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The historical place of exams in Chinese learning systems
has to be reshaped for today’s world, writes David Carless

Retesting the model

F

rom around 165BC, during
the Han dynasty, formal
oral and written tests were
used in China to select
government officials and
military personnel.
Examinations were
formalised into a complex
and systematic selection
process for entry into the
imperial civil service.
This long history of examinations in
Chinese societies has a strong residual
impact on assessment practices in Hong
Kong. The imperial examination system
was a route for social mobility. Through
exam success, test-takers could obtain a
cherished position in government.
The modern variation is the annual
battle to get a place in first a good
kindergarten, then good primary and
secondary schools, and a fine university. In
such a system, the purpose of education is
to fight your way up to the next rung of the
educational ladder.
In my book, From Testing to Productive
Student Learning, I analyse the impact of
testing on Chinese societies and focus on
how tests can be used to promote effective
student learning.
Effective learning in the 21st century
includes a number of attributes which are
not easy to gauge through traditional pen
and paper examinations: team work,
creativity and lifelong learning.
So, what are some strengths and
weaknesses of tests? Tests can push
students to study; facilitate identification of
their strengths and weaknesses; help to
consolidate learning; and be motivating,
especially for higher-achieving students.
More negatively, tests tend to judge
students rather than support them to
improve their learning. Tests result in a
narrowing of the curriculum, known as
teaching to the test. Valuable skills not
needed for the test tend to be ignored.
Examinations often lead to short-term
memorisation without long-term learning
gains. A cycle of memorising and forgetting
means students can accumulate marks
without productive learning being
achieved. Stress and pressure from tests
can reduce the pleasure of learning, and
discourage learning for its own sake.
In the past 20 years, there have been
various attempts by the government to
reduce the pressure of exams. Some
modest gains have been made. A notable
recent innovation is school-based
assessment, which involves a wider variety
of tasks than conventional pen and paper
examinations.
This is a positive step in diversifying
assessment modes, but can add to the

Effective learning has
attributes that are not
easy to gauge through
pen and paper exams,
such as creativity
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already heavy workload of our teachers. So
what might be done to improve
assessment policy and practice in Hong
Kong? I have four recommendations
related to policy. The first is to build
stronger links between research, policy and
practice. Policy directions could profitably
be informed by local research into good
assessment practices, attuned as they are
to prevailing contextual classroom factors.
Secondly, we should continue to
strengthen the quality of testing, so that
tests encourage the kind of learning
required in today’s world. We need
assessment that emphasises mastery,
rather than short-term performance. We
need more assessment tasks that require
students to express themselves through

extended written communication, rather
than just filling in blanks or completing
multiple-choice items.
Thirdly, we should strengthen
communication with relevant
stakeholders, to ultimately develop more
informed and sophisticated concepts of
testing where the role of assessment as a
tool to enhance learning is prominent.
Fourthly, while Hong Kong has usually
looked to the West for sources of
educational policy, it is also worth
reviewing what is happening elsewhere in
the East. The recent Singaporean
government initiative to discourage exams
in the first year of primary schooling is a
positive example. There seems little
educational rationale for the current heavy
doses of testing in the first year of primary
schooling when students are most
vulnerable.
In relation to practice, I have three
recommendations. Firstly, give more
attention to the learning processes
surrounding tests. For example, teachers
and parents could teach children effective
revision strategies: self-testing through
covering the page rather than solely
reading and re-reading; or identifying the

most challenging aspects of a topic and
focusing on that. Secondly, teachers,
students and parents could make better
use of assessment information to improve
learning after a test. Instead of mainly
focusing on the mark awarded, a key
question is: what have I learnt from my
performance in this test that I can use to do
better next time?
Thirdly, and related to the above, we
need to do more to enable students to be
active consumers of assessment, rather
than its passive victims. Students need to
engage with exemplars and criteria, by
interacting with peers and teachers. They
also need to be taught how to develop skills
in self-evaluation, so they can monitor
critically their work before submitting it for
grading.
If testing is reconfigured and
approached in different ways, it can
become a positive force for productive
student learning.
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Free to exploit

