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GLOSSARY 

Norm-referenced Approach 

An approach to assessment where students are scaled against other students. There are a pre-

determined number of students in each grade range and there is a limit placed on the number of 

students who can reach top grade. 

Criterion-referenced Approach  

An approach to assessment where students receive a grade based on their own performance. 

There is no pre-determined number of students in each grade and there is no limit placed on the 

number of students who can reach top grade. 

Standards-referenced Approach  

A form of a criterion-referenced assessment. Students are scaled against well-defined content 

standards, i.e. curriculum frameworks (what students should know) and performance standards 

(how much of the content standard students should attain) at various grade levels. 

Criteria 

What students should know. In Japanese, 規準 (‘kijun’ formally, ‘nori-jun’ informally).  

Standards 

How much students should attain. In Japanese, 基準 (‘kijun’ formally, ‘moto-jun’ informally).   

The Course of Study 

A set of curriculum guidelines and course descriptions for the instruction issued and revised 

every ten years by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT).  

Four evaluation perspectives  

Japanese system of measuring students’ learning employed since 1992. In English teaching, 

these are: Interests, willingness and a positive attitude; Ability to express; Ability to understand; 

and Knowledge and understanding. Similar concepts are applied to all subjects.  

Letter grades 

Grades given to the four evaluation perspectives: A (high), B (satisfactory) and C (poor).   

Numerical grades 

The final assessment grades: 5 (outstanding), 4 (high), 3 (satisfactory), 2 (poor) and 1 (limited). 
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ABSTRACT 

In recent years, assessment policies and practices in language teaching programs worldwide 

have been changing in a number of ways at both system and classroom levels. To improve 

efficiency and effectiveness, some countries have introduced standardised tests and others 

have introduced outcome-based approaches which use teacher-conducted assessments as a 

basis for reporting learners’ progress and achievement against system-wide or national 

standards. It is particularly worth noting that assessment is currently moving away from the use 

of standardised multiple-choice tests to more complex performance-based assessments. This 

paradigm shift has led to changes in assessment approaches from a norm-referenced grading 

to a criterion-referenced grading. Japan is one of a number of countries that has introduced a 

criterion-referenced approach to assessment.  

This research case study investigates a criterion-referenced assessment system implemented 

in 2004 for English at lower secondary schools in Japan. The study examines the perceptions 

held by English teachers about the new assessment system, the way the assessment has 

impacted on their practices and the basis of their decisions about assessing students’ 

achievement. Data sources include policy documents, teacher questionnaires, interviews with 

teachers and non-teaching educators, and teaching and assessment materials. These data are 

examined using a qualitative and interpretive approach. The study focuses on the assessment 

implementation process itself and on the subsequent changes that need to be further adapted 

by the teachers as they enact the new policies. It defines the kind of support teachers need in 

order to practice consistent and valid assessment.  

The conclusions from the study support the findings of other similar studies and suggest that 

changing one component on its own can not bring about a change. The findings suggest that it 

is important that a proposed innovation ensures the harmonious relationship amongst key 

components such as curriculum/syllabus, teaching materials, and examinations, and is 

grounded in local experience and educational realities in order to prevent conflict situations 

arising. They suggest that it is necessary to take time to develop a good understanding of key 

concepts embedded in the innovation, to examine teacher factors such as their beliefs and 

teaching practice, and to provide teachers with ongoing professional development, in the 

process of implementing the innovation. The study concludes with recommendations for a 

successful implementation of a new assessment system, and with a reflection on the bilingual 

research process.  
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Chapter 1 From a norm-referenced to a criterion-referenced 
 assessment: introduction to this study 

 
 

1.1 Background of assessment innovation in Japan 

This research is a case study of an assessment innovation in the educational system in Japan. 

A criterion-referenced approach to assess students’ achievement was drawn up in 2000 and 

was enforced in 2004 by the Japanese government at lower secondary school level. Though it 

had been already implemented at primary school and upper secondary school levels, the lower 

secondary school level prior to 2004 has been left untouched. Lower secondary school 

education plays a crucial educational role, as it is the last three years of nine years of 

compulsory education and the assessment marks given by lower secondary schools are used 

for selection purposes when students enter upper secondary schools.  

Criterion-referenced approach to assessment was introduced to lower secondary school despite 

such a criticality, as it was believed that it provides much more explicit information on students’ 

progress and achievement than norm-referenced assessment. It was also believed that the 

explicit information assists teachers to help their students with their learning. Until 2004, 

students’ achievement at lower secondary level had been assessed by a norm-referenced 

approach and students had been scaled against other students. There were a pre-determined 

number of students in each grade range (see Table 1.1) and there was a limit placed on the 

number of students who could be granted the top grade. In a criterion-referenced approach, on 

the other hand, students receive a grade based on their own performance (see Table 1.1). The 

table 1.1 shows the comparison. 

Table 1.1 Grade allocations (Note: Grade 5 is the top grade) 

 Norm-referenced Criterion-referenced 
(drawn up in 2000, enforced in 2004) 

Grade 5 top 7% of students 85% of achievement or more 
Grade 4 next 24% 75% - 84% 
Grade 3 next 38% 55% - 74% 
Grade 2 next 24% 40% - 54% 
Grade 1 last 7% less than 40% 

 
In criterion-referenced assessment, teachers are now forced to develop tools and procedures 

for monitoring, recording and assessing students’ progress and achievement in the classroom 

on a more systematic and formal basis. Teachers are required to assess students’ achievement 

in terms of four evaluation perspectives defined in the national curriculum guidelines. This set of 

curriculum guidelines and course descriptions for the instruction is called The Course of Study, 
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and it is issued and revised every ten years by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, 

Science and Technology (MEXT). The current Course of Study (so called The New Course of 

Study) is the one implemented from 2002 under the comprehensive five-day school week 

system. In The New Course of Study, students’ learning is assessed from four evaluation 

perspectives which were introduced in 1992. Up until then, the four evaluation perspectives 

employed in English were the four macro skills of listening, speaking, reading and writing. In 

1989, however, the government officially placed pedagogical emphasis on the development of 

students’ communicative ability (i.e. speaking and listening skills) and entreated teachers to 

develop students’ “positive attitudes towards communicating in English”. It was a landmark 

decision in the history of English language education in Japan. The new four evaluation 

perspectives introduced in 1992 and practiced since then are as shown in Table 1.2. 

Table 1.2 Four evaluation perspectives in English language 

Pre-1992 
 

 Post 1992  
(drawn up in 1989, implemented in 1992) 

Reading  Interest, willingness and a positive attitude toward 
communicating in a foreign language 

Writing  Ability to express oneself in a foreign language 
Listening  Ability to understand a foreign language 
Speaking  Knowledge and understanding of language and culture 

 

As mentioned above, education in Japan has been experiencing a transition period with respect 

to both pedagogy and the assessment system. English language education in particular has 

been experiencing great change in its practice. My observation suggests that the criterion-

assessment has brought a great pressure onto teachers’ professional practice as it leaves 

assessment marks to teachers’ discretion. Assessment is great concern of students and, 

needless to say, their parents, and the responsibility for this assessment is off-loaded onto 

teachers and now appears at times to overwhelm them.  

There was not a huge impact on teaching practice when the four evaluation perspectives 

currently employed were introduced in 1992. That was because assessment was conducted by 

norm-referenced grading and teachers did not have to monitor, record and assess students’ 

progress and achievement in the classroom on a systematic and formal basis. My experience 

indicates that teachers did not pay much attention to the four perspectives when assessing 

students’ achievement. However, in the criterion-referenced assessment brought in in 2004, the 

four evaluation perspectives became key factors in the process of the assessment. As they are 

not as simple as the previous ones (i.e. four macro skills), a good understanding of the four 

perspectives becomes crucial, and teachers are required to know what to assess and how to 

assess and, importantly, to be equipped with adequate achievement/performance standards.  
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The criterion-referenced assessment has particularly influenced teachers’ role as assessors, 

that is to say, test designers. For example, tests are to consist of questions from the four 

perspectives and all questions have to be categorised into one of the four perspectives. 

Students’ achievement is usually assessed by several tests each term, which are three to five 

formative assessments (i.e. unit tests covered in the term) and two summative assessments 

(i.e. mid-term test and end of term test). Letter grades such as A, B and C are given to each 

evaluation perspective in each test (see Table 1.3). At the end of the term, the average of the 

letter grades is taken in each evaluation perspective, and the final assessment grades, which 

are numerical grades, are determined (see Table 1.3). Perspective 1 (interest, willingness and a 

positive attitude toward communicating in a foreign languages), however, cannot be assessed 

in paper tests so that teachers need to develop new alternative assessment forms and 

methods. This aspect of the assessment appears to make the assessment more intricate. 

Overall, as this research indicates, the newly introduced assessment appears not to be “user-

friendly” to teachers.  

Table 1.3 Two grade types employed in the new assessment  

 Letter Grade  
 (In each evaluation perspective)  

  Numerical Grade   
 (Final assessment grade) 
 5 (85% of achievement or more)  A (high: 80%of achievement or more)  4 (75% - 84%) 
 3 (55% - 74%)  B (satisfactory: 50% - 79%)  2 (40% - 54%) 

 C (poor: less than 49%) 

 

 1 (less than 40%) 
 

In summary, this research concerns an assessment innovation in the educational system in 

Japan. The research focuses particularly on assessment of English at lower secondary school 

level. The research arises from my own professional experience as a teacher of English in 

Japan, and of Japanese in Australia. It investigates teachers’ perceptions and practice of the 

new assessment approach, focusing on their role as assessors and test designers within the 

new criterion-referenced assessment system.  

1.2 Rationale and significance of the research 

This research project is significant because it investigates teacher-conducted assessment, 

which has high stakes. Assessment marks determined by teachers not only inform students and 

their parents of students’ achievement but also determine which students will be allowed to 

enter high schools. At the end of compulsory education (Year 3 in a junior high school in Japan, 

which is equivalent to Year 9 in Australia), teachers give students academic counseling and 

stream them into stratified high schools on the basis of the assessment marks they receive. 

Students who want to enter public high schools then sit for a test (hereafter, external test) set by 

local government. The decision on which students can enter public high schools is made by a 



Chapter 1 
 
 

 
 

4 

50-50 combination of the external test mark and the internal assessment mark (that is, the 

school-based teacher-conducted assessment mark). It is therefore necessary that assessment 

marks made by teachers are reliable and valid and should not disadvantage any students. It is 

thus important to either confirm that the internal assessment marks are founded on professional 

judgment, or to find out why teachers are not able to practice valid assessment. In the case of 

the latter, it is also necessary to determine what support teachers need to enable them to 

develop this professional judgment.  

This research project is also significant because it investigates teaching practice in relation to 

assessment. The new assessment has a great influence on the tests teachers design. Since 

tests are powerful determinations of what happens in the classroom, assessment has a 

dynamic relationship with teaching and learning practice. By examining the teacher-designed 

tests, it could be possible to see how this new assessment is practiced at the implementation 

level. The four perspectives employed in the new assessment aim to develop students’ 

communicative ability and positive attitudes towards communicating in English. They aim to 

promote a more communicative approach and to emphasise the development of speaking and 

listening skills in the classroom. A criterion-referenced approach to assessment itself, in 

principle, aims at providing much more explicit information on students’ progress and 

achievement than norm-referenced does. It seeks to improve the quality of teaching to facilitate 

students’ learning. Therefore, it is important to investigate if in reality the new assessment 

functions in those ways. If not, it is important to find out why and what hinders this process.  

The rationale underpinning this research is thus the importance and necessity of examining 

teachers’ perceptions and their practice of the new assessment innovation. Teachers are 

central to the educational process and are central contributors to successful innovations. Top-

down innovation does not bring the expected results if it fails to gain teacher commitment to the 

innovation. In order to bring the expected results in the innovation, it is necessary to monitor 

and evaluate the process of the innovation from the perspective of the end users, i.e. from the 

teacher’s perspective. Therefore, this research will focus on teachers and their professional 

practice of assessment. It will investigate how teachers perceive and react to a new assessment 

system and how they are dealing with it. The research will characterise the changes and 

challenges caused in their teaching practice and will pursue the following questions: 

1. How are teachers responding to the new assessment system? What changes have been 

caused in their teaching practice and what problems are they facing? 

2. What is the basis of teachers’ decisions about assessing students’ achievement? How could 

teachers practise more consistent and valid assessment? 

This practice-based research articulates what is happening based on teachers’ own voices. It 

identifies themes within teachers’ insider perspectives on the innovation and the impact on their 
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teaching practices (for example, their teaching plans, lesson objectives, types and numbers of 

assessment tasks and the standards against which students are assessed). The research 

detects problems as well as internal and external constraints. It clarifies the bases which inform 

teachers’ decisions about assessing students’ learning - teachers’ knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, 

expectations of students, skills in test designing (e.g. forms and content of the test), and 

evaluation of the external test and of the innovation as a whole. It is hoped that this research will 

inform bureaucrats, policy-makers, textbook designers and external test designers of how they 

can support the innovation, so that it can be more efficiently and effectively implemented. 

Hopefully, this research will benefit a number of people. Firstly, it will benefit teachers, who are 

the practitioners of the innovation and are in the frontline of the change in assessment policy. 

They are the ones to face the problems caused by any gap between the new ideas and existing 

realities. However, changing the assessment landscape affects teachers’ roles, and teachers 

are not in a position to inform the bureaucrats of the problems they face and what support they 

need. On the other hand, the bureaucrats including policy-makers working for the innovation 

lack a grassroots understanding of pedagogical practice. They may not understand teachers 

and learner beliefs or the pedagogical constraints facing innovation. Therefore, this research will 

provide government officials with a better understanding of pedagogical practice and hopefully it 

will generate appropriate support from them. By building a bridge between these two parties, 

this research will ultimately benefit students and will allow students to be assessed more 

consistently and validly.   

This research study also has broader significance in that the findings have potential for transfer 

to other similar contexts. This research is primarily a study of an innovation outcome and the 

outcomes of this research study are primarily relevant for the Japanese teachers and policy 

makers involved with this particular assessment innovation. However, the study also raises 

questions about the relationship between educational and cultural contexts and teachers’ 

assessment beliefs, attitudes and practices, and so the focus on assessment in Japan can be 

seen as an instance of this larger topic, and may be of relevance to contexts beyond Japan. 

This research also contributes to understandings of how teachers deal with curriculum 

innovation, and this may also have implications for wider contexts.  

1.3 The researcher’s perspectives 

This research is a result of my bilingual and bicultural knowledge of both the Japanese and 

Australian assessment systems. As this research study is largely qualitative, there could be a 

possible influence of the researcher’s self on the interpretation of the event and phenomenon. In 

this project, however, my experience is a strength. The very nature of being bilingual and 

bicultural greatly advantages me in the conduct of this project. Firstly, I understand the 

educational system in Japan, as I was a teacher of English language at public junior high 
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schools for 16 years. Secondly, I am now outside of Japanese system. My perspective has 

moved from that of an insider to that of an outsider, and so I can now critique the system from 

an outsider’s view. Thirdly, I know the New South Wales’ system, where a standard-referenced 

approach is employed to assess students’ learning. I have taught Japanese language at 

secondary schools in NSW, Australia for almost 7 years. Japanese is a foreign language in 

Australia just as English is a foreign language in Japan. There are also similarities in how a 

foreign language is positioned.  

In summary, my experience puts me in an advantageous position to investigate this research 

topic and, with these strengths, I am in a favourable position to examine the new assessment 

system in Japan, and to investigate the nature and complexity of the teachers’ challenges the 

new assessment system raises. 

