experience in the assessment movement in Hong Kong from high-stake public
examinations to AfL. One good example was the implementation of school-based
assessment (SBA) where teachers must assume multiple roles in assessment. Both FA
and SA are required of teachers. The tension evolved from the fact that teachers had
more work than simply preparing students for public examinations. They also needed to
be familiar with the criteria used in the SBA. Luk-Fong and Brennan (2010) reported that
the change “is a concern for students, parents, and teachers alike because the final
grade is likely to have an important impact on university admission and, ultimately,
employment in highly paid jobs” (p. 131). This statement clearly demonstrated the
examination-oriented thinking in this CHC, which may not be easily changed. It was also
reported that although teachers in Hong Kong have experienced tension from the
educational reforms, they were still trying their best to help students learn. They have
tried to overcome these difficulties with their “personal power” and “resourcefulness”
(p. 149).

Yung’s (2001) case study on three Hong Kong biology teachers’ perceptions of
the assessment reform (i.e., the Teacher Assessment Scheme as a case) found that there
are three distinct conceptions held by them which represent the different experiences
and responses to the new assessment reform. Policemen, examiner and students’
companion are the three metaphors used by the teachers to depict their experience. It
was further found that when a teacher performs the dual task of both classroom
instructor and assessor in the assessment reform, they would encounter tension.

While similar to Hong Kong, Vietnam was colonised by the French at the end of
19t century. Since then, the traditional Confucian-oriented education, was replaced by
the “French-Vietnamese” education. Still, the characteristics of the CHCs are highly
influential in the country. Thanh-Pham and Renshaw (2014) found that FA met with
various barriers and teachers experienced tension in classroom assessment when it was
introduced in Vietnam. For example, peer assessment was not favoured because in a
CHC classroom, teachers (and not students) are seen as the professionals who have the

authority, experience and trustworthiness to give feedback to students. As such, the
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Viethamese teachers could not implement FA as planned. In response to the AT
experienced in their classrooms, the Vietnamese teachers developed FA that could at
the same time formally evaluate students’ learning. For example, instead of only
planning the traditional end-of-term paper and pen examination, the teachers injected
a mid-term group oral presentation to check students’ learning progress. Many more FA
such as feedback practices were built in during the process of preparing for the group
presentation. As such, the transformed pedagogy or assessment practice helped
students’ learning at the end of the day (Thanh-Pham & Renshaw, 2014).

The above studies showed that there are conflicts and tensions between the

I "

newly introduced FA and the traditional “examination-oriented education” mostly
observed inthe CHCs. Carless (2012) then proposed “formative use of summative testing”
(FUST) as more suitable to carry out assessment in the CHC-set schools. However, to a
large extent, by treating FA and SA in the CHCs as a continuum, teachers may still require
performing the “balancing” work. It may still be problematic for teachers as they must
decide “when” and “how much” of their teaching to employ “what” types of assessment.
Again, it is open to multiple interpretations and each teacher may develop their own
versions of “balanced assessment”. Confusion may result if there is no further unpacking
of the notion to guide them. At this point, CL teachers in Singapore deserve special
attention again for two important reasons. First, besides preparing students for high-
stakes national examination in the classroom, most of the CL teachers are also required
to go for national examination marking assigned by SEAB. In other words, they are
assuming two official duties as a CL teacher in terms of assessment: one at the school
level where assessment is carried out during the instructional process (or at the end of
a school term) to provide feedback (or giving information on students’ mastery of
content) to adjust ongoing teaching and learning. However, CL teachers also need to
change their school-teacher identity and become a rater in the national examination.
Some teachers may experience conflict from these multiple roles they have to assume
as a CL teacher.

Over the past decade, there have been some attempts at different levels to
reconcile the tension brought about by new assessment initiatives. However, it is not
known how teachers in a CHC, such as Singapore, experience and manage this AT.

Singapore has a unique and idiosyncratic culture; it is also often considered to share
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certain cultural similarities with other CHCs. Within Singapore teachers, perhaps CL
teachers are ideal representatives of the CHCs due to their direct access to the language,
culture, history and heritage of the Chinese. Further, according to Nguyen, Terlouw and
Pilot (2006), Chinese teachers are strongly influenced by CHCs and they face dilemmas
and tensions in the process of education borrowing from the ‘West’. More importantly,
CL teachers in Singapore inevitably face the AT bought about by the global trends in CL
teaching and assessment, as well as its internal education and assessment reforms in
the recent years. There is inherent AT in teaching the language in Singapore and much
of those AT experienced by teachers reside in CL assessment.

Indeed, investigating CL teachers’ experience of AT in the CHCs is significant for
a few good reasons. First, one of the three main objectives in the teaching and learning
of MTL in Singapore is for “culture”. The MOE believes that culture should be preserved
by the MTL for the students to understand and develop their unique identity through a
deeper appreciation of culture, traditions, literature and history (MOE, 2010, p.13). To
this end, CL teachers could be deemed to be the Chinese cultural guardians and
transmitters and thus no other subject teacher could be a better representative to be
the “spokesmen” of the tension experienced when it comes to how the ‘Western’
assessment ideas enter the CHCs.

Second, when the newly introduced assessment ideas (such as FA and AfL) from
the ‘West’ enter the CHCs, it created a cultural tension in assessment. Naturally, the

Ill

traditional “examination-oriented” and “teacher-centred” teaching culture of the CHCs
was being challenged. To this end, the identity of Singapore CL curriculum, pedagogy
and assessment may also be said to have been confronted.

Third, when new educational ideas from the ‘West’ interact with CL teachers’
teaching and assessment practice, the AT they experienced would also represent the
extent in which their conceptions of teaching and assessment could be compromised.

All the above would be important to cultural studies in education, especially
cross- or inter-cultural research. For example, it can shed light on cultural frameworks
such as the Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (DMIS) created by Bennett
(1986, 2004). It is usually used to explain how people experience and engage cultural

differences. The DMIS is represented in a continuum that starts from the experience of

one’s own culture to the experience of one’s own and other cultures (Bennett ,1986,
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2004). In particular, my research would be able to better understand how these
“invisible” cultural differences of the ‘West’ and ‘East’ in educational assessment have
the power and influence over the local context via CL teachers’ experience of AT. The
findings may be situated within the context of Singapore CL teaching and assessment
but would have wider resonance and application to other CHCs in general.

In summary, the above reviews showed that new assessment ideas from the
‘West’ had encountered much tension as they entered the CHCs. Teachers reported
different degrees of struggle when they attempted to implement FA while still holding

Ill

on to the traditional “examination-oriented” teaching. However, the use of CHCs as a
lens to interpret the challenges and barriers faced by Asian teachers in assessment
seems to have muted the “experiencers” voice and there may be a risk of stereotyping
certain thinking and behaviour of certain group of people to CHCs when making
conclusion, if their variation of such AT experience is not explored. The ‘better or poorer’
ways of experience AT are also not known from this perspective. Further, as Kennedy
(2016) rightly pointed out, for the research to be more inclusive, other CHCs should be
covered, and local teachers’ views should be continued to be expanded. Questions have
been raised about the adequacy of treating culture as monolithic and deterministic in

the CHC research agenda (Kennedy, 2016, p. 416-417). To this end, teachers’ experience

of AT would have great implications and be valuable to the future research of CHCs.

2.9 Summary
From this review of literature on AT, | conclude that:

(1) teachers experienced on-going AT due to the different assessment purposes they
have to serve, which may conflict with one another. The notion of “balanced
assessment” is not helpful in reconciling this tension;

(2) the “two paradigms of assessment” caused AT because it is binary and thus put
different assessment into a “zero-sum game” where “one’s gain is equal to the
other’s loss”;

(3) new assessment reforms or policies often intensified the AT experienced by
teachers because they need to change their current assessment practices;

(4) past studies on AT in Singapore have reported varied degrees of struggle by

teachers when carrying out assessment due to multiple competing

48



considerations and that AT in actual situations is highly complex, especially when
new assessment reforms are introduced. Different teachers respond to the AT in
varied fashion and they are highly emotional about assessment change;

(5) given the historical and cultural background of the CHCs, the introduction of FA
(or AfL) has met with massive challenges as their assessment cultures are
repellent to change. However, teachers’ voices regarding their experience of AT

are largely not heard in the CHCs.

To sum up, despite numerous studies from the above five categories of literature
on teachers’ experience of tensions in assessment, the majority have not gone in-depth
to explore how teachers experience and deal with these AT, from their viewpoints. In
particular, previous studies on assessment tensions, stress, dilemmas, conflicts,
contradictions and struggle in assessment have failed to recognise the importance of
teachers’ experience of AT and thus have not investigated this core educational problem
from the teachers’ perspective. Their collective and yet differing experiences, stories
and voices of AT are largely not heard. Previous studies either identified the sources of
AT or discussed about how teachers responded to these tensions. The distinctive ways
in which how teachers experience AT in a ‘better’ or ‘poorer’ manner is still very much
unknown.

In addition, compared to the amount of literature about teachers’ experience of
AT in western countries, there are far fewer studies in the pertinent research domain of
CL teachers’ experience of AT in a more eastern contexts, such as Singapore. Those that
are conducted in the CHCs regarding AT only include Luk-Fong and Brennan (2010) and
Yung (2001) in Hong Kong, Thanh Pham and Renshaw (2014) in Vietnam, Qi (2005) in
China and Kim et al. (2013) in Singapore. Further, Rubdy and Tupas (2009), when
reviewing research in applied linguistics and language teaching and learning in Singapore,
reported that most studies done on language education limit themselves to describing
the implementation of the proposed reforms and identifying the challenges met by
teachers and students. Few of these researches investigated education policy and
practice from the perspective of classroom teachers as central figures.

In fact, few have explored empirically how classroom teachers cope with and

negotiate innovation that is top-down. In particular, Rubdy and Tupas (2009) also argued
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that much of the local work on MTL instruction either exposits on the MOE’s bilingual
education initiatives or report in more detail on some of their relevant components
through classroom strategies and innovative approaches to MTL teaching. The
remaining work mainly focuses on how best to understand and implement recent state
initiatives in bilingual education. To this end, the findings in this research add to the
corpus of work on how new concepts in assessment from the ‘West’ (such as FA, AfL,
alternative and sustainable assessment) are being taken on in Singapore, a CHC
educational jurisdiction, by investigating teachers’ experiences of AT.

This dissertation also takes the view that a subject-specific AT research will offer
greater depth to understand how tension in assessment is experienced by the teachers
in the CHCs. Particularly, it can significantly add to the literature of AT studies by offering
these distinctive experiences in a single subject-specific context, alongside those of the
general contexts that involved multiple subject disciplines. Future studies can then
proceed to make a comparison with these experiences. By comparing these different
experiences, we can determine which situations where we could offer teachers with
‘better’ experiences to manage AT are. We may also find out more about the limitations
and potential of the contexts and conditions. When we compare (and contrast) subject-
specific with general contexts AT studies systematically, we can discover their affinities
and relationships which may ultimately make improvement in the ways which policy-
makers and other stakeholders of education can offer teachers with better teaching and
assessment conditions.

In sum, although past studies have identified AT as a core educational practice
problem for teachers, open and candid revelations of how AT is experienced by teachers
and effort devoted to such in-depth and rich investigation has not been given enough
importance. This research may be the first of its kind in Singapore, as it builds a platform
for CL teachers to describe their distinctive ways of experiencing AT. The collective
differences in their experience of AT is captured and explored in greater depth. To this
end, the methodology employed is qualitative, which does not only inform readers
about what the AT are, but more importantly, it can capture the variation of ways of

experiencing AT. It will be discussed in greater details in Chapter 3.
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CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

3.1 Introduction

The first objective of this chapter is to show that the methodologies employed
by past studies on AT, mainly quantitative approaches and case study, have not fully
captured the in-depth and distinctive ways in which teachers experience and manage
AT. The full picture of how teachers experienced AT in a specific context was largely not
explored. Past studies have not investigated the collective differences in which teachers
describe their real and close encounter with AT and their interrelatedness within. The
employed methodology attempts to close this research gap. The second objective of this
chapter is to explain the research method used that includes its basic concept, the
investigation approach, data collection, analysis and interpretation. This chapter also
hopes to convey an understanding of how a phenomenographic study in teachers’
experience of AT is conducted, the rationale of employing this approach, the
epistemological and ontological stands and what the implications are for the ways in
which such study can be used to contribute and perhaps influence the research of AT.

To explore individuals’ real experience of a phenomenon, | adopt an
interpretivist paradigm which prefer to use qualitative research methods such as
phenomenography that often uses interviews to investigate teachers’ in-depth
experience in educational research. According to Guba (1990, p.17), a paradigm or
worldview is “a basic set of beliefs that guide action”. Interpretivists propose an
approach to researchers grounded in radically different assumptions and beliefs about
the nature of the social world than those who propose positivism. In particular,
interpretivists assert that the social world is fundamentally different from the natural
world insofar as the social world is much more complex and full of different
interpretable meanings. To this end, qualitative research is based on observations and
investigations that can be recorded, discussed and interpreted but are not so easily
counted or measured in numerical terms.

The philosophical assumptions of empirical research may be understood in terms
of ontology and epistemology (Creswell, 2007). These research elements need to be

clearly defined or the research is bound to suffer from validity issues. This is because
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“the knowledge of these terms and their place in research is essential to understanding
the research process as a whole” (Grix, 2002, p.175).

First, ontology refers to conceptions of the nature of reality. Blaikie (2000)
defines ontology as “claims and assumptions that are made about the nature of social
reality, claims about what exists, what it looks like, what units make it up and how these
units interact with each other” (p.8). The ontology in this research assumes that the
researcher and the participants view reality as subjective and thus there are many ways
of explaining or interpreting a phenomenon. To this end, | am heavily dependent upon
the use of face-to-face interviews with the participants to find out their authentic
experience of AT. As teachers are dealing with daily assessment issues directly in schools,
| believe that they will be able to give a more detailed, trustworthy and real account of
the situation in contrast to other ways of collecting information such as large-scale
surveys. Furthermore, during the interviews, both the participants and researcher have
the opportunity to interact with one another closely. They are able to clarify any doubts
pertaining to the topic discussed in greater depth. Because of the rich and in-depth
interviews and discussions, the participants will probably be giving me multiple
experience or evidence revolving around the research questions. In other words, there
is a variation among their experiences which may be differentiated by how sophisticated
(or ‘better’) their ways of experiencing AT. This perspective will give me a more
extensive and collective picture of teachers’ experience of AT, which was lacking in
previous studies.

Second, epistemology refers to how the researcher knows what he/she knows.
According to Grix (2002, p.177), the word “epistemology” is derived from the Greek
words episteme (knowledge) and logos (reason), epistemology focuses on the
knowledge-gathering process. In this research, | am interested with questions such as
“What is the knowledge derived from teachers’ experience of AT? How do | ascertain
the validity of such knowledge about AT?” The epistemology in this research takes that
reality needs to be interpreted and knowledge can be derived from teachers’ authentic
experience. In phenomenography, an experience is a relationship between objects and
subjects encompassing both the objective and subjective world. This is a “non-dualistic”

ontological perspective (Marton, 2000).
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From this perspective, individual teachers’ accounts of their real experience of
AT, as well as teachers’ collective experiences, are valuable to our knowledge. In fact,
teachers’ qualitatively different ways of experiencing tension in assessment are insights

which | wish to gain in this research.

3.2 Research methods commonly used in the studies of AT

This section reveals that the methodologies employed by past studies on AT,
mainly quantitative approaches and case study, have not investigated the distinctive
ways in which teachers experience and manage AT. As discussed in Chapter 2 (also see
Appendix A), only a few of the studies on teachers’ experiences of AT are quantitative
and a handful of them used either the original or modified versions of Brown's
questionnaire on Teachers' Conceptions of Assessment (TCoA). Some also used the
original or modified versions of James and Pedder’s (2006) model. However, qualitative
research methods are still the most popular approach in past studies that reported
tension in teachers’ assessment practices. The data gathering and analysis in
guantitative and qualitative research methods are fundamentally different. In
qualitative research, the data collected are rich in description of people, places and
conversations and not easily handled by statistical procedures. They are designed to
explore topics in all their complexity in context (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).

Denzin and Lincoln (2008) have also commented that qualitative researchers
study phenomena in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret
the phenomenon in terms of the meanings people bring to them.

By investigating how teachers experience and respond to AT in natural settings
with no intervention, readers can get a first-hand and in-depth understanding of how
and why teachers react to AT in real-life. The findings may even allow readers to notice
how teachers experience such special phenomenon that they might never have
observed in an artificial setting. Indeed, qualitative approaches such as case studies
(Bucci, 2002; Chang, 2006; Delanshere & Jones, 1999; Dixon & Haigh, 2009; Yung, 2001
among many others) have added depth and insights to the field of study. However, case
studies are more interested in describing the group activities and not the shared
patterns of behaviour in the group (Creswell, 2012). They usually focus on one setting,

subject or event and do not focus on the relationship within and across the group.
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Although “multicase studies” are in place, they are usually done to show generalizability
or diversity issues and the cases are not done simultaneously (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).

Further, there may be a methodological gap in some case studies when not much
attention is paid to the diverse case selection strategy. This strategy is supposed to be
able to explore two or more cases that exemplify diverse values. It is more likely to
represent the full variation of the population. This coincides with my current reviews on
methodology regarding the lack of use of diverse case selection strategy in AT research.
This lack may imply that the inability to encompass a range of interrelated findings will
probably be not able to enhance the representativeness of the sample of cases. In a way,
phenomenography has great potential to contribute to the teachers’ experience of AT
research in ways which quantitative methods and case study are not able to. This will be
discussed further in this chapter.

The following section focuses on discussing the research methods employed by
the past studies. It is argued that both quantitative and qualitative (particularly case
study) approaches used by these past studies have not adequately explored the
distinctive and yet interrelated ways in which teachers experience AT. To a large extent,
these methods did not present and analyse satisfactorily the different aspects of a way
of experiencing AT and how these aspects are interrelated. Teachers’ collective
differences (or variation) in terms of the varying degree of sophistication (or ‘better’ or

‘poorer’ ways) of experiencing AT were also not sufficiently investigated.

3.2.1 The issues with quantitative research on AT

Past empirical studies have proven to be insightful of revealing the sources of AT
teachers experienced and how they have been detrimental to teaching in both
Singapore and elsewhere.

Out of the 62 empirical studies reviewed, only a few purely employed
guantitative research methods that used Likert scale surveys or questionnaires. These
studies usually involved bigger sample sizes and were conducted in the higher education
or teacher education sector (see Appendix B). For example, Bonner and Chen (2009),
used the Survey of Assessment Beliefs (SAB) to measure the 222 teacher candidates’
perceptions about grading practices in a United States urban university, found empirical

evidence of AT between constructivist learning theory (FA) and principles of educational

54



measurement (SA). Factor analysis was conducted with the data collected by the six-
point Likert scale questionnaires. Pearson correlation coefficients were used to assess
the interrelationships among the measured variables and regression analysis was used
to check the degree to which teachers’ FA practice could be predicted by their
characteristics and their beliefs about grading. Another example is the quantitative
research conducted by Eren (2010) to examine 304 Turkish prospective teachers’ values
and practices in terms of their conceptions about assessment. Using the Teachers’
Classroom Assessment Scale (TCAS) questionnaire, which comprised three factors
(making learning explicit, promoting learning autonomy and performance orientation),
the relationship between these teachers’ assessment value and practice could be
established and matched with Exploratory Factor Analyses (EFA). It was concluded that
there were consonance and dissonance between these teachers’ values and practices in
assessment. In other words, AT were identified in these studies.

Two major issues related to methodology are identified from these quantitative
studies. First, solely relying on Likert scale instruments such as questionnaires may not
adequately assess or measure teachers’ in-depth experience of assessment. More
specifically, these closed-form instruments seem to assume that respondents view and
interpret the items in a way similar to that of the surveys and questionnaires developers.
For example, Brown's questionnaire on TCoA-IlIA has pre-determined conceptions for
the teachers to choose. The four major conceptions of assessment are embedded in the
guestionnaires. The questionnaires were supposed to elicit teacher self-ratings for the
four conceptions of assessment discussed in past literatures (i.e., Improvement, Student
Accountability, School Accountability and Irrelevant) by Brown (2003, 2004, 2008).
Teachers’ individual voices and stories are not heard directly from their own experiences.
James and Pedder’s (2006) original and modified versions of the classroom assessment
and learning questionnaire also have the issue that they could not find out teachers’ in-
depth experiences of assessment. Further, teachers’ actual experience of assessment
may not be fully represented and elucidated based on numerical values of one to five
(or six). In other words, the complexity and richness of teachers’ experiences of AT are
not studied in-depth.

The second issue concerns the language used in the questionnaires. There is an

assumption that the potential respondents would fully comprehend and are
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comfortable with reading and writing in the language of the questionnaires at the same
level (Vogt, 2007). Unlike face-to-face survey or interview, there is no room for the
respondents to make in-depth explanations and offer clarifications. These in-depth
investigations are necessary in order for me to find out the nuances and the distinctively
different ways in which CL teachers experience AT.

In educational research, the planning, conducting, analysis and evaluation of
guantitative and qualitative studies are fundamentally different. For instance, while
quantitative research uses more closed-ended approach (such as Likert’s scales),
qualitative research prefers open-ended approach (such as face-to-face interviews)
(Creswell, 2012). Indeed, researching into teachers’ experiences of assessment will be
problematic if only quantitative research methods are employed because | am
interested to find out the complexity in teachers’ minds relating to their experience in
assessment. These qualitative studies usually attempt to develop a detailed
understanding of a central phenomenon (in this case AT) and would require a smaller
number of participants’ in-depth views. The credibility and accuracy of the research will
be ensured if qualitative research methods are used to investigate teachers’ experience

of AT in this research.

3.2.2 The issues with case study

Case study is one of the main approaches used by qualitative researchers to
explore teachers’ experiences of assessment. Out of the 62 reviewed studies that have
employed qualitative research methods, 13 have explicitly labelled themselves as “case
study”. However, based on the definitions and discussions below, it was found that
majority of the rest of the 49 studies could also be categorised as “case studies”. This is
because the scale, approach, sample selection and research tools in the latter studies
resemble those in the former 13 studies.

So far, there is no consensus on the definitions and characteristics of a case study
(Blatter, 2008; Thomas, 2011; Yin, 2009). Because of this, different kinds of case studies
were enumerated by different scholars depending on their epistemological starting
points (Bassey, 1999; de Vaus, 2001; George & Bennett, 2005; Merriam, 1988;
Stenhouse, 1985; Stake, 1995; Thomas, 2011; Yin, 1994, 2009). Although the 49 studies

did not claim to have employed the case study, they exhibited various attributes of this
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research approach based on past definitions. In educational setting, case studies can be
understood as a critical enquiry aimed at informing educational judgements and
decisions in order to improve educational action (Bassey, 1999, p.39). They are usually
conducted by educationists and have the stated intention to inform practitioners and
other stake-holders of education (Bassey, 1999).

One of the advantages for using case studies is their uniqueness and capacity for
developing an in-depth understanding of complexity in particular contexts. A
corresponding disadvantage often encountered by researchers is “the difficulty of
generalising from a single case” (Simons, 1996, p. 225). Indeed, from the 40 reviewed
studies, uniqueness seems to be the most prominent characteristic of each case study.
To this end, generalisation in case study is paradoxical (Bassey, 1999; Simons, 1996) and
thus debatable (Tripp, 1985). On one hand, one of the main objectives of conducting a
case study is to establish generalisations about the wider population to which that unit
belongs in a phenomenon (Cohen & Manion, 1989; MacDonald & Walker 1975;
Seawright & Gerring, 2008; Tripp, 1985). On the other hand, many have criticised a single
study that it has little basis for scientific generalisation (Mookherji & LaFond, 2013;
White & Phillips, 2012; Yin, 2009). Seawright and Gerring (2008) opined that case
selection is the primary task for the case study researcher as the data analysis that
follows will be largely affected by the selection too. They then went on to recommend
seven case selection procedures or types that include typical, diverse, extreme, deviant,
influential, most similar, and most different cases. These seven types differ in their use
and representativeness.

A more in-depth “re-review” on the 62 qualitative studies revealed that none
had employed the “diverse case selection strategy”. For example, the studies done by
Arkoudis & O’Loughlin (2004), Hammerness (2004), Thanh Pham and Renshaw (2014),
Cella (2005), Maloley (2008), Arden (2010), Tan and Leong (2014) and Yin (2013) have
only involved one or two participant(s). This means that they are unlikely to be
representative in the minimal sense of representing the full population. At this point,
the “diverse case selection strategy” deserves our attention. According to Seawright and
Gerring (2008), the main objective of the diverse case selection strategy is to achieve
maximum variance along relevant dimensions. They further explained that this method

had not received much attention on the part of qualitative methodologists, hence the
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absence of a generally recognized name (Seawright & Gerring, 2008, p. 307). Their
observation surfaces a possible gap in many “case study” researches because not
enough attention is paid to the diverse case selection strategy. This coincides with my
above re-review on methodology regarding the lack of use of diverse case selection
strategy in past AT studies. The reviewed case studies that are similar to the context of
this research include the research by Davison (2004), Luk-Fong and Brennan (2010) and
Thanh-Pham and Renshaw (2014). These are done in the CHCs where the educational
culture and heritage resemble the case of Singapore. Another group focus on teachers’
experience of AT in a subject-specific context, particularly on teachers’ experience of
language assessment, which is similar to my subject-specific context of exploring CL
teachers’ experience of AT. They include Arkoudis and O’Loughlin (2004), Chang (2006),
Deng and Carless (2010), Lumley (2002) McKay and Brindley (2007), Norashikin et al.,
(2010) Shihiba (2011), Taylor and Wallace (1990). These case studies have not employed
the diverse case selection strategy in their investigations.

The diverse cases are likely to be representative in the minimal sense of
representing the full variation of the population. When there is an inability to
encompass a wider range of differences (or variation) in case studies, it may go on to
affect the representativeness of the sample of cases. When this happens, there may be
a risk of stereotyping certain behaviours to some biased frame of explanation. For
example, in my practice context, there may be a tendency to use the CHCs or Asian
values to analyse and explain CL teachers’ thinking and actions due to the lack of
variation. To this end, the structure of ‘better’ and ‘poorer’ ways of experiencing a
phenomenon in phenomenography will be very useful because there is a strong
perception among CL teachers that AT is negative. There is also a tendency in my subject
discipline to perceive CL teachers to be experiencing much tension because they seemed
to be very “exam-oriented” in their pedagogy and assessment practice, especially when
new assessment ideas from the ‘West’ are being introduced. Such cases are in danger
of standardising how CL teachers in my practice context would experience and manage
AT, which may marginalise certain groups of teachers in practice. For this reason, the
selected samples in this phenomenographic research need to be diverse and varied so
that such causal generalisations could be avoided. Further, when the distinctive

differences of how teachers experience AT is captured, this will have a direct impact on
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the in-depth findings of how some of these AT experiences may be considered as ‘better’
or ‘poorer’ from teachers’ perspectives. This is where the research approach,
phenomenography, can significantly close this methodological gap in the study of
teachers’ experience of AT. Phenomenography can capture and explore teachers’
collective experience of AT in terms of their distinctive differences (or variations) and
their interrelatedness by purposefully selecting teachers who are different in their

profiles. This approach will be discussed in greater detail.