N

o one was seen popping champagne corks or dancing in
the streets after the city was crowned the world’s “freest
economy” by the Heritage Foundation. That’s because
while we may be the “freest” of them all, we don’t seem
to be the happiest.
What is “free” if we can’t earn a decent living? It was only last
summer that a lawmaker had the guts to advocate a HK$20 per
hour minimum wage – a level that is inhumane if we consider how
much things cost nowadays. Now, consider how a portion of our
population has been working for less than that. We are, in fact, so
“free” that the underprivileged have been working for almost
nothing – not exactly something to pat ourselves on the back for.
How truly “free” are we if we are still arguing over a cross-sector
competition law? Doesn’t our experience with enforcing one on
the telecommunications industry already prove such a law works?
If you are a hardcore devotee of Adam Smith or John Stuart
Mill, you’d better stop reading now. But, for the rest of us, the
realists, we know Hong Kong’s “free market” doesn’t exactly
belong to the common folk. The world’s “freest” market is also a
centre of cross-sector oligopolies and cartels, where competitors
who dare to enter their “free market” can be snuffed out as they
freely restrict supplies and refuse lease applications.
Perfect competition rarely occurs in real life and that is why
laws – however imperfect – have become the second-best option
used to regulate anti-competitive conduct. And in Hong Kong,
where we have the luxury of having very little corruption, and a
strong judiciary and institutions, there is little reason to believe
that competition legislation could be a barrier to entry.
Critics – mostly representing the “already-in-business”
business interests – have unleashed their fury over the proposed
competition law. We are “competitive enough”, they say, so we
don’t need the law. Well, we also have a phenomenally low crime
rate, but we still need laws and the police.
They, claiming to speak on behalf of small and medium-sized
enterprises, say that the law, however unintended, entraps
businesses by misconstruing
“traditional business practices” to be
anti-competitive behaviour.
And yet, we recognise that
misconstruction is their classic modus
operandi: invoke fear to deflect from
the real issue. These are the same
people who argue that in order for
Hong Kong to maintain
competitiveness, the only option, if a
minimum wage must be adopted, is to
set it at a really low level. But when
asked about protecting competition,
...................................... they talk about family business
traditions. Saying that the law
victimises SMEs follows the same crazy logic of saying that tougher
drink-driving penalties hurt the poor professional drivers who
insist they drink and drive. If SMEs take part in anti-competitive
behaviour, they should not be exempted from legal repercussions
that larger corporations face because “that’s how things have been
done”. Slave labour may be great for profits, but no one in the
civilised world would consider it a proud tradition to keep.
Perhaps the proposed legislation can be more specific, but we
should keep in mind that overly detailed laws are the most
ineffective because they have the most technical loopholes. And as
it is, our lawmakers estimate that it will take them until the spring
of next year at the earliest to finish reading the bill, which was
tabled only after more than a decade of work; any further delay
could effectively kill it.
Laws aren’t static, so it is safe to assume that the competition
legislation will evolve with time to reflect the evolving needs,
conditions and values of society.
Our conservative friends at the Heritage Foundation would like
us to put our trust entirely in the free market and submit ourselves
to the invisible hand. But if we, in order to be considered “free”, are
required to be deregulation fanatics, then we should feel no ill
when the latest property market offering – The Icon – becomes the
icon of “con”, epitomising the true evils of inadequate regulation.