1.4 The organisation of this thesis 

Because this thesis is a case study involving qualitative research and very close analysis of the 

data, it includes quite detailed information. Such form of the presentation of case studies has 

advantages. It “reduces the dependence of the reader upon unstated implicit assumptions ….. 

and makes the research process itself accessible” (Adelman, Jenkins and Kemmis 1980 cited in 

Cohen, Manion & Morrison 1997, p.123). To help the reader, the remaining chapters of this 

thesis are therefore organised as follows: 

Chapter 2 is a literature review and situates the thesis in the broader context. Chapter 3 is an 

overview of the research design of this study. Chapters 4 to 9 present the outcomes of this 

research. Chapter 4 focuses on five policy documents, describes relevant events in a 

chronological order and concludes with a summary. Chapters 5 to 7 address the findings from 

teacher questionnaires and teacher interviews. Chapter 5, which is the first of these three 

chapters, is a summary chapter. Chapters 6 and 7 provide further details of both questionnaire 

and interview responses and both begin with a summary. Chapters 5 to 7 are organised in this 

way in order to help the reader cope with the amount of data and to access to the data more 

meaningfully. Hopefully this will assist the reader to follow more easily the development of ideas 

emerging from the data. Chapter 8 presents the analysis of interviews with non-teaching 

educators and Chapter 9 discusses teaching and assessment materials. Both chapters also 

begin with a summary. The thesis ends with Chapter 10, which presents the conclusions from 

the thesis.  
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Chapter 2 Putting the research in the context of the field:  
 a survey of relevant literature 

 
 

2.1 Introduction to relevant literature 

Within the last twenty years or so, assessment policies and practices in language teaching 

programs worldwide have changed in a number of ways, both at system and classroom level 

(Brindley 1997). To improve efficiency and effectiveness, some countries have introduced 

standardised tests and others have introduced outcome-based approaches, which use teacher-

conducted assessments, as a basis for reporting learners’ progress and achievement against 

system-wide or national standards. The latter is referred to as standards-referenced 

assessment, which is a form of criterion-referenced assessment.   

Assessment has tended to be used as either a synonym for testing/evaluation or a broader 

collection of measurement techniques. Lynch (2001) defines assessment as the systematic 

gathering of information for purposes of making decisions or judgments about individuals, and 

this definition positions standardised tests as a subordinate term of assessment. In this study, 

therefore, the term assessment is used in the sense of the superordinate term for a range of 

procedures that includes tests, other measurement procedures and non-quantitative 

procedures. Whilst standardised tests tend to rely solely on a set of scores, assessment 

employs not only a set of scores but also a form of qualitative profile which could be used to 

estimate and report students’ learning and achievement.  

For many years, much language testing research has been about standardised, high-stake 

testing and has ignored classroom contexts (McNamara 2001). Until recently, assessment, with 

specific reference to teaching and learning in language classroom, has remained relatively 

unresearched (Rea-Dickins 2004). Despite the increasing moves around the world to adopt 

school-based assessment for high-stakes summative purposes, the role of teacher-assessor in 

classroom-based assessment has received relatively little attention in the research literature in 

English language education (Davison 2004). In short, classroom assessment has been outside 

the mainstream of language testing research so that there are few research studies on teacher-

conducted assessment. 

This chapter first examines the testing and innovation literature and the research studies to see 

what has been done and what implications there are for this research study. The Hong Kong 

context is examined in particular since many research studies have been carried out in the field 

of standardised test innovation and these will offer further insights into the current research. The 

chapter continues with a survey of the assessment literature with a focus on the theory and 
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practice of classroom, teacher-conducted assessment. A particular focus is the Australian 

context, where teachers work with state-wide standards-referenced assessment frameworks. 

Standards-referenced assessment is a recent variation of criterion-referenced assessment so 

studying the Australian context may offer insights into criterion-referenced assessment 

frameworks and their implementation. The chapter then discusses research studies which 

originate in a Japanese context in relation to entrance exams for universities and teaching 

methodology innovation at senior high school level in order to understand the research context 

of this study. It concludes with a summary of key points that are relevant for this research.  

2.2 Testing 

Tests are powerful determinations of what happens in the classroom (Alderson & Wall 1993). It 

is natural that what is assessed is what is valued, which becomes what is taught (McEwan 1995 

cited in Cheng 2000). Teachers want students to perform well on tests because they are judged 

by their students’ performance in exams. Accordingly teachers tend to focus a significant portion 

of their instructional activities on the knowledge and skills assessed by tests. If teachers know 

the content of a test and/or the format of a test, they will teach their students accordingly; that is, 

they will teach to a test (Swain 1985).  

The influence of testing on teaching and learning is referred to as ‘washback or backwash’ 

(Hughes 1989). For many years, washback effect of testing was assumed to be harmful and, 

indeed, such negative perceptions are still commonplace. It is claimed that teaching to the test 

has significant undesirable effects, such as skewing scores, invalidating the test, promoting 

convergent thinking, promoting learning that may be obsolete, excluding the arts and 

extracurricular activities, promoting didactic instruction over discovery learning, involving only 

short-term memory, and excluding higher-order thinking skills (Kaufhold 1998). In short, tests, 

such as centralised, standardised tests in most cases, encourage the most mechanical, boring 

and debilitating forms of teaching and learning (Oxenham 1984).  

The reason for the persistence and widespread nature of this problem is the existence of high 

stakes testing (Wall 2000). High stakes tests refer to tests which are used to make important 

decisions and whose results immediately and directly affect students, teachers, administrators, 

parents or the general public (Madaus 1988). In the 1990s, the impact of high stakes tests on 

the classroom particularly attracted attention (Wall 2000). Deliberate attempts to engineer 

change in language teaching and learning by modifying high-stakes public examinations have 

been made by bureaucrats and policy-makers in many countries which have a centralised 

education system, such as Israel, Sri Lanka and Hong Kong.  

The studies of the washback of such tests have been led by ‘measurement-driven’ reform and 

recent developments in language testing (Cheng 2000). Measurement-driven reform refers to 

the use of tests as a means of promoting student learning. Measurement-driven (or directed) 

instruction is advocated by Popham (1987). High stakes tests markedly influence teaching and 
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hence learning, so assessment is a powerful tool for educational reform; that is, according to 

Pearson (1988), washback can be utilised as a ‘lever for change’. The belief of those who 

advocate measurement-driven instruction is that changing the assessment system is the 

quickest way to change student learning (Elton and Laurillard 1979). The ultimate goal of the 

change is to generate maximum student learning.  

Washback has been studied and discussed extensively for the last two decades in general 

education literature, language education literature and language testing literature (see, for 

example, Madaus 1988; Alderson & Wall 1993; Shohamy 1996; Bailey 1996; Messick 1996; 

Hamp-Lyons 1997; Cheng 1997, 1998, 1999, 2000; Wall 2000; Andrews, Fullilove, and Wong 

2002). Whilst the use of tests as a means of promoting learning, teaching and curriculum 

innovation has become increasingly common (Andrews et al 2002), measurement-driven 

approach, based on the possibility to exploit the power of high stakes tests to the positive ends, 

is strongly opposed by some scholars, such as Madaus, Shepard, and Shohamy (Andrews et al 

2002). (This is further discussed in the next section.) 

2.2.1 Research studies on standardised tests  

The washback effects of different types of tests in different areas of the world have been 

investigated by empirical studies. In the washback literature, the often-cited idea that testing 

influences teaching and learning is questioned. It is becoming apparent that the issue of 

washback is more complicated than was previously assumed and that washback is both a 

complex and an ill-defined phenomenon. In other words, there is not a simple and direct 

relationship between testing and teaching and learning. Testing thus is only one of the factors 

which have an impact on teaching and learning, so a test on its own cannot bring about a 

change.  

Shohamy (1993, 1996), Alderson and Wall (1993, 1996) and Cheng (1995, 1998, 1999 and 

2000) have investigated how a high-stakes test or a formal system of examination has impacted 

on curricula content and classroom materials and activities. These studies have found different 

washback patterns, including no washback effects. In Israel, for instance, Shohamy’s (1996) 

study reveals that the washback effect is highly dependent on many factors, such as the status 

of the language and the use of the test. She argues that tests should not be viewed as the 

primary tool through which changes in the educational system can be introduced, and that it is 

also necessary to change other educational components such as curricula or teacher training 

(Shohamy 1993). In Sri Lanka, Alderson and Wall’s (1993) study reports that, against 

innovators’ expectations, the exams themselves, perhaps all exams, might influence what 

teachers teach but do not and cannot determine how they teach, cannot bring about the 

washback intended, nor achieve curricular innovation (Alderson and Wall 1993). In Hong Kong, 

Cheng’s (1995) study also reports similar findings. Cheng asserts that, in Hong Kong where 

textbooks play a key role as curriculum, washback effect works quickly to bring about changes 
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in teaching materials but works slowly in regard to teaching methods. To summarise, these 

studies indicate that changing an exam might change the form of teaching, but does little to 

change the substance of teaching. They claim that policy makers in central agencies use the 

power of tests to manipulate educational systems, to control curricula, and to impose new 

textbooks and new teaching methods (Cheng 2000). 

Wall (2000) claims that there are important factors other than test design in determining whether 

tests would have the impact that was desired. Shohamy (1993) claims that many factors need 

to be taken into account before it is possible to say that a specific test will have a specific effect 

in a specific context. It is necessary to examine a range of influential factors on teaching, such 

as teachers’ beliefs about what counts as effective means of teaching, their ability to implement 

recommended teaching methods, their commitment and willingness to innovate, their 

understanding of the exam, classroom conditions, availability of resources, management 

practices within school, the role of publishers in materials design and teacher training, and the 

general social and political context (Wall 2000).  

The literature suggests that the complexity and closeness of the relationship between washback 

and innovation needs to be much more fully understood (Andrews 1994). After due 

consideration of every influential factor on teaching and learning, a test should be properly 

developed, correctly targeted, and then be implemented in line with all available knowledge 

about best practice. The following recommendations for innovation are made by Wall (1996): 

the writing detailed baseline studies to identify important characteristics in the target system and 

the environment; the formation of management teams representing all important interest 

groups; the drawing up of detailed test specifications; the design of communication networks; 

and the design of internal and external evaluation procedures. It is noted that, in her every 

recommendation, teacher factors are seen as important as policy-makes and test-designers.  

2.2.2 A testing Innovation in Hong Kong  

In Hong Kong, in the field of language education, there have been a number of reforms to public 

examinations which have aimed to initiate changes in classroom practice, and English language 

teaching there has been well studied. These studies have implications for this research, since 

they examine not only the washback of the exams but also the relationship between washback 

and curriculum innovation.  

In the 1970s and 1980s, many curriculum innovators in English language teaching focused on 

syllabus design, material-writing, and teacher-training, but not on assessment (Andrews and 

Fullilove 1994). Since the mid-1980s, however, public examinations have been overhauled 

significantly from the viewpoint that washback has the potential to be utilised as an extremely 

strong, positive force to promote changes in teaching, if the content, format and weighting of 

examinations are modified. That is, when educational aims and assessment mode are matched, 

beneficial washback would take place in teaching and learning (Biggs 1995; Bailey 1996).   
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In 1994, a high-stakes test (the Use of English (hereafter UE) examination taken by Year 13 

secondary school students as admissions for tertiary institutions and employment) was 

reformed for a curriculum innovation. Before, the UE had no oral component and there was a 

mismatch between the hidden syllabus (the exams) and the official syllabus (learning 

objectives; i.e. communicative competence). An oral component was added to the UE to 

minimise the mismatch and create compatibility between the exams and communicative 

approaches, and the washback was investigated by Andrews and Fullilove (1994).  

In the study, Andrews (1994) assets that washback may be of value as a tool to facilitate 

curriculum innovation. He acknowledges that the relationship between washback of the exam 

and curriculum innovation is not simple and direct. He, however, asserts that exam reform may 

not be a sufficient condition but may indeed be a necessary condition for educational change, 

claiming that the central importance of examinations in so many education systems should be 

acknowledged. Exam reform should be seen as an integral part of the process of curriculum 

development, rather than as an afterthought or as one of the constraints (Andrews and Fullilove 

1994). Andrews (1995) claims that, exploring the possibilities of more systematically integrating 

exam reform, key components (curriculum/syllabus, teaching materials, teaching practice, and 

exam) need to be developed in harmony and the proposed innovation needs to ensure the 

harmonious relationship amongst these components. Unfortunately, as we will see later, none 

of these assessment procedures, textbook-writing and teacher training took were addressed in 

the innovation with which this research study is concerned.  

Adamson and Davison’s (2003) study also has great implications for this research study, since it 

recognises teachers and exams as influential factors and suggests that these should be 

recognised as the key components of large-scale curriculum innovation. Their study on 

innovation in English language teaching at primary school level in Hong Kong addresses 

evaluation and analysis of the implementation process of the task-based learning.  

In the 1990s, task-based learning replaced a communicative approach, was evolved into the 

curriculum, and was then incorporated into a syllabus. Its implementation was analysed through 

various stages of the curriculum decision-making process by Adamson and Davison (2003) - 

from the intended curriculum, through the resourced curriculum, to the implemented curriculum, 

and the experienced curriculum. Drawing on a range of primarily qualitative studies, their study 

reveals the changing interpretations of task-based learning evident at different levels of 

implementation. Firstly, learning resources are influenced by teachers’ existing practices and 

beliefs, due to publishers’ concerns with marketing. Secondly, the teaching act is influenced by 

not only teachers’ established pedagogic practice and beliefs, contextual support, professional 

expertise and understanding of the key concepts of the task -based learning, but also student 

beliefs and concerns about the end of the year exam. Lastly, the learning act is influenced by 

students’ beliefs concerning exams of secondary school selection together with uncertainty of 

the task-based learning.  In short, all key players in every key step - from policy documents 
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through resources and teaching act to learning act - progressively reinterpreted task-based 

learning which led to slippage in the original conceptualisation.   

Some issues that Adamson and Davison’s (2003) study raised invite particular consideration 

into this research study, which are the lack of changes in exams and support for newly imported 

ideas, and slippage in the original conceptualisation (see Chapter 4). Their study identifies the 

incongruence amongst these curricula, since the task-based approach to teaching and learning 

clashes with teacher and student beliefs, pedagogical constraints, and conflicting or unclear 

expectations. Adamson and Davison (2003) claim that, as the reform is essentially a top-down 

system-level initiative strongly influenced by curriculum development in the UK and Australia, it 

is not grounded in any local experience and educational realities. It indicates that it would be 

impossible to implement a top-down reform without grassroots understanding and support 

(Fullan 1991). Adamson and Davison (2003) claim that, in order to create a stronger bridge 

between new ideas and existing realities, it would be necessary to monitor, evaluate, and 

support the entire process of innovation with clear understanding of the particular strengths and 

weaknesses of home-grown pedagogic practice.  

2.3 Assessment 

Assessment practices have been undergoing a major paradigm shift from standardised testing 

to performance testing over the past twenty years (Biggs 1995). A movement away from the use 

of standardised multiple-choice tests to more complex performance-based assessments, 

particularly in school contexts in the USA, is referred to as ‘alternative assessment’ (McNamara 

2001). While standardised testing encourages rote memorisation and measures isolated skills, 

performance testing measures a student’s ability to use previously acquired knowledge in 

solving new problems or completing specific tasks by encouraging thinking. As opposed to 

multiple-choice tests, performance testing is considered to be ‘systemically valid’ because it 

facilitates improved teaching and learning and fosters cognitive skills (Fredericksen and Collins 

1989; Wiggins 1990). Developments in language testing promote the idea that tests should be 

judged not only by their ‘technical efficiency’ but also by whether or not they are ‘educationally 

profitable’ (Wiseman 1961, cited in Wall 2000). That is, a test should be helpful not only to 

decision makers (admissions officers, educational administrators) but also to teachers and 

students. Theoretical development in language testing since the 1980s links positive washback 

to so-called authentic and direct assessment (Messick 1996).  

In the area of language testing, performance assessment includes testing authentic and direct 

samples of the communicative behaviours of listening, speaking, reading, and writing of the 

language learnt (Messick 1996). It is argued that such language tests promote positive 

washback by attempting to measure communicative competence, while traditional, standardised 

language tests result in negative washback by focusing primarily on linguistic competence 

(Bailey 1996). Bailey (1996) identifies the factors that seem to promote beneficial washback, 
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such as congruence between tests and educational goals, test task authenticity, increased self-

assessment and learner autonomy, and detailed score reporting rather than single scores. The 

language learning goals mentioned by Bailey (1996) are also affirmed by Messick (1996), 

stating that optimal positive washback could take place if there is little difference between 

activities involved in learning the language and activities involved in preparing for the test. The 

kindred notion to the above is called ‘curriculum alignment’. In order to bring about positive 

washback, a ‘match’ or an ‘overlap’ between the test and the curriculum is encouraged in terms 

of both content and format (Shepard 1993). Although this idea has been criticised as ‘unethical’, 

and for resulting in uninspired teaching or for narrowing and distorting of the curriculum, such 

alignment is particularly evident in many countries of the world (Cheng 2000).  

Teacher-conducted assessments differ much from standardised tests in terms of their purposes. 

