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School
Catholic Mission School

Background

Apart from the usual difference in levels of  proficiency, diversity displays itself  in 
many facets of  the school. The studentship is a mix of  native and non-native English 
speakers. Students come from various countries and the classrooms are truly multi-
cultural. To cater for their differences in language ability, students are grouped into 
different ability groups for English lessons, the ‘Sun’ (weak) and ‘Star’ (strong) classes.  

Even with such diversity, students do well in English Language. Their Territory-
wide System Assessment (TSA) results are higher than the Hong Kong average and they 
are admitted to secondary schools with higher academic performance because of their 
English Language proficiency. With building on students’ strength in mind, the school 
has made enhancement of self-directed learning one of their major concerns. 

Developing students into self-directed learners is closely related to how assessment 
literate the teachers are. The more a teacher understands how each student performs and 
why some have problems in particular areas, the more he or she can design a curriculum 
that facilitates self-directed learning among the students. Assessment literacy was a timely 
project for teacher development. It was hoped that teachers would (a) be equipped to 
bring formative assessment into the classroom so that it can become a regular practice 
for portfolio building and (b) make use of data to inform student learning, teacher 
teaching and curriculum design.

  

Level
Primary 4 

Strategies Used

1. Needs Analysis: Use of Vocabulary Inventory

When teaching vocabulary items and reading comprehension, it is a common 
tendency to follow the arrangement of the course book units. Little thought is given 
to the level of difficulty for individual students. To enhance students’ learning by not 
repeating the already familiar materials, a Vocabulary Inventory was used to gauge 
students’ prior knowledge of content-related words of the unit in question. Informed 
by what the students had marked on the Vocabulary Inventory, the teachers adjusted 
their teaching to meet the students’ need. In this case, the need is for more advanced 
materials. The following table is a Vocabulary Inventory completed by a student.  

The Starting Point of a Journey
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Based on the information shown in the table and the subsequent quick check, 
the teachers adjusted the pace or focus of their teaching and the contents of learning 
materials.

2. Vocabulary Inventory: An Exit Card Activity

The teachers in this school are thoughtful and resourceful. They expanded 
the Vocabulary Inventory into an exit card activity, inviting students to show their 
understanding of the text alongside the words they had learnt. Part B of Example 2 is 
an example of ‘Assessment for Learning’, with students’ work informing the teacher on 
a reading comprehension exercise, which required students to compare the household 
tools used in the past and those that are used at present. The inventory was also used as 
a learning tool to encourage self-reflection, turning the exit card activity into an exercise 
of ‘Assessment as Learning’. This routine served learning and teaching well even when 
classes had to be conducted online. 

Example 1: Vocabulary Inventory

Example 2: Vocabulary Inventory as a needs analysis activity, even when the classes were conducted 
online
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3. E-learning Tools Turned into Formative Assessment Activities

The essence of formative assessment is constructive feedback, which helps 
advance students’ learning.  The effective use of e-learning activities could achieve the 
same purpose. Not only did they enliven the online classroom, but they also provided 
informative data on student learning. By not stopping the learning process when the 
activity was finished, the teachers took ‘two steps’ further, putting students’ responses 
into a feedback loop to (1) engage the students in reflecting on their own learning and (2) 
examine teachers’ own teaching with the subsequent adjustment of the learning materials 
and mode of delivery. The following shows the tools and strategies employed in the 
English classroom and how they made the learning process more complete.

Example 3: Turning the Vocabulary Inventory into an exit card activity and a tool for 
‘Assessment as Learning’

Example 4: Tools and strategies tried
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Based on the evidence shown in students’ work, the teachers adjusted their pace or 
focus of teaching, consequently enhancing students’ learning through an upward spiral.  
The following examples show extended learning activities that intrigue students, thereby 
unlocking their potential.

Example 5: A student giving an oral presentation as an extended task after finishing 
the course book unit

Example 6: Shaping the next step of  teaching – Teacher assessed students’ understanding from what 
students had written in the graphic organiser and then decided on what follow up activities 

should be assigned
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Example 7: Data and item analysis of  reading comprehension questions and teachers’ 
reflections

4. Item Analysis of Examination Results 

Using item analysis as a means to judge the quality of the test items by examining 
the students’ responses is a surprisingly effective tool.  

It is common practice to think of tests and examinations as summative assessment 
activities which can be put aside after marks have been awarded. Assessment literate 
teachers do not do that. They flipped them into formative assessment by conducting 
data analysis, examining the question types and formats and weighting to find out why 
their students performed the way they did and shaping their next step of teaching. Data 
reveals facts. They help confirm or refute a general impression formed by reading the 
students’ work. The teachers found that one of the most useful tools was item analysis.  
By analysing each test item, they learnt, to their surprise, that some of the questions were 
way above the standard of even the strongest students. The following slides show the 
analysis and the reflections made by the teachers.
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Actions Taken

Planning began after three workshops which were organised for the following 
audiences, (1) all teachers in the school, (2) English teachers and (3) heads of all subject 
panels. They were held respectively in late August and the last day of September 2019.