For the rest of
us, the realists,
we know Hong
Kong’s ‘free
market’ doesn’t
belong to the
common folk
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Sweetener that would
be a breath of fresh air

Japan should concede
the Diaoyus to China

Knowledge beyond
the ivory towers
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Mike Rowse
Financial Secretary John Tsang
Chun-wah is appealing for ideas for
his upcoming budget and already
the newspapers are filled with the
usual round of leaks. These strike an
entertaining balance between
solemn announcements that there
won’t be any sweeteners because
this would be wrong in principle,
and equally – or perhaps more –
authoritative rumours about what
the sweeteners will actually be.
Another subject dominating
headlines is the perennial one of
Hong Kong’s air pollution.
Throughout last year, we had regular
and frequent warnings from the
government itself that the air we
breathe is hazardous to health. And
the new chairman of the American
Chamber of Commerce in Hong
Kong said in his inaugural address
two weeks ago that 93 per cent of his
members had named air pollution
as their biggest concern. Rob
Chipman is unusually well qualified
to confirm the seriousness of the
situation because he runs a large
relocation firm.
Apart from pollution arising from
power generation, which is being
addressed via the new schemes of
control, the biggest source of locally
generated pollution is vehicular
traffic. And the worst offenders are
buses and heavy goods vehicles that
meet only early European standards
or even – incredibly – not even
those.
Let’s start with the bus
companies, because our negotiating
position is stronger as they operate
under franchises granted by the
government. Starting immediately,

the government should introduce a
programme to buy up all the old
buses in phases and replace them
with new ones that meet the highest
environmental standards. The new
buses would become part of the
fleets of bus companies but the
companies would not be allowed to
earn a return on these assets at the
price actually paid by the
government.
So, there should be no adverse
effect on shareholders’ returns and

Starting immediately,
the government
should buy up all the
old buses in phases
and replace them

......................................................
no impact on fares. And all the
haggling over who should make
what contribution to the clean-up
would be kicked into touch.
Now for the goods vehicles. Our
hand is weaker here because there is
no franchise, but we should keep in
mind that our priority is to get these
vehicles off the road if they cause
serious pollution.
We should use our imagination.
The various voluntary schemes have
not worked. Let us assume that the
working life of a vehicle is 20 years
(the Transport Department can give
us a more accurate figure and the
exact programme can be adjusted
accordingly).
If your vehicle is over 15 years old,
you will be given notice that its
licence will not be renewed for use

in a year’s time. You can either
dispose of it outside Hong Kong, or –
if you come forward within the next
year and surrender the vehicle – the
government will contribute twothirds of the cost of a new one (onethird grant, one-third interestbearing loan). If the vehicle is 10
years old, you can enjoy the same
package, except the interest rate will
be concessionary. The vehicle will
not be relicensed in its 15th year.
The government would then
have the task of disposing of
thousands of old vehicles. The really
dodgy ones should simply be
scrapped. Others could perhaps be
put to use in other communities
with a less urbanised setting, to
replace even worse polluters
currently operating.
This is a conceptual outline and
much work would need to be done
to fine-tune the scheme. But it could
be done if we put our minds to it.
How much would such a
programme cost? Many billions of
dollars no doubt, but compared to
some of the other things we have
spent money on recently, and will
no doubt be asked to approve in the
budget, this would be money well
spent. Cough if you agree.
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Brad Williams
Tokyo’s recent plan to deploy troops
to islands near China raises the
prospects of more confrontation
with Beijing. But does this move
serve Japan’s broader strategic
interests? It may be time for Tokyo to
think the unthinkable and consider
the merits of handing over the
Diaoyu Islands, which the Japanese
call the Senkakus, to China.
The Japanese government
should consider compromising in
the territorial dispute because of the
shift in power relations between the
two countries. China’s rapid
economic and military growth has
come at a time of unprecedented
socio-economic decline in post-war
Japan. While China is not without its
own problems, Japan has been
unable to craft durable solutions for
its long-standing woes.
Of course, the power shift alone
is not reason enough for territorial
concession; Japanese leaders should
consider what is taking place in
Chinese society.
Though the Communist Party
can be credited with putting China
on the path to prosperity, its rule
rests on shaky foundations. It has
had to resort to a potentially
unstable mix of development and
nationalism to maintain control.
Many young Chinese are
increasingly being inculcated with
staunchly nationalistic views. These
firebrands will one day replace the
present batch of adroit and
pragmatic technocrats, and in doing
so could help push Chinese foreign
policy in a more assertive direction.
Any Japanese concession over
the islands could generate large
reservoirs of goodwill among the
Chinese who, rightly or wrongly, see
the territorial dispute in the