Brown (1996) explains the difference as follows: Teacher-conducted assessment often links 

with diagnosis and achievement purposes, which are best served by criterion-referenced 

assessment. In contrast to this, standardised tests often relate to admission and placement 

purposes, which are best served by norm-referenced assessment. In a norm-referenced 

assessment, students are scaled against other students. Norm-referenced assessment 

compares students to each other, has no particular connection to the objectives, and makes no 

comment on students’ learning; therefore, it is more appropriate for selection and placement 

purposes. In a criterion-referenced assessment, on the other hand, students receive a grade 

based on their own performance. Criterion-referenced assessment measures students’ 

performance against well-defined and fairly specific objectives. It reflects what students have 

learned, plots the progress, and gives appropriate feedback; hence, it is appropriate for 

diagnosis, progress and grading. In short, these two assessments have very different 

appropriate uses and purposes. Norm-referenced assessment should not be used to measure 

achievement but it is often used for this, possibly because teachers can avoid the need to set 

standards, to measure achievement against the standards and to give descriptive feedback 

(Gorsuch 1997). 

2.3.1 Research studies on teacher-conducted assessment 

As argued in the previous sections, classroom assessment has remained relatively 

unresearched until recently (Rea-Dickins 2004). In fact, in the state-of-the-art review of Alderson 

and Banerjee (2001), teacher assessment or classroom-based assessment was not treated as 

a standalone section. It is treated in subsections, such as alternative assessment, self-

assessment, or assessing young learners. Rea-Dickins (2004) suggests that teacher 

assessment is not a new area but has been studied from the following four different 

perspectives: the impact of assessment (both formal exams and assessment frameworks) on 

classroom instruction; authenticity and congruence of assessment practices in relation to a 

particular programme; the assessment of student outcomes/attainment in relation to curriculum 

and teaching; and pedagogical level of teacher assessment. In regard to the last perspective, 
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which is the concern of this study, there have been few research studies. The exceptions here 

are Rea-Dickins’ (2004) studies on the construct of classroom formative assessment and 

Spence-Brown’s (2001) study on the construct of authenticity in an assessment activity. The 

latter study claims that the relationship between teachers’ agenda, the design of assessments 

and features of their actual implementation are highly important in classroom assessment 

research. This claim potentially has implication for this research study (see Chapter 9). 

Teacher assessment studies so far have been concerned with assessment purposes and 

teachers as ‘agent’ of assessment (Rea-Dickins 2004). McNamara (2001) and Brindley (2001) 

investigated the purpose of teacher assessment and both reported the conflicting demands on 

teachers within the context of classroom-based assessment. McNamara (2001) asserts that the 

classroom is the site of competing demands made by the need for validity evidence, for system-

wide administrative accountability and reporting, and, needless to say, the teachers’ and 

learners’ needs for facilitating learning and enhancing teaching quality; however, validity and 

managerialist demands do not match the needs of learners and teachers. Arkoudis and 

O’Loughlin (2004) focused on teachers as ‘agent’ in teacher assessment and reported similar 

findings. They investigated how teachers arrive at their grading decisions, interacting with 

teachers who work with a state-mandated assessment Curriculum Standards Framework and 

who develop meaning and accurate assessment of their students. They claim that teachers find 

themselves at the confluence of different assessment cultures and face significant dilemmas in 

their assessment practices. They are torn between their role as facilitator and monitor of 

language development and that of assessor and judge of language performance as 

achievement. These findings invite particular considerations into this research study (see 

Chapter 5).  

As for research studies on teachers working with standards/criterion-referenced assessments, 

the studies of Brindley (2001), Davison (2004) and Scott and Erduran (2004) have great 

implications for this research study. As mentioned earlier, standards-referenced assessment is 

a recent variation of criterion-referenced assessment. In standards/criterion referenced 

assessment, content standards, i.e. curriculum frameworks (what students should know) and 

performance standards (how much of the content standard students should attain) at various 

grade levels are well-defined.  

Brindley (2001) investigates teacher assessment in relation to the Australian Adult Migrant 

English Programme and claims that teacher assessment, particularly in outcome-based 

assessment and reporting systems, has a range of political and technical problems. He argues 

that ongoing investment in suitable professional development is necessary in order to allow 

teachers to discuss performance samples and to create their own tasks on the basis of this 

experience. Davison’s study (2004) on ESL (English as a Second Language) teachers’ beliefs 

about their understanding of assessment in the final years of secondary school both in Hong 

Kong and Australia reports similar findings. She investigated how teachers make their 



Chapter 2 
 
 

 
 

15 

assessment decisions and claims the importance of creating opportunities for teacher 

interaction about assessment issues. She also argues that teachers need not only to develop 

greater understandings of particular assessment frameworks and criteria but also to be 

stimulated to explore their implicit constructs and interpretations of learner performance. Scott 

and Erduran (2004), who analysed two assessment frameworks, ESL Bandscales in schools in 

Australia and ESL standards for K-12 students in the USA, also reports the necessity of teacher 

support. They identify what such assessment frameworks have to offer both to teachers’ 

understanding and their subsequent implementation of classroom assessment, together with 

the role of standards and criteria in teacher assessment processes. These include tools for 

classroom-based teacher assessment through a range of activities described in exemplar 

assessment activities and scenarios, linked to the descriptors. To summarise, all these studies 

suggest that teachers need a range of support through teacher development to implement a 

standard/criterion referenced assessment. This was evident in this research as well. 

2.3.2 Assessment framework in Australian context 

In Australia, criterion-referenced assessment systems are linked to state-wide standards and 

are well established. Teacher-based assessment processes based on particular criteria have 

been in operation for some time. In judging student achievement, teachers rely upon a range of 

criteria based upon their experience and knowledge of their students and upon their familiarity 

with certain curricula documentation which provide them with specific criteria. Classroom-based 

teacher assessment here represents a high-stakes context, similar to formal tests and 

examinations. To complete secondary school in Australia, all students must take an English 

subject with teacher-based assessment contributing 50% of the overall grade. Teachers are 

responsible not just for determination of their students’ results in school-leaving exams, but also 

for university entrance. Despite this situation, little research has been undertaken on 

documenting how teachers make assessment decisions in such a strong criterion-based culture 

in a high stake context (Davison 2004). According to Davison (2004), however, Australian 

researchers who have studied in this area argue that there is much evidence of variability in 

teachers’ judgments and that the one factor contributing to this variability is that actual 

assessment frameworks and criteria are used as well as the reporting requirements of schools 

and systems. They argue for the importance of examining the context of the exam and teachers’ 

context-specific belief and assumptions about the factors that shape and constrain their 

practices in the assessment process.  

The study by Breen, Barratt-Pugh, Derewianka, House, Hudson, Lumley and Rohl (1997) is 

important and also relevant to this research. Their study provides detailed case studies of how 

25 teachers in K-3 classrooms from four different states are working with national or state 

profiles which provide frameworks for assessment. This study compares the progress of young 

ESL learners against a mainstream English profile and demonstrates practical implications of 

the expectation that teachers possess. The study investigates how the teachers are using 



Chapter 2 
 
 

 
 

16 

frameworks required by their system or school, how they view the frameworks, the impact of 

frameworks on their teaching and the consequences for their students. The frameworks with 

which the study is concerned are Statements and Profiles developed by Australian Education 

Council (AEC) in 1994. AEC provides frameworks for curriculum development in eight broad 

areas of learning, within which it defines an area, outlines its essential elements, and describes 

a sequence for developing knowledge and skills in each subject. English - A curriculum Profile 

for Australian Schools provides a description of development in English typically achieved by 

students during school years 1 - 10. The profile provides a framework for mapping and reporting 

on student achievement in relation to the language modes and standards, and indicates 

progression in terms of levels. There are also some ESL-specific frameworks, such as the ESL 

Scales developed by AEC and the Bandscales developed by The National Language and 

Literacy Institutes of Australia (NLLIA). 

The study of Breen et al (1997) identifies factors which have some influence on the teachers’ 

use of the assessment framework. The location of the teachers within a particular state and the 

requirements of school systems within the state are flagged as being the two most powerful 

factors. Professional development is also an influential factor as it is related to state, to system, 

and to school requirements. Most teachers work with more than one framework and endeavour 

to reconcile them. Their classroom pedagogy is based on a number of factors including the 

specific school context and characteristics of the students. Their established teaching objectives 

and the management of the teaching and learning process are given priority over assessment of 

learning outcomes, though teachers are aware of the outcomes. Teachers accommodate a 

particular framework within their pedagogy depending on their judgment of its positive 

contribution to these priorities. They want a framework that clearly shows the progress of all 

learners, as they feel that the mainstream frameworks drive the curriculum in inappropriate 

ways. As the teachers link a number of frameworks together in ways that are coherent for them 

and with their established system of curriculum implementation, the frameworks are assigned or 

confined to a purpose that was not intended in their original design. Breen et al (1997) suggest 

that the teachers are positive about the potential of the framework, if they are well supported by 

their school communities and advisors; however, they resist, if state-wide assessment 

procedures are imposed. Teachers in the study want to work with a framework that provides a 

strong link between teaching, including goals and planning, and assessment. In summary, the 

findings of Breen et al’s (1997) study have given great insights into this research topic in terms 

of the relationships between assessment, pedagogy, and support given to teachers.  

2.4 The Japanese context 

Unlike the countries taken up in previous sections, Japan has not seen testing being used as a 

lever for change, i.e. as a tool for educational innovation. Standardised tests have not been 

practised in formal schooling to improve efficiency and effectiveness of language teaching and 

learning. However, standardised tests do exist for admission purposes when students enter 
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upper schools, i.e. upper secondary schools and universities. In particular, the university 

entrance exams are a high-stakes event in Japanese people’s lives and the literature never fails 

to identify their impact as a powerful and damaging problem. The content of the exams dictates 

to a great extent how and what students are taught up until they graduate from secondary 

schools. 

With respect to innovation, as mentioned earlier in Chapter 1, the pedagogical emphasis on 

developing students’ communicative ability (i.e. speaking and listening skills) made in The 1994 

Course of Study Guidelines was a significant change in the history of English language 

education in Japan. It was an innovation seeking to introduce communicative approaches to the 

teaching of English. For upper secondary schools, it incorporated Oral Communication 

(hereafter, OC) as a distinct subject area. OC classes were introduced in 1989 and have been 

mandatory since 1994. As it was a great adaptation into the communicative language teaching, 

its impact on local schools, teachers’ perceptions and practice have been investigated by some 

researchers.  

As explained in Chapter 1, assessment innovation was enforced in 2004, and there have not yet 

been research studies that investigate the impact of this innovation. The following sections 

therefore do not discuss this assessment innovation. However, some research studies on 

testing (university entrance exams) and pedagogical innovation (OC classes) are examined. 

The research findings offer insights into the Japanese context and contribute to the 

understanding of this research study.  

2.4.1 Research studies on entrance exams   

The university entrance exams and their effect on junior and senior high school pedagogy have 

been studied by many researchers. Brown (1993, 1995), who is regarded as an authority on 

language testing and is an outspoken critic of the Japanese university entrance examination 

system, claims that there is no question in his mind that the entrance exams in Japan have a 

very definite washback at the high school level of teaching English (Leonard 1998). In an 

interview with Leonard (1998), Brown (1993, 1995) claims that teachers in Japan teach to 

prepare for particular tests because there is a really high anxiety level involved with these 

exams - studying for them and getting ready for them. He asserts that this is why ‘yobiko’ and 

‘juku’, which are cram schools, gain customers by having a proven track record with certain 

exams. Buck (1988) who studied the exams and their effect asserts that the washback effect of 

entrance examinations on the classroom is one of the most important reasons why most 

Japanese high school students cannot use English for even the most basic purposes, despite 

receiving hundreds of hours of classroom instruction. 

Many agree with this position despite the assertions not being supported by empirical evidence 

(Alderson and Wall 1993). The existence of washback, particularly negative washback, is a 

widely held belief, but relatively little empirical research has been conducted on this topic in 
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language testing (Bailey 1996). In fact, as we have seen in earlier sections, in the literature of 

this field, there is a relative lack of empirical evidence to support such a claim (Andrews 1995). 

Mulvey (1999) undertakes the review of previous research and asserts that there is little direct 

evidence of a causal relationship between exam content and either textbook contents or reading 

pedagogy, at least with regard to the teaching of reading skills. His study on the relationship 

between the entrance examinations and secondary school reading pedagogy reveals that 

exams require the ability to read adult level, well-written, and error-free passages, but students 

receive no exposure to them. Furthermore, despite the necessity of both bottom-up and top-

down approaches, the reading pedagogy employed in most Japanese schools is severely 

deficient in its presentation. Although students do lots of translation exercises, they are rarely 

given the opportunity to individually negotiate meanings in a passage. In view of the evidence 

that teachers do not teach for tests effectively and are not equipped with appropriate 

pedagogies to teach for tests, Mulvey (1999) concludes that, although the literature invariably 

identifies the influence of exams as a primary cause of problems with English education in 

Japan, negative washback effect on the educational system in Japan is exaggerated. He argues 

that it is important to investigate teacher factors, such as the motives behind the pedagogical 

practices in use, since there might be strong motivation forces and situational requirements 

operating. 

The findings of Watanabe’s (1996) study about the relationship between the entrance 

examinations and grammar-translation concur with Mulvey’s (1999). Whether the use of 

grammar-translation in classroom was a result of grammar-translation being used in the exams 

was not proved entirely in this study; however, he rather reveals that teacher factors such as 

personal beliefs, educational background, past learning experiences, and teaching experience 

have an important influence on their teaching methods. Watanabe (1996) asserts that these 

teacher factors may outweigh the possible effect of exams, and concludes that what is needed 

to help teachers to teach in the way intended is guidance on teaching for exams using various 

methods, that is, he emphasises the importance of teacher education. Noting that Mulvey 

(1999) points out that many would-be Japanese teachers of English appear to receive little 

training in reading pedagogy, teacher ignorance of possible pedagogical alternatives could be a 

contributing factor in the current rigid methodological practice. In summary, the above empirical 

research studies call teachers’ adaptability into question. The findings of the research studies 

indicate that it is too simplistic to assume that teachers will follow suit by teaching English in a 

more communicative way if tests are reliable and valid in terms of testing communicative 

competence.  

2.4.2 Research studies on Oral Communication classes (Communicative 
Approach) 

The impact of communicative language teaching on Japanese local schools, teachers’ 
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perceptions and practice have been studied by many researchers. The literature invariably 

identifies an overall difficulty in implementing OC classes because of entrance exams, large 

class size, limited class time or teacher-related factors (Browne & Wada 1998; Oka & Yoshida 

1997; Gorsuch 2000, 2001; Taguchi 2002).  

Gorsuch’s (2000, 2001) study on teacher’s perceptions of communicative activities reports the 

complexities of imposing broad, national educational policies on a diverse group of teachers. In 

her study, teachers respond to Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) in a positive although 

cautious way. Teachers think CLT activities are useful as long as they can control students 

while using them. However, as Japanese classes have 40 students in them, teachers prefer 

more highly controlled, passive approaches such as audio-lingual and grammar-translation 

activities. Teachers also perceive various potential impediments working against their 

acceptance of communicative language teaching activities, such as entrance exams, students’ 

expectations, textbooks, teachers’ English speaking abilities, and their own English learning 

experiences. They know the exam’s influence through students’ expectations of teaching and 

textbooks’ structures. The majority of students expect their English classwork to prepare them 

for entrance exams, and textbooks largely focus on developing students’ intensive reading skills 

for entrance exam preparation, and they do not provide support to teachers in developing 

communicative activities.  

Browne & Wada’s (1998) study of current issues in high school English teaching in Japan 

reports the influence of The 1994 Course of Study Guidelines on teaching practice. They argue 

that, although the introduction of OC classes with their goal of developing students’ 

communicative ability as stated in The Course of Study seems to be a very positive 

development, the reality of OC classes’ implementation by teachers is a very different story. 

Their research reveals that, due to teachers’ lack of confidence to teach speech and debate, a 

result of the lack of formal training in these areas, teachers completely avoid one of the OC 

classes which targets recitation, speech and debate. Therefore, Browne & Wada (1998) claim 

that much more serious thought needs to be given to how best to provide teachers with the 

tools they need to successfully deliver OC classes. In other words, they identify the necessity of 

appropriate teacher development. They also report the fact that English is not used in OC 

classes as much as they expected. Identifying other pressures such as the need to teach the 

contents of the textbooks and the need to prepare students for entrance exams, which affect 

classroom activities, Browne & Wada’s (1998) support Brown and Okada-Yamashita’s (1995) 

claim that the predominance of translation and non-communicative, teacher-fronted teaching 

methods in schools may be due to the receptive nature of the entrance exams.  