Three units, one from a reader and two from the course book, were chosen for 
collaborative lesson planning. In between collaborative planning sessions, meetings with 
the panel chair were held to discuss further enrichment activities for the teachers. The 
teachers were proactive and keen to learn more about formative assessment activities.  

Impact

For the teachers, becoming more assessment literate is perhaps the greatest gain 
from this project. 2019/20 was a difficult year due to the COVID-19 pandemic and 
school suspensions, making application of the strategies on online classes and internal 
dissemination across the panels barely possible. However, the teachers made extra efforts 
to experiment with their favourite activities and shared their discoveries with teachers 
of other subject panels. That is the reason why they think of this project as the starting 
point of a journey.  
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1. Student Level

Students rose to the challenge and liked getting involved in the extended activities 
such as oral presentations and written responses to the text they had read. Even with 
online lessons, they were engaged and participated in conversations with their teachers 
and classmates to reflect on their learning. The following showed how the teachers 
responded to students’ requests.

Example 8: Peer evaluation as a first step of  ‘Assessment As Learning’ 

Example 9: Teacher adjusting scheme of  work in response to students’ reflection: 
‘Assessment for Learning’
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2. Teacher Level

The teachers were positive about the project. The following are items they found 
useful and inspiring: (a) formative assessment and the corresponding feedback to 
advance student learning; (b) data analysis of test/exam paper to connect the taught and 
assessed curriculum and (c) making formative assessment a regular classroom practice.  
More than a few of them were enthused by the collaborative lesson planning sessions 
and the materials and suggestions they generated.

Different teachers experimented with different strategies and shared with their 
colleagues during form level meetings. The following is a list of the strategies and 
activities they tried out in their classrooms: (a) giving immediate feedback on students’ 
work and leaving meaningful comments for online classes, (b) using admit-slip and 
exit-card activities to assess students’ learning, (c) using graphic organisers to help 
students understand the text structure, (d) connecting the learning materials to daily life 
experiences and (e) asking relevant high order thinking questions to generate meaningful 
discussions and develop students’ cognitive ability. 

The teachers were positive about the experience. They had a better understanding 
of the learning progress of individual students and learnt to use concrete evidence to 
inform whether adjustment of the teaching focus should be in place. They learnt from 
each other and were ready to try out different strategies and activities.

Example 10: Feedback from teachers
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3. Curriculum Level 

The participating teachers thought of changing the way of teaching readers and 
enriching students’ learning with an extensive range of reading materials.  

They were interested in data analysis and item analysis. After discussing the past 
papers, the teachers liked what they learnt. They made changes in the way they set exam 
questions in the first exam of this academic year. Starting with a blueprint, the exam 
setter made sure that the examination paper included the intended items, the right tools 
and test formats, some authentic materials and a few higher-order thinking questions.  
After the exam, they conducted item analysis to judge the quality of the paper and 
looked for ways to improve learning and teaching. They intend to make alignment of the 
written, taught and assessed curriculum a regular practice.

4. Departmental Level and School Level

‘Assessment Literacy’ is in the plan for teacher development produced by the 
English panel. It is hoped that the experience of the participating teachers can be 
replicated among English teachers who were not part of this project. Equipping teachers 
with the knowledge and skills of ‘Assessment for Learning’ and ‘Assessment as Learning’ 
is important for the teachers so that they can participate in the school’s vision of 
developing the students into self-directed learners. To do that, students must be able to 
reflect on their own learning. ‘Assessment as Learning’ for the students is crucial.  

The school welcomed the CEAL project. Assessment literate teachers are important 
for the realisation of the change of assessment mode in the near future. To allow 
students to develop their potentials to the full, the school is considering to replace the 
common practice of standardised tests with continuous assessment, which includes a 
variety of forms and formats. Assessment activites will be imbedded in the learning 
process. The new policy requires expertise in assessment literacy.

Table: Examples of  forms and formats of  assessment
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Way Forward

The participating teachers felt inspired by the project and considered what they did 
was just the starting point of a journey.  Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, many 
of the strategies and activities were tried out in the online classes as experiments. Then 
the experiments were expanded to include teaching and provide opportunities for 
students to monitor and reflect on their own learning. The students’ performance was 
encouraging and the teachers were delighted to see that some students began to ‘think 
like a real learner’. The following slide summarises their plan for the next academic year.  

If the readers are interested in learning more about assessment literacy, the following 
books are useful references. 

Bachman, L. F., & Palmer, A S. (1996). Language testing in practice: Designing and developing 
useful language tests. Oxford University Press.

Elliot, S. (1998). Curriculum renewal: A case study. ASCD.

Fisher, D., Frey, N., & Hattie, J. (2016). Visible learning for literacy, Grades K-12: 
Implementing the practices that work best to accelerate student learning. Corwin.

McKenna, M. C., & Stahl, K. A. D. (2015). Assessment for reading instruction (3rd ed.). The 
Cuilford Press.

Raczk, B., & Heynolds, P. H. (2010). Guyku: A year of  haiku for boys. HMH Books for 
Young Readers.

Regier, N. (2012): Book Two: 60 formative assessment strategies. Regier Educational Resources.

Tileston, D. W. (2004). What every teacher should know about student assessment. Corwin Press.