3.3 Unique contributions of phenomenography to explore teachers’ experience of AT

Phenomenography has been widely used for investigating teachers’ experiences
and conceptions of teaching, learning as well as assessment in educational studies
(Akerlind, 2005; 2008; Bowden, 1996; Denee & Brown, 2010; Marton, 1981, 1986;
Marton & Booth, 1996; Marton & Pong, 2005; Tan & Prosser, 2004; Tan, 2010, 2012,
2013; Wang, Kao & Lin, 2010). Spearheaded by Marton in the 1970s at the University of
Gothenburg in Sweden, phenomenography as an internationally valued research
approach was developed. It was then formally introduced in 1981 by Marton in the
educational field. Marton (1995, p.166) defines phenomenography as a research
approach that “aims to reveal the qualitatively different ways in which something is
experienced”.

Hasselgren and Beach (1997) have highly commended phenomenography and
concluded that Gothenburg phenomenography is a very productive research approach
which can be developed in five different ways. According to Johansson, Marton and
Svensson (1985), a conception in phenomenography is a particular manner in which
people experience and understand some phenomenon. A person’s conception of
something is actually a relationship built between the internal self and the external
world. As such, everyone’s conceptions of something may not be the same.

In this section, it is argued that phenomenography offers a few contributions
toward teachers’ experience of AT research. Firstly, phenomenography allows the
practitioners to describe their real experiences of AT. It can help participants to describe
the distinctive character of their AT experiences as they appeared to them and present

what is most important in that sense. This approach seeks to capture and investigate
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how the phenomenon in the world appears to other people and how these experiences
are related to each other.

Secondly, the phenomenographic research will be significant because to date,
little information has been available regarding CL teachers’ varied and yet collective
experiences of AT in terms of their differences and their interrelated relationships within.
It is only when people recognise and are made aware of the distinctively different ways
of experiencing AT may then start to appreciate how the different approaches to
understand AT in relation to each other. In fact, by encompassing and understanding
the full progression (or hierarchy) of the different ways of experiencing AT, it is likely to
enhance the richness and representativeness of the sample of cases chosen, the
stakeholders of education may then widen the foundation of common comprehension
and meaning of this tension. They will be informed of the ‘better’ (and ‘poorer’) ways of
experiencing AT from teachers’ perspective.

Thirdly, as individual’s experience of a phenomenon is always embedded in a

’ u

context, | argue that there is a need to pay attention to human beings’ “structure of
awareness” of experience. When an individual experiences a phenomenon, certain
things will be at the fore and others will be backgrounded. In Marton and Booth’s (1997)
words, “there are different degrees of how figural, thematised, or explicit things or
aspects are in our awareness” (p.98). In contrast to the binary perspective of the “two
contrasting paradigms of assessment” that is always seen as a “zero-sum game” in
assessment practice, the “structure of awareness” of AT in phenomenography can
provide readers with an alternative and stable lens of explanation on how AT may be
experienced, as well as how these experiences are related. Through this structure, the
complexity of AT may be better understood since the binary perspective of the “two
contrasting paradigms of assessment” has been limited to fully explain or depict
teachers’ lived experience of AT.

This research is particularly useful in my practice context where AT has often
deemed to be negative. This “structure” of how teachers experience AT in past case
studies is not heard of and it can be used to develop a deeper understanding of teachers’
experience of AT beyond negativity. The “structure of awareness” of AT provides
readers with a wider and deeper understanding of the distinctiveness of each way of

experiencing AT, as well as the relationships between these different experiences. Case
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studies did not seem to be able to offer such a possibility. More details on the “structure
of awareness” will be discussed later.

Phenomenographic researchers strongly believe that improvement of complex
activities such as teachers’ assessment practice requires a rich and in-depth
understanding of the interpretive nature of the relationship between interpretations of
the experienced phenomenon and their actions. Subsequently, with this insight, future
assessment policies planning, initiatives, reviews or reforms may be built based on these
grounded and experienced contexts of teachers’ experience and conceptions. This
research may also set the stage for a series of on-going recommendations, adjustments
and even interventions around the redesigning of language curriculum, teaching and

assessment system and policy in Singapore.

3.3.1 Basic concepts of phenomenography

Marton (1994) defines phenomenography as: “the empirical study of the limited
number of qualitatively different ways in which various phenomena in, and aspects of,
the world around us are experienced, conceptualised, understood, perceived and
apprehended” (p.4425). Marton and Booth (1997) unpacked that, “a way of
experiencing something” is a way of discerning something from, and relating it to, a
context. The meaning of something for someone at a particular point in time
corresponds to the pattern of parts or aspects that are discerned and are simultaneously
objects of focal awareness.

Marton (1995, p.166) further explains that phenomenography “aims to reveal
the qualitatively different ways in which something is experienced”. So the interaction
between the individual and the phenomenon is the core here because one cannot
function without the other. From an ontological perspective, it is an “interpretivistic
view” which sees reality as “non-dualistic”. Marton (2000) explained that in the existing
world, different individuals experiencing a particular phenomenon will reveal their
varying experience. The descriptions of their experience are based on ways of
understanding the particular phenomenon. However, “each phenomenon, concept or
principle can be understood in a limited number of qualitatively different ways” (Marton,

1986, p.30). In this research, the purposefully selected CL teachers from varying
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backgrounds and teacher trainings will describe their assessment experience. It assumes

that a limited number of variation of conceptions (in a related form) can be identified.

3.3.2 Unique features of phenomenography

The unique feature of phenomenography is that it enables readers from different
contexts to appreciate how a phenomenon may be experienced in different manners
(Tan 2008a).

Tan (2010), when arguing why phenomenography is suitable for investigating the
meanings of alternative assessment experienced by Singapore teachers, highlighted that
there are theoretical, analytical and pedagogical benefits for utilising this research
approach. In the same way as Tan (2009, 2010) has argued, | argue that
phenomenography (or variation theory) will be beneficial to readers for understanding
teachers’ experience of AT brought about by the system and educational reforms.
Phenomenography adds to the theoretical, analytical and pedagogical dimensions of
understanding the tensions in assessment brought about by national high-stakes
examination system and educational reforms or initiatives in Singapore from the
perspective of those teachers who have experienced it. Such dimensions depict how the
experience of assessment and education policies are theorised by individuals
(theoretical aspect), analysed to present the different aspects of a way of experiencing
AT and how these aspects are related (analytical aspect). The distinctive research benefit
of knowing teachers’ ways of experiencing AT is that we could suggest how better ways
of understanding and initiating assessment reforms or changes may be achieved
(pedagogical aspect) so that ‘better’ ways of experiencing AT can be brought about.

Indeed, as Marton and Booth (1997) have previously argued:

in order to make sense of how people handle problems, situations,
the world, we have to understand the way in which they experience
the problems, the situations, the world, that they are handling or in
relation to which they are acting. Accordingly, a capability for acting
in a certain way reflects a capability experiencing something in a

certain way. The latter does not cause the former, but they are

62



logically intertwined. You cannot act other than in relation to the

world as you experience it (p.111).

From above, | can better understand Marton’s (1981) earlier work where he argued in
detail why he preferred to explore the “second-order perspective”. He explained that
the “first-order perspective” describes the world without taking into account individual's
way of experiencing it. On the other hand, the “second-order perspective” is focused on
people's ways of experiencing, interpreting, understanding, apprehending, perceiving or
conceptualising “various aspects of reality” (Marton, 1981, p.178). This view is
particularly useful for this research on teachers’ experiences of assessment because it is
consistent with the research question which aims to explore how CL teachers describe

their experience of AT in the context of Singapore.

3.3.3 Aims of research and sample variation

The main aim of this research is to provide a conceptual description and analysis
of the various views CL teachers in Singapore have of the actual AT they encountered in
practice. Phenomenography enables me to investigate the various types of AT
experienced by the teachers. In order to maximize the possibility of obtaining distinctive
variation, samples were carefully selected.

Assume there are two CL teachers teaching in two similar profile secondary
schools in Singapore. Imagine that they have similar educational backgrounds,
experienced the teacher trainings, practicum, teaching and assessment in exactly the
same way. They understand their education system and know the problems and
tensions brought by the assessment policy and culture. They encounter the assessment
situations in exactly the same way and they feel that it was also equally important for
both to face the problems and challenges embedded. However, they also know the
limitations they have as a classroom teacher in terms of assessment practices. In other
words, their experiences of the assessment problems, challenges, tensions and the
situations were identical. Could we imagine that one of them will try his or her best to
pro-actively promote formative classroom assessment while the other teacher totally
ignores the benefits brought by assessment in language learning? This is very unlikely

because the two teachers who have had experienced assessment in a similar way,
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cannot approach assessment issues or situations in such a diverse way. This is where
phenomenographic methodology will fit in seamlessly in describing and exploring CL
teachers’ experience of AT in Singapore because of their varied backgrounds. The
complexity and richness of the AT experienced will be well captured. The total
population of CL teachers in Singapore is about 3500, with 1200 in secondary schools
(Singapore Centre for Chinese Language, 2010). CL teachers are a very special group in
the teaching fraternity of Singapore because they came from very different academic
backgrounds and received different teaching trainings. For example, there are very
senior teachers who graduated from the Nanyang University (a Chinese medium
university) in the 1960s-70s and have taught CL for over thirty years at L1 level. There
are beginning teachers who just graduated from National University of Singapore (NUS),
Nanyang Technological University (NTU) or National Institute of Education (NIE). There
are also foreign CL teachers from China, Taiwan and Malaysia teaching in Singapore.

Marton and Booth (1997) advocated maximizing the “conceptual variations” of
participants to ensure sufficient and rich data so that an optimal set of categories can
be derived. As CL teachers are very diverse in their backgrounds, it is argued that
phenomenography will provide much room for the researcher to explore the “variations”
of how they experienced assessment. In this research, CL teachers’ characteristics (such
as their academic backgrounds, teacher training and years of service) have been
documented so that the spread of characteristics is intended to maximize the
“conceptual variations” in the data. See Table 3.4.1 below for details. The main aim of a
phenomenographic study is to investigate the variation in the ways a phenomenon is
experienced. As such, if the researcher is careless in considering and selecting the
appropriate samples for investigation, many critiques could be heard from the research
community. In such a case, there could be a possibility that the full extent of the
variation of how teachers experience AT may not be assured.

In this research, | intentionally selected the participants to explore and
understand teachers’ experiences of assessment. | purposefully selected CL teachers
who have a large amount of variation in their profiles. Although Newton and Newton
(2009) believe that phenomenongraphical investigations will require “interviews with
between 12 and 20 people” (p. 50), this research has selected just nine CL teachers for

interviews. A handful of the previous phenomenongraphic studies has also involved
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samples which are fewer than 12. For example, research done by Tan and Prosser (2004)
only conducted in-depth interviews with seven academics regarding the different
conceptions of grade descriptors. Another phenomenongraphic study done by Deneen
and Brown (2011) to investigate teachers’ conception on the nature and purpose of
assessment only used six participants from a population of both in-service and pre-
service teachers enrolled in New York City educational course. They justified that
although small in number, the sample would already provide representation of a diverse
population of practicing and pre-service teachers, male and female, naturalized and
African Americans, as well as teachers from Eastern Europe and Russia.

Although limited in number, the samples in this research have provided a
comprehensive representation of a variation of CL teachers from greenhorn to
experienced, from local to foreign. In addition, the overall ability to do an in-depth

qualitative research diminishes if the sample size and sites get larger (Creswell, 2012).

3.3.4 The structure of awareness and outcome space

Different dimensions of conceptions regarding AT may emerge from the
interview data. For example, this research included some open-ended questions that
will open up teachers’ conversations on the considerations they have when making
assessment decisions. Teachers may give their opinions and contribute their versions of
thinking and eventually will enable this research to construct not just a set of different
meanings toward AT, but also a logically inclusive structure that pulls all these meanings
together in a hierarchical manner. As a whole, the different dimensions of the AT
experienced by the teachers could emerge from the data, which will eventually form the
outcome space. This outcome space will contain a structure where all the teachers’
interviews can be roughly positioned. These are the focuses of the awareness of
teachers’ experience of AT. The structure of awareness denotes the relationship
“between” and “among” different categories of description. As shown in Table 3.3.4
below, the structure of awareness has three main components to it and each either
belongs to the internal or external horizon. The theme is the focal of awareness in the
structure. It is a person’s general awareness of the phenomenon experienced. Figure
3.3.4 illustrates the relationships among different components of the structure of

awareness.
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Components Definition Horizon

Focal awareness | The phenomenon experienced Internal
(theme)
Thematic field Those aspects of the experienced world that are | External

related to the object and in which it is embedded

Margin All those aspects which coexist with the theme | External

without being related to it

Table 3.3.4 Structure of awareness (Bowden & Marton, 1998; Marton, 2000; Marton & Booth,
1997; Tan, 2010)

Margin Thematic
field

\
N\

Y
External horizon Internal horizon

Figure 3.3.4 Structure of awareness

This structure is in line with what Marton and Booth (1997) posited when they talked
about the assumption of phenomenography. They believed that the qualitatively
different ways of experiencing a phenomenon would be logically related to one another,
with increasing complexity where the qualitatively different ways of experiencing the
phenomenon would form as “subsets” of the component parts. This structure of
awareness offers a new way of explaining how CL teachers, in the contexts they are in,
may relate to the same phenomenon of experiencing AT. This model will not
predetermine CL teachers’ experience of AT to be within the scope of issues reviewed
in Chapter 1 and 2 which included conception of assessment, core educational problems
associated with AT and so on. Instead, the critical aspects of how teachers experience

AT can be discerned from this phenomenographical research.
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The unique contribution of this research, in the light of all the quantitative
approaches and some qualitative approaches such as case study, can be seen from the
“outcome space”. This research aims to explore and construct not just a set of different
meanings made by the participants, but a logically inclusive structure relating these
different meanings. In phenonmenography, the qualitatively different ways of
experiencing the AT will be constructed into “categories of description” and are seen as
representing a structured set, which is termed as the “outcome space”. Even though the
same phenomenon may be experienced and conceptualized differently by different
people and under various contexts, phenomenography can provide a lens looking into
collective human experience of a phenomenon in a holistic way. This is because the
“outcome space” essentially represents the whole range of possible but yet limited ways
of experiencing the phenomenon, at this particular point in time, from the selected
group of people in a collective manner. This is where the complexity of AT could be
revealed in a structure which previous studies have not to date adequately addressed.

Typically, the qualitatively different ways of experiencing the AT may be
described as “conceptions” and they are represented by the “categories of description”.
According to Marton and Booth (1997), there are three criteria that need to be met in
order to be qualified as one set of categories of description. Firstly, each category of
description should signify a distinctly different aspect of the experienced phenomenon.
Secondly, different categories of description should form a logical relationship in a
hierarchical fashion. Thirdly, a minimum number of different categories must be formed
and described in order to differentiate the variation of experience in the outcome space.
Essentially, this research seeks to explore CL teachers’ ways of experiencing AT such that:
(1) Each category of description denotes a qualitatively different way of experiencing AT
by the CL teachers. The description of their similarities and differences would divide
these categories distinctively. (2) Each category of description represents a progression
of awareness of the critical aspects of experiencing AT and eventually form a logical
relationship together. (3) The outcome space is limited to a few ways of experiencing AT
by the CL teachers. This number of categories describes the critical aspects of different

ways of experiencing AT from the nine participants.
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3.4 Data Sources and Collection

While the above sections dealt mostly with the theoretical underpinnings of
phenomenography, the following sections discuss this methodology in practice,
particularly to describe the actual steps drawn from those theoretical premises. In this

research, data was collected from in-depth personal interviews.

3.4.1 Identifying participants
In Singapore, CL teachers vary in their nationality, academic and teacher-training

backgrounds (see table below for the profiles of the participants).

S/N | Teacher | Age | Gender | Background | Years of | Teacher | Assessment
teaching | training | training
(pre-
service)
1 A 40 F China 12 years | China (1% | No
HKF)
2 B 35 M Malaysia 10 years | Local Yes
(NIE)
3 C 43 F Local 22 years | Local No
Singaporean (NIE)
4 D 30 F China 5 years China No
(EI]
K
5 E 42 F Local 14 years | Local Yes
Singaporean (NIE)
6 F 34 F Taiwan 9 years Taiwan Yes
(JE%E
K
7 G 29 M Malaysia 4 years Local Yes
(NIE)
8 H 28 F Local 4 years Local Yes
Singaporean (NIE)
9 I 60+ F Local 40 years | Local No
Singaporean (Nanda)

Table 3.4.1: Teachers’ Basic Profile (as of 2014)

From Table 3.4.1, CL teachers’ actual names are not disclosed. Their consents to
participate in this research were sought. Except for Teacher B and H, the rest are
teaching in secondary schools of different profiles. The table also shows if they have

received pre-service assessment training. This difference in background naturally
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provided an opportunity for me to select the participants from a broad range of
experience of tension in assessment in search of variation. In addition, by approaching
CL teachers with varied years of service from a broad spectrum of work places in
Singapore that included both “neighbourhood” and “elite” schools (the former usually
refers to government-aided schools that are not so famous in terms of students’
academic performance; the latter usually refers to autonomous or independent schools
that are more famous for their academic performance), as well as education officers
from the MOE headquarters, | sought to ensure there was a diverse range of practices
and thus experiences represented in the research. It is to note that education officers
from the MOE headquarters are also previously from schools. They joined the
headquarters to learn how to plan and develop the centralised CL curriculum. They
would usually return to schools after two to three years in MOE headquarters.

However, there is a need for me to delimit the precise experience and investigate
those that are relevant to my thesis definition of AT. | have to ensure that what the
participants experienced and shared with me is relevant to my research. This was
carefully dealt with during the interviews by not drifting into teaching practices and
experiences which were not within the scope of the definition of AT. | had defined AT as
“teachers’ feelings of struggle with competing considerations in their assessment
practices”. The critical element in this definition is that CL teachers must express their
assessment experience with the feeling of “tension”, “dilemmas”, “conflicts” or
“struggle” in practice because of certain considerations when making assessment
decision. There were several experiences which have been often described by teachers
as AT but are excluded in this research. The first one is that of teachers’ account of other
teachers’ experiences of AT instead of theirs. The second experience | excluded is their
national examination marking duties. These experiences are supposed to be confidential
and not be disclosed to any other party.

CL teachers from three secondary schools of different profiles and the Ministry
of Education (MOE) headquarters were selected as participants. They were all
approached by email and telephone. While the first email sought their preliminary
permission to carry out the interviews, the second email explained the details of my
research. Documents attached in the second email included the basic information about

my research for participant, consent form, interview protocol form, as well as the
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Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval letter from the MOE. These documents were
used during the interviews. A sample of the emails and attached documents is set out in
Appendix C and D respectively. While some of the participants were my friends in the

teaching profession, others were recommended by my colleagues.

3.4.2 Planning and conducting the interviews

This research explores the phenomenon of teachers’ tension in assessment
through their collective experiences. These experiences are understood from the
interviews and were then analysed for the iterative and logical meanings.

A semi-structured interview is the primary data collection method in
phenomenography (Marton, 1986) and it is “non-directive” (Walsh, 2000). In fact, Booth
(1992) explains that by using a few pre-determined questions, the purpose of semi-
structured interviews is actually to probe into the participants’ understanding of certain
phenomenon from different angles so that a full exploration of understanding is made
possible. This is very evident when | reviewed the literatures in phenomenographic
research (such as Deneen & Brown, 2011; Wang, Kao & Lin, 2010) that explored teachers’
experiences and conceptions of assessment. All the interviews were semi-structured
and there was sufficient room for all participants to express their experience but at the
same time be focused on a specific topic. Tan’s (2010, 2012, 2013) phenomenographic
studies on teachers’ experiences of alternative assessment in Singapore also placed a
heavy emphasis on semi-structured interviews. He explained in detail the rationale of

using semi-structured interviews and the structure of the interviews. The studies follow

closely to what Bowden (2000) has suggested in phenomenographic interview:

The phenomenographic interview has a focus—the way in which
interviewees understand the chosen concept—and this focus is
maintained throughout the interview. Interviewees are encouraged
to express their qualitative understanding of the phenomenon under
investigation. The researcher may ask interviewees to clarify what
they have said, and ask them to explain their meaning further (p.9-

10)
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Similarly, in this research, there are over-arching questions and pre-determined
questions (see interview protocol in Appendix E for details) which were used when the
participants did not touch on the crucial aspects of the phenomenon. These reviewed
studies, together with many other similar phenomenographic studies, lend support for
the employment of interviews in this research to explore CL teachers’ experience of AT.
Essentially, the “seven stages of an interview investigation” (thematizing, designing,
interviewing, transcribing, analyzing, verifying and reporting) proposed by Kvale (1996)
also provided a systematic approach about how a high standard phenomenographic
interview can be conducted.

In the same vein, the interview approach for this research is similar to what the
above-mentioned researchers did or advocated. The interview protocol was designed to
take care of the instructions for the process of the interviews and the questions to be
used, as well as how the data should be captured. Previous phenomenographic studies
reviewed in this chapter (Akerlind, 2005; 2008; Bowden, 1996; 200; Denee & Brown,
2010; Marton, 1981, 1986; Marton & Booth, 1996; Marton & Pong, 2005; Prosser 2000;
Tan & Prosser, 2004; Tan, 2010, 2012, 2013; Trigwell, 2000; Wang, Kao & Lin, 2010) have
provided good samples for the interview protocol.

The phenomenographic interviews have a focus in the sense that it was
underpinned by the research question. The participants were led by me with pre-
designed overall interview questions and sub-questions to reiterate their experience of

AT. To effectively capture the experience of the teachers, | adhered to the following:

(1) The questions were asked in Mandarin Chinese so that the CL teachers would not
have any language barriers to fully comprehend the research, as well as to clearly
express their views. It is also to minimise misunderstanding, reliability and validity issues
brought about by language factors (Geisinger, 1994). More importantly, this research
highly values their original and authentic voices and experience. This can only be
transmitted by their most comfortable and natural language.

(2) The data was first recorded in CL and subsequently translated into English when
reporting so that the essence of the teachers’ experience would be captured at the first

opportunity.
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(3) The questions were open-ended so that the researcher would not be dictating the
aspects of the question which were most relevant to the teachers. They were free to
offer any possible response to the questions.

(4) The questions were designed to be diagnostic so that they can better reveal the

different ways of understanding the phenomenon.

However, adherence to the above posed certain challenges. For example, the translation
between English and CL done by me may not be as accurate as the professional
translator. Furthermore, certain descriptions and meanings given by the teachers might
be lost in translation. Indeed, it is always challenging to achieve conceptual equivalence
between two languages in cross-language research for there is always translator bias
(Choi, Kushner, Mill & Lai, 2012). As this research was conducted in a language that is
not the researcher’s reporting language, therefore, translation required additional
knowledge and work. Nevertheless, the main translation was done by me as | was more
familiar with the context, culture and experience of CL education in Singapore. Further,
by consulting and communicating with more qualified translators and to practise both
“forward translation” as well as “backward translations” (Choi, Kushner, Mill & Lai, 2012,
p.661) have helped to reduce potential threats to the validity of the data and
interpretation.

As many phenomenographic researchers have noted, the effectiveness of an
interview depends very much on the interviewer’s ability to design and ask questions
that may increase the chances of a full exploration of the interviewees’ understanding
of the phenomenon. In this research, | designed a variety of semi-structured interview
guestions and employed multiple ways of asking these questions if the need arose.
According to Marguerite, Spaulding and Voegtle (2010), semi-structured interviews are
typically planned prior to the actual interview. The researcher usually can change the
order (structure) of the planned questions, omit questions and change some of the
wording of the questions based on what actually happens during the interview. This is
to probe deeper into the unexpected issues that emerge.

As defined earlier, AT refers to “teachers’ feelings of struggle with competing
considerations in their assessment practices’”, therefore | designed five types of

guestions to guide participants to become aware of their experiences with AT in practice,
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as well as to diagnose and reveal their different ways of experiencing this tension. A
well-designed interview would allow the participants to reveal something significant
about themselves which would be in greater depth. Because of the questions asked,
they would sometimes suddenly realise their own thinking and feelings toward certain
phenomenon (Bowden, 2005). How could | achieve this objective and at the same time
ensure that the ethics requirements and the comfort level, as well as their willingness
to cooperate, were not compromised? The types of question asked would be crucial.
There were basically three main components to the phenomenon and these questions
were supposed to keep the participants focused on describing their experience of AT.
First, this experience must be from the participants’ assessment practices. For this point,
participants might be asked to bring along their assessment artifacts for discussion
which would add richness and depth to the discussions. Second, there were multiple
considerations when deciding what to practise in assessment. Third, there was a feeling
of struggle at some point in time when planning or conducting assessment.

In summary, each of the following five types of interview questions has a specific
aim of understanding participants’ experience of the phenomenon. Table 3.4.2
illustrates with examples how | selected and employed the five different types of
guestions during the interviews. These five types of question are crafted based on the
advice given by Bowden (2000, p.9) on how a phenomenographic interview should be

carried out in terms of the different kinds of conversation invlioved.

Type | Main aim Examples of interview question

1 Opening up the e What is your assessment practice and how do you
conversation and carry out assessment?
discussion (warm up e How often do you carry out assessment?
questions) e What kind of assessment do you use in your

classrooms and why?

2 Underpin the focal e Inyour assessment practice, what are your
awareness of the considerations: such as time, resources,
participant accountability, students’ needs etc?
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3 A small selection of e How do you feel when carrying out these

prepared questions to assessments?
begin another new e How do you deal with these different
inquiry considerations in assessment?

e If you were given the freedom to design

assessment, how would it look like? Will it be

the differences? Why?

e Do you think there are better assessment

different from your current practice? What will be

practices?
4 A small selection of e Could you explain/elaborate that further?
prepared sub-questions e Could you give me some examples?
to further probe, e What do you mean by that?
confirm, interrogate or e Bysayinge* do you actually mean/imply
for clarifications thate++- ?
5 Concluding and ending e Thatis about all, do you have any other things to
the interview add or comment?

Table 3.4.2: Types of interview questions used in a single interview

The very first type (Type 1) of interview questions was to open up a conversation with
the participants but would still stay within the context of the research question. As such,
these questions were directed at more general assessment issues such as “What is your
assessment practice and how do you carry out assessment? How often do you carry out
assessment?” These questions directed participants’ attention and allowed them to
focus on their assessment experiences which were highly relevant to the delimited
phenomenon and context. The research question of this research is “What are the
qualitatively different ways in which teachers experience AT?” And the definition of AT
is “teachers’ feelings of struggle with competing considerations in their assessment
practices”. Therefore, Type 2 is the primary question that underpins the participants’

focal awareness, helping them to stay in focus on their experienced phenomenon. The
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guestion “In your assessment practice, what are your considerations (such as time,
resources, accountability, students’ needs etc)?” had helped the participants stay
relevant to the research question. Besides these “warm-up” and “primary” questions,
Type 3 consisted of a small selection of prepared questions to begin another new inquiry,
which were intended to cover the scope of CL teachers’ awareness of AT. These
questions encompassed the scope or aspects of AT which | wished the participants could
describe their experience and thus their conceptualisations of it. These questions were
particularly useful when the participants did not already talk about them during the
interviews. Essentially, Type 3 questions were used to serve the following three

functions:

(1) Exploring teachers’ feelings in their assessment practice: This was one of the most
important aspects of the interviews which required CL teachers to describe their feelings
or emotions as they experienced assessment. | prepared questions to directly probe
what the teachers discerned to be important emotionally. The question | designed was
straightforward: “How do you feel when carrying out these assessments?” There were
a variety of responses from this question. While some were positive (such as feeling
accomplished or happy), others shown more negative experiences (such as feeling
stressful, a waste of time, being ‘pulled’). There were also some neutral responses such
as “no feeling”, “a mixed of feelings” or “l didn’t bother about feelings”. To a large extent,
these reported feelings demonstrated the complexity of teachers’ experience with

assessment and confirmed they were experiencing different degrees of tension in

assessment.