Teacher-related factors which hinder implementation of OC classes are also discussed in 

Taguchi’s studies (2002, 2005). She firstly reports that OC classes have not produced the 

intended outcomes and that teachers have established a tacit practice in order to circumvent 

the formal curriculum and to fulfill their practical, genuine objective of English, i.e. for students to 
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acquire knowledge to pass entrance exams. Her study shows the washback effect of the exams 

to be evident in the content of teaching, i.e. grammar exercises. Taguchi (2002) asserts that 

teachers are in an awkward position, caught between the objectives of OC classes and the 

many other constraints such as students’ passive attitudes and lack of systematic assessment, 

which discourage an active practice of communicative approaches. Then, her further study 

(2005) identifies teacher-related factors, such as their lack of expertise and experience in 

designing communicative activities, as principal obstacles to the implementing of OC classes. In 

the study, teachers do not understand how to use speaking and listening exercises in a 

communicative manner and consequently use their traditional methods, such as ongoing 

vocabulary exercises and choral repetition. Taguchi (2005) claims that difficulty in implementing 

the communicative approach is not entirely attributable to the exams and that changing exams 

alone cannot bring about a successful inclusion of the communicative approach. She concludes 

that educational reform must consider teacher factors and promote changes in their attitudes, 

beliefs, and experiences. Taguchi (2005) supports Fullan’s (1998) claim that teachers need to 

undergo the process of re-evaluating their traditional behaviors and beliefs. 

2.5 Summary of key points 

Much of the literature reviewed here claims that teacher-related factors are as much as, if not 

more than, an influence on teaching practice as are external factors such as exams, classroom 

conditions, availability of resources, and management practices within school. The literature 

suggests that it is necessary to examine a range of factors affecting teaching which include 

teachers’ background, their experience, their beliefs about what counts as effective means of 

teaching, their ability to implement recommended teaching methods, their understanding of the 

exams, and their commitment and willingness to innovate. It also suggests that it is important to 

investigate teachers’ motives behind the pedagogical practices in use and strong motivation 

forces and the situational requirements that are at play. Therefore, this research study explores 

teacher factors related to assessment such as their beliefs about assessment, their 

understanding of the new assessment procedures, their commitment and willingness towards 

the new assessment, their motives behind the assessment decisions they make, and situational 

requirements which affect their decision.  

The innovation literature argues for the importance and necessity of both baseline and follow-up 

studies. As implementation of innovations involves the interaction of two cultures, being the 

culture of the innovators and the culture of actual practice, a conflict may arise and innovation 

faces difficulty when there is a gap between the two. In order to deliver the expected results, i.e. 

successful implementation, educational reform requires good understanding of those culture-

specific beliefs about language teaching that are deeply rooted in local tradition, and it requires 

the active participation of all stake-holders, teachers in particular. The literature claims that it is 

important to investigate how the practitioners at the local level have accepted the reform and 

that it is necessary to monitor and evaluate the implementation process in order to identify any 
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implementation difficulties and to facilitate successful innovation. This research project, 

therefore, investigates how teachers have accepted the assessment innovation and will monitor 

and evaluate the implementation process, aiming at identifying the difficulty and facilitating its 

implementation. Theoretically, this research is located in the realms of a follow-up study of an 

assessment innovation. 

As for teacher-conducted assessment, the literature identifies it as an area which has not been 

studied much. Among the few studies of classroom-based assessment and practice, teacher as 

‘agent’ is a much more prominent theme than assessment itself developed and used by 

teachers. The literature claims that more attention needs to be paid to the way in which 

educational and cultural contexts and teachers’ assumptions about those contexts actually 

shape their assessment beliefs, attitudes and practices. This research study, therefore, explores 

the relationship between educational and cultural contexts and teachers’ assessment beliefs, 

attitudes and practices. By emphasising this aspect, the findings of this research will hopefully 

be transferable to other similar contexts and the outcomes of this research study will be relevant 

to those beyond Japan. It is hoped that this study will contribute to understandings of how 

teachers respond to curriculum innovation.   

In the Japanese educational context, and given that the assessment innovation (introduction of 

a criterion-referenced assessment) was announced at the end of 2000 and was enforced in 

2004 by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT), the topic 

which this research explored is one of the current issues in the Japanese educational context. 

Therefore, this research study will be among the first studies done on the impact of the criterion-

referenced assessment procedures. 

In conclusion, this research study differs in a number of respects from previous studies. 

However, it nonetheless builds on the existing literature in the areas of testing, washback, 

assessment and educational innovation. It investigates how the new assessment is perceived 

and practised by teachers, as well as what internal and external constraints are present. It 

focuses particularly on the teacher factors, such as the basis of their decisions about assessing 

students’ achievement and the motives behind them. By shedding light on teachers’ and 

students’ positions in the new assessment, it attempts to detect what needs to be changed and 

what support needs to be provided. It is hoped that this study will create a stronger bridge 

between new ideas and existing realities and ultimately help the innovation to benefit students’ 

learning.  
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Chapter 3 Research design of this study 

 

This chapter describes how this research project was carried out. The approach taken to 

address research questions will be presented first in terms of theoretical frameworks, and 

ethical considerations will then be addressed. The chapter continues with an explanation of the 

research scope and data sources together with their purposes. The chapter then discusses 

details of data collected and the analytical methods. Data collection includes policy documents, 

teacher questionnaires, teacher interviews, supervisor and principal interviews, education 

industry interviews, textbook materials, teacher-designed tests, and entrance exams for public 

high schools.  

3.1 Research approach 

This research study is largely qualitative, as the research topic, teachers’ perception and 

practice of a new assessment system, cannot be investigated by quantitative methods. In 

qualitative research, researchers allow the key concepts of the study to emerge as constructed 

by the participants. Researchers attempt to understand the ‘complex world of lived experience 

from the point of view of those who live it’ (Schwandt 1994, p.118 cited in Mertens 1998, p.11). 

They believe that there is not just one reality but multiple realities, which are socially 

constructed by people active in the research. They draw on the data collected to make sense of 

the realities within the research context. Like other qualitative research trying to capture a 

holistic picture using words and to find a deep understanding of the event and phenomena, this 

research also tries to describe, interpret, and clarify teachers’ perceptions and practices. 

Therefore, theoretically, this study belongs to an interpretive/constructive paradigm.  

The study employs a case study approach as a research strategy. As indicated in Chapter 1, 

Adelman et al (1980 in Cohen, Manion & Morrison 1997) discuss the value of a case study 

approach. They suggest that one of the strengths of case studies is that they are embedded in a 

particular social context and create an archive of rich descriptive material that shows the 

complexity of the particular case. Case studies show the discrepancies and conflicts between 

the view points held by the participants. This is clearly illustrated by this thesis. In addition, this 

rich description offers support for alternative interpretations. It allows readers to judge the 

implications of a study for themselves. There is obvious value in having such data for users 

whose purposes may be different from the original purpose of the study. The description in this 

thesis is sufficiently rich to admit subsequent re-interpretation. Furthermore, case studies are 

also “a step towards action” (Adelman et al 1980 in Cohen, Manion & Morrison 1997), and the 

insights gained may be put to use for staff development, institutional feedback, formative 

evaluation and policy making. This thesis begins in a world of action, and aims to contribute to it 
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in positive ways.  

This study employs questionnaires, interviews and document reviews as research methods. It 

utilises an exploratory design, yields mainly qualitative data, and provides an interpretive 

analysis of that data. This approach includes a thick data set, empirical description, and holistic 

explanation (Denscombe 1999). The data are used to develop insights into the research context 

and to raise implications and questions for further investigation. One of the methods employed 

in this study, interviews, is a direct, personal, and interactive mode of data collection. Interviews 

provide rich and thick descriptions through which deeper understanding is enhanced. As many 

educational phenomena are context-specific, contextualisation - the interpretation of results in 

the context of the data collected - is required in this research. However, despite emphasising 

context, this research study has a potential for a theoretical contribution to other similar 

contexts.  

This research has some challenges too, many of which are a result of the nature of qualitative 

research. In an interpretive/constructive paradigm, ‘research is a product of the values of the 

researchers and cannot be independent of them’ (Mertens 1998, p.11). ‘Realities are socially 

constructed so research can be conducted only through interaction between and among 

investigators and respondents’ (Guba and Lincoln 1994 cited in Mertens 1998, p.14) and ‘the 

inquirer and the inquired-into are interlocked in an interactive process; each influences the 

other’ (Mertens 1998, p.13). Therefore, objectivity and reflexivity are significant. However, ‘we 

must work with the knowledge we have, while recognising that it may be erroneous and 

subjecting it to systematic inquiry where doubt seems justified’ (Hammersley & Atkinson 1983, 

p.15). Besides, there may possibly be influence of the researcher’s self on the interpretation of 

the event and phenomenon (Denscombe 1999). Therefore, this research study includes the 

researcher’s self into the study and provides the reader with some of these insights earlier in 

Chapter 1.   

Validity is considered as an important issue in research. To support the internal validity of the 

research, it is important to assess the sufficiency of data according to the convergence of 

multiple data sources or the multiple data-collection procedures (Wiersma 2000). In this 

research, therefore, multi-methods are used such that different kinds of data and more data are 

collected in order to allow the researcher to see things from different perspectives. That is, 

methodological triangulation (multiple data collection strategies) is used to improve the quality of 

this research study. Although most data are qualitative, they are believed to enhance not only 

the validity of the researcher’s own interpretation nor anecdote but the validity of the research’s 

truth. As for external validity, however, this kind of research is not readily generalisable because 

it involves a small number of research contexts and subjects. This study does not aim at 

applying the insights and outcomes generated by this research study to contexts or situations 

beyond those in which the data were collected. However, it has transferability in similar 

contexts. By undertaking structured investigation, this study aims to result in greater 
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understanding of the area of assessment innovation and, hopefully, improving teaching and 

learning. 

Reliability is also considered to be one of the issues in research. This study enhances internal 

reliability by applying good methodology. As mentioned previously, the study uses multiple data 

collection procedures along with triangulation and provides extensive description. As for 

external reliability, it is a matter of degree. Nothing can be replicated exactly. In an 

interpretive/constructive paradigm, social reality is treated as being always in flux, so ‘it makes 

no sense to worry if the research instruments measure accurately’ (e.g. Marshall & Rossman 

1989 cited in Silverman 2000, p.10). So the issue of consistency may not be so important in 

qualitative research. However, it would be important to provide more field notes or transcripts 

than brief, persuasive data extracts ‘in order to allow the readers to formulate their hunches 

about the perspective of the people who have been studied’ (Bryman 1988, p.77 cited in 

Silverman 2000, p.10). It would be good to allow readers ‘to follow the path and key decisions 

taken by the researcher from conception of the research through to the findings and conclusions 

devised from the research’ - an audit trail (Lincoln and Guba cited in Denscombe 1999, p.213). 

This research study, therefore, kept a fairly detailed record of the process of the research 

decisions. 

The limitation in this study would be in one of the research methods employed. It is considered 

that any mechanical means of recording might be constraining or threatening (Cohen, Manion & 

Morrison 1997). In fact, the first teacher interview was conducted in the presence of a principal, 

and the principal did not permit the tape-recording of the interview. Despite the facts that Japan 

allows freedom of speech and that they knew that they would remain anonymous, participants 

might have felt anxious about expressing opinions which are critical in the educational context. 

This was because they were government employees. Tape-recording seemed to have unduly 

affected the dynamics of the interviews and made participants uncomfortable so the interviews 

in this study were not tape-recorded. This lack of tape-recording might have resulted in loss of 

some data, in some distortion, and a reduction of complexity. However, it is believed that non 

tape-recording elicited more spontaneous, rich, specific and relevant answers from the 

interviewees. As a substitute for tape-recording, field notes were taken during the interviews. 

There were regular attempts to verify the interpretations of the subjects’ answers in the course 

of the interviews. Then, immediately after the interviews, the interview contents were 

summarised. Making field notes could also be off-putting for some respondents. However, there 

is always ‘a trade-off between the need to catch as much data as possible and yet to avoid 

having so threatening an environment that it impedes the potential of the interview situations’ 

(Cohen, Manion & Morrison 1997, p.281). Therefore, this research accepted this limitation.  

Ethical issues existed because I had worked for many years for the Japanese city where this 

study was conducted, so the participants in this study were my ex-colleagues and I thus had an 

existing relationship with the research participants. However, it is not felt that my relationship 
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with participants adversely impacted on either the research or the participants. I was not in a 

supervisory position of employment nor appraising their performance and participants’ job 

security was not affected by participation in this research. By means of an interview information 

sheet and consent form, it was confirmed that participants were under no obligation to 

participate in this research and had the option of withdrawing at any stage and that a large time 

commitment of the participants was not demanded. Needless to say, the motivation behind the 

research was explained. To further minimise participants’ possible anxiety, participants were 

reassured that any information collected would be kept confidential and their privacy 

maintained, and would not be shown/published in a way that identifies them or their school. In 

matter of rewards, participants did not receive any monetary payment for this research; 

however, since the research was carried out in Japan and Japan has quite an institutionalised 

gift giving and receiving culture, a very small gift, such as chocolates, was offered to the 

teachers who participated in the interviews. It is hoped that the participants will benefit from the 

positive outcomes of the research, one of which is that the research will explore some of the 

problems they face and will suggest to the policy-makers, textbook writers, and external test 

designers how they can better support the teachers. 

3.2 Research scope 

This research limits its scope to junior high school level (last 3 years of compulsory education in 

Japan, equivalent to Years 7-9 in Australia), to English language education, and to the context 

of one educational district with a population of 460,000 people, 28 public junior high schools and 

approximately 120 English language teachers (numbers as of April, 2006). This limited scope 

may initially appear to render the research small-scale; however, this in turn made this research 

do-able.  

In total, 53 English language teachers voluntarily participated in questionnaires. As for 

interviews, 15 teachers, 1 principal, 1 supervisor of the Board of Education and 2 people 

working in education industry within the target district volunteered for this research project. (The 

profiles of the participants are given in more detail in later this chapter.) 

The data was gathered in 2006 (from May to July), which was the 3rd year of the 

implementation of the new assessment. By the time of data collection, two high school entrance 

selections employing the criterion-referenced assessment had been held.  

3.3 Data sources  

• Policy documents  

The purpose of investigating these was to: 

o conceptualise the event. 

o examine to what degree the new idea is comprehensibly documented.  

o examine how the idea gets translated when each document is produced.  
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• Teacher questionnaires  

These aimed to: 

o investigate teachers’ overall perception and practice of the new assessment.  

o find themes which emerged to be taken up in interviews for further exploration.  
• Teacher interviews  

The purpose of the interviews was to: 

o further explore the themes which emerged from the responses in teacher questionnaires.  

o follow up on the topic and ideas such as unexpected results of teacher questionnaires. 

o go deeper into the motivations of respondents and their reasons for responding as they 

do.  

o probe for further information and responses to acquire fuller answers to the research 

questions. 
• Supervisor and principal interviews  

The purpose of the interviews was to: 

o investigate the views of the bureaucrats. 

o find out to what extent a local Board of Education is linked to the upper strata.  

• Education industry interviews  

These aimed to: 

o see the perspective of other educational system insiders. 

o see to what extent their view is consistent with that of core school teachers.  

• Textbook materials  

The purpose of exploring these was to: 

o identify distinct characteristics the textbooks.  

o examine the degree to which textbooks are designed in accordance with the new 

assessment.  

• Teacher-designed tests  

The purpose of examining these was to: 

o identify distinct characteristics the teacher-designed tests.  

o examine teachers’ implementation level interpretations of the new assessment. 
• Entrance exams for public high schools  

The purpose of investigating these was to: 

o identify distinct characteristics the entrance exams.   

o examine how they are positioned within the new assessment system. 

3.4 Details of data collected and the analytical methods 

3.4.1 Policy documents  

The new assessment was introduced after passing through several stages. 

Table 3.1 summarises the relevant events and dates to the new assessment. 
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Table 3.1 Relevant events and dates 

Date Events 

12/2000(H12) 
The Educational Council, an advisory body of The Ministry of Education, 
Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT), drew up assessment 
innovation, criteria-referenced assessment, in its report to MEXT.  

02/2001(H13) Curriculum Research Centre was established in The National Institute for 
Educational Policy Research (NIER) to develop the assessment system. 

04/2001(H13) MEXT made an amendment to assessment system. 3 year transition period 
from norm to criteria-referenced assessment started. 

02/2002(H14)  NIER published the reference guideline on the procedures of the criteria- 
referenced grading.  

04/2002(H14)  MEXT enforced The New Course of Study in primary and lower secondary 
school level. 