emotion-charged context of past
Japanese aggression.
Moreover, Japan doesn’t really
need the islands, to which neither it
nor China have unquestionable
historical and legal claims. Japanese
fishermen might feel aggrieved by
the loss but they could still gain
access to important fisheries.
For some, ceding control of the
islands would increase China’s
strategic footprint in the region.
However, even without those
islands, China already possesses the
ability to harass enemy shipping in
the East and South China Seas.
Such a grand gesture from Japan
would not automatically guarantee
smooth relations. The Chinese
public would need to be made
aware of the Japanese generosity
and not be led to think the
compromise was inevitable.
Any decision to hand over the
islands would be immensely
unpopular in Japan. It would most
certainly earn the ire of Japanese
nationalists who might threaten to
sabotage such a move. Any such
anger, however, would subside. It is
better to aggravate a few thousand
Japanese rightists today than
continue to create conditions for the
rise of potentially millions of antiJapanese nationalists in China.
A Japanese handover of the
disputed islands would encounter
obstacles but would probably take
the steam out of virulent antiJapanese sentiments in China and
would be a first step in helping both
nations move beyond the distrust
and acrimony of the past.
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Robert Shiller
We are in the midst of a boom in
popular economics: books, articles,
blogs, public lectures, all followed
closely by the general public.
I recently participated in a panel
discussion of this phenomenon at
the American Economic Association
annual meeting. An apparent
paradox emerged: this boom comes
at a time when the public seems to
have lost faith in professional
economists, because almost all of us
failed to predict, or even warn of, the
current economic crisis.
So, why is the public buying
more books by professional
economists? The most interesting
explanation I heard was that
economics has become more
interesting.
And, in truth, the public is right:
while there is a somewhat scientific
basis for models that run economic
forecasts, they can go spectacularly
wrong. Sometimes we need to turn
off autopilot and think for ourselves.
The panellists all said, in one way
or another, that popular economics
facilitates an exchange between
specialised economists and the
broader public – a dialogue that has
never been more important.
Until recently, many professional
economists would be reluctant to
write a popular book. Certainly, it
would not be viewed favourably in
considering a candidate for tenure
or a promotion. Worse, at least until
recently, a committee evaluating an
economist would probably think
writing a popular economics book
that does not repeat the received
wisdom of the discipline might even
be professionally unethical.
Imagine how the medical
profession would view one of its
members who recommended to the

public some therapy that had not yet
passed scrutiny from the
appropriate authorities. There is a
rigorous process of scholarly review
of proposed new therapies.
Circumventing that process and
promoting new, untested ideas to
the public is unprofessional.
In the decades before the current
financial crisis, economists
gradually came to view themselves
and their profession in the same
way, encouraged by research trends.
The crisis delivered a fatal blow
to that overconfidence in scientific
economics. It is not just that the
profession didn’t forecast the crisis.
Their models, taken literally,
sometimes suggested that a crisis of
this magnitude couldn’t happen.
The relatively few professional
economists who warned of the
current crisis were people, it seems,
who not only read the scholarly
economics literature, but also
brought into play more personal
judgment. Their views could never
be submitted to a scholarly journal
and evaluated the way a new
medical procedure is. There is no
established scientific procedure that
could prove their validity.
Of course, economics is in many
ways a science, and the work of our
scholars and their computer models
really does matter.
But, to me, part of the process of
pursuing the inexact aspects of
economics is speaking honestly to
the broader public, looking them in
the eye, learning from them, reading
the e-mails they send, and then
searching one’s soul to decide
whether one’s favoured theory is
really close to the truth.
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