(2) Setting up the exact context of experiencing AT: | wanted to find out the qualitatively
different ways in which CL teachers experience tension in assessment and so the
conversation needed to be situated in their actual assessment practice. Accordingly,
these participants had to recount their experience which must be important and
meaningful to them. By doing so, | am establishing the context in which CL teachers
experienced AT. As important as how | delimit the context for this research, participants’
current context for the phenomenon was also vital for analysing the transcripts. The

question | asked was: “How do you deal with these different considerations in
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assessment?” This question was effective in getting the teachers to articulate their

practical concerns.

(3) Inviting teachers to reflect on their assessment practice: In the interview, | aimed to
make participants reflect deeply on what tension in assessment really meant to them at
the point it was experienced. As such, | designed the following few questions:

If you were given the freedom to design assessment, how would it look like? Will it be
different from your current practice? What will be the differences? Why? Do you think

there are better assessment practices?

| observed that these questions often made participants pause for a while, or they
requested me to repeat the question before they responded. This showed that they
needed time to think deeply into the questions and gave me responses which were
deemed to be important.

In order to help the participants get into the right condition to describe and
reflect on their experience of AT, they were often asked Type 4 questions to clarify,
further explain or elaborate their statements. Under each of different type of question,
there were also a number of similar and reiterative questions. For example, | had
guestioned them further with “Could you explain that further?”, “What do you mean by
that?” These questions aimed to get the participants to think deeper into their
statements and descriptions of their experiences which would enable them to explain
their understanding more fully (Bowden, 2000). Occasionally, | also had to make a more
detailed inquiry into the responses provided and probe further by rephrasing the words
or sentences given by the participants. The question was “By saying......do you actually
mean/imply that......?” This question aimed to allow participants to express variation in
their experience of AT. In other words, | was creating another opportunity to allow the
participants to describe their experience of the phenomenon in their own words. By
doing so, | would not impose any description for the participants (Entwistle, 1997;
Bowden, 2000). The following is some of the examples of rephrasing words or sentences

given to the participants to further probe what they actually meant:
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(To Teacher C): Just now you mentioned “task-based assessment”, can you talk a bit
about your feelings? That is, when you are doing ‘task-based’, are your feelings mainly
good? Why is it good? Or why is it no good, say when you encountered technical

problem? Can you talk a bit more?

(To teacher B): Understood, er, that is what you were saying just now: there is formative
assessment and summative assessment, right? So for these two types of assessment,
how do you obtain the tools? Just now you have already shared that you have to

specially design them, right?

(To Teacher H): So earlier you mentioned about ‘validity’, so do you think this

assessment is valid?

(To Teacher I): But for your case, from what | gathered is feasible, because, for example
you shared earlier about writing a first piece of composition, oh sorry, it should be an
email, right? Email. So first piece | give you feedback and | give you feedback again on
the second time. When it comes to the final submission, a mark will be given. So in other
words, it has a process right?

Rephrasing the words or sentences by the participants also helped them to
refocus on those important issues relevant to the research question. Although it was not
easy, judgemental comments, both positive and negative were avoided by me during
the interviews. The idea was to allow the participants to voice their experience of the
phenomenon without many input and influences from the interviewer. However,
maintaining a natural conversation during the interviews was also essential. If not, the
participants might feel uneasy and even nervous as the researcher kept quiet all the
time.

Last but not least, the Type 5 questions were used to conclude and end the
interview. | would say “That is about all, do you have any other things to add or
comment?” In this way, | provided the last opportunity for the participants to think and
speak on any outstanding issues which had not been touched on earlier. This would

complete the whole interview process.
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3.5 Data Analysis

Data analysis can be considered as a systematic search for meaningful findings.
It is a way of processing the qualitative data so that what has been done and learned
can be communicated to others in an effective manner. A very crucial issue in
phenomenography analysis is how the researcher analyses or accounts for the interview
data. In this research, | followed a process (see Figure 3.5 below) which started from the
interviews till the end when the “outcome space” is created. This step-by-step process
of analysis outlined here is a method of demonstrating transparency of how | formulated

Ill

the overarching themes from the interview data to the creation of the final “outcome
space”. Once the interviews are conducted, transcriptions are carried out. After multiple
reviews on the transcriptions, translations are done from Chinese to English, before
coding (deductive and then inductive) could be carried out. Then | went into a vigorous
process of reviewing and re-coding of data to arrive at the “categories of description”
before finally creating the “outcome space”. Although presented as a linear, step-by-
step process in the diagram, the data analysis was an iterative and reflexive process.

Interviewing and analysing participants’ experience of AT is the core of this
phenomenographic research. The approach taken basically followed what Marton (1988,
1994) and Marton and Booth (1997) advocated earlier. The nine CL teachers’ interview
data was audio-recorded and transcribed. During the initial stage of the data analyses,
the interview contents were listened to and reviewed many times. A preliminary
“categories of description” was conceptualised based on the analysed codes. See
Appendix F to see how the conceptions are analysed and named. As | went on to review
and re-analyse the data, many versions of the conceptions of AT were formed. See
Appendix G.

From the interview data, the meanings were made from the teachers’
perspectives and not from the researcher’s point of view. As Svensson (1997) has
explained, the fundamental assumptions about the objects of phenomenography have
to do with the nature of conceptions. The ontological assumption of phenomenography
is that the meaning of an experienced phenomenon is constructed by the “experiencer”
and the phenomenon. As such, the conceptions signify the relationship between the CL
teachers and the AT. In other words, the relational nature of phenomenography focuses

on the relationships between the experienced phenomenon and the “experiencers”
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(Dall’alba, 2000). Another ontological assumption of phenomenography is that the
nature of conceptions is closely related to the nature of knowledge and thinking.
Knowledge is assumed to be created through human thinking and human activity.
Nevertheless, knowledge is also seen as to be closely related to the world or reality
experienced by the participants. To this end, knowledge and conceptions are very

closely related.

Semi-structured interviews

v

Participants identification and » | Conduct of interviews » | Interviews transcription
invitation
v
Deductive coding | o Translation of <« | Transcriptions
of AT transcriptions (part) reviews

v

Inductive coding
of AT

Grouped and
collapsed codes
into themes

Collapsed
themes

Recoded themes

Categories of description creation

v

Outcome space creation

Figure 3.5: Process of phenomenographic data analysis

In this research, the lengths of the interviews ranged from 30 to 70 minutes. The

average time of the interviews was 45 minutes. Transcriptions were verbatim and in
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Chinese. | personally transcribed the first four participants’ interviews to be familiar
myself with the data but had chosen to leave the rest of the interviews to a transcriber
due to time consideration. The transcriber had some experience in educational research
and transcription. | also provided her with some basic training for how best to transcribe
my interview data. All the transcriptions were reviewed and translated by me before
they were advanced to the analysis stage.

At the beginning of the analysis stage, | first approached the transcripts using the
deductive coding method because | have already got some ideas from personal
experiences and past literature of the multiple considerations in teachers’ assessment
practices which they would experience and manage. The CL teachers’ experience of AT
obtained from the interviews were grouped since there were many ways of experiencing
this phenomenon and each has not expressed the same experience in the same way. A
preliminary idea of the possible ways in which the participants experienced AT was
described based on the transcripts. Then I moved on to the inductive coding stage where
key words, special terms, aspects or issues that the teachers frequently described,
highlighted or paid attention to were carefully noted, grouped, collapsed and reviewed
again.

On each of these review sessions, the reading of the transcripts was a new
experience for me but | still read with the same focus as a whole. | initially used the “cut
and paste” method which allowed me to extract particular key words, sentences or
paragraphs and put them together in a separated summary section within the same
transcript. However, | found that the coded categories did not come out strongly in
meanings. As such, | realised that | needed to return to the beginning of the transcripts
to start reading and coding again. By continuously going forward and backward, this
analysis process allowed me to establish the preliminary “categories of description”
more confidently. Despite this tedious and careful way of analysing the transcripts, | felt
more confident each time a new version of the “categories” was produced. After a few
weeks of reading and re-reading, grouping and re-grouping of the transcripts, | obtained
four sets of AT with three distinct “categories” (see Appendix F). At this stage, these
“categories” were not logically related by the dimension of variations, though it might
seem to be somehow related at a first glance. They were indeed different from each

other but | could not establish a relationship that is hierarchically related.
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Then | began a major second round of reading each transcript’s summarised
segment, regardless of the initial the “categories”. As | practiced this iterative and
reflexive process of reading and reviewing of these summarised segments of the
transcripts, | began to create new “categories” again. The main difference between this
round of readings from the initial round was the focus. While the previous round was on
summarising the themes of the interviews, the second round was on the relationships
among the “categories”. | focused on whether they could be understood in relation to
each other. | would either change the “categories” or abandon the themes altogether.

It was only after | was satisfied with the relationship between different
“categories” would | start to refocus on these “categories” to look for description and
qguotes. Progressively, | began to confirm a set of three “categories” that could be
understood as a full progression (or nested hierarchy) in terms of the ways the nine CL
teachers experience AT. The “categories” could be recognised by the critical aspects of
the phenomenon (assessment purposes, reality and ideal gap, and demand from
stakeholders) progressing from the first conception to the more advanced ones in a
ranked fashion. When | could identify and explain the complexity of the conceptions
from the first to the most advanced, | knew | had already established a structure of
qualitatively different ways in which CL teachers experienced tension in assessment.
These “categories” could exhibit the similarity in understanding among the transcripts
assigned to each category and the differences between the “categories”, a structure
which Bowden (2000) had described.

This whole episode was important because phenomenography is essentially
employed to describe the experienced phenomenon from the perspective of the
participants and ultimately seeks to understand the different ways of experiencing AT
and their interrelatedness. | aimed to analyse and understand at as deep a level as
possible what has been said and what they actually meant. This analysis was to make
sense of the particular expressions in terms of the individual, the group of participants,

as well as their interrelated relationships.

3.6 Role of the researcher
The experience the researcher has as an educator would greatly influence how

the research was conducted. | was a classroom teacher for 11 years and my assessment
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practices were guided by how | conceptualised teaching and learning. How |
conceptualised teaching and learning depended heavily on how | was being taught in
school as a student and subsequently the experience | have as a teacher. However,
teachers’ behaviours are also often dictated by the teacher appraisal system (the
Enhanced Performance Management System or EPMS) in Singapore. EPMS pits teacher
against one another in the same substantive grades. They will compete to get a
performance bonus or promotion based on a group of KPIs. Very often, what the
ministry and school leaders will try to measure is how well the teachers provide the kind
of training that will enable their students to do well in the national examinations.
According to my experience, the EPMS has great implications and impact on teachers’
conceptions of teaching and assessment as they attempt to “perform” based on the KPIs
rather than their original conceptions of teaching and assessment.

Being a former CL classroom teacher teaching Secondary 1 to 5 and a Head-of-
Department (HOD) of MTL in a Singapore school, the issues and challenges CL teachers
encountered are not strange to me. Together with my current attachment with the MTL
Branch, Curriculum Planning and Development Division (CPDD) of the MOE in Singapore
to develop, plan, revise and review the curricular materials for the 2011 newly
implemented CL syllabus, | have the opportunity to observe the new CL curriculum
development and its implementation. Working closely with the colleagues from the
Singapore Examinations and Assessment Board (SEAB) on the revised assessment modes
and specifications of the 2011 newly implemented CL syllabus, | also had the opportunity
to see how the SA is being conceptualised, designed, field-tested and finally
implemented. In addition, being one of the main members from CPDD to organise the
annual CL school’s zonal dialogue sessions with classroom teachers and HODs, | could
also anticipate and feel the frustrations, tensions and challenges they might face as a
result of the “newness” and controversies within the 2011 CL curriculum and
assessment, especially the content and the paper formats of the CL GCE ‘O’ Level
examination. All these experiences have allowed me to see from the teacher
participants’ perspectives in this research. As a result, my “insider” knowledge will also

be shaped by them.
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3.7 Validity, reliability and “bracketing”

In research, validity refers broadly to the “goodness” or “soundness” of a study.
Depending on the research methodologies and perspectives guiding the research, there
are multiple ways to conceptualize validity. As such, the validity of qualitative research
is often judged by an “individualized contextual manner” rather than by a “broadly
applicable standards and criteria” (Miller, 2008, p.909). Indeed, in the case of

phenomenographic research, according to Dahlin (1999):

the validity is based on three factors. The first is the logic of the
system of categories emerging from the analysis. The categories must
be logically separate and exclusive. The second factor is the
correspondence between the results and what is known from
previous studies in the field. Finally, the plausibility of the categories
may be considered, i.e the extent they are recognisable as

representing actual or possible human experiences (p.195).

In this research, the “categories” were separated logically in the sense that there was a
systematic way to transcribe and sort out the participants’ conceptions or experiences
of assessment into various “categories”. As explained earlier, the interview transcripts
were read with openness but subsequently focused on a particular aspect or criteria
where references were taken from past studies on teachers’ experience of AT after
multiple readings. During this process, there were constant sorting and re-sorting of
transcript data, as well as ongoing comparisons between the “categories”, paying special
attention to the qualitative similarities and differences between the “categories”. There
were many re-readings, revisions and thus multiple versions of the categories of
description. This was to ensure that this study explored all the possible perspectives
from the interview data. Together with the data obtained from the other sources, the
experience of the participants was described more accurately.

The final confirmed conceptions were recognisable because the critical aspects
of each different category of description were carefully identified and presented in a
concrete and hierarchical-related form. These qualitatively different ways of

experiencing AT were the most important findings in this research. Once the concrete
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and hierarchical-related conceptions or experiences of assessment of the participants
were identified, a more detailed description of their typical personality or characteristic
of each conception is presented and discussed.

Many are aware that qualitative researchers do not view reliability the same way
as quantitative researchers. According to Bogdan and Biklen (2007), “qualitative
researchers tend to view reliability as a fit between what they record as data and what
actually occurs in the setting under study, rather than the literal consistency across
different observations” (p. 40). This implies that two different researchers studying a
same phenomenon may produce different data and findings, yet both studies could be
considered reliable. Marton (1986) highlights two issues of reliability (or replicability) in
phenomenographic research. The first issue is whether other researchers could reach
the same “categories” as the original study. The second issue is whether the other
researchers can identify the conceptions found by the original study through the
“categories”, something which is termed “interjudge reliability” (Marton, 1986;
Sandbergh; 1997; Saljo, 1988). However, Sandbergh (1997) argues that interjudge
reliability is problematic because it creates a theoretical and methodological
inconsistency within phenomenographic study and therefore should be abandoned. He
then goes on to suggest five steps or procedures for phenomenographic researchers to
enter “phenomenological reduction” so that “reliability as interpretative awareness”
can be maintained to overcome the problem of establishing reliability of
phenomenographic research (p. 211). In this research, one of the many efforts to
address the reliability issue was to conduct pilot interviews. Researchers can enhance
the reliability of their interviews through piloting their interviews (Silverman, 1993). In
these pilot interviews, the attention was given to the clarity and structuring of the
guestions, as well as the time needed for the actual interviews.

When analysing phenomenographic data, the intersubjective agreement forms
the basis for the reliability of the categories of description found. There are two types
of “intersubjective agreement” with phenomenographic interview data. The “dialogic
reliability check” could be conducted where “agreement between researchers is
reached through discussion and mutual critique of the data and of each researcher’s
interpretive hypothesis”. The second type is the “coder reliability check”, where two or

more researchers ‘independently code all or a sample of interview transcripts and
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compare categorisations’ (Akerlind, 2005, p.331). Similarly, Bowden (2000) suggested
all interview transcripts to go through “rigorous phenomenographic analysis”. This
means one of the research team takes up the initial task of reading all the transcripts
and devises “a draft set of categories description” drawn from them. This team member
will review these transcripts one more time and then make allocation of transcripts to
categories. On the other hand, another team member will also carry out the same
transcript reviews and make allocation of transcripts to categories independently.
Finally, these two members will then compare their two allocations for similarities and
differences. When there are disagreements between the two members, reference will
be made to the transcripts as the only evidence for further discussions and allocations.
While this research was conducted independently without other team members, my
supervisor, experts and colleagues in the field of phenomenography were invited to
“cross-check” my analysis and categorisations. Earlier, Bowden (2000), Prosser (2000)
and Trigwell (2000) has advocated a “dialogic dependability check” in their studies to
ensure trustworthiness. This is also similar to the idea of “coder dependability check”
during the development of the categories of description by Collier-Reed, Ingerman and
Berglund (2009). Allowing different members or experts to independently to check on
the coded interview transcripts and compare their versions of categorisations will
definitely enhance the validity, reliability and thus the trustworthiness of this
phenomenographic research on AT.

Taking into considerations of the scale and resources of this research, dialogic
reliability check was adopted instead of the coder reliability check. | first analysed and
then presented the categories of description to my supervisor. Both parties usually
started off with a general discussion on the categories of description. When there was a
need, | would argue and defend the findings against the questions and challenges posted
by the supervisor. This process was carried out several times until both parties were
satisfied with the decided categories of description. During the process, | also wished to
know if others could understand the “categories of description” based on the selected
transcripts. | took opportunities at various platforms to interact with scholars and
researchers so that | could obtain feedback on my findings. Over the past few years, |
presented my findings at Graduate Student Day in both 2015 and 2016, Assessment

Graduate Student Seminar 2016, Curriculum, Teaching and Learning (CTL) Academic
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Group Doctor in Education (EdD) seminar 2016. These events were organised by the
National Institute of Education (NIE). My most-recent presentation of this research was
at the 2018 conference of the European Association for Research on Learning and
Instruction (EARLI) Special Interest Group (SIG 9) on Phenomenography and Variation
Theory at the University of Birmingham, United Kingdom. The SIG 9 participants
commented on my outcome space and made minor suggestions on the adjective | used
to describe Conception C. In summary, at these platforms, | consulted many individuals
on my findings, particularly on the categories of description and outcome space. The
main audiences were academic researchers and scholars, Master and Doctorate
students, and a few phenomenographic researchers. These interactions with experts
who are familiar with phenomenography and the feedback provided by them has proven
to be useful as they kept me thinking and revising the categories of description.
Another very crucial issue in phenomenographic research analysis is how the
researcher accounts for the interview data. To a large extent, the accounting of the
interview data concerns the validity and reliability of the research and “bracketing” was
a critical aspect for addressing these two issues. Marton (1994) and Ashworth (1999)
have discussed about the importance of “bracketing and posited that there is a need for
researcher to carry out “the suspension of presuppositions” (the “epoche or bracketing”)
when analyzing data. The task is actually “to set aside theories, research presuppositions,
ready-made interpretations etc., in order to reveal engaged, lived experience” (p. 707).
On the same note, Tan (2010) pointed out that some of the more prominent
presuppositions the phenomenographic researchers should “bracket” includes (a)
personal knowledge and beliefs; (b) assumptions of the nature of the subjects’
experience; and (c) excessive concern over why certain experiences had occurred (p. 44).
Indeed, my personal knowledge and belief about CL teaching, learning and assessment
in Singapore, as well as my contact and understanding about CL teachers would affect
how | frame the interview questions and do the interpretations. In this research,
“bracketing” was practised throughout the data collection phase to the report writing
phase. The conception of the researchers about a given phenomenon is not the focus of
the phenomenographic research, instead the focus should be about the conceptions of
the participants have on AT. As such, keeping an open mind at all stages of the study

and not taking the researcher’s perspective will help in the “bracketing” process. For this
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reason, the interpretive procedures | had followed in this research became paramount
importance. | needed to account and communicate to the readers and experts of
phenomenography of the steps and efforts taken to analyse the transcripts, and how |

arrived at the categories of description, as well as the final outcome space.

3.8 Summary

In this chapter, the methodologies employed by past studies on AT were
reviewed, and it was concluded that they have not adequately captured the qualitatively
different ways in which teachers experience AT. In other words, they have not
sufficiently investigated the collective difference or variation in which teachers describe
their real encounters with AT. Subsequently, this chapter went on to present the unique
contributions of phenomenography to AT research and how the gap left by past studies
may be closed by this approach. Particularly, this chapter has argued that
phenomenography is a suitable methodology to investigate teachers’ experience of AT,
given its complexity. Most importantly, the theoretical, analytical and pedagogical
benefits of knowing “teachers’ ways of experiencing AT” for this research was also
highlighted. This is in line with Marton and Booth (1997) and Tan’s (2010, 2013)
arguments on why phenomenography is an appropriate research approach for exploring
teachers’” qualitative different ways of experiencing a phenomenon.
Phenomenography’s essence is to explore the “variation in ways of experiencing things”
(Marton & Booth, 1997, p.110). It aims to describe something that is experienced by an
individual, from the perspective of the individual.

For the rest of this chapter, | have described how the data sources were collected
and analysed, what the role of the researcher was and how the validity, reliability and
“bracketing” issues could be taken care of. In the next chapter, | described in details the

three identified conceptions of AT that formed the outcome space of this research.
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CHAPTER 4

FINDINGS
4.1 Introduction

The purpose of this research is to describe the qualitatively different ways in

which CL teachers experience AT. This chapter describes the variation in the
conceptualisations of AT encountered by CL teachers in Singapore and the various ways
in which they attempt to address, manage or deal with these tensions. To be more
specific, this research addresses the main question: What are teachers’ conceptions of
AT? | had defined AT as “teachers’ feelings of struggle with competing considerations in
their assessment practices”. This definition of the phenomenon of teachers’ experience
of AT could be logically reduced into the ‘What’ aspect and the ‘How’ aspect of the
phenomenon:
(1) What assessment considerations do teachers focus on?

(2) How do teachers deal with these competing considerations?

Introduced in Chapter 1, tension as a concept is more commonly discussed in
physics and it refers to “the act of stretching or straining” or “the state of being stretched
or strained”. In these cases, stretch and strain have very similar meaning of a force.
When “tension force” is being discussed, it will invariably involve the concept of
“Newton’s Laws of Motion” for a better understanding of the underlying fundamentals.

Newton's first law states that an object that is at rest, or not moving, will stay at
rest unless a force acts on it. A moving object will continue moving at the same speed
and in the same direction unless a force acts on it. This means an object fights any change
in its motion. This fighting is called inertia (Chiang, 2011). This law is also known as the
law of inertia. This is a force that resists a change in an object’s motion. In this research,
| found that the teachers’ assessment experiences, too, are subjected to these natural
laws that closely resemble the laws of motion. One possibility is that the teachers may
turn out to be very passive in their assessment practice and this may be understood as
the law of the teachers’ inertia towards tension in assessment. That is the tendency of
the teachers, having once established a comfortable assessment practice, to continue

to stay in that “comfortable zone” unless acted on by a greater force. When the teachers’
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focus is on fighting against any change in the direction of the motion, it will always stay
passive and inactive.

Newton’s second law of motion says that acceleration is dependent on the mass
of an object. The net force is the sum of all the forces acting on the mass (Zimba, 2009).
In general, the greater the mass of the object, the greater the amount of force needed
to mobilise the object. As this force is stored within the object, it is also said to have
potential energy, but once a force is exerted or responded on the object, the energy is
said to have been changed to kinetic energy. Drawing on Newton’s second law, |
observed another group of teachers whose experience of AT is more responsive. It can
be understood as another law of human nature towards their experience in AT. There
seems to be a tendency of the teachers, having the capacity to face challenges and
changes, to wait for the opportunity to show response and exert some force to adjust
the course of assessment practice and move to a different direction. When the teachers’
focus is on what they can possibly do, the energy or force behind them will be very
responsive. This is like the water behind a dam that stores great potential energy. When
the water is released from the dam, the potential energy is changed into kinetic energy.

“Kinetic” comes from the Greek word for motion (kinesis). Kinetic energy occurs
from motion and the ability of the object in motion to do work. One of the three forms

III

of kinetic energy is called “translational” and it is generated when an object moves from
one position to another. In other words, kinetic energy can be transferred to other
object(s) or forms (Lawrence, 2016). Taking on the concept of kinetic energy, | observed
the most sophisticated way of experiencing AT. It can be understood as another law of
teachers’ forward-looking and forward-going attitude when they experienced AT. The
tendency of teachers, having the foresight to keep improving their assessment practice;
to constantly reflect on their current assessment practices and re-conceptualise
assessment issues so that they can keep moving forward with a moral purpose.

In brief, Newton’s law of motion allows readers to understand that motion is
caused by forces. It can get things moving and change the current state of things.
However, we also learn that forces do not always make things move. For example, a
huge building may have massive forces acting on it, but it does not go anywhere. In

addition, the forces produced could possibly shift the direction in which something is

moving or even change in its form. Understanding teachers’ experience of AT in terms
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of physics provides readers with a good starting point to learn about the various ways in
which teachers may experience AT in practice and the potential responses they may
have toward the same tension in assessment.

In this research, the interviews were conducted and transcribed in Mandarin
Chinese so that participants’ original meanings and their natural professional lexicon can
be best preserved. The data analysis was done with a mix of Chinese and English, with
the final results reported in English (including the translated transcripts). This is one of
the features of this research, which seemingly to have compromised the quality of the
findings because of the gap created by this change in language. While the change
between Chinese and English may seem to have, to certain extent, undermined
participants’ immediate and rich account of their assessment experience, it is a naturally
inherent tension that is often experienced by the subject of this research in the
Singapore context.

| have attempted to use the physics concept in the following section to specially
explain CL teachers’ experience of AT. The main aim is to inform readers about the
nature of “tension”. In particular, how the teachers’ experience and awareness of AT
advanced from the “basic” to the more “sophisticated” understanding is presented in a

more accessible manner.

4.2 The outcome space

The outcomes of this research on teachers’ experience of AT may be understood
in three related and distinct ways. The outcome space is made up by the three
conceptions of AT. Each of these three conceptions are represented with an adjective to
describe teachers’ qualitatively different ways of experiencing AT- passive, responsive
and propulsive. Each conception is derived from the phenomenographic analysis and
translated from Chinese to English. Passive was translated from the Chinese word “H
F2”, which literally means “negative” or “passive”. In this conception, AT is passively
contained by current limitation. Responsive was translated from the Chinese word “fX
12", which literally means “positive” or “active”. In this conception, AT is responsive to
imminent challenges or opportunities. Propulsive was translated from the Chinese word

“HEZE”, which literally means “driving” or “propelling”. In this conception, AT is
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propulsive to energise teachers to go beyond current assessment affairs. The attributes
of each conception are offered through how the teachers experienced and managed the
experienced AT. Thus, the passive conception would describe what these groups of
teachers understands and does with tension in assessment. Likewise, the responsive and
the propulsive conception depict the other variation the teachers experience AT in their
distinct ways.