03/2004(H16) Assessment guideline was issued by a prefectural government studied in this 
research project. 

04/2004(H16) Assessment guideline was issued by an educational district within the 
prefecture above.  

04/2004(H16) 3 year transition period from norm to criteria-referenced assessment ended 
and criteria-referenced grading officially become the only tool of assessment.  

03/2005(H17)  High school entrance selection was held by employing the criterion-
referenced assessment.  

    Note: Dates are shown in names of Japanese eras too. S: Showa (1926 -1989), H: Heisei (1989- onward) 

Because of the events shown in the table above, the following 5 documents were chosen and 

analysed; 

• Gakushu shido yoryo  

The Course of Study implemented in 2002 (H14), including assessment amendment made 

on 27/04/2001 (H13) 

• Kyoiku katei shingikai toshin: Hyoka no arikata ni tsuite 

Educational Council Report regarding assessment dated on 04/12/2000  

• Hyokakijun no sakusei, hyokahoho no kufu kaizen no tameno sanko shiryo 

NIER Assessment Guideline published on 28/02/2002 (H14) 

• Hyokakijun hyo: Mokuhyo ni junkyoshita hyokahoho no kufu kaizen 

Prefectural Assessment Guideline published in 03/2004 (H16) 

• Kyakkansei, shinraisei wo takameru hyoka no arikata - kyotsujiko 

Educational District Assessment Guideline issued in 04/2004 (H16) 

(For simplicity, hereafter, English translations of these titles are used.) 

The analysis focused on how MEXT presents the new assessment system, how NIER puts the 

plan into effect, how the target prefectural government interprets the NIER document, how the 

target education district interprets the prefectural document, and whether these documents are 

coherent.  

Firstly the characteristics of each document were examined to explore the relationship of each 

document between the four stages. By disclosing how each document is translated, the themes 

and interconnections between the documents were identified. 
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3.4.2 Teacher questionnaires  

Fifty-three teachers replied to the questionnaires. 

Teacher questionnaires were distributed to all the teachers of English in the target educational 

district (approximately 120 teachers across 28 public junior high schools) and 44 were collected 

(collection rate is 36%). Thirty teacher questionnaires were made available to the participants of 

a ‘Tatsujin Seminar’ for English teachers where they share ideas of the lessons and teaching 

methods, and 9 questionnaires were returned. Teachers were only asked to include their names 

on the questionnaires if they intended to participate in the follow-up interviews. (Nine teachers 

signed their names for the subsequent teacher interviews.)  

The majority (68%) of the 53 participating teachers was female, 83% were teachers who are on 

permanent full-time contract, and 74% were teachers who had experience of assessing Year 9 

students using a criterion-referenced assessment. These characteristics appear to be the result 

of teaching being a female-dominated discipline, of full-time employment being the norm in 

Japan, and of the fact that, by the date of the research questionnaires, the new assessment 

was into its second year of implementation. Permanent full-time teachers would have been 

provided with information about the new assessment implementation and teachers who have 

experience of assessing Year 9 students using a criterion-referenced assessment could give 

valid responses to the questionnaires.  

Half of the participants had less than 10 years’ teaching experience and the other half had 

more. However, there was no obvious clustering at any particular experience level. Therefore, 

although the size of sample is small, the samples are representative of the overall target 

population and we could expect to gain reasonably typical results.   

The teacher questionnaires were conducted by applying the following procedures; 

Teacher questionnaires, generically addressed to ‘English teachers, c/o xxxxx School’, were 

mailed to all 28 junior high schools within the district and the teachers filled out the 

questionnaires in a location that was convenient to them, either in or out of school time. 

Teachers returned them to the researcher in sealed envelopes through the intermediary of a 

head teacher of English Language Teachers’ Department in the city. The questionnaires were 

collected via the Board of Education’s delivery service.  

Additional questionnaires were sent to a supervisor from the District Board of Education, who 

facilitated the Tatsujin seminar and agreed to distribute the questionnaires at the seminar. The 

questionnaires were completed at the seminar itself, then collected by the supervisor and 

returned to the researcher. It transpired that some of the 9 responding teachers were from 

schools outside the district being studied; however, given that these schools were integrated 

into the subject district not long after the data was collected, their responses are considered 

relevant to the context of this research study.   
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In the process of developing the format and focus of the teacher questionnaires, the 

questionnaires were piloted with three teachers and their feedback was taken into account. The 

pilot study indicated that it would probably take approximately 20-30 minutes to complete the 

questionnaires. 

The questionnaires consisted of both closed and open questions, for the reasons given below. 

Closed questions: Rating scales were used when seeking responses. A semantic differential 

scale, which operates by putting an adjective at one end of a scale and its opposite at the other, 

is used in order to allow the researcher to build in a degree of sensitivity and differentiation of 

response whilst still generating numbers. Closed questions provide the researcher with 

information which is of uniform length and in a form that lends itself nicely to being quantified 

and compared. The answers provided pre-coded data that could be easily analysed.  

Open questions: Open-ended questions demand more effort on the part of the respondents and 

also require a lot of time-consuming analysis on the part of the researcher. However, open 

questions are used to allow respondents space to express themselves in their own words and to 

invite honest, personal comments from them, and to gain more richness and complexity about 

the views held by the respondents.  

Although the participants are English language teachers, all the questions were given in 

Japanese in the expectation that using their native language would help the respondents give 

fuller responses. In a process of writing the questionnaires in English, the cultural norm was 

taken into account in order to create appropriate meanings rather than word by word translation. 

The participants remained anonymous unless they intended to participate in the teacher 

interviews afterwards. Information they were asked to provide were sex, position, and teaching 

experience, and experience of assessing Year 9 students by a criterion-referenced assessment. 

The teacher questionnaire consisted of four sections: (A) Teacher reaction to /practice of the 

new assessment, (B) Decisions about the final grade in the new assessment, (C) Teacher-

designed tests in the new assessment, and (D) The criterion-referenced assessment and 

entrance exams for public high schools. The themes were developed from not only research 

questions but also a due consideration of the broader educational context. 

Section (A) explored how teachers have reacted overall to the new assessment and what 

influences the assessment has had on their teaching practice.  

Section (B) looked at how the new assessment related to the teachers’ role as assessors. It 

investigated how teachers reacted overall to the grading methods in the new assessment and 

what influences this had on their grading practice.  

Section (C) addressed how the new assessment related to teachers’ role as test designers. It 

investigated what they focus on when designing criterion-referenced assessment tests in order 

to assess students’ achievement. 
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Section (D) was concerned with how high stake tests influence teaching practice and how the 

criterion-referenced assessment influences decision making about students’ futures.  

Closed question responses were firstly transformed to tabular form in order to see what themes 

emerged. Significant issues were then identified. Next, open question responses were read 

carefully in order to find the holistic themes of the data, and the data were then coded according 

to each factor itself. Patterns, processes, commonalities and differences were then identified.  

3.4.3 Teacher interviews  

In total, 15 teachers participated in teacher interviews. They all volunteered.  

The table below summarises the profiles of the panel of teachers who participated in the 

interviews.  

Table 3.2 Profiles of the panel of teachers 

Interview  Number of the teachers Sex / Years of teaching experience 
Interview 1  2  M*(11-15), F*(6-10) 
Interview 2  3  M*(6-10), M*(21+), F (1-5)  
Interview 3**  1   F (21+) 
Interview 4**   1   M (21+) 
Interview 5**   1   F (21+) 
Interview 6**  2   F (21+), F (11-15) 
Interview 7  1  M*(21+) 
Interview 8  1  F*(11-15) 
Interview 9  2  M*(21+), F (11-15) 
Interview 10  1   M (21+) (Supervisor) 

Note: * indicates teachers who signed their names in teacher questionnaires for interviews and ** indicates interviews 
held at an Eiken (test of practical English proficiency) venue. Eiken is one of the major English language proficiency 
tests in Japan. 
 

The participating teachers consisted of the following. 

• Seven (out of 9 teachers) who previously completed a teacher questionnaire.  

• Two of the above teachers’ colleagues, who are also English teachers. (The interviews were 

held in their schools so this helped them to participate in the interviews.) 

• Five (out of 16 teachers) who participated in Eiken as examiners. (The interviews were held 

after they finished their work.) 

• One supervisor. (This research project regards the interview with him as a teacher interview, 

as he is very new to his position and made comments as a teacher rather than a supervisor.) 

The participants of the interviews of this research project were all volunteers; therefore, they 

were not a typical group of people in that they may have had particular interest in the topic. Of 

the 15 teachers who participated in teacher interviews, 7 were male and 8 were female. Most of 

the participants had many years’ teaching experience and they generally provided interesting 

comments which guided the researcher to follow up on the topics and ideas from the teacher 

questionnaires. 
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In total, 10 teacher interviews were conducted in forms of both one-to-one interviews and group 

interviews, depending on the circumstances. Of the 10 interviews, 5 were one-to-one interviews 

and 4 were group interviews. In some of the group interviews, there appeared to be a 

consensus, though this might have been as a result of cultural influences arising out of gender 

roles and seniority of the teachers within the group. The majority of the information in the 

interviews was provided by male teacher(s) or more experienced teacher(s) and the remaining 

teachers did not voice strong opinions. 

Some teacher interviews were held at the participating teachers’ schools and some were held at 

a venue of Eiken where English teachers of public junior high schools in the city became 

examiners. The researcher contacted teachers who had given their names on the teacher 

questionnaires and arranged the time and the dates for the interviews. The interviews were held 

at their schools and were out of school hours. As for interviews at an Eiken venue, with the 

cooperation of a head teacher and a principal of English Teachers’ Department in the city 

studied, the researcher was allowed to visit the venue and conducted interviews with teachers 

at an examiners’ meeting room after their work.  

Both one-to-one and group interviews were used with the choice being a function of the 

particular circumstances. Six one-to-one interviews and four group interviews were conducted in 

this study. Most group interviews in this study consisted of 2 teachers with one having 3 

teachers. Group interviews have some advantages - during the interviews, participants interact 

with each other and generate discussion, they help to reveal consensus views, and may 

generate richer responses by allowing participants to challenge one another’s views. However, 

there are also disadvantages - they hold the prospect of drowning out views of quieter people. 

Where group members regard their opinions as being contrary to the prevailing opinion within 

the group, they might be inclined to keep quiet, or they may moderate their views somewhat. 

One-to-one interviews do not pose this difficulty. In one-to-one interviews, opinions and views 

expressed throughout the interviews stem from one source, the interviewee. It is relatively easy 

for the interviewer to grasp the ideas and to guide the interviewee through the interview agenda. 

This research study combines both formats and appears well-balanced.  

All interviews were of the semi-structured open-ended type. A clear list of issues to be 

addressed and questions to be answered was used in the interviews; however, there was 

flexibility in terms of the order in which the topics were considered and the interviewees were 

permitted to develop ideas and speak more widely on the issues raised. The answers were 

generally open-ended, facilitated by an emphasis on allowing the interviewee to elaborate 

various points of interest.  

Most interviews took 30-60 minutes and, as mentioned before, the interviews were not tape-

recorded. Instead, field notes were made during the interviews and soon after the interviews. 

This means that what was actually said remains a matter of recollection and interpretation and 

that there might never be an objective record of the discussion. So it can be considered as 
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partial recall with the possibility of minor error. However, taking field notes allowed me to record 

information which tape-recording might miss - information such as climate and atmosphere 

under which the interview was conducted; clues about the intent behind the statements; and 

comments on aspects of non-verbal communication as they were deemed relevant to the 

interviews. Though the lack of tape-recording may be a limitation in this research study, it is 

hoped that the deliberate absence of tape-recording reduced the impact on the nature of what 

emerges in the interviews and allowed the interviewees to provide the researcher with more 

spontaneous, more rich, more specific, more relevant answers, and more things which are the 

source of much of the detail and depth in the data.  

Listed below are some teacher interview key questions developed from the questions asked 

earlier in the questionnaires;  

• Teachers’ contradictory views toward the new assessment: What is the teachers’ reaction? 

Why? Have there been any changes in teachers’ perception over the three years?  

• Issues and problems that teachers face: What problems do teachers face? How are 

teachers dealing with them? What support do teachers need? 

• Teachers’ perception of their students’ and parents’ reactions: What do teachers think their 

students’ and parents’ reactions are? Have there been any changes in students’ and 

parents’ perceptions over the three years?  

• Assessment of speaking and writing skills: What tasks do teachers employ to assess 

speaking and writing skills? How often do teachers conduct these assessments? 

The raw data consists of field notes. In order to code the data, it was first categorised into the 

four sections. Specific words emerged when the data from each interview were united. At the 

initial stage of coding, ideas or events or phenomena were discovered, named, and 

categorised. Next, comments and reflections were added to the raw data. As the analysis 

progressed, new things emerged as relevant, and new interpretations were given to the same 

data sample. Memos were kept for further investigation in other data sources. Then, patterns 

and processes, commonalities and differences were indentified. Themes and interconnections 

that recur between the sections and categories that emerged were then identified.   

3.4.4 Supervisor and principal interviews 

There are two interview participants of this type: one supervisor of the Board of Education (a 

supervisor who looked after English teachers) and one principal (a principal who was allocated 

responsibility for the subject of English language).  

The interviewees were contacted to arrange the time and the dates for the interviews. The 

supervisor interview was held at the Board of Education and was outside of their working hours. 

The principal interview was held at the same venue of Eiken where teacher interviews were 

held.  
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Participation in this research project was a sensitive issue for them. Supervisors and principals 

guide and instruct teachers and they are a part of the bureaucracy that leads the new 

assessment system. Therefore, their views and comments carry more weight than those of 

frontline teachers and they are very much aware of this situation. As mentioned earlier in this 

section, one principal was in fact present in and monitored the teacher interview held at his 

school.  

Conscious of the sensitivity of the topic and grateful that a supervisor and a principal had 

offered to be interviewed, it was sometimes difficult to ask some of the questions directly or to 

challenge the boundaries they had set. Generally, the participants were let talk freely and 

naturally, and sometimes an issue would not be pursued in depth, if it appeared difficult for the 

participant to talk further.  

The interviews were of one-to-one and semi-structured and took 30-60 minutes. 

The interviews focused on the participants’ reaction to the new assessment system, their 

observation of teachers’ practice and problems, their roles as facilitator of the new assessment 

system and the problems they faced.  

As with the teacher interviews, the field notes were firstly reviewed, and ideas or events or 

phenomena were categorised. Next, comments and reflections were added in relation to the 

findings of the teacher interviews and these memos were kept for letting specific words emerge. 

New things that emerged as relevant were also noted and again patterns and processes, 

commonalities and differences were identified. Where recurring themes in and interconnections 

between the sections and categories began to emerge, they were identified and noted.  

3.4.5 Education industry interviews 

The education industry is very big in Japan and that means that the new assessment is an issue 

not only for core schools but also for non-core schools such as coaching schools. In order to 

understand the new assessment procedures in a broader context, it is therefore important to 

examine the perspectives of the people involved in this supplementary education.  

Three major coaching schools within the target educational district were contacted. Coaching 

schools generally have several branch schools within the district and these branch schools 

usually cater to students of multiple junior high schools. From the three major coaching schools, 

two teachers agreed to be interviewed. One is an owner principal of one coaching school 

(referred to as Teacher A in the interview analysis) and the other is a head teacher of another 

coaching school (referred to as Teacher B). The interviews were conducted at the interviewee’s 

own school.  

The interviews were one-to-one, open-interviews and took 30-60 minutes. They focused on the 

interviewees’ reaction to the new assessment system, their observation of teachers’ practice 
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and problems, their observation of students and their parents’ reaction to the assessment and 

their (interviewees’) role as an educator within this assessment system.   

Since there were only two teachers in this data set, care was taken not to allow undue weight to 

be given to their perspectives. The views of these coaching school teachers were compared to 

and contrasted with those of core school teachers. This project identified those comments that 

mirrored core-school teachers’ comments or which introduced themes which core-school 

teachers had not mentioned.  

3.4.6 Textbook materials 

In Japan, the use of specific textbooks is compulsory, with the textbooks being authorised by 

the MEXT. The textbooks are compiled and edited by the private sector and are then examined 

by the Textbook Authorisation Council. After that, the Board of Education of each local 

government determines which of the authorised textbooks are to be used. In the local 

government area studied in this project, textbooks from five publishers are used for the subject 

of English language. Of those textbooks, the books entitled New Crown 1, New Crown 2 and 

New Crown 3 published by Sanseido were examined in this project.  

The following questions were focused when the textbooks were analysed:  

• What are the features of the textbooks? 

• How is each unit structured? 

• How are the four macro skills treated? 

• To what degree are the textbooks designed to develop students’ communicative 

competence? 

• To what degree are the textbooks designed in accord with the new assessment? 

The organisation of the textbooks was examined initially by inspecting the table of the contents 

and appendix in the textbooks. After the philosophy of the textbooks was thus identified, the 

contents of each unit were then explored in terms of language skills, aims of The Course of 

Study and the four evaluation perspectives. 

3.4.7 Teacher-designed tests 

Seventeen teacher-designed test papers were collected from 5 junior high schools in the district 

studied in this research project. The teachers who designed the tests were not identified.  

The teacher-designed tests were collected from a study group of teachers in the educational 

district studied in this project. Some teachers voluntarily formed a study group with the teachers 

of their neighbouring schools. The group consisted of teachers from several schools and the 

teachers worked together to develop and improve their skills of designing good tests. In the 

meeting, they exchanged their tests with other members and discuss them. 
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The following questions were considered in the analysis process:  

• Are the questions in the tests categorised into the four perspectives? 

• What are the ratios (weighting) of the four perspectives? 

• Do the tests include all the four macro skills? 

• What are the ratios (weighting) of the four macro skills? 

• How consistently are the questions categorised? 

• What types of questions are used to assess each perspective? 

• How complex / difficult are the tests? (e.g. the amount of the text to be read) 

• How valid are the tests? (i.e. to what degree are the tests similar if used for the same year 

group and the same time of the year?) 

Taking the above into consideration, the relevant information was tabulated into a matrix and 

emergent themes were identified. Patterns, commonalities and differences amongst the 

teacher-designed tests were examined. Significant issues were identified when the tests were 

examined as a whole. Validity was discussed in terms of various aspects of test design.  

3.4.8 Entrance exams for public high schools 

Entrance examinations for public high schools are designed by the Prefectural Board of 

Education to which the target educational district belongs. The entrance exams examined were 

held in 2003, 2004 and 2005.  

The analysis process and its focus were as for the teacher-designed tests. (Refer to the 

previous section. 
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Chapter 4 Policy document analysis 

(Refer Appendix 1) 

 

As indicated in Chapter 1, Chapter 4 is the first of six chapters that address the outcomes of the 

study. In this chapter, the national curriculum guidelines are examined firstly in order to get an 

overall picture of the Japanese teaching context and to see how it has been changed over the 

years. Then, the descriptions and discussions of the four other policy documents related to the 

assessment innovation (assessment guidelines) follow in a hierarchical order - from national 

level through local government level to an education district level. Educational policy documents 

analysed here are firstly developed by the national government and are then passed down to 

local governments and then to educational districts before the actual implementation at school 

level.   

Comments will be given after each document’s description and overall discussion on all the 

documents will be presented at the end. The later discussion will show that there has been a 

tendency for the later documents to be more explicit and to present more concrete procedures 

but also to be more numerical and to make assessment less qualitative. 

The documents analysed here are as follows; 

Table 4.1 Documents analysed 

Names of the documents Content Dates issued 

The Course of Study National Curriculum Guidelines issued 
by The Ministry of Education, Culture, 
Sports, Science and Technology 
(MEXT) 

2002 (H14) 
Assessment 
amendment was 
made on 27/04/2001 
(H13) 

Educational Council Report A report regarding assessment issued 
by The Educational Council, an advisory 
body of MEXT  

  04/12/2000 (H12) 

NIER Assessment Guideline Assessment Guidelines issued by 
Curriculum Research Centre 
established in The National Institute for 
Educational Research (NIER), a 
research body of MEXT 

  28/02/2002 (H14) 

Prefectural Assessment Guideline Assessment Guidelines issued by a 
Prefectural Board of Education 

  03/2004 (H16) 

District Assessment Guideline Assessment Guidelines issued in an 
educational district 

  04/2004 (H16) 

Note: Dates are shown in names of Japanese eras too. S: Showa (1926 -1989), H: Heisei (1989- onward) 

4.1 The Course of Study   

The set of curriculum guidelines and course descriptions for the instruction is called The Course 

of Study, and it is revised every ten years by the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science 
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and Technology (MEXT). The development of The Course of Study has been very complex and 

will be explained briefly here to give a context for understanding the current Course of Study.  

So far, The Course of Study has been revised four times as follows; 

• 1st Course of Study - announced in 1958 (S33) 

• 2nd Course of Study - announced in 1968 (S43) 

• 3rd Course of Study - announced in 1977 (S52) / implemented in 1980 (S55) 

• 4th Course of Study - announced in 1989 (H1) / implemented in 1992 (H4) 

• 5th Course of Study - announced in 1998 (H10) / implemented in 2002 (H14) 

The Course of Study defines evaluation perspectives for each subject together with assessment 

approach. In the first Course of Study, the evaluation perspectives for foreign languages were 

listening, speaking, reading and writing, and a norm-referenced assessment approach was 

employed. These remained unchanged through the next two Course of Study revisions.  

In 1989 (H1), however, the government officially placed pedagogical emphasis on the 

development of students’ communicative ability (i.e. speaking and listening skills) and adjured 

teachers to develop students’ “positive attitudes towards communicating in English”. In The 

Course of Study drawn up in 1989 (H1), the four perspectives were changed to; 

• Interest, willingness and a positive attitude toward communicating in a foreign language 

• Ability to express oneself in a foreign language  

• Ability to understand a foreign language  

• Knowledge and understanding of language and culture  

In 1991 (H3), just before the implementation of The 1992 (H4) Course of Study, a criterion-

referenced assessment was partly introduced to assess the four perspectives. Grades in the 

four evaluation perspectives started to be determined by criterion-referenced grading and the 

grades were given as high achievement: (+), satisfactory achievement: (blank), or poor 

achievement: (-), although the assessment approach used to determine the final numerical 

grades (1-5) still remained as norm-referenced grading. 

At the end of 2000 (H12), the Educational Council drew up a plan to set the criterion-referenced 

approach as a formal assessment approach to determine the final grades too. (This will be 

discussed in the next section.) Then, MEXT officially made the amendment on assessment (3 

year transition period from a norm- to a criterion-referenced grading) on 27/04/2001 (H13), just 

before the implementation of The 2002 (H14) Course of Study. This Course of Study is the so-

called The New Course of Study and is the revision currently employed. 

In the amended assessment system, the four evaluation perspectives remained the same as 

before but became key factors in the process of the assessment. The letter grades (ABC) 

started to be used to assess students’ learning from the four evaluation perspectives. On the 

basis of these letter grades in the four evaluation perspectives, the final assessment grades, 

which are numerical grades (1-5), started to be determined (see Chapter 1). (The details will be 
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discussed in the section of NIER Assessment Guideline.)  

The 2002 (H14) New Course of Study sets the overall objectives in foreign languages as ‘to 

develop students’ basic practical communication abilities such as listening and speaking, 

deepening the understanding of language culture, and fostering a positive attitude toward 

communication through foreign languages’. That is, there are three objectives, which appear to 

correspond to the four perspectives, although this is not explicitly stated. 

•  practical communication abilities (listening and speaking) ------ Perspective 3, 2 

•  understanding of language culture  ----------------------------------- Perspective 4 

•  a positive attitude toward communication---------------------------- Perspective 1 

In The New Course of Study, there are three assessment records - ‘shido-yoroku’, ‘tsuchi-hyo’ 

and ‘naishin-sho/chosa-sho’, and each has a different purpose. The most important document is 

‘shido-yoroku’ which each school is required to produce, following the assessment guideline set 

by MEXT. A school records each student’s academic achievement on a ‘shido-yoroku’ which is 

kept at school for a number of years. On the basis of ‘shido-yoroku’, a school then produces two 

other documents, ‘tsuchi-hyo’ and ‘naishin-sho/chosa-sho’. ‘Tsuchi-hyo’ is a report card a 

student receives. The Course of Study allows each school to develop its own content and 

format of report cards, as it explains that report cards aim at not only informing parents of the 

degree to which students achieve leaning objectives but also helping students learn in his/her 

future studies. ‘Naishin-sho/chosa-sho’, on the other hand, is one of the sources of decision 

making in a selection process when students wish to go upper schools. The Course of Study 

allows each local government to create ‘naishin-sho’ in its own style. It recommends that the 

documents should include not only students’ achievement but also other students’ traits such as 

attitudes towards learning and achievement in other areas such as sport.  

Comment 

The New Course of Study does not include much detailed information, being only about 7 pages 

long (see Appendix 1). It covers objectives, language activities (suggested teaching methods, 

i.e. communicative approach), language elements (grammar, sentence structures, vocabulary, 

etc.) and syllabus design, but the contents seem very basic and limited. The New Course of 

Study outlines language-use situations and language functions too but seems insufficient- there 

are no concrete statements of what students will able to do at the end of their study. Despite 

these shortcomings, the implementation of The New Course of Study does not seem to cause 

any significant difficulties. This may be because the actual textbooks become the de-facto 

syllabus and, because textbooks used at school are ones approved by MEXT and which come 

complete with teachers’ manuals, the reality is that teachers do not have to produce their own 

programs. 

What it comes to matters of assessment, The New Course of Study similarly does not provide 

much guidance to teachers. It simply instructs teachers to give letter grades (ABC) for each of 

the four evaluation perspectives and a numerical grade (1-5) as a final assessment grade but 
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does not include any useful basis upon which teachers can base their judgments of students’ 

achievement. This may perhaps be explained by the fact that for many years the assessment 

had been determined by a norm-referenced approach and there was not any necessity for a 

definition of standards. In the new assessment system, however, there is a need to define 

criteria and standards so the four evaluation perspectives came to play an important role in the 

definition of criteria. These four perspectives are applied to all subjects and, when it comes to 

Languages, the particular nature of the language subject itself has not been taken into account. 

Productive and receptive skills are in fact separated, despite these being integrated when 

language is in practical use. Besides, the characteristics of the subject render those 

perspectives difficult to interpret. As a result, there seems to be a difference of views among 

teachers (see Chapter 7).   

The change in assessment from a norm-referenced to criterion-referenced appears to have 

been a snap decision. It was enforced only four months after the proposal and one year before 

the implementation of The New Course of Study. The government seems to have started 

applying the new assessment system without constructing the strategies needed to prevent 

potential problems and seems to have put the responsibility of smooth implementation onto the 

local governments, schools and teachers. It seems that the government introduced a new idea 

but without clearly showing how to put the theory into practice.    

4.2 Educational Council Report  

On 17/12/1999 (H11), MEXT asked the Educational Council, an advisory body of MEXT, to 

report in regard to assessment. The New Course of Study was to be implemented from 2002, 

so a strategy to achieve the aims of The New Course of Study was to be developed by then. 

The aims of The New Course of Study were namely to foster ‘zest for living’ in children, which 

means to foster the qualities and abilities necessary to steadily acquire the rudimentary basics 

of education, such as reading, writing and arithmetic, and to learn, think and act for oneself as 

well as develop problem-solving skills.  

A year later, on 04/12/2000 (H12), the Educational Council submitted a 7 page report back to 

MEXT and proposed an innovative change to the assessment system. The content of this report 

is very dense but will be briefly explained here to help with an understanding of the context of 

the newly introduced criterion-referenced assessment.  

In the report, the necessity of developing an appropriate system to assess students’ learning is 

emphasised. For many years, students’ learning had been assessed by norm-referenced 

approach. Criterion-referenced assessment was introduced on a partial basis shortly after the 

currently employed four evaluation perspectives were introduced. As mentioned earlier, in The 

1992 (H4) Course of Study, although those perspectives were graded by a criterion-referenced 

assessment, the final grades (1-5) were still made by the norm-referenced assessment. In the 

2000 (H12) Educational Council Report, however, an amendment to assessment system was 
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drawn up, which made criterion-referenced assessment an official tool to be used when 

assessing students’ overall learning, that is, the final grades too.  

The Educational Council Report justifies implementation of a criterion-referenced assessment in 

five ways: 

• Criterion-referenced assessment is appropriate, as it defines learning outcomes and 

measures children’s achievement against those outcomes. By knowing children’s 

achievement, teachers can improve their teaching.  

• The current Course of Study aims each child to master the basics of learning contents it 

sets. Criterion-referenced assessment is appropriate, as it helps teachers to grasp if each 

child masters the basics.  

• It is important to know to what degree a child masters the learning contents at each school 

level, as this information helps a child study when s/he goes to an upper school. 

• Criterion-referenced assessment is appropriate to grasp each child’s achievement, so 

teachers can meet individual needs.  

• Norm-referenced assessment is not appropriate in terms of objectivity and validity, as the 

number of children is decreasing today.   

The necessity of a norm-referenced assessment, however, was also recognised in this report 

and it is suggested that, where necessary, schools record one assessment using a norm-

referenced grading together with one using a criterion-referenced grading. As for the ‘naishin-

sho/chosa-sho’ produced by junior high schools to pass to high schools as a source of future 

decision making, the Educational Council leaves it to individual local governments to decide if a 

norm- or a criterion referenced assessment should be used.  

The report proposed that criteria are to be set in terms of the four evaluation perspectives, and 

that assessment methods are to be developed to; 

• make assessment analytical and descriptive rather than summative in order to improve 

learning and teaching 

• conduct assessment before and during the learning process as well as after learning.  

• conduct assessment not only at the end of the term or academic year but also at the end of 

unit or a lesson 

• assess students’ learning by a means other than paper tests, such as observations, 

interviews, reports, and students’ works. 

• conduct student-self-assessment and peer-assessment and to refer to it 

In the report, the Educational Council instructs schools and boards of education in local 

governments to establish assessment criteria in order to enhance the objectivity and validity of 

the assessment. The Educational Council notes the following four matters in regards to 

developing assessment criteria; 

• In order to assess whether or not children achieve basic and fundamental knowledge that 

The Course of Study sets out, it is necessary to enhance validity and objectivity of 
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assessment.  

• In order to assess whether children achieve the objectives The Course of Study sets out, it is 

necessary to develop assessment criteria in terms of the four evaluation perspectives set out 

in The Course of Study. 

• In order to enhance objectivity of assessment, it is important for teachers to clarify their 

understanding of the standards by samples of student work exemplifying performance 

standards.  

• It is expected that schools improve assessment procedures and that teachers develop a 

common understanding of them.      

The report acknowledges the difficulty of assessing students’ learning in terms of Perspective 1 

(Interest, willingness and a positive attitude toward communicating in a foreign language). It 

indicates that there might be a risk that an assessment could be coloured by teachers’ 

subjective judgments. It, therefore, suggests that teachers employ various methods, conduct 

assessment continuously, and make a synthetic judgment. The report defines valid assessment 

as the one where the person who assesses (teacher), the person assessed (student), and the 

person who uses the assessment all agree. It urges teachers to develop and improve their 

assessment skills in order to make a professional judgment.  

In order to develop the guidelines for assessment criteria and methods for the new assessment 

system, the report announced the establishment of a Curriculum Research Centre within The 

National Institute for Educational Research (NIER), which was in fact established in 01/2001 

(H13). 

Comment 

The Educational Council appears to have produced a good report despite having had only one 

year to research the area of assessment before submitting its report to MEXT. The report 

appears to be a well-written introduction to a new assessment approach. It demonstrates 

rationales for implementing criterion-referenced assessment logically and identifies the potential 

for problems to be caused by this new system, such as interpretations of Perspective 1 and the 

possible necessity for a norm-referenced assessment. The Educational Council, however, 

unfortunately, does not discuss this in depth and does not provide practical strategies to 

implement the new assessment.  

The report recommends assessment methods but does not provide useful suggestions to make 

an objective and valid assessment. It fails to provide teachers with useful strategies to put the 

theory into practice. Unfortunately, whilst its organisation appears reasonable, its content 

appears largely theoretical and difficult to comprehend. Although the report is only an 

introduction to the new assessment system, if it instructs schools and teachers to develop the 

assessment criteria and methods, it would have been helpful to have included more practical 

guidance for the development of criteria and methods, particularly given its audience of schools 

and teachers. 
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In short, this report surprisingly expects schools and teachers to implement the new approach 

and to take most of the important decisions but all without being given sufficient support. As 

such, it appears to be very difficult for them to implement the new assessment approach in 

practice.  

4.3 NIER Assessment Guideline  

The Curriculum Research Centre was established in 01/2001 (H13) within The National Institute 

for Educational Research (NIER), itself a research body of MEXT. A year later, in 02/2002 

(H14), it published an assessment guideline. The assessment procedure in this guideline is very 

complex and will be summarised briefly here to give an overall picture for understanding the 

assessment framework.  