In phenomenography, the qualitatively different ways in which teachers
experience AT are denoted as “conceptions” and is represented by “categories of
description”. The three conceptions of experiencing AT in this research are found to be
the passive, the responsive and the propulsive. Correspondingly, they assume the role
of compliant executor, rational practitioner and advanced re-conceptualiser in their
assessment practices. The entire complex of these conceptions encompassing all the
different ways of experiencing this phenomenon is the outcome space (Marton & Booth,
1997). While many tensions were identified at the preliminary analysis from the
interview data, the AT discussed in the following section is determined by the extent
and depth of discussion during the interviews. To be more precise, the following
conceptions of AT elicited the largest amount of conversations during the interviews.
These are the qualitatively different ways of CL teachers’ experience of AT. Typically, a
way of experiencing AT consists of CL teachers’ awareness of the critical aspects of the
phenomenon and the structure of these aspects in relation to each other. Their different
ways of experiencing AT varied because of the number and the structure of the critical
aspects that are experienced by them. The table below summarized the three different

ways of experiencing AT, at a more general level.

Three different ways of experiencing AT
Conception A: Conception B: Conception C:
Passive Responsive Propulsive
CER ) (AR E)D (HEREHDD
The ‘What’ *Limiting teachers’ *Prompting teachers to | *Propelling teachers to
aspect of the | assessment practices | leverage on the go beyond current
phenomenon | to stay status quo imminent opportunities | limitation and imminent
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to change their

assessment practices

opportunities in
assessment practice and
to use assessment for
greater purposes of

education

The ‘How’
aspect of the

phenomenon

Compliant executor
IR AN HIHAAT D
*Confined teachers
to stay with status
quo and are not
willing to change any

assessment practice

*AT is a restrictive

Rational practitioner
(B SE B )
*Made teachers
respond to the
challenges by making
some changes in

assessment practice

*AT is a useful force

Advanced Re-
conceptualiser (R
FIBE S ERE)
*Enabled teachers to
think deeper into
assessment in the long

run

*AT is a constructive

force and useful force

Table 4.2 Teachers’ qualitatively different ways of experiencing AT

These conceptions of AT are characterized by variation along some key
dimensions (or critical components) in their categories of description, which serve both
to link and separate CL teachers’ different ways of experiencing AT. These dimensions
not only define the structure of the outcome space but also represent the variation in
conceptualizing AT. At the general level, the variation is defined by whether the focal
awareness of the teachers’ experience is on current limitations, imminent current
opportunities (students’ short-term learning) or beyond current limitations and
opportunities (students’ long-term learning). These are the ‘What’ aspect of the
phenomenon. Each of these distinctive experiences is denoted by the conception and is
accompanied by an “adjective” to describe and summarise the nature of the tension
experienced. In fact, | have used these “adjective” as an analysis to capture more of this
individual richness. This ‘What’ aspect of teachers’ experience of the phenomenon is

rationally related to the ‘How’ aspect of it in that what teachers conceptualise AT to be
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will affect ‘how’ they react or deal with this tension. For example, if a teacher
experienced AT to be something negative, her or his response to this would hardly be
very positive as well. My above observations turned out to be very intriguing and
complex. The actual scenarios, both in the context of physics and teachers’ experiences

of AT, were highly complicated.

Conception A (Passive)

It has never been easy to change teachers’ assessment practice. Many would
think of the law of inertia as any object that is at rest and not moving at all. | find that
the reality of inertia in the teachers’ experience of AT in this conception to be rather
different. Newton'’s first law of motion describes not only the energy acting on a static
object. Instead, the teachers are in fact moving quickly and inescapably along a teaching
track that is driven by powerful education system and its stakeholders. Analysing the
teachers’ experience of AT in this dynamic perspective changes our understanding of
what it takes to bring change to teachers’ assessment practice. | observed that the
teachers may not be stuck, as so many referred to themselves when they experience
tension in assessment. Instead, Conception A depicts the conceptualisation of tension
in assessment as current limitations, which naturally chained the teachers to stay
passive and do only what is within their immediate control in assessment practice. This
tension confines teachers to stay with the status quo and makes them unwilling to
change any assessment practice. In this conception, AT is experienced as a restrictive
force that prevents CL teachers from making assessment adjustment.

The key attributes of this conception include a focus on maintaining the status
qguo and pressure to conform to the current limitation in their assessment practice.
Teachers’ assessment focus is on students’ short-term learning. Logically, one of the
attributes of the teachers who conceptualize a passive conception of AT is that of a
compliant executor. This is the ‘How’ aspect of the phenomenon. Typically, such
teachers always lament that their assessment actions are being dictated by other
external forces and they have no choice but to follow the crowd. There seems to be a
lack of ownership in assessment but it could also be that they are “protected” by school
leaders to maintain such passive practice. In particular, these teachers deal with AT by

trying to preserve the present state of affairs and not making any changes. Teachers
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with this conception will naturally respond to this phenomenon by not trying new ideas
in assessment.

The passive conception of AT may be understood as a continuous focus on the
current limitations in the teachers’ assessment practice. Teachers in this conception
usually feel helpless to change the course of their assessment practice. To them, as much
as they want to or have tried to, they just cannot seem to alter the reality in assessment.
Newton's first law of inertia is so apt to explain this phenomenon. If teachers are going
to change anything in their assessment practice, they need to apply forces that are
greater than the forces currently controlling the assessment situations. These teachers
typically respond or deal with the phenomenon by not making any changes and stay
with the status quo in their assessment practices. Indeed, compliant has the meaning of
“lacking in energy or will” and an executor is an enforcer who merely carries out orders
without much thought. Put together, compliant executors are passive and do not
perform any additional duty outside their designated scope of teaching and assessment
tasks. They tend to follow strictly the basic assessment job scope without thinking about
other possibilities. Their assessment focus is on students’ short-term learning and
achievement. Such teachers also tend to stick to teaching and examination requirement
which are mostly standardised. When they experience AT, they would deal with it by not

responding.

Conception B (Responsive)

Ill

When there are multi-directional “tug-of-war” battles from various forces, the
resultant force depends on who finally wins the “tug”. So in reality, AT is moving at
different speeds (and thus powers) propelled by multiple forces in teaching. Depending
on the amount of forces from the teachers, the resultant force can have the great
potential to counteract those forces which are currently making them struggle. Very
often, because of the great forces that are already challenging the teachers’ assessment
practice, even greater forces need to be exerted if there are going to be significant
changes. While Conception A depicts CL teachers’ focal awareness on current limitations
when they experienced the phenomenon, Conception B has a broader focus as it shifts

to experiencing AT as potential and imminent opportunities to improve a current reality

in the teachers’ assessment practice. This conception is more sophisticated than the
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previous one as it surpasses the focus of current limitations and conceptualises AT as
opportunities for teachers to counteract and make changes in their assessment practice.
However, teachers’ overall assessment focus is still on students’ short-term learning.
The key attributes of this conception include the perception of AT as a force for them to
take ownership in assessment practice. It enables teachers to face the challenges in
assessment by being responsive and making some changes in their practices. In this
conception, AT is experienced as a responsive force that invites teachers to take
ownership of assessment and make necessary changes to improve their practice. The
intention for such conceptualisation and subsequently their response to the
phenomenon is very clear. It is to improve students’ learning so that they can do well in
the national examination.

Unlike the passive conception, a responsive conception of AT differs in that the
teachers’ focus is on imminent opportunities, rather than on current limitations, though
both are considered with respect to students’ short-term learning. When faced with an
assessment challenge, the teachers in this conception are able to take initiative to make
changes in their assessment practice. As such, exploring other possibilities and taking
ownership in assessment seems to be the attribute of this conception. This responsive
conception posits that teachers need to actively respond and to adjust their assessment
practice when they are being challenged. For the ‘How’ aspect of the phenomenon, one
of the most prominent attributes of teachers with a responsive conception of AT is that
of a rational practitioner. While being rational means a person’s action is guided by some
sound reasons, a practitioner portrays a sense of professionalism. Such teachers are
willing to take up ownership and are empowered to take actions when there are
assessment issues. They deal with AT by adjusting and changing their current
assessment practices. Unlike the compliant executer in the previous conception, these
rational practitioners are more proactive and professional to ensure that they manage
their assessment problems to good effect within their area of control for an intended

purpose.

Conception C (Propulsive)
Conception C has the most sophisticated focal awareness in the outcome space

and is differentiated from the previous two conceptions in that the teachers’ focus is
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now beyond the current limitations and imminent opportunities. Their assessment focus
is on students’ long-term learning that is often beyond schools. In particular, they do not
focus on students’ short terms needs in assessment. Teachers with this conception of
AT view the phenomenon as some forces which would propel them to look forward,
reflect and even re-conceptualise assessment issues. The tension they experienced also
enables them to think deeper about their teaching and assessment practices in the long
run. Teachers with a propulsive conception typically are not afraid of the multi-
directional “tug-of-war” battle from various forces. They refuse to be dictated to by
these forces and seek to overcome existing difficulties in assessment practice by looking
at the bigger picture of the MTL education in Singapore. For example, in Singapore, CL
as a subject in secondary education is not a compulsory subject for admission into higher
education, though there is a minimum threshold that every student must meet. That
propels some teachers to think more deeply about the objectives of CL teaching,
learning, as well as assessment in the longer run. If the CL national examination result is
not mandatory for placement purpose of higher education (junior colleges and
polytechnics), some teachers may believe that they have to reconsider the functions and
impacts of their classroom assessment, especially in the long run.

Unlike Conception A and B, which tend to focus on current or imminent
happenings, Conception C tends to project the teachers’ focus on the impact of
assessment in the longer term or students’ future learning. For such teachers, AT is
understood as an important reminder to reflect upon their teaching and assessment.
Are they preparing CL students just for national examinations, or are they preparing
them for lifelong learning? What is the real meaning of CL education? These are some
of the typical questions that teachers in the propulsive conception of AT often ask
themselves. As for the ‘How’ aspect of the phenomenon, one of the distinctive
characteristics of teachers with a propulsive conception of AT is that they will initiate
changes, both at the philosophical and practical domains of their assessment
undertaking. They are highly confident that their way of thinking can guide students into
better learning experience and ultimately benefit from their language teaching and
assessment.

This AT is constructive and useful because it allows teachers to reflect on the

functions and impacts of their teaching and assessment practices to their students in
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the long run, often beyond schooling. Teachers with a propulsive conception of AT
actively consider revamping current assessment practices and constantly ask critical
questions of the beliefs and fundamentals of these practices. They are no longer
contented with what is covered in the national assessment syllabus, as they are more
interested to use assessment to improve their students’ results and beyond. They do
not privilege SA (such as the pervasive use of SA in ranking and placement) like most of
the teachers. Instead, they emphasise students’ lifelong or future learning. Teachers in
this propulsive conception usually deal with AT with much confidence. The quality of
such a “re-conceptualiser” is very sophisticated because it takes a lot of more awareness
for them to pursue what they feel to be the best for their students’ CL learning and
assessment. They are grounded in the belief of the betterment in the teaching and
assessment of the CL. This quality is similar to what Michael Fullan (2001, p.13-14)
describes as a person who is filled with “moral purpose”. They have a bigger vision than
others and are deeply passionate about improving the current state of CL teaching and
assessment.

From the above description and discussion, | argue that this hierarchical feature
of the analysis served phenomenographic research very well as the qualitatively
different ways of experiencing a particular phenomenon are usually presented in a
nested hierarchy. Essentially, a more sophisticated conception should encompass a
greater number of themes experienced in AT. While the above summary showed how
CL teachers experienced AT at the collective level via the three conceptions, the
following sections describe and analyse the exact AT they encountered in their teaching
in greater depth. To summarize, the AT experienced by the CL teachers can be
conceptualized and understood as assessment: (1) purposes; (2) reality and ideal gap
and (3) demand from stakeholders. These findings provide a structured mapping of the
various ways in which tension in assessment is experienced by CL teachers and would
give further authentic evidence of the current challenges and opportunities in their
assessment practice. They would also help teachers discover the types of AT, struggle
and dilemma they currently encounter in practice, which they might not have been

aware of previously.
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4.3 Qualitative difference in teachers’ experience of AT

This section focuses on more detailed descriptions on the ‘What’ and ‘How’

aspect of teachers’ experience of AT. It presents the variation in which CL teachers

experience and conceptualise tension in assessment. This variation can be understood

in terms of a few dimensions. These dimensions of variation, as well as the attributes of

the three conceptions of AT are summarised in Table 4.3 below.

A Dimensions of variation

Three different ways of experiencing AT

vs summative

assessment)

accountability

in assessment

*Summative
assessment-
oriented

(unbalance)

*AfL has no
place in

preparation
for national

exam

*Focused on the
quality instead
of the balance

in assessment

*AfL has a place
for both
national exam
preparation and
improve

learning

T
Understoo | Distinctive Conception A: | Conception B: Conception C:
d AT in AT Passive Responsive Propulsive
terms of experienced .
CHAR D (BRI (FHERER))
1 | Purposes | Assessment *Do not see *See the *See
for learning the purpose of | formative and assessment
vs national assessment in | summative purpose beyond
examination | teaching purpose of just FA or SA
formative assessment as
( *Focused on *Focused on
assessment complementary

student-centred

assessment

*Assessment is
not only to
serve national
exam but has its
own place and

purposes
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Reality Current *Focused on *Focused on *Focused on all
and ideal assessment national exam | both national types of
gap practice vs only exam and assessment
teachers’ . classroom .
Focused on Focused
ideal only forms of assessment beyond forms
assessment language *Focused on and
assessment: forms and functionality of
the ‘individual | functionality of | language
language skills’ | language assessment
(listening, assessment *See quality of
speaking, *See quality of | assessment as:
reading and assessment as: beyond validity
writing) validity and and authenticity
*See quality of | authenticity *Re-
assessment as: el
validity only traditional
language
assessment and
think beyond
students’
current CL
learning
experience
Demands | Stakeholders’ | *Teachers’ *Teachers’ *Beyond
of demand vs professional professional answering to
stakeholde | teachers’ decision decision making | the assessment
rs decision making fully partially demand of
making in compromised | compromised stakeholders
assessment
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*Not much *Some teacher *Teacher self-
teacher empowerment empowerment

empowerment

Table 4.3: The three conceptions of AT

4.3.1 Conceptions of AT in terms of purposes

In my practice context, CL teachers experienced the tension in carrying out AfL
while preparing students for national high-stake examination. This conception of AT can
be understood in terms of assessment purposes. Their experience of AT generated the
most conversation from the participants who, in their years of teaching, have to address
the AfL issues that included paradigm shift, time, amount, resources, materials, contents,
syllabus coverage and at the same time prepare their students well for the GCE O-level
examination. This is a national high-stakes examination because it is taken by students
at the end of their fourth or fifth year in secondary school and their results will be used
for admission to higher education (junior colleges and polytechnics). The variation in
their experience of AT generated three categories of description that represent the
increasingly complex ways of understanding the struggle teachers went through with
AfL in terms of its purposes, against the backdrop of preparing their students well for
the national examination because of accountability. Such teachers recognise the
multiple purposes an assessment has to serve and most teachers find that these
purposes may not always be compatible with one another, especially when they are

pressured to produce good results in the national examination.

Category 1 (Passive): Teachers are limited to practicing only summative assessment
because of accountability

Category 1 depicts the teachers’ experience of AT as one that limits them to practicing
only SA due to teaching accountability. Their experience in this category is very narrow
because they basically do not consider the other purposes of assessment in their
teaching. Teachers attribute their experience to the current limitation of not being able
to practice AfL in the classroom. Their assessment practice is not within their sphere of

control and thus is being conceptualised as “passive”- their action is not going to get
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them anywhere. Teachers assume that there is only one purpose in assessment and that
is to prepare their students for the national high-stake examination, which is very short-
term in focus. Indeed, one of the attributes of teachers who possess a passive
conception of AT is that of a compliant executor. Such teachers respond to AT by staying
with the status quo and do what they are required or asked to do in teaching and
assessment. They are passive and thus usually wait for others to take the first move and
hardly make changes to their teaching and assessment practices, as exemplified by the
teacher who gave the response below. It is to note that each extract is translated from

the Mandarin Chinese into English. All the original extracts are found in Appendix H.

Extract 1:

Teacher C: | never thought of formative or summative assessment. |
don’t really understand these terms. Actually I think my practice is
more ‘exam-oriented’. Because | need to be accountable for
students’ parents. That is when it comes to exams, school, students
will need to know these exam scope and requirement and so we need
to teach them beforehand, that is to prepare them well for exams.
Therefore, | give them these (assignment). Yes, yes that’s why | every
time, that is these assessments, generally are designed according to
the exam, directly related. Yes, | will not, | | seldom do anything

beyond exams, those task-based ones.

The teacher is candid in sharing that she does not know what FA and SA are. She just
“executes” the assessment according to the national examination specifications and
requirement because she is accountable for the parents. This particular AT had limited
her from practising other types of assessment in her teaching. Teachers in this
conception deal with the phenomenon by not doing anything that is beyond the
examination requirement.

In this case, the teacher did not think about the various purposes of assessment
in her classroom. The AT she experienced from assessment accountability in her
teaching had greatly limited them to stay with the status quo and followed what is

mandatory in assessment. This is very typical of a Singapore secondary school where
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students’ assessment results are recorded into CA and Semestral Assessment. CA mainly
include class tests, journal entries, quizzes and other exercises formally given by
teachersin class. At the same time, Semestral Assessment consists of common tests and
all school examinations. Both CA and Semestral Assessment scores would be recorded
into the final computation of students’ academic performance. Indeed, all these
assessments added up to a large amount of work and would give pressure to teachers
to forgo AfL tasks that needed much time and effort to prepare and implement.

In brief, this category denotes that the teachers perceive that they do not have
much control over the current limitations on assessment and their main focus is on how
to prepare their students well for the national high-stake examination in due course.
They do not seem to have many choices in their assessment practices and consequently,
AfL has no place in their teaching. This passive conception posits that all assessment
practices should be used to serve the national examinations. To this end, their
assessment focus is on students’ short-term learning. Rationally, one of the common
traits of teachers who conceptualize a passive conception of AT is that of a compliant
executor. They typically deal with the phenomenon by not making any changes and stay
with the status quo in their teaching and assessment practices. Such teachers tend to

stick to their old practices in assessment.

Category 2 (Responsive): Teachers consider the different roles of assessment

This category increases in complexity from the previous one as the teachers’
experience of AT is now shifted away from the current limitations to imminent
opportunities. These include the call to use AfL and its related components, materials or
resources for teachers to prepare their students for national examinations. The main
attributes in this category are the teachers’ considerations on the different roles and
purposes of assessment, against the backdrop of preparing their students well for
national examination. They see the formative and summative purpose of assessment as
complementary instead of an exclusive binary. While the force behind the previous
category was passive, Category 2 has advanced to responsive because the teachers in
this category believe that both FA and SA are here to serve students’ language learning.

Although both have different purposes, the ultimate intended goal is to obtain good
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results in the national examination. They actively embrace the use of FA (or AfL). Below

is a good example:

Extract 2:

Teacher I: Er, assessment for learning, | think teachers should accept
it with a positive thinking. In other words, we should, firstly, not waste
time and secondly, we should not be asked to see the effect
immediately, | want to see the teaching effect. How do we not face
with the stress of exams? We must overcome this challenge, use this
assessment for learning to let your teaching to be more fantastic,
to be more effective and at the end their national exams will not be
poor. This is my conclusion; they will not score poorly. It allows me to
prepare my students for exams more confidently. | think that’s really

a way to helping me, my students to do well in the exams.

Apparently, the teacher saw the purpose of FA in her language teaching as an imminent
opportunity to get her students ready for the national examination. She believes that
both FA and SA play a complementary role in her students’ learning. Instead of just
focusing on SA as in the previous category, the teacher who understand AT as responsive
assume that AfL has a place for both national examination preparations, as well as to
improve students’ language learning. In addition, the teacher in this category focus more
on the quality of assessment, instead of the limited functions of it.

To sum up, this category is more sophisticated than Category 1 in that the
teachers are more interested and responsive to the tension bought about by national
examination. They would capitalise on these “imminent opportunities” to meet their
teaching and assessment objectives. In contrast to the previous category, the teachers
with a responsive conception of AT will go beyond the status quo when they encounter
challenges and tensions in assessment. Such teachers would endeavour to find ways or
make adjustments to their current teaching and assessment. Unlike the compliant
executor, the rational practitioner of the responsive conception would attempt to solve

their assessment problems within their scope of professional knowledge and control.
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Ultimately, their intended aim is to also prepare their students well for the national

examination, which is still very short-term in focus.

Category 3 (Propulsive): Teachers longing to impact students’ future learning while
preparing students for summative assessment

This category is distinct from the previous ones in that the AT teachers
experienced is more complicated as they now shifted away the focus beyond current
limitations and imminent opportunities. In fact, this category is the highest level in this
AT for teachers exhibit a paradigm shift in what they traditionally believe classroom
teaching and assessment should entail. To this end, this conception is considered as
“propulsive” because the teachers want their current teaching and assessment to have
an impact on their students’ future learning while preparing them for SA. In short, this
conception requires a more fundamental change in the way teachers think of the direct
impact their assessment can bring to their students. Comparatively, these teachers are
more passionate about improving the teaching and assessment of the CL. However, their
vision is not only on the national examination because they think it is too narrow a focus.
Their assessment focus is on students’ long-term learning that is beyond schools. To this
end, the assessment in their classrooms has its own place and purposes. This vision is
much wider and further as compared with the previous categories. In fact, the teachers
in this category are able to decide the worth and relevance of their assessment practice
and experience. They also often re-examine the meanings behind these values and are
willing to re-conceptualize their belief and practice for the purposes of assessment in

the long run. The extract below shown an example of such a re-conceptualizer:

Extract 3:

Teacher I: My challenge in assessment is how to get at least 50%
distinction in exams. Yes, to do well in the exams. At the end of the
day, the student can use Chinese as a career or profession, or
related to language, you know or be a DJ in a radio station. That is
big, that is my biggest challenge. | have not achieved that yet. For
example, Desmond Koh. For example, Huang Shuangxi and so forth.

The student can use Chinese as a tool for their work in future. They
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have to be among the best in Chinese. Then | think it will be a big

success in using assessment.

The AT of working towards good results in the national examination has transformed
into a propulsive force to allow the teacher to project her vision of using assessment to
motivate her students to maintain a high standard of CL proficiency. This proficiency will
eventually help the students to apply the learned language in their future professions.
This category is distinct from the previous one in that the teachers’ focus is on students’
future use of the learned language, on top of doing well in the national examination.
Accordingly, a distinctive attribute of the teachers with a propulsive conception of AT is
that of an advanced re-conceptualiser. Such individuals will not be pleased with
remaining at the status quo; nor will they be complacent about their students’ good
performance in the national examination. Instead, they will deal with the phenomenon
by actively creating platforms for their students to go through a different teaching and
assessment experience. They are often able to reflect on the current assessment
practices and think beyond the current assessment culture and norms. Such teachers
tend to think of the students’ language learning beyond examinations, which is much
long-term in focus.

To sum up this experience of AT, CL teachers experienced tension in assessment
because of the multiple purposes it has to serve. They are experienced via (1) teaching
accountability; (2) different roles of assessment; (3) their hope to impact students’
future learning with assessment. These three different categories depict the different
ways in which CL teachers understand AT in terms of assessment purposes. Accordingly,

their different ways of dealing with the phenomenon are also described.

4.3.2 Conception of AT in terms of reality and ideal gap

CL teachers experience the tension of current assessment practice when it is
compared with their ideal assessment practice. To this end, this conception may be
understood in terms of assessment reality and ideal gap. The focus in this conception is
on the various ways in which CL teachers experienced and understood the AT related to
the current assessment practice and their ideal assessment. Similar to the previous

discussed tension, three categories of description emerged, each depicting the variation
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in which the teachers experienced the phenomenon, as well as a relationship between
categories that delineates the increasingly complex ways of understanding this

phenomenon, together with how they deal with these AT.

Category 1 (Passive): Teachers’ assessment practices are restricted by the forms of
current language testing

This category depicts how CL teachers feel passive and uncomfortable with the
construct of the current language assessment practice, focusing particularly on the
forms of language testing. These may refer to the weighting of the language skills
(listening, speaking, reading and writing) tested in the SA, as well as how these skills are
being tested. Here, while they focus on limitations such as the “discrete-point language
testing” approach (Lado, 1961), they also think that some adjustments or changes could
be made so that it will be more ideal and valid to assess their students’ language learning.

The following teacher expressed her sentiments as such below:

Extract 4:

Teacher A: Language assessment, actually | felt that for each student,
there are great differences among their language ability. Some are
good at speaking. So if for me, | felt it is, our national assessment in
language is looking at listening, speaking, reading and writing
holistically. But | felt some, he could be one who is just good at
speaking. So is there a possibility that his language ability is mainly
exhibited in speaking? Is like there are many who studied Chinese but

at the end not many turned out to be a writer.

The teacher’s focus here is solely on the construct of the national examination papers
where the four language skills would be tested separately. Apparently, they feel that all
these issues are not within their control. The teacher was also doubting the quality of
this national test by questioning how valid it is to assess students’ language ability using
the “non-integrated” approach. Below is another example of teacher expressing the

same concern:
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Extract 5:

Teacher E: For example, in Paper 1, | think there is no need to test a
functional writing and a composition. The two parts are testing the
same skills. Because one writing skill, by only test one component, we

actually would be able to know where his skill is.

The focus here is how many percentage or how many parts of the examination paper
should be dedicated to assess students’ language skills, such as writing. CL teachers’
concerns in this category are still relatively narrow as their focus is on current limitation
in the national examination, which focuses on students’ short-term learning and
achievement. Their focal awareness did not go beyond the validity of the “non-
integrated” assessment approach in the national examination, which is beyond their
sphere of control. In this sense, the teachers could only stay passive to just voice out
their unhappiness and stay with the status quo with this arrangement in language
testing. There are better ways to deal with the phenomenon, which will be addressed in

the more sophisticated categories described in the subsequent sections.

Category 2 (Responsive): Teachers started to question the authenticity of the current
language assessment approach and suggested to use the task-based assessment

This category is differentiated from Category 1 in that the conceptualisation of
the AT by the teachers is now focused on the current opportunities to see how language
assessment approach could be re-considered. Key attributes included the teachers’
uneasiness over the “non-integrated” language assessment approach as they feel that
the “integrative” or “communicative” approaches are more authentic and effective to
assess or encourage their students’ language learning. In addition, this category expands
the focus to both national examination and classroom assessment, which still are on
students’ short-term learning and achievement. However, this is more complicated than
the previous category as it requires a shift in awareness in language teaching and
assessment approach. Teachers start to question the forms and functionality of the
current language assessment, as well as the validity and authenticity of it. For example,
some teachers are more responsive and could even suggest using task-based language

assessment as their ideal assessment approach after discussing some of the

107



disadvantages of the current assessment practice, as exemplified by the teacher’s

response below:

Extract 6:

Teacher D: The current assessment approach is on the listening,
speaking, reading and writing. There can be variations in between but
eventually still on these skills. If you really give me absolute freedom
to think about my ideal assessment, | think language assessment
should include argument as a mode. Because to argue, that is to let
them see the difference in viewpoints and there will be ‘thought
collision’, those are inner thinking which needs preparations. For
example, | can give a current hot topic and divide the students into
groups for them to prepare the information needed. They need to do
research and present them into sentences and do presentation. They
cannot any how say and thus the sentences must be refined. So
during this process, we can assess many abilities. How do you
cooperate? How do you do research? How to search on the Internet.

And how to write it out?

The teacher is more responsive than the previous category in that she sees the limitation
of the current assessment practice but treats it as imminent opportunity and she goes
on to suggest better ways to assess in terms of the function and form. In this case, giving
students a task (an argument), which could activate their other living skills, thus making
the assessment much more authentic and valid because it is believed that this
assessment can assess many other non-cognitive abilities. Likewise, Teacher B suggests
using task-based assessment because it can overcome the short-comings of the “non-

integrated” assessment approach.