The guideline firstly attempts to make a distinction between criteria and standards. The 

Japanese words for these two words sound the same, that is, ‘hyoka-kijun’, though they do 

have different Chinese characters. The guidelines create new pronunciations and names of 

‘nori-jun’ (criteria) and ‘moto-jun’ (standards). Although it is not explicitly stated, there appears a 

necessity to explain that criteria refer to what children are expected to achieve and standards 

refer to the degree to which children have achieved. 

The guideline then attempts to clarify the criteria. It tries to illustrate what to assess in terms of 

the objectives that The Course of Study sets out. However, standards are not emphasised in 

this guideline. According to a MEXT document cited in the guideline, assessment had 

previously been focused on measuring students’ knowledge and understanding in details and 

had been largely quantitative. Students’ attitudes toward learning or ability to think, judge, 

express, and do things had not been assessed. Therefore, in order to assess qualitative 

aspects of students’ learning, the guideline urges that criteria be established concretely in terms 

of the four evaluation perspectives.  

The NIER guideline was developed in consideration of the following; 

• Assessment is to be based on the four evaluation perspectives which are commonly applied 

to all the subjects. However, each subject has its own characteristics (such as the four 

macro skills in the case of languages) and the criteria for the four evaluation perspectives 

are to be set in terms of these subject characteristics.  

• Assessment is to be used to improve teaching.  

• Assessment should not be a burden on teachers.  

• Assessment criteria and methods developed at schools level are also to be applied. 

• Assessment criteria and methods are to be easy for children and their parents to 

understand.  

The guideline shows how the characteristics of each subject (e.g. the four macro skills in the 

case of Languages) can relate to the four evaluation perspectives. In the case of Languages, 
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not all the characteristics are always employed to assess the four evaluation perspectives. The 

guideline assumes that Perspective 1 (Interest, willingness and a positive attitude toward 

communicating in a foreign language) and Perspective 4 (Knowledge and understanding of 

language and culture) are assessed through all the four macro skills. However, Perspective 2 

(Ability to express oneself in a foreign language) and Perspective 3 (Ability to understand a 

foreign language) are not. In the guideline, Perspective 2 is not assessed by testing a student’s 

listening skill and Perspective 3 is not assessed by testing a student’s speaking and writing 

skills. Although not being explicitly stated, it appears possible to assess Perspective 2 by testing 

reading skill, as it includes not only reading comprehension skill but also the skill of reading 

aloud.   

The unit illustrated in this guideline attempts to show how the learning content in a unit can be 

assessed from the subject characteristics. It also includes assessment methods and indicators 

of A (high achievement) and B (satisfactory achievement) in the unit, together with suggestions 

for helping students who are assessed as C (poor achievement). By including indicators, this 

guideline aims at providing teachers with a shared understanding of standards of student 

achievement, i.e. consistency in making assessment judgments. Also, this guideline shows 

some procedures of how to determine the letter grades for the unit, the term, and the end of the 

year. All the procedures are based on the four evaluation perspectives but allow teachers to 

exercise their discretion, such as giving added weighting to certain assessment tasks and 

considering formative assessment tasks as of equal importance to summative assessment 

tasks.  

In the illustrated unit for Languages, one macro skill (speaking) is taken up to assess learning 

contents and six criteria are set for the three evaluation perspectives (except Perspective 3). To 

judge whether a student achieves one of the criteria is made by more than one assessment 

(usually 2-5 assessments). Observation is the assessment method employed to a great degree. 

The observation takes place at the same time of teaching, that is, in every lesson.  

As for assessment grades, the guideline confirms the assessment amendment made by MEXT 

on 27/04/2001 (H13). It gives further definitions of the letter grades for the four evaluation 

perspectives (A: high achievement, B: satisfactory achievement, C poor achievement) and the 

final numerical grades (5: outstanding achievement, 4: high achievement, 3: satisfactory 

achievement, 2: poor achievement, 1: limited achievement). The guideline reconfirms that final 

numerical grades are to be determined on the basis of the letter grades of the four evaluation 

perspectives.  

Comment  

Firstly, the NIER Assessment Guideline does not develop in depth the idea introduced by the 

Educational Council. It appears to still be very theoretical and does not appear practical at all. 

Having stated that assessment should not be a burden on teachers, in the unit illustrated, 

observations are employed to a great extent, thus implying that teachers are required to assess 
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while in the process of teaching. Teachers are encouraged to conduct formative assessment 

together with assessments before and after teaching. It is implicitly recommended that teachers 

conduct an assessment to assess more than one perspective in one lesson. All in all, it appears 

to require teachers to conduct many assessments, something that would be very difficult to 

carry out in practice.  

Although written exams are the assessment method most commonly used at school, the NIER 

Assessment Guideline does not include assessment in a form of written exam paper.  It only 

illustrates an assessment which could be conducted during lessons but no assessment tasks 

and questions which could be used in paper tests are illustrated. In short, the guideline does not 

appear user friendly.  

The NIER Guideline reinforces the philosophy which the Educational Council had brought in, 

which is that the assessment is to be based on the four evaluation perspectives. It shows how 

these four perspectives can relate to the characteristics of the subjects. However, in the case of 

Languages, Perspective 1 (which the Educational Council appears particularly concerned 

about) and Perspective 4 have not been made clear. Their assessment still relies on the 

teachers’ own interpretations of the brief descriptions stated in The Course of Study. 

Lastly, the NIER Guideline fails to provide teachers with information about how to determine the 

letter grades for each assessment itself, though it does tell the teacher how to determine the 

letter grades for a unit or a term or an academic year. The indicators between A and B grades, 

in particular, are not clear. From this guideline, it appears to be very difficult for teachers to 

develop and gain a shared and common understanding of the standards of achievement.  

4.4 Prefectural Assessment Guideline 

Each prefecture has developed its own assessment guideline based on the NEIR Assessment 

Guideline. An assessment guideline developed in one of the prefectures in Japan is examined 

in this section. The assessment procedure in this prefectural guideline is very complex and is 

outlined briefly here to help understand how grades are determined.   

The Prefectural Guideline defines criteria in every unit of all the textbooks used at schools in the 

prefecture and suggests assessment methods and indicators to determine the letter grades. In 

the Prefectural Guideline, the criteria are set in terms of the four evaluation perspectives but not 

in terms of the subject characteristics (i.e. the four macro skills in Languages). It shows how to 

determine the final numerical grades for a unit, a term, and a year (the end of the year) in a very 

complex mathematical way. Table 4.2 summarises the assessment procedure that the 

Prefectural Guideline explains. 

The Prefectural Guideline asserts that exams should not be the sole source of assessment 

mark and that an emphasis be placed on the grades given in each unit. It suggests that 

teachers assess using various methods continuously over the learning process. It encourages 

teachers to develop assessment methods other than paper tests and to use methods such as 
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interviews, reports, observations and products. Self and peer evaluations are also 

recommended, as bringing a positive effect - not only teachers can get data for Perspective 1 

(Interest, willingness and a positive attitude toward communicating in a foreign language) but 

also students’ motivation towards learning can increase.  

The Prefectural Guideline, on the other hand, also acknowledges the important role of mid-term 

and end of term exams in secondary schools and suggests that mid-term and end of term exam 

questions should be designed in terms of the four evaluation perspectives. It sets out bench 

marks of each letter grade numerically (see Table 4.2), whilst those in the NIER Guideline were 

set descriptively. In addition, in the method illustrated in the Prefectural Guideline, the 

assessment of units and that of exams are treated equally, but it also being noted that teachers 

are allowed to give added weight to either of them. The Prefectural Guideline, however, does 

not clearly define how to relate the grading of mid-term and end of term exams to the grading of 

units.  

Table 4.2 Assessment procedure in Prefectural Assessment Guideline 

Step 1 
Determine a final letter grade (ABC) in a unit.  
(A: 80% of achievement or more, B: 50-79%, and C: less than 50%) 
More than one assessment can be employed in each perspective.  
Take an average of the assessments. 

Step 2 
Determine a final letter grade (ABC) in a term.  
(1) Take an average of the letter grades of units covered. 
(2) Take an average of (1) and the letter grades of exams.  
Determine a final numerical grade (1-5) in a term.  
Method (1A): Allocate an overall numerical grade by referring to the guideline’s 
list of relationships.  
(A: 5 or 4, B:3, and C: 2 or 1;  e.g. AAAA=5, AABB= 4, BBBB=3, BBCC=2, 
CCCC=1)  
Method (1B): Take an average of the scores of each of the four perspectives.  
(A:5 points, B:3 points, C:1 point. e.g. ABCC = (5+3+1+1) divided by 4= 2.5 
round up to 3)   

Step 3 

Method (2): Sum up the scores of all the letter grades of the four perspectives in 
all the units covered and calculate achievement rate. (A: 3 points, B: 2 points, C: 
1 point.  Grade- 5: 85% or more, 4: 75-84%, 3: 55-74%, 2: 40-54%, 1: less than 
40%) 

 

Comment 

This Prefectural Guideline appears to have managed to illustrate the assessment procedures 

that NIER Assessment Guideline had drawn up. It includes charts to explain how to make a final 

letter grade (ABC) in a unit, a final letter grade (ABC) for a term and a final numerical grade (1-

5) for a term. This appears to contribute to teachers’ understanding of the philosophy the NIER 

Guideline brought in.  

Another contribution made by this Prefectural Guideline is the provision of hands-on 

assessment resources, these being the criteria and the assessment methods of each unit in 

each textbook. Unfortunately, though it initially looks very helpful, the assessment methods 

illustrated do not appear readily doable. Those are conducted during lessons and are in the 
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forms of students’ presentations of their work and of teachers’ observations. As with the NIER 

Guideline, the indicators to distinguish between A and B marks are not clear, again making it 

difficult for teachers to use this Prefectural Guideline to work toward a shared understanding of 

standards of student achievement. 

It is a great pity that whilst this Prefectural Guideline recognises the important role of mid-term 

and end of term exams in secondary schools, it does not discuss this in any detail nor does it 

provide information to help teachers design exams and to set an appropriate level of difficulty 

for those exams. This Prefectural Guideline merely notes that teachers must exercise care 

when setting the cut-points of 1-5 while also observing and taking into account the student 

performance as a group. Student’s performance is closely related to not only the level of the 

difficulty of the test but also to the quality of the student group. As with the NIER Guideline, this 

Prefectural Guideline appears deficient in that it requires teachers to form a professional view 

without providing sufficient support for the teachers in the setting of the standards.  

4.5  District Assessment Guideline 

This particular guideline was developed by the Principals’ association in an educational district 

within the prefecture examined earlier and was issued only one month after the relevant 

superior prefectural guideline was issued.  

In this Educational District Guideline, the following assessment procedure is defined; 

Table 4.3 Assessment procedure in Educational District Assessment Guideline 

Step 1 
Give letter grades in each perspective of each unit, mid-term exam and end of 
term exam as follows;  
A: 80% of achievement or more, B: 50-79%, and C: less than 50%. 

Step 2 To determine final letter grades in a term, give A: 3 points, B: 2 points, C:1 point 
and take an average  

Step 3 

To determine a final numerical grade in a term, Method (2) in the Prefectural 
Assessment Guideline is to be employed.  
Give A: 3 points, B: 2 points, C: 1 point, add up all the letter grades of the four 
perspectives in all the units covered and exams and calculate achievement rate. 
Numerical grades should be given according to the following achievement rates; 
5: 85% or more, 4: 75-84%, 3: 55-74%, 2: 40-54%, 1: less than 40%. 

 
Table 4.4 Summary of assessment procedure (Final grade) 

 1* 2* 3* 4* 5* 6* 7*  
 Unit 

test 1 
Unit 
test 2 

Unit 
test 3 

Mid-term 
exam 

Unit 
test 4 

Unit 
test 5 

End of term 
exam 

Final grade 
of the term 

Perspective1 
Perspective2  
Perspective3 

Perspective4  

A or B or C  
 

A : 80% or more, 3 points  
B : 50% or more, 2 points  
C : less than 50%, 1 point 

**5: 85% or< 
   4:75-84% 
   3:55-74%  
   2:40-54% 
   1: < 40 % 

Note; * Usually there are 3 - 5 formative tests (unit tests) and 2 summative tests (Mid-term and End of term exams) in 
each term. ** If 7 assessments take place in a term, full marks are 84 points. 3 points × 28 (7 assessment × 4 
perspectives) = 84 points (=100%) 
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There are not many differences between the guidelines. However, the following points differ 

greatly from the Prefectural Guideline. The District Guideline instructs teachers to treat: 

• each unit, mid-term exam and end of term exam equally. 

• each unit equally without giving additional weighting.  

• the four evaluation perspectives equally in principle. However, in Music, Arts, P.E., and 

Industrial Arts and Home Economics, Perspective 2 could be given added weighting. In that 

case, not more than 200% weighting should be added. 

This District Guideline acknowledges the difficulty of assessing Perspective 1 (Interest, 

willingness and a positive attitude toward communicating in a foreign languages) in language 

exams and suggests that it is assessed by how much students can write in a composition (i.e. 

quantity) but not by how well they can write (i.e. quality). It is further suggested that Perspective 

1 can also be assessed during lessons by observing how enthusiastically students participate in 

learning activities such as pair or group works.  

Comment 

This Educational District Guideline tightens up some of areas left unsolved by the Prefectural 

Guideline and which otherwise would have been, de-facto, in the hands of individual schools. 

By setting out rules for these previously unresolved aspects, this guideline appears to help 

reduce the inconsistencies among schools and allow teachers to assess students fairly and 

regardless of their school. However, the instructions set by this guideline may also work against 

fairness, as individual teachers can not exercise their individual expertise, i.e. can not put a 

weighting onto the units which they consider important.  

There is a discrepancy between this District Guideline and the Prefectural Guideline. Whilst they 

both use a ratio of units to exams as a part of their assessment, they differ when it comes to 

saying what this ratio should be. In the Prefectural Guideline, the ratio of the units and exams is 

1:1 and does not change. However, the District Guideline allows the number of units and exams 

to vary from term to term but nonetheless treats every unit and every exam equally. The ratio 

varies depending on the numbers of units covered and the exams held in a term and marks are 

determined by it.   

Despite the new assessment approach aiming at assessing students’ learning qualitatively, the 

instructions contained in this guideline all point towards assessment still being quantitative. 

Quantitative assessment may be easier when developing assessment programs and software. 

However, when teachers are to adhere to the cut-off points the Prefectural guideline sets out, 

they are again put into a very difficult position. We thus conclude that, in order to make 

assessment valid under this system, teachers are required to also be good assessors and test 

designers.  
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4.6 Summary discussion of the five policy documents analysed above 

Having looked at the characteristics of each document, we will now explore the relationships 

between them. The four stages will be examined to allow us to see how each document 

interprets the document preceding it. The degree to which the documents are coherent will also 

be discussed.  

Stage 1 (from The Educational Council to MEXT) 

The Educational Council confirmed the advantages of changing the assessment to a criterion-

referenced approach. Whilst this of itself appears rational, MEXT inhibited the proper 

implementation by rushing the plan into practice before establishing the procedures, making the 

official amendment on assessment only 4 months after the Educational Council Report. In the 

report, NIER, local governments and schools were all instructed to simultaneously develop 

assessment criteria and methods within this new system. The logic of this simultaneous though 

hierarchical approach to development seems incongruous. Clearly, MEXT had to do so, as it 

had already amended the assessment part of The Course of Study. However, not having been 

yet given sufficient information on how to implement the new assessment, the ability of local 

governments and schools to develop the appropriate procedures was severely curtailed.  

Stage 2 (from The Educational Council (MEXT) to NIER) 

The Educational Council’s assessment philosophy that the criteria are to be set in terms of the 

four evaluation perspectives was handed down to NIER. NIER, noting that the four evaluation 

perspectives are commonly applied to all the subjects, tried setting the criteria for the four 

evaluation perspectives in terms of the subject characteristics. This complicated the 

assessment criteria. It illustrated the assessment methods recommended by the Educational 

Council and call for observations take place often during the lesson. In addition, NIER includes 

many assessment tasks in the unit illustrated as the Educational Council suggests. However, 

the requirement to conduct many formative assessments during the learning process does not 

appear realistic. The methods of determining the letter grades is not clearly presented either, 

which is disappointing.   