Extract 7:
Teacher B: So for task-based assessment, | think it is very close to
students’ lives and they really are using the language in an

authentic setting. So students need to learn to use. And use it in their
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actual lives. | think the listening, speaking, reading and writing skills
need to be tested. How do you test? They must be able to use, you
must be able to use it in an integrated manner and give them an
authentic environment to activate their language ability to

complete the task. That is the best evidence.

The teacher with a responsive conception of AT tend to focus on his current assessment
practices and their related challenges. The teacher viewed these as opportunities to
change and improve his assessment practice. By asking questions on the functions and
authenticity of current approaches in language assessment, he is reviewing the function
of these current assessment practices. Subsequently, he suggested the “task-based
language assessment” approach, which is more sophisticated but ideal (as it is more
valid and authentic) to assess students learning, for both formative and summative
purposes. He sees these tensions in assessment as some opportunities to change and
influence the language assessment approach within his sphere of control. Unlike the
previous category, the teacher in this category is looking at the imminent opportunity
or gaps, which he is able to address. He is more interested in the experienced AT and
would react to this phenomenon in an active manner. He adjusts his assessment
practices. The teacher’s responses to the phenomenon seems to be guided by the
intended outcome of his students’ language learning, which is also considered to be

more short-term in focus when compared with Category 3.

Category 3 (Propulsive): Teachers begin to fundamentally re-conceptualise CL
assessment beyond students’ current CL learning

This final category documents CL teachers’ experience and thus their ways of
experiencing AT with the current traditional approach in language assessment that
included both the “non-integrated” language assessment and task-based language
assessment approach. This category has the most sophisticated focus on the
conceptualisation of the tension than the previous two categories, which are situated at
the current limitations and opportunities. Key attributes of this category include a focus
on aspects which are beyond the current limitations and opportunities. Their concerns

were not limited to only national examination and classroom assessment, but on a much
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broader scope of assessment. In fact, their discussions went beyond the forms and
functionality of language assessment. Unlike the previous category, this one went
beyond validity and authenticity issues of assessment. To be more precise, this category
captures the teachers’ total overturning of what traditional or current CL assessment
should assess. Their assessment focus is on students’ long-term language learning.
These may include non-language aspects of a students’ language learning. This
fundamental re-conceptualisation of CL assessment requires a total paradigm shift of
what language assessment can and should assess, beyond what the schools are offering
currently. In other words, teachers are talking about changing the beliefs and
conceptions of assessment altogether. It is because of this propulsive force in the
conceptualisation of assessment that allows CL teachers to fundamentally re-think
about traditional language assessment and go beyond students’ current CL learning and

assessment, as illustrated by the teacher’s response below:

Extract 8:

Teacher E: | have this thinking because | found that when students
learn, whether it is language learning or not, actually there is this
‘inner quality’ which, for example, this ‘keep on fighting’ spirit.
Because of this quality, so this is also an influencing factor for him to
learn the language. So when you assess or help him to improve this
inner quality so that he can transform it into language learning, |
think this is it. Students must have certain inner quality that allows
them to fully capitalise on the assessment given by teachers. If not,

this assessment would be useless.

The teacher has re-conceptualised the traditional or current language assessment
because her ideal assessment is to assess “other inner qualities” rather than just on
language skills in her lessons. However, this inner quality (such as “keep on fighting
spirit”) would also have a direct impact on her students’ language learning. Feasibility
and applicability aside, she has gone beyond the forms and functions, as well as validity

and authenticity of current language assessment. Below is another example:

110



Extract 9:

Teacher G: Language teaching and assessment have to be flexible
and multi-faceted. So | would hope this mini novel teaching can bring
what kind of reading experience to the students, or let them associate
with something in their lives. You mobilise their emotions and then
you allow them to write a paragraph. They would be able to write.
For this test, it is beyond just language assessment. And it is really
practically assessing how the child’s can allow his emotions to write

into words, about how to express himself. This is very touching.

Here, both teachers are deciding on the values of current assessment practice and
approach. They are aware of the current assessment reality and have thought beyond
students’ current CL learning experience. In Singapore, and in many countries alike,
language assessment has always been very standardised. Being “flexible and multi-
faceted” is indeed innovation in language assessment which may make teachers struggle
against the conventional force of the dominant norms and current practices. Using
assessment to “mobilise students’ emotion to write” in CL learning is a clear indication
of a re-conceptualisation of current language assessment function and forms. The
teachers are able to empower themselves to make professional decisions on assessment
tasks and this propulsive force behind allows them to re-conceptualise the current
language assessment practice. These are far beyond the previous category where the
focus is only on the forms and functionality of language assessment, as well as the
validity and authenticity of assessment. A distinctive trait of teachers with a propulsive
conception of AT is that of a re-conceptualiser. Such teachers would deal with the gap
between the current assessment practice and their ideal assessment with a strong belief.
They are always ready to use this core value to create other possibilities that are often
pleasantly surprising. AT drives and propels them to act with conviction when dealing
with CL teaching and assessment. They always believe that there is something more they
could offer in teaching CL, other than just guiding their students to perform well in the
national examination. These teachers’ assessment focus is on students’ long-term

learning, which is often beyond what the current schools can offer.
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In summary, CL teachers experience of AT between the current assessment
practice and their ideal assessment. While this tension starts off with a limiting or
passive experience in Category 1, it goes on to the “responsive” level where teachers
see the challenges in assessment as opportunities to make some changes to their
practice. When teachers’ experience of AT eventually advances to Category 3, it has
evolved to be a propulsive force which propels teachers to think deep and re-
conceptualise their current assessment practice. Correspondingly, teachers assume the
role of compliant executor, rational practitioner and re-conceptualiser when they come

to deal with AT.

4.3.3 Conception of AT in terms of involvement of stakeholders of education

CL teachers experience tension in assessment when they feel that their
professional decision making in assessment is being challenged and compromised by the
involvement of stakeholders of education, which may include parents and students.
Broadly speaking, they may also include schools and the community. CL teachers’
experience of AT with assessment demand from stakeholders of education created
three categories of description. Similar to the previous two tensions, the categories
progress in complexity as they advance. Here, the three categories demonstrate not only
the progression from a narrower experience, but also demonstrate the hierarchical

relationship between them.

Category 1 (Passive): Teachers remained passive and compromise their professional
decision-making in assessment

Support, engagement and involvement of stakeholders of education are critical
to the success and improvement of teaching, learning and assessment in schools. They
can either affect the many decisions that take place in schools every day. While some of
these demands are valid and sound, others may be detrimental and affect teachers’
professional decision-making. This category highlights the teachers’ concern over the
current limitation of demand from students in assessment and their passiveness to this

professional decision-making. Below is a good example of such a teacher’s experience:
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Extract 10:

Teacher B: | have these Sec 5 normal students. Oh, that is at the
beginning, | told them the test marks are not important, what is
important is the corrections. Then they didn’t listen. The second time
| told them again but they refused to listen again. And so the third
time. Therefore, | felt that | was wasting their time, | was doing things
which were thought of not important. Then, | didn’t do it for every
question. | still return their tests and of course in order to make my
teaching more effective and here if | cannot change the students,
and they don’t take your advice and think that it is not important,
of course | have to make changes. So | will perhaps reduce
descriptive feedback. So from those important ones, for example
those ABCD questions, | will just tell them the correct answers. But |
used to explain and explain. So if they don’t listen once or twice, then

I will just provide the correct answers.

Here, the teacher is affected by the students’ responses to his assessment thinking and
practice. He is making a professional decision in assessment but the students do not
adhere to it. His students are more concerned about their test marks and are not
interested in the corrections and descriptive feedback provided by the teacher. In the
end, the teacher is controlled by this tension and fully compromised on the students
request of not providing descriptive feedback. The teacher has conceded the situation
and his assessment focus is on students’ short-term learning. Consequently, the teacher
stays passive and self-empowerment in assessment is not observed here. It can be
concluded that the AT created by the demand of students limited the teacher’s sound
assessment practice. One of the clear attributes of the teachers who assume a passive
conception of AT is that of a docile executor. Such individuals would not push for any
changes in assessment, although he or she is fully aware of the benefits it can bring to
their students’ learning. They easily give up any sound practices in assessment when the
stakeholders of education are sceptical about them. They are resigned to fate when it

comes to coping with the demands from their stakeholders.
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Category 2 (Responsive): Teachers partially compromise their professional decision
making in assessment in response to the demand from parents

This category differs from Category 1 in that it encompasses more than just the
current limitation (limited by students’ assessment demand) for improving teachers’
assessment practice and advances the AT focus to current opportunities, making it a
more complex experience or conceptualisation of the tension. However, both Category
1 and 2’s assessment focus is on students’ short-term learning. The key attributes
include the teachers’ firm stand in their assessment. While the teachers may initially
struggle with the demand from parents, they are responsive and view these as
opportunities for them to reaffirm their current assessment practices. These teachers
are more confident than the previous category when dealing with stakeholders’ demand
in assessment. They hardly make any compromise in their assessment practices,
although they may sometimes meet with unreasonable demands from parents and
students. They usually are able to stand firmly on their professional decisions, even if

the situation is beyond their control, like the teacher below:

Extract 11:

Teacher C: And because of this assessment task, | had an argument
with a parent. Because this parent reprimanded me for giving her
child the “I love kitchen” project. But that student did not do. Then |
told her the child did not do the project but | have to key in the CA
marks. So no marks lah. At the end, the parent was not happy. That
was rather complicated because there were other things and
argument beforehand. Yes, then | told the parent there will be no
mark and so on and | forgot the details because that was a while ago.
At the end, she came to reprimand me during the parents-teachers’
interaction day. Then, this parent is really, asked me why | gave her
child this project task, she was very rude. She said “Why do you give
this kind of assignment?” Then she placed her mobile phone on the
desk, “what are you doing? The task you gave was so very tough. How

do you expect my child to do?” Ha, | was thinking, this is considered

tough? Many students had done that in the past. There is not much
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requirement in the project, just so simple with some steps. | didn’t
expect you to cook or stir-fry or fry food. You can do a sandwich-
making. She said | had given a tough job. What do you expect me to
do? How to do? At the end, I didn’t want to argue with her, so I got

Michael (the level head) to help me to talk to her

The teacher had recounted and highlighted her unpleasant experience with a parent
who reprimanded her for an assigned assessment task. While the parent demanded an
easier assessment task, the teacher was not ready to compromise. Such interferences
from stakeholders are not uncommon in Singapore schools. In reality, teachers often
need to tactfully deal with these demands. Here, the teacher did not respond to the
parent’s reprimand directly but tactfully referred the case to a higher authority (the level
head) in the school to seek further help. She had not compromised her assessment
practice as she thought that it was professional and sound. She saw these “unreasonable”
demands from parents as a force for her to continue her professional assessment
practice. She continues to reaffirm herself to such assessment decisions and practice.
She would like to continue with her professional decision in assessment and exert a force
to put across her stand, even if it is beyond her ability and control.

In brief, for this category, CL teachers expressed their frustration and tension in
assessment due to “unreasonable” demand from parents. While it might seem to be
something negative, they are able to take this imminent opportunity to reassure
themselves of the sound assessment practice which they have been strongly believed in.
Unlike the previous one, this category progresses from the current limitations to
opportunities as CL teachers seek to continue to believe in themselves in professional
assessment decision-makings and practice. A unique characteristic of teachers with a
responsive conception of AT is that of a rational practitioner. Such teachers possess the
professional knowledge and confidence to deal with the phenomenon, even if the
situation is beyond their control. They will seek help to put their sound assessment idea

across.

Category 3 (Propulsive): Teachers reflect deeply and professionally about the role of

parents in assessment beyond current school practice
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This category is distinct from the previous category in that the conceptualisation
of the AT is now centred at a much-sophisticated level. It is a paradigm shift of how
involvement of parents in assessment could be taken upon. This AT was seen to be a
propulsive force behind the teachers, whom are very eager to seek improvement in their
assessment practice by involving parents. This category evidenced CL teachers’
experience of AT as they re-conceptualise the parents’ role in assessment, which
somehow changed the conventional or traditional way of responding to the demand of
parents. By doing so, the parents’ involvement in assessment is now being
conceptualised as a way to reflect and improve the teachers’ assessment practice.
Unlike previous categories, the teachers now believe that engaging parents in

assessment is helpful. Below is a good example of such a teacher’s experience:

Extract 12:

Teacher I: So if, | was thinking, | was thinking, if our teaching and
assessment can involve parents to give feedback, | think it will be
rather good. But this idea will make many teachers ‘jump’. If
assessment can involve parents, that is come in to play a supervision
role, | think it will be better. But teachers may not...... Sometimes, if
we let teachers, for example, if they are bolder enough, that to say,
ah, “Dear parents, | am the CL teacher of 1E1, if there is any gap in
my teaching, do inform me directly”. Ah, then if parents have any
feedback, that is also part of assessment. | am not sure if teachers
can accept this? Interactive. Ah, | did try. | would inform parents that
for this term, | have given ten assignments and so on. Your child has
only handed in three assignments. Could you help me with the rest?
| did this, so if the parents were able to help me take note of their

children’s learning, then they will be more serious.

The teacher has shown her professional and advanced thinking about the parents’ role
in her assessment practice. This re-conceptualisation of the role of stakeholder (parents)
in assessment is a positive move. Instead of focusing on the current limitations of

stakeholders’ demand in assessment, she challenges this conventional paradigm and re-
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conceptualised the role of parents in assessment. Teachers with propulsive conception
of AT will readily welcome and attempt any alternative ways of improving their
assessment practices and subsequently their students’ learning by strategically involving
the stakeholders of education, often beyond schools’ capacity. As their ideas are often
“out-of-the-box”, other teachers may not be ready to accept their ways of dealing with
the phenomenon. However, they are daring enough to suggest “re-conceptualised”
ideas that are radically different from the conventional ways of doing assessment in
schools. One of the prominent attributes of teachers who have a propulsive conception
of AT is that of an advanced re-conceptualizer. Such teachers will tend to look at the
long-term learning effect of their assessment practices when dealing with the tension in
assessment. They usually have a strong belief in themselves and think that they can
always make things better, both for the teachers and their students.

In short, this AT demonstrates the different ways in which CL teachers
experience tension with stakeholders of education. This variation in experiencing AT is
differentiated by their focal awareness and how they expressed their experience. While
teachers with a passive conception of AT focus on what they cannot do in terms of
professional decision making and teacher empowerment, the teachers with a
responsive conception of AT focus on the opportunity to exercise their professional
judgment and empowerment in assessment practices. However, the propulsive
conception of AT is the most sophisticated because it goes beyond teachers’
professional decision-makings and empowerment. Such teachers are strong believers
who are able to re-conceptualize assessment issues to improve current practices for the

long run.

4.4 Summary

In summary, this chapter has reported three distinct but related ways of teachers’
experience of AT. The three conceptions of experiencing AT are the passive, the
responsive and the propulsive.

It was found that the passive conception of AT denotes that the teachers’ focus
is on the current limitations and they are restricted by many forces, which are not within
their sphere of control. Such teachers usually stay with the status quo and are not willing

to change any assessment practices. The responsive conception of AT is more
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sophisticated as the teachers’ focus is on the imminent opportunities. Such teachers
view tensions in assessment as opportunities for them to take up ownership to make
changes in practice. Both the passive and responsive conception of AT focus on students’
short-term learning in school. The propulsive conception of AT is the most complicated
in the outcome space as the teachers’ focus is beyond the current limitations and
imminent opportunities of their assessment practices. They are more concerned about
students’ future and long-term learning. Such teachers often look forward, reflect and
re-conceptualise assessment issues beyond schools. AT is understood to be a
constructive and useful force. While Conception A and B’s assessment focus is on
students’ short-term learning, Conception C’s focus is on students’ long-term learning.
These three conceptions of AT form the outcome space of the research in that

the degree of sophistication increases from Conception A to C.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
5.1 Recapitulation of research purpose and findings

In the previous chapter, | described the qualitatively different ways in which nine
CL teachers with various profiles had experienced AT. These discoveries were presented
as three conceptions, which are theoretically and logically related to each other in a
hierarchical fashion. Collectively, the conceptions make up the “outcome space” that
represents the full variations of the themes and critical aspects (the ‘What’ and ‘How’
aspect) experienced by the teachers in AT. This is the first research known to investigate
conception of AT held by CL teachers in Singapore and is valuable because school leaders
and policy-makers can be better informed of the current AT experienced by teachers.

To recapitulate, this research investigates the conceptions of AT of Singapore CL
teachers. Drawing on the literature of AT, teachers’ conceptions of assessment and
teachers’ experience of assessment in Singapore, a case is made to explore in greater
depth about teachers’ distinct experience of AT using phonomenography. CL teachers
were chosen as participants due to their varied backgrounds that include their
nationalities, academic and teaching trainings. It is argued that these teachers’
conceptions of AT and how they deal or manage tension in assessment is of critical
importance in the future assessment policy planning, initiatives, reviews or reforms, as
well as teacher trainings and practices.

Using semi-structured interviews, interviewees were led by me with pre-
designed interview questions and sub-questions to reiterate and to reflect on their
experience of AT. Following the conventional method of phenomenographic analysis,
the teachers’ interview data were analysed using iterative and inductive processes. At
the end, the three conceptions of experiencing AT are found to be the passive, the
responsive and the propulsive. Correspondingly, they assumed the role of the compliant
executor, the rational practitioner and the advanced re-conceptualiser when dealing
with AT in their practices. The entire complexity of these conceptions encompassing all

the different ways of experiencing this phenomenon formed the “outcome space”.

5.2 Significance and contributions of the research
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In this section, | discuss how the findings of the research, including the ‘What’
and ‘How’ aspect of teachers’ experience of AT, compare with past studies. More
importantly, | highlight how the more sophisticated conceptions of AT make
contributions to the new knowledge of assessment practice and experience.

This research argues that AT should not always be assumed to be problematic
and undesirable. In addition, teachers show a variation in their conceptions of AT. It
depends on how teachers experience AT and how they deal with it. These findings allow
policy-makers and school leaders to have greater awareness of how changes in
assessment and the multiple purposes of assessment that can bring about much tension
and teachers’ varied experiences are valuable to us. Fullan (2001) reminded that each
individual experiences change in a different way. As such, teachers’ collective
experience in AT can allow policy-makers and school leaders to make informed
assessment about the antecedent conditions that are needed for teachers to ‘better’
face changes and challenges in assessment. In addition, | also argue that teachers need
to be more aware of what can be expected of them in experiencing AT, if they are to
adapt their assessment strategies and practices to the current demanding teaching
landscape and improve their experience in assessment. To this end, the findings in this
research provide a framework that can be used to further discuss and improve AT issues.
It may also serve as a framework to account for how and why some teachers can have
‘better’ AT experience and ‘better’ ways of managing AT that was related to the kinds
of pattern of variation that were being experienced.

Precisely, these findings are useful to offer valuable insights into the following

four areas of educational assessment literature.

5.2.1 Understanding AT to be positive and constructive

The main finding in Conception B and C in this research directs me to rebut the
presumption that AT is negative and thus | argue that there should be a new
understanding of AT beyond this negativity. AT could be positive and constructive to
teaching.

As reviewed in Chapter 2, there is a general consensus in the field that tension
in assessment is negative and thus undesirable to teaching. For example, Bonner’s (2016)

review on teachers’ perceptions about assessment concluded that when AfL and
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accountability are in tension, the internal values may be suppressed, teachers will be
unable to adopt good assessment strategies and thus get frustrated about the
disconnection between their internal values and system values. This may eventually lead
to teacher burnout and them quitting of the profession. Similarly, Bishop et al. (1999)
and Lindsay and Lewis (2003) reported the situations of AT in the United Kingdom when
primary or secondary teachers were asked to use assessment for different purposes.
Bishop et al. (1999) studied users’ perception of the GCSE and found that teachers
experienced tension with the formative objectives (for improvement) of the GCSE while
it was summative in nature. Teachers found difficulty in reconciling the fundamental
approaches of balance, challenge and relevance for all within the GCSE with outcomes
of public accountability (Bishop et al., 1999, p.48).

These cases resemble Conception A in this research which depicts the
conceptualisation of tension in assessment as current limitations, which chained
teachers to stay passive and do only what is within their immediate control in
assessment practice. This tension confines teachers to have no desire to change the
current status quo in their assessment practice, favouring SA over FA. This may be due
to the “exam-oriented” teaching practice that is deeply rooted in the CHCs. In this
conception, AT is experienced as an inertial and restrictive force. This conception shares
similarity with many other previous AT research findings. For example, Lindsay and Lewis
(2003), considering the multiple purposes of the Baseline Assessment Schemes, which
is a statutory requirement for all primary schools in England from 1998, discussed the

II'

tension between the “pedagogic” and “managerial” purposes of the assessment that
limited teachers from carrying out effective assessment and teaching because of the
contradictions involved. For such scenarios, Black (2003) argues that unless the system
of SA for accountability and certification of students is fundamentally reformed, the
great potential of classroom FA for improvement in standard cannot be fully realised.
His statement hints of tension for teachers with the current assessment system
favouring public accountability. In particular, Conception A also echoes Carless’s (2012)
AfL research which pronounced that there is AT between helping student learn and
grading for certification.

Specifically, AT has been seen to be undesirable as it may undermine teacher

empowerment. Teachers may face the problem of inconsistency and even compromise
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when making assessment decisions. More importantly, the variation in teachers’
experience of AT in this research also rebuts this past presumption of AT being negative
and undesirable. Conception B and C in the outcome space shed new light to a deeper
understanding of the complex relationships among different assessments. They have
shown that tension in assessment could be a positive and constructive force for teachers
to reflect and change their current assessment practice.

While past studies have reported teachers’ experience of AT due to many
different reasons, this research found that teachers could still manage their assessment
well despite their experience of AT.

Conception B and C are more sophisticated than Conception A as they surpass
the focus of current limitation and conceptualise AT as opportunities to make changes
to their assessment practice. The key attributes of these conceptions include the
perception of AT as a force for them to take ownership and rethink about their
assessment practices. It enables teachers to face the challenges in assessment by
making some changes in their practices and even refocus students’ learning and
assessment in the longer run. This finding is particularly helpful since tension in
assessment has been and would continue to be a common and prevalent phenomenon
that is inevitable for teachers. It is thus more useful and productive to look at how
teachers could ‘better’ experience AT, instead of trying to avoid or reduce it. As Dewey
(1904) has identified the relationship between theory and practice in education, the
tensions between the two are unavoidable but also a positive force for teachers’
learning. Baumfield (2016) further added that if such relationship of theory and practice
is “handled in such a way that is mutual and fortifying, then the fact that tension is
inescapable need not be a problem and attempts to resolve it by privileging one or the
other are misguided” (p.159). Such discussions on tension as a desirable force for
teachers share similarities in Conception B and C where teachers did not seem to have
favoured one or the other in assessment. In these conceptions, not only did tension not
appear to be a problem, it looks more like a motivational force moving and propelling
teachers to advance themselves in assessment practice.

Overall, the variation of teachers’ experience of AT inform that the previous view
about AT being negative may be too simplistic and stereotyping as teachers with greater

awareness in their ways of experiencing AT show increasingly more useful ways of
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managing tension in assessment. These more advanced ways of experiencing AT can be
used to predict how new assessment ideas may be taken up by Singapore teachers. For
example, in contrast to Carless’s acknowledgment of the limitations of formative use of
summative test (FUST) and the tension faced by teachers in the examination-oriented
CHCs, this research provides meaningful insights into teachers’ experience of AT bought
about by new assessment ideas and practices. In my context, they were well-received
by the “rational practitioner” in Conception B and “advanced re-conceptualiser” in
Conception C respectively because AT has been useful and constructive in their

experiences.

5.2.2 Increasing importance of FA in a SA-dominated educational landscape

From teachers’ different ways of experiencing AT, | argue that there are varying
degrees of importance of how FA is being conceptualised and practised in an educational
landscape that is SA-dominated. Over the years, FA and SA have been seen to be a
“binary” and in tension because of the specific purposes they serve and different “point
in time” they are being carried out. Scriven (1967), Bloom (1970), Rowntree (1987),
Broadfoot (1996), Boud (2000), Harlen (2006), Newton (2007), Moss and Brookhart
(2009), Carless (2011) and many other scholars have discussed the aims, uses, functions,
roles or purposes of assessment from a variety of perspectives.

Carless (2009), citing Boud’s (2000) idea that an assessment has to do “double
duty”, explains that an assessment may need to serve grading (summative), as well as
to enhance learning (formative) and therefore it is “beset with tensions and
compromises” (p.79). Boud (2000) outlines some of the ways in which assessment has
to perform “double duty” that include FA for learning and SA for certification. So there
is the issue of whether an assessment is fit for its purposes. Naturally, the information
gathered that are fit to be used for one particular purpose may not be suitable to be
used for another. Even when there is a need to do “double duty”, the purposes may still
clash in terms of its impact and consequences (Mansell, James & the Assessment Reform
Group, 2009). As the same assessment is performing another duty, teachers would need
to consider the prioritisation issues in terms of the purpose (formative or summative),
focus (immediate task or lifelong learning) and management (learning process or

content domain). These multiple considerations naturally create tension for teachers.
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These experiences of AT informed that there is a need to reconsider assessment being
fit to serve a single purpose only.

My findings confirm these past studies on the tension between formative and
summative purposes of assessment. Firstly, some CL teachers see FA and SA as two
distinctive and separate entities which perform different functions. Similar
phenomenon was observed earlier by Taras (2009). She confirmed that SA and FA have
developed into two contradicting purposes in many instances. As she explains: “Since
Scriven drew the distinction between SA and FA, a gradual separation of the two into
mutually exclusive entities based on the differences in functions of assessment has
evolved in the literature” (p.59). Such experience was identified in Conception A where
teachers are limited to practicing only SA but not FA because of accountability. The

figure below shows the focal awareness of teachers from Conception A.

Secondary school education (4-5 years) High-stake assessment

* * * * *

Assessment task (SA) Assessment task (SA) Assessment task (SA) Assessment task (SA)

Current assessment practice

Focal awareness Thematic field

Figure 5.2.2a: Focal awareness and thematic field of teachers in Conception A

AT evolved when there is a call for assessment change to teachers’ current practice that
mainly consists of SA. This experience of AT (the focal awareness) is directly related to
the accountability issue embedded in the high-stake national examination (the thematic
field). Teachers can only practice SA and FA has no place in this conception. Conception
A shows that solely paying attention to the different purposes of assessment has
brought about unhelpful tension.

This narrow and limited view on the purpose of assessment is not uncommon in
practice, both in Singapore and elsewhere alike.

SA, usually represented by standardised and high-stake examinations, is often
seen to carry certain negative connotation because of its undesirable backwash effect.

Some studies (Reay & Wiliam, 1999; Sharpe & Gopinathan, 2002; Triggs & Pollard, 2000)
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pointed out that many examinations directed teachers to “teach to the test”, paying
special attention to what is going to be tested and structuring assessment during lessons
to train students for the national examinations. As a result, teachers seldom use these
assessments formatively. These practices may be further reinforced by the “good”
results shown in the examinations. Evidence provided by Gordon and Rees (1997)
showed that teachers have their ways to train students to perform well in any
examinations, including those which assess higher-order cognition and skills. These
cases echoed teachers’ experience in Conception A where they expressed that when it
comes to examination preparations, they will ensure that students know the scope and
requirement of these high-stake examinations. They will give plenty of assessment
practices which are designed according to the national examinations. These teachers
seldom do anything beyond examination preparations, such as those task-based
language assessments. For such a phenomenon, Black and Wiliam (1998c) have
commented that these SA would not accurately assess students’ knowledge level
because students are able to answer these questions with memorization and drilling.
Such teaching and assessment encourage superficial learning and would hardly promote
higher-order thinking. Indeed, Pellegrino, Chudowsky and Glaser (2001) also questioned
if SA could accurately assess students’ complex knowledge and skill acquired.

In all, SA is viewed as a powerful force which is capable of directing and limiting
teachers’ everyday teaching in the classrooms, as shown in Conception A. Indeed, past
studies tend to perceive SA and FA to be strongly at odds (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Holt,
2005; Sadler, 1989, Scriven, 1967; Stobart, 2008).

As reviewed in Chapter 2, advocating a more “balanced” assessment practice or
system has been popular in recent years, both in Singapore and elsewhere. However,
this notion has been hardly possible to achieve for teachers as they are unable to check
if any assessment practice is “balanced” against some “standard” (if there is any). Indeed,
since the idea was introduced, there has been hardly any report or research that
evaluates the taking up of “balanced assessment”. One of the reasons is that this
idealistic and condensed concept has been avoiding the complex realities of assessment
having to serve different purposes. This notion is too simplistic because there would not
be any concrete criteria and standard to show that any assessment practice is

“balanced”. Thus, it becomes highly subjective for teachers to operationalise this notion.
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They may attempt to “balance” their assessment between FA and SA; they may also
focus on adjusting their assessment practice between quantitative and qualitative.
Further, they may also shift their assessment from “standardised” ones to more
“personalised” ones; or change from “teacher-centred” to “student-centred”. | have
argued in Chapter 2 that these assessment complexities are inevitable and should not
be approached by such a simplistic notion. While many others may not have used the
concept of “balanced assessment”, they have suggested to better integrate SA and FA
(such as formative use of SA and vice versa). Nevertheless, the Graded Assessment
Schemes (GAS) in England (Noss, Goldstein & Hoyles, 1989) and the School-based
Assessment in the Hong Kong Certificates of Education Examination (Carless, 2011) did
not seem to suggest that integrating SA and FA is an easy task. Indeed, the binary and
contrasting paradigms between SA and FA, according to Moss, Girard and Hanniford
(2006), is not simply an issue of considering different purposes, methods or ways of
assessing students’ performance; it is philosophical.

While | think there is a need to recognise the differences in aims, purposes and
characteristics between SA and FA, it is more crucial to find a way of relating them
together that preserves their different purposes while teachers are experiencing AT
between these two purposes of assessment. This research argues that it is not necessary,
and indeed it is not helpful, to be concerned with strict definitions and functions of SA
and FA, as well as to “balance” them. There is good evidence from Conception B to show
that teachers experienced AT in a ‘better’ way when their focal awareness shifted from
the binary purpose of assessment (SA and FA) to how FA can enhance students’ learning
in an SA-dominated educational landscape. Particularly, teachers’ experience of AT (of
how they could combine SA and FA) has allowed them to consider using both
assessments to work together towards productive teaching and learning. By allowing FA
to play a more important role in their teaching, teachers no longer solely see SA and FA
as “opposite” or serving “conflicting” purposes. This conception shares much similarity
with the notion of learning-oriented assessment (LOA) which “seeks to contribute to the
reconciliation of formative and summative assessment tensions by focusing on good

assessment principles potentially applicable to both” (Carless, 2009, p.83).
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Secondary school education (4-5 years) High-stake assessment
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Assessment task (SA) Assessment task (FA) Assessment task (SA) Assessment task (FA)

Current assessment practice
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Figure 5.2.2b: Focal awareness and thematic field of teachers in Conception B

Teachers’ focal awareness in Conception B is on their current assessment practice, which
includes FA and SA, with the national high-stake examination as the end point. In
contrast to Conception A, teachers’ conception of AT shifted from a “zero-sum-game”
between the purpose of FA and SA to a “complementary” relationship between the two
in Conception B. There is an increasingly important role that FA could play in Conception
B. The level of ambition for assessment practice from Conception A to B increases as
teachers become more aware of the importance of FA for learning, with the national
examination as the background reference point embedded in the thematic field. Both
Conception A and B’s assessment focus is still on students’ short-term learning and
achievement. This is clearly articulated by teachers in Conception B when they
mentioned that they must overcome the challenges of using assessment. Using FA has
made their teaching become more “fantastic”. They shared that FA has allowed their
teaching to be more effective and at the end they also believe that students’ national
examination results will not be poor.

Teachers’ experience in Conception B resonates with many other past studies,
which concluded that FA does help in the performance of SA (Andrade, Du & Wang, 2008;
Biggs, 1998; McDonald & Boud, 2003; Wiliam, Lee, Harrison & Black, 2003). Given the
contrasting teachers’ experience of AT from Conception A to B, it seems to suggest that
the ways in which teachers experience and deal with AT determines the possibility and
the extent of the actual use of FA and SA. Teachers are able to include greater awareness
of more aspects of experiencing assessment as it advances from Conception A. To be
more precise, teachers are more aware of the importance of FA and could also see the
relationship with SA. As such, they have ‘better’ experience of AT. Teachers’ experience

of AT in Conception B resembles those which were reported in the United Kingdom.
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Webb and Jones (2009), employing activity theory as the analytical framework, explore
the tensions in developing assessment for learning in the UK. They have identified
contradiction and tension in the activity system between teachers’ beliefs about
teaching and learning and current classroom culture and practice in assessment. In
addition, they found that these tensions and challenges provided driving forces for
cultural change in teachers’ assessment practice. From teachers’ experience of AT, my
research goes further to discover the varied degree of evolvement of FA against SA in
an “exam-oriented” teaching culture. It also found that some teachers could even
project and visualise students’ learning beyond the current stage of assessment, going
into long-term, lifelong learning and sustainable assessment in Conception C. This will

be discussed in the next section.

5.2.3 Re-looking AT in sustainable assessment

Boud (2000) defined sustainable assessment as assessment “that meets the
needs of the present and [also] prepares students to meet their own future learning
needs” (p.151). It is also known as the “third purpose of assessment” —assessment to
foster learning throughout life (Boud & Falchikov, 2006, p.400). This assessment has to
do “double-duty” because while it requires to first serve the present assessment needs
of formative and summative purposes, it also needs to prepare students for their future
learning (Boud, 2000). To this end, teachers experience much AT as sustainable
assessment needs to accommodate both the present and future needs of students,
which may not always be compatible to the current context and practice.

In general, this research found that teachers in the more advanced conceptions
of AT are more ambitious in using all kinds of assessment to prepare students for lifelong
learning because their focal awareness is on students’ long-term learning and
achievement. While Conception A and B is still very much concentrating on assessment
in schools, Conception C has advanced beyond students’ learning in school. A more
advanced way of experiencing a phenomenon, according to Marton and Booth (1997, p.
107), means that “more complex and more inclusive (or more specific) than less
advanced ways of experiencing the same thing”. This puts me in a better position to
reconsider the notion of “double duty” in which both FA and SA are not in harmony.

Conception C suggests that when teachers have more awareness of the aspects of
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experiencing AT, they could better see the complementary relationship between SA and
FA. This finding supports Leong and Tan’s (2014) conclusion that the institutional
authority of successful high-stake examination results is being challenged under the new
policy that promotes FA.

While FA is mainly to help students improve their learning, SA is usually to
account and certify how well students had learned. FA is commonly known to address
the immediate needs of students’ current learning (such as the use of feedback) and
sustainable assessment is believed to be able to contribute in some way to their
prospective learning (Boud & Falchikov, 2006).

Over the years, SA and FA have created much tension for teachers in practice
and sustainable assessment is a way of thinking to refocus these assessment practices.
The findings suggest that the ways in which teachers experience AT will determine how
well sustainable assessment will be taken up.

As Boud and Soler (2016) have recently reviewed, most of the past studies
endorsed or used the idea of sustainable assessment to discuss other considerations of
teaching and assessment. However, they also noted that this notion has yet to have a
widespread impact on assessment discussions and the potential of sustainable
assessment is still to be fully realised. Boud (2000) suggested that this assessment must
do “double-duty” because while it requires to first serve the present assessment needs
of formative and summative purposes, it also needs to prepare students for their future
learning. To this end, there is a prioritization issue of putting FA and SA first before
sustainable assessment could work in harmony with them. It is important to note that
teachers’ experiences of AT in Conception C show otherwise because a focal awareness
that includes SA, FA, national high-stake examination and students’ future career-

related assessment is discovered.

Career-related assessment . .
Lifelong learning

* * * *L .

Assessment task (SA) Assessment task (FA) High-stake assessment

Current assessment practice

Focal awareness Thematic field

Figure 5.2.3: Focal awareness and thematic field of teachers in Conception C
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Unlike Conception B, the end point (if there is any) for teachers’ point of reference
embedded in the thematic field in Conception C is not the national high-stake
examination but their students’ future (lifelong) learning. In contrast to Conception A
and B, Conception C is the most sophisticated in the outcome space as teachers’ focal
awareness is beyond current limitations and imminent opportunities. Instead, it is on
students’ future career-related assessment. Teachers feel challenged when they must
use assessment to prepare their students not only for the national examination, but also
for life. They exhibit a paradigm shift in what they traditionally believe classroom
teaching and assessment should entail. Conception C focuses on students’ future use of
the learned language, on top of doing well in the national examination. When
juxtaposed with Boud’s (2000) notion of sustainable assessment, the similarities

between his idea and Conception C are very striking.

Sustainable assessment Conception C of AT (in terms of

assessment purposes)

Main e Assessment ‘that meets e Teachers experience AT but could
idea/focus the needs of the present still focus beyond current
and [also] prepares limitations and imminent
students to meet their own opportunities
future learning needs’ e Focus on students’ future use of
e Double-duty the learned language, besides

doing well in the national

examination
Relationships e Re-focus FA practices e Leverage on all kinds of
with FA and e Balance FA with SA assessment to improve students’
SA learning

e Let their students taste success
(using FA) while preparing them

for national examinations (SA)

Moving on e Arepositioning of e Re-conceptualise assessment and
assessment as an integral actively creating platforms for

students to go through a
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part of curriculum and different learning and assessment

pedagogy experience

Table 5.2.3a: Comparison between sustainable assessment and Conception C

As reported in last chapter, teachers from Conception C shared that although their
present goal of using FA is to help students do well in the national examination, their
ultimate big goal is to see them use CL as a career or profession, such as a DJ in a radio
station. They hope to use assessment to help their students to be among the best in CL
and could use the language as a tool for their careers in the future. This account shares
many similarities with sustainable assessment, which plays the crucial role of ensuring
that teachers do not only meet students’ current or short-term needs, but also for their
life-long or future learning.

In addition, Conception C informs that teachers’ experience of AT could help
them re-focus their assessment practice towards sustainable assessment. Table 5.2.3a
shows that in terms of the idea and focus, both are very forward-looking and require
assessment to do “double- or multiple-duty”. Their relationships with FA and SA are also
concrete for they serve different purposes to improve and support students’ long-term
learning. As they move forward, they are reflective and would make changes to position
assessment to support students’ lifelong learning that includes career-related
assessment.

Boud (2000) has made recommendations for teachers to take on the sustainable
assessment agenda and for further building its framework. His suggestions include
taking on a criterion- or standard-based approaches, to have the belief that all students
can succeed, students must also believe that they can be successful, to separate
feedback from grading, to emphasise students’ learning rather than performance, to
develop self- and peer-assessment and lastly to close the feedback loop. These
suggestions imply that the current teaching and learning practices need to be changed.
However, changing teachers’ and students’ current practices require a re-focus in
assessment thinking which brought about much tension to these practitioners. For
examples, for teachers to develop students’ self-assessment ability, there is a need to

fundamentally change their current teaching practice. In the same vein, for teachers to
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believe that all students can succeed, there must be a shift in their conception about

teaching and learning. Not only do these recommendations require time and effort, they

will also require teachers to change their current practice and thinking about assessment.

This inevitably invites tension.

Recommended practices to

support sustainable

How recommended

practices are in

How do the findings of

teachers’ experience of AT

based framework is

necessary

The separation of feedback

from grading

The development of self-

assessment is vital

To complete the feedback

loop

assessment practice

invites tension

Reflective assessment with

peers should be encouraged

The focus of assessment
should be on learning rather

than performance

A belief that all students can

succeed is needed

A paradigm shift in
assessment creates

tension

assessment (Boud, 2000) tension? illuminate or inform
sustainable assessment
practice?

A criterion- or standards- A changein e Teachers’ experience of

AT may not always be
negative and
undesirable.

e Good evidence to show
that there is no need to
reconcile the tension
between FA and SA
before sustainable
assessment could be
achieved.

e Assessment needs not
do “double-duty” to
support students’

lifelong learning.

Table 5.2.3b: Sustainable assessment practices in tension

132




Exploring teachers’ experience of AT becomes more meaningful and productive since
Boud (2000) explains that it will be challenging for teachers to take on sustainable
assessment, both at the practical and philosophical level. This is because changing
teachers’ current practice and thinking about assessment creates much tension. Indeed,
as described in last chapter, teachers experienced the tension brought about by the
formative and summative purposes of assessment in different ways. However, | argue
that these insights of teachers’ experience of AT could directly inform scholars and
policy-makers of how sustainable assessment has been taken up in Singapore at the pre-
tertiary level and how these AT experiences would help or hinder the development of
sustainable assessment.

Firstly, Conception B and Conception C show that tension in assessment could
be constructive and even desirable when teachers are able to manage and respond to it
in a positive fashion. Secondly, there is good evidence from Conception C to show that
there may not be a need to reconcile the tension between FA and SA before sustainable
assessment can take place. For example, teachers’ (in Conception C) experience of AT
has been constructive because it allows them to reflect on the purposes and impacts of
their teaching and assessment practices to the students in the long-term. These teachers
do not privilege SA or FA, but emphasise more of their students’ lifelong or future
learning. They are very ambitious in using all types of assessment to enhance their
language teaching so that students could use CL with an acceptable proficiency in their
future career undertakings. It suggests that it is not necessary to first balance SA and FA,
as well as to handle the “double-duty” issue before sustainable assessment could
happen. To this end, policy-makers should be more optimistic in advocating sustainable
assessment at the policy and school level. Indeed, the recent announcement by the
Ministry of Education (MOE) on 'Learn For Life’ — Preparing Our Students To Excel
Beyond Exam Results, too suggests that Singapore students need to become lifelong
learners to meet the demands of the increasingly complex world ahead. In order to build
the foundation work for nurturing life-long learners, MOE is making encouraging move
to reduce school-based assessment load (MOE, 2018). To this end, the findings in this
research are highly relevant to the current education context where AT exists between

FA and SA but sustainable assessment was very much undermined.
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5.2.4 Re-discovering the open tradition of Confucian education from CL teachers’
experience of AT

As reviewed in Chapter 2, the taking up of new assessment ideas (such as FA, AfL,
sustainable assessment and so on) in the CHCs have been challenging and are filled with
tensions (Carless, 2012; Davison & Hamp-Lyons, 2010; Deng & Carless, 2010; Hamp-
Lyons & Davison 2010; Harlen & Deakin Crick, 2002; Luk-Fong & Brennan, 2010; Thanh-
Pham & Renshaw, 2014). However, there is a dearth of study on how teachers in the
CHCs experience and manage these tensions. The current research sheds light on how
Singapore CL teachers experienced AT and their ways of managing the tensions. To a
large extent, it adds to the corpus of work on how new concepts in assessment are being
taken up in Singapore, a CHC educational jurisdiction which shares many similarities in
culture with other CHCs and yet has its distinctiveness. To this end, CL teachers are the
best representatives among all subject teachers to characterise how a CHC would
respond to new assessment ideas from the ‘West’.

Contrary to many popular beliefs that Confucian education is rigid and not
readily open to other ways of teaching and assessment, Tan (2017) found that Confucian
education actually engages with other traditions, learns from all sources and adapts to
changing times. She termed this tradition as open tradition in Confucian. Drawing
evidence heavily from the Analects (Lunyu) and Xueji (Record of Learning), Tan (2017)

concluded that:

An open tradition ensures that Confucian education is not
essentialised, static and fossilised. Instead, it is diverse, fluid and
evolving, offering an educational paradigm that is all-rounded,

ethical, universal and ultimately enduring (p.11)

To a large extent, CL teachers’ varied experiences of AT provided another source of
evidence for readers to re-discover this “open tradition” of Confucian education, which
previous scholars did not see such cross-cultural exchanges and interactions to be
aligned with the CHCs. In particular, Conception A confirms major past AT studies done
in the CHCs (mostly in China) where they reported different degree of tension and

difficulty teachers experienced when they try to incorporate FA (or AfL) into their
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teaching. It becomes a barrier to their teaching. Teachers in Conception A view using FA
and SA as “zero-sum game” in which FA's gain is equivalent to SA's loss. Previously, Chen
et al. (2014), Gu (2014), Liu and Feng (2015), O'Dwyer (2016), Yan (2012), Yin and Buck
(2015), Xiao (2017) concluded that the cross-cultural borrowing of FA from the ‘West’ is
problematic in China because of the differences between “Chinese” and “Western”
notions of knowledge transmission.

Turner (2011) explains that due to their Confucian inheritance, students “value
collective harmony, refrain from expressing opinions that assert their own individuality
in thought but that might clash with group norms, and habitually defer to authority” (p.
105-106). As such, CHCs usually favour teacher-centred pedagogy, and place an
emphasis on academic performance in high-stakes examinations, with teachers taking
big responsibility of students’ academic results (Luk-Fong & Brennan, 2010). Indeed,
teachers in the CHCs are always assumed and expected to help their students do well in
terms of good grades rather than on their students’ learning holistically. The conceptual
shift in the different roles of assessment from summative to formative purpose, as well
as those new initiatives such as “balanced assessment”, have been delivering tension to
teachers. This could be observed from the assessment experiences of the nine teachers
who participated in this research, albeit with variation in the ways they experienced AT.
Poole (2016) thinks that some of the barriers include student and teacher resistance to
these new practices of FA and the notions of “face” (Ifi - or dignity). These challenges
are found to be directedly related to the deeply-held historical and cultural beliefs of
teaching and learning that favour knowledge transmission and respect for the teachers.
In the same vein, Carless and Lam (2014) also believed that the 20 centuries-old history
of competitive exam-oriented culture needs to be taken into careful consideration in
the discussion of contemporary assessment practices in Confucian-influenced societies.

However, teachers’ experiences of AT from Conception B and C also confirmed
that there is a limit to how the above-discussed historical and cultural perspective can
be used to explain the taking up of new assessment ideas from the ‘West’ in the CHCs.
Instead of concluding that the ‘Western’ ideas of assessment are incompatible and in
conflict with the CHCs, teachers’ experiences of AT in the more advanced and
sophisticated conceptions show that these ideas and practices need not to be

incompatible in the infamous exam-oriented CHCs. As discussed in last section,
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Conception Cis so sophisticated in that it is neither necessary for teachers to balance SA
and FA, nor to handle the “double-duty” issue before sustainable assessment could take
place. In other words, there is already good evidence from teachers’ ways of managing
AT to show that although there are tensions and challenges in taking up new assessment
ideas from the ‘West’, teachers in Singapore have shown to be very open and ambitious
in using these assessments in their teaching. This is the “open tradition” of Confucian
education that is largely unheard of from many past studies.

To this end, Conception B and C also seem to be echoing Goulah’s (2010, p.42)
notion of the “East-West ecology of education” and He’s (2013, p.62) idea of the
“East~West epistemological convergence of humanism” as they believed that there are
common grounds and spaces for both ‘Eastern’ and ‘Western’ ideology of education to
interact and even encourage intercultural dialogue with different thinking in educational
practices. In fact, Goulah (2010) seeks to rediscover a new humanism (that includes
language, culture and education) common to both the ‘West’ (represented by Lucy S.
Mitchell, Francis W. Parker and John Dewey) and ‘East’ (represented by Tsunesaburo
Makiguchi and Daisaku Ikeda). Similarly, He (2013), drawing on the works of Confucius,
Makiguchi, and Dewey, considers “East~West epistemological convergence of

humanism” as:

an epistemological foundation for theorizing languages, cultures,
and identities in education to fostering fruitful interactions that
commit to a high level of human potential and exhilarate

intercultural dialogue with difference (He, 2013, p.62)

The above recent studies on the East and West thinking in education suggest less of a
strict dichotomy between the two cultures. Instead, there is much more room for both
cultures to interact and even to draw on each other's strength for further development.
My research confirms such a phenomenon. Teachers in Conception B and C deeply
believed in the importance of national examinations to their students’ education, a
typical trait of the CHCs of the ‘East’. However, their experiences and management of
AT also revealed that they can integrate assessment concepts (such as FA, balanced-

assessment and sustainable assessment) from the ‘West’ into their exam-oriented
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teaching. This “open tradition” of Confucian education would think that it has added
advantage of enabling one to identify, compare and rectify the shortcomings of one’s
culture. They seemed to be making the best of the both worlds in their teaching. These
findings shared much similarity with previous studies on language assessment done in
Korea, Taiwan and Japan. For example, Kim and Kim (2017) reported a study on the
varied effectiveness of instructor feedback (feeding-forward) in an integrated reading-
to-write task for English based on the concept of the learning-oriented language
assessment, an idea commonly known to have developed from the ‘West’. In Taiwan,
Huang’s (2012) study on AfL L2 writing assessment found that teachers needed to make
changes to their assessment practices by paying more attention to students’
performance and learning needs. The teachers also needed to know their students well
that included their past learning history and beliefs, and their problems in learning to
prioritise teaching. In addition, teachers also had to scaffold learning and made real-
time decisions to provide useful feedback. It was found that these assessment changes
were not overwhelming for these CHC teachers. In Japan, Saito and Inoi’s (2017) study
on junior and senior high schools’ EL teachers showed that although there were
individual differences in the use of FA, most Japanese teachers (80.49%) were found to
be middle- to high-FA users. They went on to conclude that Japanese teachers were
ready for FA. In other words, instead of treating new assessment ideas from the ‘West’
as barriers or are in conflict with the Confucian exam-oriented teaching, there are recent
cases in the CHCs which reported harmonious alignment with the local education culture.

My research has extended beyond these past extant studies by examining
teachers’ experience of AT in the context of a CHC that has, for many years, been
labelled as a developed ‘East meets West’ nation-state. Although Singapore has such
unique and idiosyncratic culture, it is also often considered to share certain cultural
similarities with other CHCs. This research would provide important assessment lessons
for other CHCs, as well as for the world.

The phenomenographical approach identifies the variation of the ways in which
CL teachers experience and manage AT in this context, which were not investigated
previously. This variation illustrates that the notion of CHCs may not be able to fully
represent and explain the richness and nuances of all the CHCs educational jurisdictions

including China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore, Japan, Korea, Macau and Vietnam. One
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of the reasons is that there are various ways of conceptualising CHCs and in reality, the
‘thickness’ of such heritage culture also varied. For example, being the origin of the
Confucius thinking, China has the ‘thickest’ essence of the CHCs. On the other hand,
Hong Kong and Singapore, formally colonised by the British, are seen to be readier to
adopt and apply constructivist principles of assessment from the ‘West’ than the
mainland Chinese teachers.

As concluded by Leong and Tan (2014), Singapore’s case of using FA has found
many mediating influences of classroom assessment that include the importance of the
sociocultural dimension. Accordingly, it may not be fruitful to expect the global theory
of classroom assessment to be practised in the same way in different contexts. As they

further explained:

Various elements of culture and politics can interplay in many and
complex ways that are embedded in a national culture as a whole.
Definitive generalisations are ideals at best, and any deep
understanding should come only from case studies within individual

countries. (Leong & Tan, 2014, p.615)

Singapore’s case shows that the teachers’ willingness to accept new assessment ideas
from the ‘West’ is strong. This strength originated from the unique AT experiences that
the teachers went through in the local context, which | have briefly described in Chapter
1. This research shows that the new concepts of assessment from the ‘West’ have really
challenged some teachers’ deeply-held conceptions of assessment, a similar view which
was held by Black and Wiliam (1998) and Shepard (2001) in their studies. Indeed, the
teachers in Conception C felt challenged when they must use assessment to prepare
their students well for both the national examination, as well as lifelong learning.
However, this AT allows teachers to make changes to what they traditionally believe
classroom teaching and assessment should be.

Allin all, CL teachers’ experience and management of AT in this research allowed
me to re-discover the open tradition of Confucian education and make predictions on
how other CHCs may take up new assessment ideas from the ‘West’. As Singapore

moves into the next unpredictable educational era, teachers would need to be
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adaptable and flexible to assessment changes, while still holding on to their exam-
oriented practices. Such findings help to avoid the stereotyping of certain teachers’

behaviour or thinking to a fixed frame of conclusion and explanations.

5.3 Implications and recommendations for practice and policy

In the same way as how Tan (2009) uses phenomenography to describe teachers’
experience of educational policy, | argue that phenomenography is also useful for
describing teachers’ different ways of experiencing AT from the perspective of how it is
experienced. Subsequently, this variation of experiencing tension in assessment may in
turn be understood and have direct implications in the theoretical, analytical and
pedagogical aspects. The table 5.3a below shows the three aspects with the inter-

related questions and area of concern:

Aspects Questions Area of concern

Theoretical | What is a way of | This concerns the theory of awareness, which is a
experiencing AT? key to understand how teachers may experience

the phenomenon (AT) in distinctively different
ways.

Analytical What is the exact | This concerns the analytical structure of
difference among the | awareness in the outcome space. The analytical
varied ways of | structure of awareness explains the differences in
experiencing AT? terms of the dimensions of variation among

different conceptions, as well as the differences
among categories of description.

Pedagogical | How can different | This concerns how the patterns of variation in
ways of experiencing | experiencing AT in a specific context may be
AT be achieved? bought about for teachers to experience AT.

Table 5.3a: The three aspects of phenomenographic study
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In short, these three aspects depict how the experience of AT is theorised by each
individual teacher (theoretical aspect), analysed to separate the major difference as a
way of experiencing AT and how this variation is related (analytical aspect) and finally to
suggest how ‘better’ (or sophisticated) ways of experiencing AT may be bought about
(pedagogical aspect).

The theoretical aspect posits that each teacher may experience AT in a
distinctively different way. These conceptualisations and articulations by the teachers
of what AT is and how it is managed from a small group of teachers may not voice out
of the experiences of the majority of teachers who may not experience AT in very similar
ways. An alternative to such a gap would be to theorise teachers’ distinctive AT
experience from phenomenography. In this research, a structure of awareness of AT is

derived from the nine CL teachers after the analysis was done.

Students’ course of learning

Career-related assessment

High-stake assessment Lifelong learning

Short-term learning
in school Long-term learning

beyond school

Conception A |

‘ Conception B

| Conception C

Figure 5.3: The structure of awareness of AT

The structure of awareness of AT conceptualises how CL teachers may experience AT in
gualitatively different ways. It can explain the epistemology of experience of AT as it is
understood and experienced by teachers. The structure of awareness in Figure 5.3
illustrates how each conception of AT are separated and yet linked. It allows readers to
conceptualise how teachers may experience the phenomena of AT in different ways.
Conception A’s focal awareness is on current limitation while Conception B is on
imminent opportunities. Both conceptions pay more attention on students’ short-term
learning in school. Conception C is most sophisticated for its focal awareness is on

students’ long-term (or life-long) learning that is beyond school.
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These conceptions form the “outcome space” and may be understood in terms
of three dimensions (assessment purposes, reality and ideal gap, involvement of
stakeholders of education). It is these dimensions of variations that explain how one
category of description is different from the rest. This is the analytical aspect of the
outcome space.

| argue that such approaches to investigating and understanding how AT is
experienced is particularly useful in instances where AT has always been seen to be
negative and undesirable to teaching (such as Conception A) in many educational
systems. These ‘poorer’ (or less sophisticated) ways of experiencing AT could be possibly
contributed by the top-down introduction of new teaching and assessment policies,
which may directly bring about much tension to the school leaders. Consequently,
school leaders demand that their teachers comply with these new policies and may
require a change in their current assessment practices. At the end, teachers felt the
tension introduced by these new policies. Such understanding and interpretation of how
AT is experienced has not been helpful as it carries a high degree of negative connotation
and there is no structure to understand and help teachers improve their experience of
AT.

Alternatively, the varied ways of experiencing AT reminds policy-makers and
school leaders to embrace these differences and reject stereotyping. Teachers’
experience in the less sophisticated conceptions implies that AT can be negative and
undesirable. However, AT could also be constructive and useful for some teachers in the
more sophisticated conceptions. This sophistication reminds policy-makers, school
leaders and teachers not to avoid or pretend that AT is not at work because the
consequence of ignoring this practice problem may bring about negative long-term
effects to teaching and learning. One of the possible outcomes for ignoring AT is that
some teachers would continue to struggle with assessment if policy-makers and school
leaders fail to improve the situation to bring about ‘better’ ways of experiencing AT. In
the same vein, if AT is ignored, the more sophisticated and constructive conceptions
would hardly be brought about. School leaders would not be able to advance the ‘poorer’
conception to the ‘better’ ones. To this end, there should not be any compromise for
school leaders and teachers when dealing with AT. This structure of awareness of AT will

also be particularly useful for informing individuals to be more aware of the variation in
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experiencing a phenomenon. The findings may allow others to understand, appreciate
and respect teachers' different experience of AT. It alerts policy-makers and school
leaders to avoid complacency and heighten their sensitivity towards teachers’ distinctive
experience of AT.

So far, | have theorised a way of experiencing AT, analysed it by breaking down
its component parts for readers to learn about its structure of awareness of AT. More
importantly, | shall suggest in the pedagogical aspect how ‘better’ ways of experiencing
AT can be brought about and taught. The phenomenographic argument for using the
structure of awareness to improve pedagogical experiences of AT would describe how
some ways of experiencing tension in assessment are ‘better’ than others and suggest
at different levels how more desired ways of experiencing AT can come about.

At the individual level, the findings allow teachers to learn to become more
aware of variation in experiencing the phenomenon and use it to compare with their
own ways of experiencing the same phenomenon. At the policy level, by understanding
the collectively different ways of experiencing AT, policy-makers and school leaders may
then have greater awareness and also share a common understanding of what it means
to experience AT. To this end, future assessment practice, policy, reforms or initiatives
and discussions regarding teaching training and professional development may be
premised on these lived experiences reported. The pedagogical dimension of this
phenomenographic research could inform readers on how the ‘better’ (or more
sophisticated conceptions) ways of experiencing AT may be bought about and taught.

In phenomenography, the theory of learning considers learning to have
happened when an individual’s awareness of the experienced phenomenon has
changed. This means that the individual must have experienced differences in ways of
experiencing a phenomenon (Marton & Booth, 1997). To learn about how the more
sophisticated conceptions can be brought about and taught, it is vital to consider the
conditions or environment conducive to such ‘better’ experience. Earlier, Tsui (2004)
pointed out three necessary tasks for this type of learning to happen. First, there must
be a correct condition for learners to discern and be aware of the critical aspects of the
learning object. Second, teachers should be aware of the learners’ experience of the
object. Third, teachers should spread the common understanding of how leaners could

experience the different awareness of the object of learning.
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Similarly, the findings from this research could enhance our understanding of AT
and help teachers better manage it. As explained, the variation of experiencing AT are
defined by whether teachers’ focal awareness is on students’ short-term or long-term
learning. Teachers experienced ‘better’ AT (such as Conception C) when their focal
awareness and end point is on students’ long-term learning. Likewise, teachers’
experience of AT (such as Conception A) turned out to be ‘poor’ when their focal
awareness and end point is on students’ short-term learning and achievement. This
structure of awareness of AT serves as a foundation for the pedagogical dimension of

this phenomenographic research.

Focus Short-term learning Long-term learning
Teachers’ focal SA and national examination National examination and
awareness and beyond (lifelong learning)
end point

Main learning Do well in national examination | Prepare for lifelong learning
goal

Awarded for Achieving certain standards Acquiring certain learning

(such as language proficiency) attitude, disposition and

within a limited period of habits over a long period of
learning learning
Assessment focus | Subject knowledge and skills Learning strategies and

habits, cognitive and non-
cognitive development,

critical thinking and creativity

Characteristics of | Non-integrated, limited scope Holistic, broad-based and on-

learning and periodical going (lifelong)

Table 5.3b: Agendas between short- and long-term learning
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Given the challenges and tension experienced by teachers in assessment works, how
sophisticated should teachers’ experience of AT be in order for more ambitious
assessment work to be sustained in schools? | argue that one of the important enabling
factors, which influence the ambition of assessment effort that will benefit quality
learning lies in the contrasting agendas between working on students’ short-term or
long-term learning achievement. This argument is developed from the structure of
awareness of AT discussed above. While in reality, short- and long-term learning may
not be experienced in such a tidy and simple conceptualisation, Table 5.3b highlights the
main agendas focus between short- and long-term learning. For example, while the main
learning goal in the short-term learning context focuses on doing well in national
examinations, the long-term learning would focus more on the preparation of students’
lifelong capacity building, interest cultivation and their joy of learning. The assessment
focus in the short-term learning context is on the subject knowledge and skills. In the
case of language learning, this may include listening, speaking, reading, writing
knowledge and skills. On the other hand, in the long-term learning context, the
assessment would pay more attention to students’ learning strategies and habits,
cognitive and non-cognitive development, as well as critical thinking, creativity and
interest. These aspects of students’ learning would require a more holistic approach and
much longer time to develop and assess.

To this end, teachers and school leaders may consider putting the long-term
learning agendas above the short-term learning agendas so that teachers’ experience of
AT could be meaningfully envisaged to a more sophisticated conception. School leaders
may also reconsider practices that encourage short-term decision-making in learning
and assessment. This may include mid-year or annual placement test, banding of
students according to examination results and academic award systems that are too
frequently carried out. For the past decades, although the MOE has been promoting the
use of MTL as a living language among the students, not all stakeholders of education
buy into such a far and broad perspective on the learning of the MTL. Teachers, students
and parents tend to pay more attention to the short-term CL learning focus, such as
doing well in SA and the national examinations. To encourage teachers to focus on long-
term and living language learning, future curriculum and assessment planning should

emphasise and build in more opportunities to develop language skills that support
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lifelong learning (such as finding students’ interest in extensive reading and writing),
rather than on the short-term language acquisition and its related assessment.
Alternative assessment that focuses on students’ efforts and good learning habits, as
well as critical thinking and creativity could be encouraged in schools. To this end, policy-
makers may consider a movement or initiative that requires curriculum planning and
development of all subjects to focus their attention to cultivating students’ long-term
learning disposition, rather than short-term learning and achievement. Pre-service and
in-service teacher education and professional training should also echo such focus. More
importantly, policy-makers should also establish coherence from the policy to
programmatic and eventually to school and classroom levels. School leaders and school
middle managers should be well-informed of such movement or initiative and be clear
about the instruction on how they can support such an intent into practice.

My recommendations have attracted significant interest from colleagues of
other units in the Curriculum Planning and Development Division (CPDD) since | reported
my research at a professional forum event. They found relevance in my research method,
implications and recommendations for policy and practice and wanted to find out more
from me.

To policy-makers, the research findings present the variation of teachers’
experience of AT. On the one hand, the evidence from the conceptions raises issues that
require policy-makers’ attention, in that teachers indeed experienced different degree
of AT in their teaching. Although some teachers experienced AT in ‘better’ ways, some
still found it to be negative and detrimental to their teaching. These teachers
experienced AT to be limiting their teachings and thus no changes were made to their
assessment practice. This group of teachers would require more support from policy-
makers in order to see fundamental changes in their assessment practices. More
importantly, expectation or performativity that points to teachers’ accountability in
terms of attaining good schools and national examination results (the short-term
learning perspective) needs reviewing. Otherwise, teachers will still experience AT from
the new assessment initiative and the old belief that continues to encourage the
“traditions” of working on delivering good national examination results. In addition,
there should be coherence among all the different policies relevant to teachers’ sound

assessment practices that support students’ long-term learning (or lifelong learning),
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instead of emphasising short-term achievement. Policies at various educational levels
and divisions, such as curriculum making and planning, teaching and assessment
practice, schools and teachers’ appraisal, educational technology, teaching training and
professional development, higher education, as well as student development should be
consistent in supporting students’ long-term learning.

Policy-makers should also help all stakeholders of education to have a better
understanding of the objectives, processes and products of different types of
assessment in schools. They should be informed of the essential concepts and principles
of different assessment (including educational measurement, feedback and so on).
These would better inform them about the main different between short- and long-term
learning and their related assessment.

On the other hand, the more advanced conceptions are encouraging. Some
Singapore teachers are able to manage assessment challenges and tension well. For
these teachers, policy-makers should push for policy initiatives which would allow more
room for ambitious assessment endeavour. These may include the use of learning-
oriented assessment (Carless, 2006, 2009; Jones, Saville & Salamoura, 2016), dynamic
assessment (Poehner, 2008; Poehner & Infante, 2017) and sustainable assessment
(Boud, 2000; Boud & Soler, 2016). Although some of the findings are optimistic in this
research, assessment policy changes would remain challenging in future. One of the
possible reasons is that teachers’ comprehension and interpretation of the policy
remain diverse and messy due to a lack of clarity and directional instruction on how they
could realize the policy intent into practice. While there may be a need to inform
teachers about the philosophy and theory behind any new assessment initiative or
change, it is more important for policy-makers to be more explicit about the
implementation of the initiative in classroom teaching and learning. Particularly, it
would be beneficial for policy-makers to define the different roles in the
implementational process. Last but not least, the variation of teachers’ experience of AT
also reminds policy-makers that there is “an intermediate point” where teachers would
have to go through before the ideal stage (such as Conception C) is reached in any
assessment reform or initiative. Policy-makers, school leaders and teachers will need to

invest time, effort and stay patient to see the changes in practice.
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5.4 Limitations of the study and suggestions for further research

Despite careful considerations being paid to the methodology of the study in
terms of validity, reliability and “bracketing” issues, there are several limitations which
are acknowledged in this section.

Due to time, resource and contextual constraints, this research focused only on
the CL teachers, whom to a large extent, could represent a CHC in Southeast Asian
countries. Focusing solely on CL teachers implies a limited disciplinary scope. In the
extant research, some studies have focused only on literacy and numeracy teachers
(such as Kostogriz & Doecke, 2011; Dreher, 2012; Hardy, 2013; Suurtamm & Koch, 2014),
while others investigated on Sciences or the STEM teachers (Kim et al., 2013; Paechter,
1995; Tan and Leong, 2014). There is also another group (Bishop et al., 1999; Lindsay &
Lewis, 2003; Tan, 2013; Volante & Beckett, 2011) who analysed teachers’ assessment
experiences in multiple subjects. Other studies have explored teachers’ assessment
experiences in higher education (Bonner & Chen, 2009; Collins et al., 2010; Ecclestone
& Swan, 1999; Harman & McDowell, 2011; Hornby, 2003; Reis & Villaume, 2002; Scholtz,
2007). Many also have examined the experience and response of teachers when new
assessment reforms or initiatives are introduced (Black, 1993; Crooks, 1998; Blok, Otter
& Roeleveld, 2002; Cohen & Ball, 1990; Hogan, 2011; Vandeyar, 2005). All these studies
could be further improved with more participants. This would allow a comparison across
different subjects. Subsequently, teachers’ experiences of AT gleaned from this research
may be used to compare if they are peculiar to CL teachers or are applicable to other
subjects.

In this phenonmenographic research, | was not able to guarantee that all
utterances receive an equal amount of attention. During data analysis, while the themes
and categories of description might have been constructed through an iterative process,
there were variations to the use of the data. While some were used to build the
conceptions, others were used for verification of the conceptions. Future research may
use other research approaches that could provide new perspectives on teachers’
experience of AT.

Another limitation of this study is the extent in which the findings may be

transferred to other contexts. According to Marton and Booth (1997), the extent to
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which the findings can be applied in other contexts in phenomenographic study is mostly
left to the consumer. There may be a need to replicate future study on this topicin other
contexts since Singapore has a unique and idiosyncratic culture.

Although care has been taken of in terms of purposeful selection of participants
so that the spread of characteristics could be used to maximize the “conceptual
variations” in the data, some CL teachers may not be represented in the selection. These
include teachers with special backgrounds from Taiwan or Mainland China with teaching
experience of more than 20 years.

Lastly, as explained in Chapter 3, to truly capture the authentic voices from the
teachers and to avoid linguistic barrier, Mandarin Chinese has been used to
communicate during the interviews. Care has been taken to ensure the accuracy during
translation. However, some of the language expressed may still be quite different
between the East and the West, mainly due to cultural difference. For example, the
translated utterances may seem strange for a native English reader but could be quite
normal for the CL teachers.

Possibilities for future research should focus on how teachers in other specific
cultural contexts, experience AT when a new assessment idea is introduced. Because of
the number of phenomenographic studies that focus on teachers’ experience of AT in a
unique CHC, it should be possible to juxtapose these experiences, with those that are in
other cultural contexts. Such future studies would confirm similarities, but more
importantly point out critical differences and thus make comparisons (and perhaps
predictions) on how teachers in various cultural contexts experience and manage AT.
Another possibility is to research on different types of language teacher in terms of
acquisition (first, second, third, foreign or heritage language). This would allow
comparisons among different language teachers in the ways they experience and

manage AT.

5.5 My experience of phenomenographic research

To start with, | had no previous experience with phenomenographic research,
though | was familiar with the basic educational research methods. My first research
proposal was a mixed-method. | started off with my interest in teachers’ conceptions of

assessment research. | found that most of these past studies used quantitative approach,
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instead of qualitative. Then | also observed that many assessment studies mentioned
the tension teachers experienced when carrying out assessment. Subsequently, |
became interested to investigate their different experiences and their ways of dealing
with AT, which | think is a practice problem that current scholarship has not been able
to address satisfactorily. In order to solve this practice problem, | first needed to know
the description of the collective variations of teachers’ conceptions of the experienced
phenomenon.

Based on my research interest and the literature review, phenomenography was
chosen due to its ability to reveal teachers’ varied experiences and thus the conceptions
of AT. My journey with phenomenography mirrored that of Tan (2012, 2013), in his study
of Singapore primary school teachers’ experiences of alternative assessment.

As | began to reflect on my experience with this methodology, several
observations were made. The first challenge was on the crafting of the interview
questions as different types of question served different purposes in varied stages. As
reported in Chapter 3, | selected five types of questions for the interviews. Although
pilots were conducted, | still struggled to employ the right types of question at the
beginning stage. As Dornyei (2007, p.140) pointed out the features of a good interview:
(a) it flows naturally, and (b) it is rich in detail, my earlier interviews were neither natural
nor rich. However, after a few rounds of practice and experimentation, | became more
natural in asking the right questions at the appropriate time. My conversations with the
teachers also became richer and more in-depth as | progressed.

The second challenge pertains to my experience as an educator and the issue of
ensuring the validity and reliability of this research. To this end, “bracketing” becomes
paramount importance because | needed to be accountable and able to communicate
to the readers of the steps and efforts taken in the phenomenographic analysis that
included arriving at the categories of description and the outcome space. Ashworth
(1999) explains that the purpose of “bracketing” is: “to set aside theories, research
presuppositions, ready-made interpretations etc., in order to reveal engaged, lived
experience” (p. 707). This proven to be tough because | was supposed to describe the
teachers’ own experience of AT rather than my own experience interacting with them.
This was especially challenging because of my rich experiences as an educator that

included being a classroom language teacher, middle manager, curriculum planner,
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subject specialist, as well as an assessment consultant. This broad knowledge of the
language teaching, as well as my frequent interactions with CL teachers made
“bracketing” very difficult. However, after many iterative reviews of the data and
categories of description, along with the inputs and checks from other
phenomenographic experts, | began to confidently confirm my categories of description
(conceptions of AT) and eventually the outcome space.

Overall, the most challenging issue was to ensure the rigor and quality of this
research as there were no common views within the qualitative research community on
the criteria for checking the quality of phenomenographic studies. For example, how do
| justify the utterances from the interview, the conceptions and the outcome space are
validly linked? How do | interpret the linguistic differences and choice of words among
the nine teachers and ensure that they mean the same thing, especially when | need to
translate the interview data from Mandarin Chinese to English? | had to take on these
challenges one by one. To ensure that the interview data, the codes and the conceptions
were linked in a valid way, | had encouraged participants to reflect on the intended
meaning of what they said when it was necessary, a method supported by
phenomenographic researchers (such as Anderberg, 2000; Sin, 2010). As for the
linguistic and translation issues, experts in these two specialised areas were consulted,
in addition to member’s checking. These tasks were time-consuming but essential to
ensure research quality. Despite all these efforts, the subjective nature of
phenomenographic studies could not be totally eliminated. The many ways of reading
and interpretation of the categories of description and outcome space by the readers
were normal.

In closing, from my experience and reflection of using phenomenography as a
research method, | concluded that it was a valid and useful approach to investigate an
experienced phenomenon, as long as one had spent enough effort working through
issues such as those described above. More importantly, this research had also
heightened the AT | experienced as a teacher. Without this experience, | would still

believe that AT is always negative and undesirable for teaching and learning.

5.6 Summary
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This final chapter concludes my entire research on CL teachers’ experiences of
AT. | have recapitulated the research purpose and findings, reflected on some of the
limitations, before going into detail on the significance and contributions of the research
in the four main areas.

With the findings, | discussed the implications and made some recommendations
for policy, research and practice in schools. Before ending this chapter, | reflected on my
experience of doing phenomenographic research.

| hope that the findings and ideas presented in this research will provide an
alternative way for educators to better understand how teachers are experiencing AT in
reality, a phenomenon that has been reported to be very common in all education
jurisdictions but was poorly understood. | also hope that the implications and
recommendations for future assessment practice and policy, as well as research will

prove particularly useful.
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Appendix A: Glossary of Assessment Concepts (Purpose of Assessment)

Formative Assessment is carried out during the instructional process to provide
feedback to adjust ongoing teaching and learning in order to improve the students’
achievement of intended instructional outcomes. It may involve informal methods
such as observation and oral questioning, or the formative use of more formal
measures such as traditional quizzes, portfolios, or performance assessments.
Formative assessment entails observations which allow one to determine the degree
to which students know or are able to do a given learning task, and which identify the

part of the task that the student does not know or is unable to do so.

Assessment for Learning (AfL) is assessment that supports teaching and learning with
the specific use of learner-centred approaches and strategies. For instance, teachers
may identify gaps in student learning, and provide quality feedback for students to
improve their work. AfL is used to redirect learning in ways that help learners master
learning goals, and is primarily used for ensuring that the intended learning outcomes
are achieved by students. For these reasons, it is a more ‘extended’ form of formative

assessment, and is central to classroom instruction.

Summative Assessment is carried out at the end of an instructional unit or course of
study for the purpose of giving information on students’ mastery of content,
knowledge and skills, assigning grades or certifying student proficiency. It is designed
primarily to serve the purpose of accountability, or of ranking, or of certifying
competence or achievement at a particular point. However, it is possible to use
summative assessment in a formative way. For example, teachers may analyse
students’ performance in the class test and provide clear, detailed and descriptive

feedback to help students bridge the gap.

Assessment of Learning (Aol) ascertains what students have learnt and functions as a
means to judge if curricular outcomes have been met. It is used primarily for
accountability purposes - grading, ranking and certification - to record and report what
has been learned. For these reasons, it tends to be summative in nature and is usually

carried out at the end of a unit, semester or year.

(MOE-OPAL, 2018)
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Appendix B: Literature Reviews on Assessment Tension

Empirical Studies

Data Analysis
S/N | Year | Study Participants Level Country Data Source Method Dimension Tensions
CA (case
1 1990 | Taylor & Wallace 9 teachers Sec UK Int, DA study) Two Policy & practices
2 1991 | Field 17 teachers Pri Canada Int, Art CA Multi Belief & practice
CA (case
3 1995 | Paechter not reported Sec UK Int, MO study) Two Different purposes
4 1998 | Monson 5 schools High school | USA Int, FGD CA Multi Different purposes
5 1999 | Bishop et al. 800 schools Sec UK LS, Int, FGD SA, CA Multi Different purposes
6 1999 | Dunne 19 teachers Sec UK Int CA Two Policy & practices
CA (action
7 1999 | Ecclestone & Swan | 11 lecturers Higher Ed UK Int, LS research) Two Policy & practices
8 2000 | Grant et al. 16 teachers High school | USA Int, FGD CA Multi Policy & practices
9 2000 | McMillan & Nash 700 teachers Pri+Sec USA LS, Int CA Multi Belief & practice
Raters' think
10 | 2002 | Lumley 4 teachers General Australia aloud data SA, CA Two Theory & practices
199 preservice SA, CA (case
11 | 2002 | Reis & Villaume teachers Teacher Ed | USA LS, Int study) Multi Different purposes
Sakonidis,
Tsatsaroni &
12 | 2002 | Lamnias 14 teachers Pri Greek Int CA Two Policy & practices
Whittaker &
13 | 2002 | Young 4 teachers High school | USA Reflections CA Two Policy & practices
14 teachers, 441
14 | 2003 | Hornby students Higher Ed UK LS SA Multi Different purposes
15 | 2003 | Lindsay & Lewis 982 teachers Pri UK LS, Int SA, CA Multi Different purposes
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Arkoudis & CA (case
16 | 2004 | O’Loughlin 1 teacher Pri+Sec Australia Teacher's story | study) Two Policy & practices
17 | 2004 | Davison 12 teachers Sec Australia, HK | Int, LS, SR CA Multi Cultural difference
LO, Int,
18 | 2004 | Hall et al. 4 teachers Pri UK discussion CA Two Policy & practices
CA (case
19 | 2004 | Hammerness 1 teacher High school | USA Int, LO study) Two Policy & practices
20 | 2005 | Asselin et al. 7 teachers Pri+Sec Canada Int CA Multi Policy & practices
Critical
discourse
21 | 2005 | Cella 1 teacher High school | USA Int, auto analysis Two Policy & practices
22 | 2005 | Horwitz NA Pri+Sec USA Int CA Multi Policy & practices
388 teachers, 986
23 | 2005 | Qi students Sec China Int, LS SA, CA Multi Different purposes
CA (case
24 | 2005 | Vandeyar 3 teachers Pri South Africa | Int, LO, DA study) Multi Policy & practices
CA (case
25 | 2005 | Volkmann et al. 3 teachers Higher Ed USA Int, DA study) Two Policy & practices
Crook, Gross & 16 teachers, 16
26 | 2006 | Dymott students Higher Ed UK Int, FGD CA Two Policy & practices
27 | 2006 | James & Pedder 558 teachers Inf+Pri+Sec | UK LS SA Multi Belief & practice
28 | 2007 | Scholtz NA Higher Ed South Africa | Module test SA Two Different purposes
29 | 2007 | Strauss & U 14 lecturers Higher Ed New Zealand | Int CA Multi Theory & practices
King, Patterson &
30 | 2008 | Stolle 3 teachers Teacher Ed | USA Int, LO CA Two Policy & practices
31 | 2008 | Maloley 2 teachers Pri USA Int, LO CA Multi Policy & practices
32 | 2008 | Walls 8 teachers Pri+Sec Australia Int CA Multi Policy & practices
222 preservice
33 | 2009 | Bonner & Chen teachers Teacher Ed | USA LS SA Two Different purposes
34 | 2009 | Gioka 9 teachers High school | England Int, LO, Art CA Two Different purposes

189



LO, Int,

35 | 2009 | Webb & Jones 6 teachers Pri USA discussion CA Multi Belief & practice
Int, LO,
discussion CA (case
36 | 2010 | Arden 2 teachers Sec Canada records study) Two Policy & practices
Int, LO,
Ashworth, 6 students & discussion CA (case
37 | 2010 | Bloxham & Pearce | some staff Higher Ed UK records study) Two Policy & practices
38 | 2010 | Collins et al. 10 academics Higher Ed Australia LS, Int, FGD CA Multi Different purposes
39 | 2010 | Deng & Carless 4 teachers Sec China Int, LO, FGD CA Two Belief & practice
304 preservice
40 | 2010 | Eren teachers Pri+Sec Turkey LS SA Two Belief & practice
Luk-Fong &
41 | 2010 | Brennan 24 teachers Sec HK Int CA Multi Cultural difference
42 | 2010 | Norashikin et al. 10 teachers Pri Singapore Int CA Multi Policy & practices
Harman &
43 | 2011 | McDowell 11 lecturers Higher Ed UK Int CA Multi Different purposes
44 | 2011 | Johnson 4 teachers sec USA Int, auto CA Two Policy & practices
Kostogriz & CA (case
45 | 2011 | Doecke 3 teachers Pri Australia Int study) Two Policy & practices
46 | 2011 | Volante & Beckett | 20 teachers Pri+Sec Canada Int CA Two Different purposes
47 | 2012 | Dreher group of teachers | Pri Australia Int, LO, Surveys | CA Two Policy & practices
LS, Rubric self
48 | 2012 | Leach 472 students Higher Ed New Zealand | seesssment SA Two Policy & practices
SA, CA (case
49 | 2012 | Lyon 11 teachers Sec USA Int, LS, DA study) Two Different purposes
20 teachers, CA (case
50 | 2013 | Hardy teacher aides, Pri+Sec Australia Int study) Two Policy & practices
51 | 2013 | Kim et al. 91 teachers Sec Singapore LS, FGD, RW SA, CA Two Policy & practices
52 | 2013 | Petcovic et al. 17 teachers Higher Ed USA Int CA Two Belief & practice
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53 | 2013 | Yin 1 teacher Sec USA Int, LO, DA CA Two Different purposes
54 | 2014 | Suurtamm & Koch | 42 teachers Pri+Sec Canada Int, DA CA Multi Different purposes
55 | 2014 | Tan & Leong 2 teachers Sec Singapore Int, DA CA Two Policy & practices
Thanh Pham & 2 lecturers, 250
56 | 2014 | Renshaw students Higher Ed Vietnam LS, Int CA, SA Multi Cultural difference
57 | 2015 | Fleer 11 teachers Pri Australia Multiples CA Multi Different purposes
Hopfenbeck,
Flérez Petour &
58 | 2015 | Tolo 98 educators Pri+Sec Norway Int CA Two Policy & practices
59 | 2016 | Pratt 12 teachers Pri UK Int CA Two Policy & practices
Groups of
60 | 2016 | Pinto educators Pri+Sec Canada Various CA, SA Multi Policy & practices
Sadeghi & Cambridge
61 | 2017 | Rahmati 16 students Pri+Sec Iran Assessment, CA, SA Multi Theory & practices
Cooper, Susan Int, think-aloud
62 | 2017 | Elizabeth NA High school | USA protocol CA Two Purposes
Reviews or conceptual papers
Theoritcal
S/N | Year | Study Level Country Data Sources Dimension | Tensions Framework
1| 1989 | Troman General UK Multiple policy papers Two Policy & practices Yes
Delandshere &
2 | 1994 | Petrosky Teacher Ed | USA National Board Certification Two Theory & practice Yes
3| 1994 | Taylor General USA NIL Two Different purposes | Yes
4 | 1995 | Black Secondary | UK Education Reform Act Two Policy & practices Yes
51 1996 | Delandshere Teacher Ed | USA NIL Multi Policy & practices Yes
6 | 1997 | Hill et al. Secondary | Australia Victorian Certificate of Education Two Policy & practices No
England &
7 | 1998 | Firestone Secondary | Vermont Testing policies Multi Policy & practices Yes
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8 | 1998 | Tierney et al. Secondary | USA Portfolio assessment Two Theory & practice Yes
9 | 2000 | Green & Brennan Higher Ed Australia Vocational education and training Multi Policy & practices No
10 | 2002 | Morgan et al. Secondary | UK GCSE Maths Two Policy & practices Yes
11 | 2002 | Weller Higher Ed UK UK Open University web-based course | Two Policy & practices No
Deakin University School of
12 | 2004 | Palmer Higher Ed Australia Engineering Two Different purposes | No
13 | 2004 | Timma General Australia Vocational education and training Two Policy & practices Yes
14 | 2005 | Harlen General UK Multiple reviews of research Two Different purposes | Yes
15 | 2007 | Cooper & Heinze Higher Ed UK Bachelor of Science programme Two Theory & practice Yes
Multiple reviews of reforms and
16 | 2007 | McKay & Brindley General Australia research Two Policy & practices Yes
17 | 2011 | Langfeldt & Kyvik Higher Ed NIL NIL Multi Different purposes | No
18 | 2011 | Myran & Clayton General USA US Doe School Leadership Program Two Different purposes | Yes
19 | 2012 | Yu & Frempong General USA NIL Two Different purposes | Yes
Australian Curriculum English Version
20 | 2014 | Exley & Chan General Australia 5.0 Two Policy & practices Yes
Multiple
21 | 2015 | Birenbaum et al. General countries NIL Multi Different purposes | Yes
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Appendix C: Sample invitation email to participants

XX:

ByF! ZRSRKINER, HREIFRNE—ERDARMARER, AR
BUTATEHXNMS, BIRFFRT, ERFER.
HIBCBREE LR (BEWMY) , REAIEUHTHK. XEREFHAIAR
BERARFILREE, RIMRKEHARE, B LXEE, RARRERER
RETLASZIFA ] WA 4 S A1,

BRANAJLARSE, BeRf—. MMRATLIBCSRIRRTINR, RSB EIRERT
AdiE). LLRERME, IR, SRR,

. TFiER!

B 8k
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Appendix D: Attached email documents

Basic Research Information for Participants

(A) Basic information:

S/N | Information Details

1 | Researcher Chan Kwong Tung (Ff)"id)

2 Contact details Email: Kwongtung2011@gmail.com

Mobile: 98196353

Office: 68796563

Home: 67492249

3 Programme Doctor in Education (EdD) Programme (enrolled in 2012)
from Curriculum, Teaching and Learning Academic Group,
NIE, NTU.

4 Title of research | A Phenomenographic Study of Singapore Chinese Language
(CL) Teachers’ Experience of Assessment Tension (AT)

PABLZ HIR 70 T 2B FT IS PP R T 2

5 Supervisor Assc Professor Tan Heng Kiat, Kelvin

6 No. of teachers 9 CL teachers
involved

7 Data collection Personal interviews (audio recorded), each session may
method take up 30-90 minutes

(B) Research summary:

Item Focus

Research Topic Teachers’ experience of assessment tension in practice

Research Problem |Teachers’ experience of assessment tension is not well
recognized as an important educational problem and thus is
poorly understood

Purpose Statement | To study the qualitatively different ways in which teachers
experience assessment tension

Research Question |What are teachers’ qualitatively different ways of experiencing
assessment tension?

(C) Abstract of proposed research:

Unlike many past studies, this proposed study intends to explore assessment
issues from the perspective of the “experiencers” on the ground by employing
phenomenography. This will help further unpack the actual meaning of “assessment”
for all stakeholders of education to understand its meaning and its implication for use in
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the classrooms. Although there are many cases of assessment tension (AT) reported by
scholars in previous studies, they have yet to explore “the black box” of teachers’
experience of AT, especially the voices from the “experiencers”. This is the core
educational problem in my context which past studies and scholarships is not able to
address satisfactorily at the moment.

The overarching research question is: What are the qualitatively (or distinctively)
different ways in which teachers experience AT?

Teachers experience AT at different levels when teaching and assessing students’
learning when there is a call for assessment change in practice. In this research, AT is
defined as “teachers’ feelings of struggle with competing considerations in their
assessment practices”. | caution that a continuous failure to recognise and address AT
could continue plaguing a wider application of teacher empowerment and
professionalization of teaching in practice. When teachers experience AT, it dramatically
affects teacher empowerment. When this happens, teachers’ assessment decisions
depend on other external factors rather than on their professional judgement. Teachers
will face the problem of inconsistency, uncertainty and even compromise when making
assessment decisions. As a result, a series of negative issues associated with teachers’
work related outcomes, such as low job satisfaction, poor work and organisational
commitment, which will have a direct impact on personal motivation, classroom
improvement and school effectiveness.

Looking into teachers’ experience of AT provides a dynamic perspective of
understanding and conceptualizing assessment which diverge from the more distinctive
and quiescent perspectives of understanding assessment. By investigating Chinese
Language (CL) teachers’ of AT, this subject-specific, single context study will add richness
to the general AT studies which usually encompass various subject disciplines. By
employing phenomenography, the interconnectedness and comprehensiveness of the
AT experienced by teachers could then be further explored. This will subsequently help
us find ways to support teachers to carry out sound assessment with minimum tension.
Phenomenography is able to capture and explore teachers’ collective experience of
assessment tension (AT) in terms of their distinctive differences (or variations) and their
interrelatedness by employing the “maximal variation sampling” strategy that allows
this study to purposefully select teachers who are different in their characteristics and
backgrounds. Data will be collected from the personal in-depth interviews.

The interview data analysis is to make sense of the particular expressions in
terms of the individual, the group of participants, as well as their interrelated
relationships. Eventually, after the transcription stage, it is to develop a set of categories
of description (the qualitatively different ways of experiencing AT) that characterise the
distinctive differences in how the AT has been experienced by the teachers. Finally, to
establish a full progression (or hierarchy) of the different ways of experiencing AT, an
“iterative process” may be used to produce the final version of descriptions of categories.

Key words: Assessment tension, Chinese Language, Singapore Chinese teachers,
phenomenography
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(D) Interview procedures:

All interview sessions will be conducted in a pre-arranged room which will be
conducive for discussion.

All interview sessions will be recorded using two digital voice recording devices
and transcribed into first Chinese (since the participants are all CL teachers) and
then translated into English.

All interviews will be arranged according to the working schedule and teaching
timetable of the teachers involved so that there will be minimum disruptions to
their daily routines.

(E) Anticipated benefits and risks to human subjects:
Teachers and schools participating in this proposed study may benefit in the following

ways:

The identified teachers’ assessment practice and their considerations when
making assessment decisions may help inform future professional development
and school policy making in assessment.

Teachers and school leaders may start to widen the foundation of common
comprehension and meaning of the assessment tension and find effective ways
to address and resolve this practice problem.

Participants and school leaders will be invited to attend a sharing session by the
researcher after the degree has been awarded. However, no direct personal
benefit is promised in this participation.

Although there should be minimum risk arising from the participants and schools, the
proposed study will take all necessary precautions to reduce the predictable research
procedures that might cause harm to the participants by ensuring the followings:

Ensure that all data collected regarding the teacher's assessment experience
interviews are not used for any judgmental purposes and will not be reported to
the school leaders and respective reporting officer for performance grading or
ranking.

Announce that the confidentiality of the data and information of the participants
in the thesis will be ensured.

Make clear to the participants on the intention for collecting data and to ensure
them that the study will have the benefit of the participants in mind.

Since all interviews are audio-tapped, the participating teachers can request to
delete any section of the sound recording if they do not feel comfortable with
the recording.

Participation is voluntary. Although all participating teachers have given a
written consent to participate in the proposed study, they can withdraw at any
time from the participation without giving any reasons.

(F) Ethics review and standards:
For more information on ethics review and standard, please visit NTU IRB at
http://research.ntu.edu.sg/GuidelinesnForms/Pages/default.aspx or contact Ms

Germaine Foo at 65922495; email: IRB@ntu.edu.sg.
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Participant/Teacher Consent Form
Please read this consent agreement carefully.

You will be invited to participate in the social and behavioral sciences research carried
out by the researchers at National Institute of Education, Nanyang Technological
University. As your participation is voluntary, we seek your consent to participate in these
studies.

What would you be asked to do? In these studies, you will be asked to report or
share your experience, conceptions, beliefs, attitudes, opinions, behavioral
preferences, and habits.

Is my participation compulsory? Your participation is voluntary. In all studies, before
the study begins, you will be fully informed of what you will be asked to do and be
allowed to ask any questions at any time that you might have about the study. You may
refuse to participate, discontinue participation, or skip any part of the task you do not
wish to work on at any time without penalty. You are also free to withdraw from these
studies at any time. Your decisions will not affect your assessment by your supervisor,
performance or status in your school.

What would you gain? Your participation in the research will eventually provide you
with the opportunity to acquire first-hand knowledge of the research topic, process and
findings. The relationships among the different stalk-holders of education in this
research context could also be gained.

What are the risks of this research? The Internal Review Board (IRB) of Nanyang
Technological University will review the studies and this form will be relevant only when
the Board has approved the studies and determined that there are no anticipated risks,
beyond those encountered in daily life, associated with participating in these studies.

How will my privacy be protected? Your responses will be kept private. Only the
researchers of the pertinent project will have access to your responses. In the event of
publication of this research, no personally identifying information will be disclosed.

Who should I contact for questions and clarifications? You are encouraged
to contact for questions and clarifications. You may also
contact the Institutional Review Board via email at irb@ntu.edu.sg, or through
phone call at 65-65922495.

If you consent to participate in these studies, please sign and return this form to
NTU.

| have read the above information and give consent for my participation in the research
titted “A Phenomenographic Study of Singapore Chinese Language (CL) Teachers’
Experience of Assessment Tension (AT)” conducted by Chan Kwong Tung

Name of participant/teacher:

NRIC/Passport Number:

Signature: Date:
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Appendix E: Interview Protocol

Title of research: A Phenomenographic Study of Singapore Chinese Language (CL)
Teachers’ Experience of Assessment Tension (AT)

CABR G 38 73 Hr 2B FTANR A SCE M PP K 1 &0

Time B [H]

Date H 3

Venue Hbi &5

Interviewer 321 3&

Interviewee 5 8] A

The purpose of this research is to find out the qualitatively (or distinctively) different
ways in which Chinese teachers experience assessment tension (AT). The main data
will be collected via the semi-structured interviews with teachers

(A) Three sets of Overall Interview Questions:

(1)
(FEAR BB P 8 AT A PP B AR ? AR AT AT X L3P 4 TAE? D

(2)

What is your assessment practice and how do you carry out assessment?

When do you use assessment and for what purposes? (YR{EAT A B A5 FEAT
Pr TAE? REPPAG TAEARER? D

How often do you carry out assessment? (/K% AFATIEN TAE? D

What kind of assessment do you use in your classrooms and why? ({E#(2%

H, URER I — 2R PP TAE 2 AR X L pE 2 )

Where were your assessment tasks from? Which types has more and why? (f}

I TRAR B T4 ? E— PP LLae 2 ? ufh 4 )

In your assessment practice, what are your considerations: such as time,
resources, accountability, students’ needs etc?

(FEARBAT I TAER, IREEE? Fln: w6, WIE, HREE, 245

KR 2SS

(3)

Why do you use these assessment and not others?  (H/R 1] F iX LL 3442 Ay 4

ANHHEARR? D

How do you feel when carrying out these assessment? (FE/R{# FH /347 1X L8

VRO, IR ? )

If you were given the freedom to design assessment, how would it looks like?
BRI RA 40t i 3 B, B ARTRIBR S, IR BRI PR 2 ATRIN

T 2 A5 2 A2 )

How do you deal with these different considerations?
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(PRt A B B AT X L2 W TR ERI AR REE? D

e Do you think there are better assessment practices?(RIA N B4 ISR 77
5?7 )

e Do you seek other alternatives? (f/Rf ikt HAl PRS2 )

e How do you react to these considerations? (X} TIXLER[EHIH &, RA A&
N2 )

(B) Sub-questions for clarification and elaboration:

e Could you explain that further? (/RA] AFFfRREIS £ 2 )

e Could you give me some examples? (fRAEHEAL—L645] 152 )

e What do you mean by that? (/RXFEPFZMHARE? D

e By saying.....do you actually mean/imply that.....? (fRIXFEHE, BAZEK
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Appendix F: Sample of preliminary categories of description

AT | Sets of AT Category 1 Category 2 Category 3

1 Assessment for learning Lack of time to prepare Lack of resources, materials to get ||| Student-centred assessment
vs preparing students for students ready
national examination

2 Current assessment Technical issues of assessment Language assessment approach Subvert traditional language
practice vs their ideal assessment
assessment

3 Assessment literacy vs Lack of time and opportunity to Lack of assessment knowledges, Overturned the conventional
competencies in carrying | improve resources, strategies and tools paradigm of assessment
out quality assessment literacy

4 Formative assessment vs | The amount of assessment needed | The negative effect of assessment || The unbalance assessment
summative assessment to be carried out practice

S/N | Dimension of variations | Category 1 Category 2 Category 3

1 No. of factor(s) surfaced | Single Multiple Multiple and complicated

2 Affective level Receiving Responding Valuing / Organizing
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AT experienced (The “what”)

Three different ways of experiencing AT (The “how”)

AT | Understood | Distinctive AT Fatalistic (fEARBH)) Responsive (FFRZET) Awakening (HEEF))
AT in terms experienced
of
1 | Stakes Assessment for Lack of time to prepare Lack of resources, materials to | Striving toward student-
learning vs preparing students for the national get students ready for national | centred assessment
students for national high stake exam exam
examination
2 | Theoryand Current assessment Technical constraints of Differences in language Subvert traditional language
practice gap practice vs teachers’ assessment in practice assessment approach assessment practice
ideal assessment
3 | Assessment Assessment literacy Lack of time and Lack of assessment Overturned the conventional
literacy requirement vs opportunity to improve knowledges, resources, paradigm of assessment
teachers’ competencies | assessment literacy strategies and tools literacy
in carrying out quality
assessment
4 | Purposes Formative assessment | The overwhelming amount | Cautioned the negative effect | Re-think about assessment

vs summative
assessment

of assessment needed to be
carried out

of assessment

effect in the long run

Dealing with AT

Passive executer (JHH%I
PATHED

Inquisitive practitioner (% [n
(PSR #)

Rational re-conceptualizer (¥

VEREFT S E )
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Summary of outcome space (three different ways of experiencing AT)

Conceptions
of AT

Fatalistic

Responsive

Awakening

(a) Focuses
on

Very obvious factors which were not
within teachers’ sphere of control.
These included lack of time to
prepare quality assessment, technical
issues of assessment, lack of
opportunity to improve teachers’
assessment literacy and the large
amount of assessment tasks in
schools.

Common and explicit factors which
somewhat within teachers’ sphere of
control. These included assessment
resources and materials, language
assessment approach, assessment
knowledge and strategies, the negative
effect of assessment.

Not common and obvious factors which
were not so substantive but philosophical
in nature. Teachers re-think the functions
of assessment, subvert traditional
assessment approach, overturned the
conventional paradigm of assessment
literacy and re-conceptualized the effects
of assessment in the long run.

(b) Affective
level

At the receiving level, teachers were
aware of and could acknowledge the
phenomenon. They were sensitive to
these AT but stayed rather passive in
response to their experiences.

At the responding level, teachers were
more interested in the AT and would
react to this phenomenon in an active
manner. They may complain, question
and even probe further on the current
assessment practice and approach.

At the valuing / organizing level, teachers
were deciding the worth and relevance of
their assessment practice and experience.
They re-examined the meanings behind
these values and were willing to re-
conceptualize their belief and practice
toward assessment.
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Appendix G: Proposed conceptions of assessment tension

Version | Conception A Conception B Conception C
1 Passive Respondent Awakening
2 Passive Respondent Reflective

3 Disempowering Engaging Empowering
4 Disempowering Responsive Empowering
5 Fatalistic Responsive Empowering
6 Fatalistic Responsive Propulsive

7 Static Responsive Propulsive

8 Static Potential Propulsive

9 Stasis, inert Potential Propulsive
10 Inertial Potential Propulsive
11 Inertial Accelerating Propulsive
12 Inertial Exertive Propulsive
13 Passive Exertive Propulsive
14 Passive Responsive Propulsive
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Appendix H: Original Extracts in Chinese

Extract

Teacher

Original transcription

1

C

Teacher C: | never thought of formative or summative
assessment. | don’t really understand these terms. Actually |
think my practice is more ‘exam-oriented’. Because | need
to be accountable to students’ parents. That is when it
comes to exams, school, students will need to know these
exam scope and requirement and so we need to teach them
beforehand, that is to prepare them well for exams.
Therefore, | give them these. Yes, yes that’s why | every time,
that is these assessment, generally are designed according to
the exam, directly related. Yes, | will not, | | seldom do
anything beyond exams, those task-based ones.

REA LI RIL R AEE . XN REANEREXA . Hu®ns
B, B SR LI exam oriented . FUNFRE A 224 I K KAL
RET. B2 R TATE IR, 2EReE, A R IX Ly
] R AAT T2 R A Al ) A e LSRR, R A LA AT 125 2 AT e e 2
AT, BRI TS, SR T EF . BT DAIRGAD
fIIRIX e, XFM, X that's why FRIERAERT, 52 1% Se 34—
R A S B BIERAAT S R S, B EER RN X,

Tz, RIBWAR D LMAR 2 52 1% L R 25K DL /M — 240175 4k
LLAh, AR5

Er, assessment for learning, | think teachers should accept it
with a positive thinking. In other words, we should, firstly, not
waste time and secondly, we should not be asked to see the
effect immediately, | want to see the teaching effect. How do
we not face with the stress of exams? We must overcome
this challenges, use this assessment for learning to let your
teaching to be more fantastic, to be more effective and at
the end their national exams will not be poor. This is my
conclusion; they will not score poorly. It allows me to prepare
my students for exams more confidently. | think that’s really
a way to helping me, my students to do well in the exams.

WL+« A PP FRE A5 300 S 12 L T RIS S AER 3 32 . 0]
WEREAT, B BAZIRN ], 5 WAZTENE, RER
BIHEAROR, BRI RENS TR WE AR 25 i) S IR AN 2 Rl
TR, FXABEEFM LRI . EMER, &
JERASHEZW L XAZRIES, A%, EARZE. e
A TR I RS

My challenge in assessment is how to get at least 50%
distinction in exams. Yes, to do well in the exams. At the end
of the day, the student can use Chinese as a career or
profession, or related to language, you know or be a DJ in a
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radio station. That is big, that is my biggest challenge. | have
not achieved that yet. For example, Desmond Koh. For
example, Huang Shuangxi and so forth. The student can use
Chinese as a tool for their work in future. They have to be
among the best in Chinese. Then | think it will be a big success
in using assessment.

W% 5 K Bk 2 SRt 2 T i 2 B3 2D S0percent distinction M. 25
RS B DL SO N 2 Fll s A 8 TAR R 5 Bl 2 At
LBE RN G BT IAMER, A EREKNIIPRL, TR
GE] . B YRR . B XS A4, AR S RS DL
HSCRAE NI A TR, FRABAR R e B R g A . o158
B2 —AME R R

Language assessment, actually | felt that for each student,
there are great differences among their language ability.
Some are good at speaking. So if for me, | felt it is, our
national assessment in language is looking at listening,
speaking, reading and writing holistically. But | felt some, he
could be one who is just good at speaking. So is there a
possibility that his language ability is mainly exhibited in
speaking? Is like there are many who studied Chinese but at
the end not many turned out to be a writer.

WSV, HSERE AR A AR, AR R A =
S, ARANERYE. PrAm AR A, R, P, &
T8, ATV R BB — s N B S 1
ERPIEAFHE LN, MATRERZ A, ARl D4 4. EE
A AATHENERUE UL, A AR SCRE b e 2 2 AL At
a2 SR IEANTP E R Z 2 RTE,  BlR)a RO TR
B

For example, in Paper 1, | think there is no need to test a
functional writing and a composition. The two parts are
testing the same skills. Because one writing skill, by only test
one component, we actually would be able to know where is
his skill.

FAn Uil —, BT A D B — S SO A — M
o BN EERREN, RESAIH, HSE D2
TE A 4 HE T AR

The current assessment approach is on the listening,
speaking, reading and writing. There can be variations in
between but eventually still on these skills. If you really give
me absolute freedom to think about my ideal assessment, |
think language assessment should include argument as a
mode. Because to argue, that is to let them see the difference
in viewpoints and there will be ‘thought collision’, those are
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inner thinking which need preparations. For example, | can
give a current hot topic and divide the students into groups
for them to prepare the information needed. They need to do
research and present them into sentences and do
presentation. They cannot any how say and thus the
sentences must be refined. So during this process, we can
assess many abilities. How do you cooperate? How do you
do research? How to search on the Internet. And how to write
it out?

PN 7 AR R W] DAESX AN EEAIE |, Wil s 5 XAl AL
FEAEFE T Y, (HR AR R RIS AR R 2530 RV 28 ) L s T

Mo PR EEUNUE A R AR FAR G FRA XA B i, AR
ARSI — e B BOuEE, ROV RIVAESEE
WAER XA KRB — LL30 8, AU X7 AN [ R A e i

fie, fliof BYERRETE, HEMAERBYE, TRIRSYrRE? i
RUCH XA TTRERIUE, W RBATT 22 A A 7K HE SCAE AR LRI e, L
KA IL, FHLFSEARIR AR W IR 1. Hanii
PGl — A, R ? Zefl— A NI, R e
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SEPURL, b ESTARA PR K - BOE, iR Ein g A Z, A
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So for task-based assessment, | think it is very close to
students’ lives and they really are using the language in an
authentic setting. So students need to learn to use. And use
it in their actual lives. | think the listening, speaking, reading
and writing skills need to be tested. How do you test? They
must be able to use, you must be able to use it in an
integrated manner and give them an authentic
environment to activate their language ability to complete
the task. That is the best evidence.

Fit AFRIX AN & — ™ Task-based assessment, 515 & i 5~
ARG, A R T R R TR 1 B B SR 21X R T 1 1

o FTCAZ AR RS T, iR A A . &R AR
AV IR KRB R ERSCBE . 1 H RSS2 S X AN BE 1
B, IREAEEM, MmOAERES . K, M gEE
B, SRIGHEM— A SEPRIR T, b At 25 25 B T R S iR
71, RFEEMIXMES, XA IE

I have this thinking because | found that when students learn,
whether it is language learning or not, actually there is this
‘inner quality’ which, for example, this ‘keep on fighting’
spirit. Because of this quality, so this is also an influencing
factor for him to learn the language. So when you assess or
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help him to improve this inner quality so that he can
transform it into language learning, | think this is it.
Students must have certain inner quality that allow them to
fully capitalise on the assessment given by teachers. If not,
this assessment would be useless.

RONECR DG, 2RSS, NMERIEFIERM A, HefhR
At PP — b A B — R i SR A R o i ART B B A BE AN RiE
g PRI It DA A6 B2 — SRSl (1 15 3052 > ) — 2B 5%
fho ARPPAL B 3 AR THX L8 AL — S8 SR NG, 2R A RE
53 DA AEIX L N RN — b i SR AL B2 3] B, e A2 .
M AR R BOURRA BB S X AR TR, ZAPF
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Language teaching and assessment has to be flexible and
multi-faceted. So | would hope this mini novel teaching can
bring what kind of reading experience to the students, or let
them associate with something in their lives. You mobilize
their emotions and then you allow them to write a
paragraph. They would be able to write. For this test, it is
beyond just language assessment. And it is really practically
assessing how the child’s can allow his emotions to write into
words, about how to express himself. This is very touching.

EAERREIER, (ERB RS A B UK M Ul 45 5
AT AR R AR, B SRR B A dr 2 A AT A K
V8. ARIEBSHMATRIE R, R EAREARAT S H—Bok, ATl Z i
ATBL, TN AR R X AR 1B SCF o TS AR SEAE
R/ NZ B ARSI IS oY, BEARRE, HaiRiEs)
i
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| have these Sec 5 normal students. Oh, that is at the
beginning, | told them the test marks are not important, what
is important is the corrections. Then they didn’t listen. The
second time I told them again but they refused to listen again.
And so the third time. Therefore, | felt that | was wasting their
time, | was doing things which were thought of not
important. Then, | didn’t do it for every question. | still return
their tests and of course in order to make my teaching more
effective and here if | cannot change the students, and they
don’t take your advice and think that it is not important, of
course | have to make changes. So | will perhaps reduce
descriptive feedbacks. So from those important ones, for
example those ABCD questions, | will just tell them the correct
answers. But | used to explain and explain. So if they don’t
listen once or twice, then | will just provide the correct
answers.
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And because of this assessment task, | had an argument with
a parent. Because this parent reprimanded me for giving her
child the “I love kitchen” project. But that student did not do.
Then | told her the child did not do the project but | have to
key in the CA marks. So no marks lah. At the end, the parent
was not happy. That was rather complicated because there
were other things and argument beforehand. Yes, then | told
the parent there will be no mark and so on and | forgot the
details because that was a while ago. At the end, she came
to reprimand me during the parents-teachers’ interaction
day. Then, this parent is really, asked me why | gave her child
this project task, she was very rude. She said “Why do you
give this kind of assignment?” Then she placed her mobile
phone on the desk, “what are you doing? The task you gave
was so very tough. How do you expect my child to do?” Ha, |
was thinking, this is considered tough? Many students had
done that in the past. There is not much requirement in the
project, just so simple with some steps. | didn’t expect you to
cook or stir-fry or fry food. You can do a sandwich-making.
She said | had given a tough job. What do you expect me to
do? How to do? At the end, | didn’t want to argue with her,
so | got Michael (the level head) to talk to her
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So if, 1 was thinking, | was thinking, if our teaching and
assessment can involve parents to give feedbacks, | think it
will be rather good. But this idea will make many teachers
‘jump’. If assessment can involve parents, that is come in to
play a supervision role, | think it will be better. But teachers
may not...... Sometimes, if we let teachers, for example, if
they are bolder enough, that to say, ah, “Dear parents, | am
the CL teacher of 1E1, if there is any gap in my teaching, do
inform me directly”. Ah, then if parents have any feedback,
that is also part of assessment. | am not sure if teachers can
accept this? Interactive. Ah, | did try. | would inform parents
that for this term, | have given ten assignments and so on.
Your child has only handed in three assignments. Could you
help me with the rest? | did this, so if the parents were able
to help me take note of their children’s learning, then they
will be more serious.
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