Stage 3 (from NIER Guideline to Prefectural Guideline) 

The Prefectural Guideline presents more concrete assessment procedures than the NIER 

Guideline. The department of education of this prefecture developed the criteria to accord with 

textbooks used within the prefecture. It shows assessment procedures which are more 

mathematically constructed than those in the NIER Guideline. This Prefectural Guideline, 

therefore, appears more practical than the NIER Guideline. However, the assessment tasks 

illustrated are still those conducted during lessons and the distinction between A and B grades 

is not still clear. Although this Prefectural Guideline recognises the importance of the mid-term 

and end of term exams and has commented on them something which NIER did not, this 

Prefectural Guideline does not provide information to help teachers design exams and set the 
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difficulty of the exams at an appropriate level. Instructing teachers to carefully set the cut-off 

points of the numerical grades (1-5) appears insufficient for successful implementation. Many 

problems remain to be resolved. 

Stage 4 (from Prefectural Guideline to District Guideline) 

In the District Guideline, the assessment procedures become more solid and fixed than the 

Prefectural Guideline. It tries to provide more straightforward instructions and helps teachers 

practise the new assessment with less confusion. However, there is a slight difference of 

interpretation on the procedure compared with the Prefectural Guideline and this may lead to 

situations where an assessment of units would become more influential in this assessment 

procedure than in that of the Prefectural Guideline. These problems appear not to be solved yet. 

In short, there are many important decisions which are still left to teachers and it still appears 

very difficult for teachers to know that they have made a valid judgment.  

Summary 

Through all of the stages examined above, the policy documents appear to be very theoretical, 

unrealistic and impractical. The basic theory presented in the initial documents gets translated 

inappropriately in subsequent documents and leads very mathematical and complex procedures 

appearing in those later documents. Assessments determined by these procedures become 

more quantitative at each new stage. Despite the initial aim of the new assessment system 

being to assess students’ learning qualitatively, it appears that assessments are now heading in 

the opposite direction. The weaknesses of these procedures make it difficult to realise the aim 

of this assessment innovation, something which is very unfortunate. 

The following summarises how the documents get translated. 

Figure 4.1 Interrelation amongst the five documents analysed in this research project 

The Course of Study---------------------Policy 
                ↑                                             ↑ 
Educational Council Report------------Theory ----------------------------Qualitative assessment      
                ↓                                             ↓                                                      ↓             
NIER Assessment Guideline                 ↓                                                      ↓ 
                ↓                                             ↓                                                      ↓ 
Prefectural Assessment Guideline         ↓                                                      ↓ 
                ↓                                             ↓                                                      ↓ 
District Assessment Guideline------School / Implementation-------Quantitative assessment 
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Chapter 5 Major findings from teacher questionnaires and 
 teacher interviews 

(Refer Appendix 2) 

 

As indicated in Chapter 1, this is the first of three chapters that address outcomes from teacher 

questionnaires and teacher interviews. Further details of both questionnaire and interview 

responses are provided in Chapters 6 and 7, however, because of the amount of detail provided 

overall, I begin these three chapters by providing a summary of outcomes. It is hoped that this 

summary will help make Chapters 6 and 7 more accessible to the reader.  

As indicated in Chapter 3, in this chapter, teachers’ overall perception and practice of the new 

assessment are discussed in light of the following four themes. These themes were developed 

from research questions and the broader educational context and were included in the 

questionnaires as sections.  

Section A: Teacher reaction to / practice of the new assessment 

Section B: Decisions about the final grade in the new assessment 

Section C: Teacher-designed tests in the new assessment 

Section D: Entrance exams for high schools and the criterion-referenced assessment 

In this chapter, the analytical comments of teacher interviews will be given in relation to teacher 

questionnaires, identifying contradictions and similarities between the questionnaires and the 

interviews. The discussion will go deeper into the motivations of respondents and their reasons 

for responding as they do, in the process of probing for further information to give fuller answers 

to the research questions. The later discussion will illuminate the difficulties that teachers 

experience in the process of assessment practice together with the prominent features of the 

grades made by the criterion-referenced assessment. It will reveal the fact that teachers are in a 

“Catch 22” situation, as they are coping with two contradictory circumstances while managing 

two contradictory approaches, and that, despite frequently changing policies, teachers try to 

adjust themselves to new situations and make their best judgment about their students’ 

learning. 

5.1 Section A: Teacher reaction to / practice on the new assessment 

In the interviews as well as the questionnaires, teachers talk both about advantages and 

disadvantages. In two thirds of the interviews, teachers approve of the new assessment, which 

mirrors the result of the questionnaires. Although the questionnaires did not indicate why 

teachers stand in a favorable position towards the new assessment despite having reservations 

about appropriateness of criteria-referenced grading, the Interviews revealed that there are two 
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major reasons for it. Firstly, teachers like the philosophy of criterion-referenced grading, which 

allows them to give good grades to all the students who meet the standards. They like to assess 

Perspective 1, where they can appraise students’ attitude toward learning, and which helps 

conscientious students be awarded better grades. Secondly, teachers like the fact that they are 

positioned as professionals. That is, they do not have to apply the cut-off points of the grades 

and what grades to be given to students is left to their discretion. They say that grading is very 

difficult work but they react positively overall towards the new assessment. They appear to 

show serious commitment to their work together with a strong sense of vocation. 

The interviews revealed that teachers’ contradictory perceptions toward the new assessment 

may be a result of the disposition of the teachers, that is, teachers’ own philosophy or ideology 

of teaching. Although assessing Perspective 1 appeals to teachers who approve of the new 

assessment, it is strongly rejected by teachers who criticise it. Although to give the top grades to 

many students is strongly rejected by teachers who criticise the new assessment, it is of little 

concern to teachers who approve of it. There appears to be no common ground amongst those 

two groups of teachers. Therefore, it would be appropriate to say that the reason why teachers 

demonstrate contradictory views is a result of the fact that they have different orientation toward 

teaching not toward the new assessment.  

In the interviews, teachers explicitly identified the difficulties they experience. These can be 

categorised into the following three issues; the procedure, the validity and the consequence of 

the criterion-referenced assessment. Teachers found the procedures of the new assessment 

troublesome as data collection for grading is time-consuming. They found the assessment they 

give invalid because of the large number of the students getting the top and the second top 

grades. They found the effect of the assessment they give negative when the decision about 

students’ future is made. In short, the procedures of the new assessment from the perspective 

of the teachers are not “doable”, the consequence of the assessment teachers give has high 

stakes, but teachers know the assessments they give lack validity. Teachers appear to be in a 

very difficult position. 

As for the influence of the new assessment on teaching, the result of the interviews mostly 

mirrored that of the questionnaires. In the interviews, as in the questionnaires, there is not much 

information given from teachers about the changes in their teaching practice. Therefore, the 

new assessment does not appear to help teachers to improve teaching practice. It, however, 

should be noted that, although teachers did not feel that the number of tests is increased in their 

practice in the questionnaires, they did feel that they teach for assessment in the interviews. It 

may be because teachers who participated in the interviews have stronger interests in the new 

assessment. It is interesting that, in the process of the interviews, teachers’ opinions did not 

always reflect the findings of the questionnaires. It should be noted that, in the interviews, there 

was one teacher who used the textbook in a slightly different way than before in order to give 

opportunities for students to practice for the speaking tasks in class, although most teachers do 
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not perceive that they do anything different in class since the new assessment has been 

enforced. It appears that teaching practice is changing but only minimally. (This will be 

discussed further in Section C.)  

As for the influence of the new assessment on learning, teachers do not perceive that the new 

assessment increases students’ motivation in the third year of the implementation, although 

they claim it did in the first year. Therefore, it seems that the innovation has changed the form of 

assessment, but not the substance of teaching and learning. 

In relation to the substance of teaching, it should be noted that, in the interviews, one teacher 

claims that the textbook makes it difficult and challenging for teachers to set outcomes, criteria 

and standards. Therefore, it would be worth investigating to what degree the textbook used 

matches the philosophy of the criterion-referenced assessment (see Chapter 9). 

In summary, the teacher interviews followed up and extended the findings of the teacher 

questionnaires in most aspects. Key learnings are that most teachers like the philosophy of 

criterion-referenced grading and that, if they don’t, those teachers may have a different 

orientation toward teaching. Having said that, the complex nature of the new assessment 

appears to be evident in both the questionnaires and the interviews. The difficulties teachers 

identified in the interviews demonstrate that there is a big gap between the intentions of bringing 

in the criterion-referenced grading and the actual practice. That is likely to account for teachers’ 

hesitation in making their positions clear toward the new assessment in the questionnaires.  

5.2 Section B: Decisions about the final grade in the new assessment 

In the interviews, teachers talked about Perspective 1 intensively, which appears to have 

immediate relation to their teaching practice. Although teachers wrote both about advantages 

and disadvantages of Perspective 1 in the questionnaires, the Interviews revealed that teachers 

in principle support the intention of assessing students’ learning from Perspective 1. Teachers 

like to assess students’ learning in ways other than exam scores. However, teachers are 

struggling with this, because they could assess Perspective 1 in two different ways. One is to 

assess students’ learning in terms of interest, willingness and a positive attitude toward “English 

language” and the other is those toward “communication”, which is more like assessing 

Perspective 2. Therefore, teachers are not confident with the way they assess Perspective 1. It 

should be noted that in-service teacher development has not addressed this concern nor has it 

presented practical strategies to assess Perspective 1. 

As for the methods and procedures of assessment, in the interviews as well as the 

questionnaires, teachers claim that it is necessary to make clear definitions of the Perspectives, 

including Perspective 1 in particular, and to have a common understanding of criteria and 

standards. At the moment, all these issues are left in teachers’ hands so that teachers appear to 

feel overwhelmed. In relation to the procedures, the interviews revealed that there are 

inconsistent interpretations about the process of deciding letter grades between national and 
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local government levels. (This will be discussed further in Chapter 8.) In short, it appears that 

the document of the new assessment fails to give information teachers want and is not written 

explicitly enough to allow people to make consistent interpretations. As a result, this user-

unfriendly assessment appears to burden teachers. This appears to explain why half of the 

teachers in the questionnaires did not think they were given sufficient information of the 

methods and the procedure of deciding final grades in this new criteria-referenced assessment.   

In the interviews, teachers as well as students are more concerned about the assessment itself 

rather than with the procedures, although teachers respond negatively to the process of 

deciding final grades in the new assessment in the questionnaires. In the interviews, teachers 

showed contradictory views and appeared confused by the fact that the new assessment allows 

many students to reach the top grades easily. They appeared to try to adjust themselves to the 

new views of the grades and to justify their assessment rather than to question the procedures. 

As for students, teachers perceive that students find the grades they are given difficult to 

understand. Teachers themselves also perceive that the grades they give to students are not 

aligned to the exam marks nor are the grades reflect their true abilities and achievement. 

Therefore, it would be appropriate to say that teachers’ and students’ confusions indicate that 

they are not confident with the new assessment despite it being in the third year of its 

implementation. It appears apparent that the system has problems particularly in regard to 

general issues of validity, and needs to be improved, monitored, and developed in order to help 

its end-users. 

In summary, as in Section A, in the issues discussed above, there was considerable 

congruence between the data from the questionnaires and the interviews. It would be 

appropriate to say that interpretations and assessment methods of each perspective are 

influential factors in the new assessment.  

5.3 Section C: Teacher-designed tests in the new assessment 

Teachers talked extensively about designing tests from the four perspectives in the interviews 

and their views concur with those in the questionnaires. They are favorable towards revising the 

quality of their tests but find designing tests from the four perspectives complicated and 

troublesome. In the interviews, teachers particularly claim that it is problematic that high school 

entrance exams are not related to the four perspectives. In relation to entrance exams, although 

teachers show strong interest in having a common test in the questionnaires, they did not talk 

much about it in the interviews. This may result from that fact that teachers are not in a position 

to make a decision about it and are occupied with improving the quality of their assessment 

practice in the current circumstance.   

Teachers particularly talked about the difficulty of assessing Perspective 2 and explained 

various restrictions in the interviews, although teachers were positive about assessing all the 

four macro skills in the questionnaires. They indeed find it difficult to assess Perspective 2. The 
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interviews revealed that teachers use speaking and writing tasks to assess Perspective 1 

instead of assessing Perspective 2. They say that they can give students better marks if they 

show good effort even though they do not perform well. This appears to be educational, 

practical and a good strategy to cope with the current difficult situation. 

Teachers show strong concerns about the level of difficulty of the tests in the interviews, 

although teachers claimed that they develop tests at an appropriate level of difficulty in the 

questionnaires. The interviews revealed that teachers are concerned about the cut-off points set 

for paper tests in the new assessment and adjust the cut-off points every time depending on the 

average marks of the test, i.e. the difficulty of the tests. They prefer to make practical 

professional judgments and do not always follow the procedures set by the government. This 

finding is very interesting and appears to suggest that teachers tend to carry out their duty in a 

way they believe appropriate to their professional expertise. 

The interviews revealed that teachers conduct or try to conduct assessment to measure 

students’ ability to express themselves in the target language. Indeed, teachers give students 

opportunities to practise or prepare for the tasks in their lessons and start to teach while 

keeping assessment in their mind, which is the reverse of what they used to do. There appears 

to be task-directed programming taking place in their practice, although teachers do not 

perceive the influence of the new test-designing on their teaching practice and testing and 

teaching appeared to be separated in teachers’ practice in the questionnaires. Therefore, it 

could be appropriate to say that, even if teachers do not recognise the influence, there appears 

to be a positive influence on their teaching practice, even though it is only to a small degree. It 

appears that teaching and assessment are slowly starting to be aligned. 

In summary, at a glance, teachers showed contradictory responses to some issues discussed 

above in the questionnaires and the interviews. However, these issues are not simple and can 

not be answered in a word. It appears that the questionnaires extracted superficial responses 

from teachers but the interviews helped them to present important background information to be 

considered. 

5.4 Section D: Entrance exams for high schools and the criterion-
referenced assessment 

One of the findings from this research is that there has emerged from principals an ‘unofficial’ 

modified norm-referenced assessment. It is a de-facto assessment, which principals can not 

force teachers to do and is not known by students and their parents. Teacher interviews 

revealed that this modified norm-referenced approach has been implemented since the second 

year of the implementation of the new assessment. This modified norm-referenced approach 

differs from the previous approach in terms of the pre-determined number of students in each 

grade range. In the previous approach, the top 31% of the students can reach Grade 4 and 5; 

however, the modified norm-referenced approach allows the top 40% of the students to do so. 
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Some principals gave teachers verbal instructions of this set of cut-off-points for grades, 

although some principals gave written instructions.  

In the interviews, teachers comment that, since they feel the criterion-referenced assessment is 

not appropriate for selection purposes, the principals’ de-facto policy was a last resort, which 

needed to occur if students were not to be disadvantaged. In the first year of the implementation 

of the new assessment, the grade differentials amongst junior high schools were huge but high 

schools treated the grades from junior high schools evenly and did not moderate marks. As a 

result, many students were disadvantaged and selections were not conducted fairly. 

Accordingly, the necessity for a strategy to avoid unfair selection arose and moderation was 

brought in by principals. The cut-off-points of the grades came to be applied to the third graders 

(Year 9) and grades given to students were controlled again. 

Although the de-facto policy was discussed in an implicit manner in the questionnaires, it was 

discussed explicitly in the interviews. In the interviews, as in the questionnaires, teachers claim 

that it is important for school-based assessment to be a part of the information for selection but 

it is impossible to make a fair selection using the criterion-referenced assessment. Accordingly, 

they think that it is a “necessary evil” implementing the de-facto policy within the criterion-

referenced assessment framework. However, they find themselves to be in a complex situation 

again, because they find if difficult to merge the de-facto policy with the philosophy of the 

criterion-referenced assessment. Teachers appear to have to adjust themselves to new 

situations constantly, and to keep shifting their philosophical orientation to assessment. They 

appear to have to cope with dilemmas constantly.  

In summary, in relation to the de-facto policy discussed above, the interviews supplied this 

research with the information which the questionnaires could not elucidate. In previous sections, 

we have seen that teachers collect information about students’ learning and try to make valid 

assessment on the basis of it; however, the interviews revealed that this unofficial assessment 

policy is definitive in Year 9 assessment. 
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Chapter 6 Teacher questionnaire analysis 

(Refer Appendix 2) 

 

As indicated in Chapters 1 and 5, this chapter is the second of the three chapters that address 

outcomes from teacher interviews and teacher questionnaires. This chapter presents detailed 

analysis of teacher questionnaires and reinforces findings presented in Chapter 5. As indicated 

earlier, because of the amount of detail provided and in order to help these become more 

accessible to the reader, I begin this chapter by providing a summary of the findings and further 

details are provided later.  

As indicated in Chapter 3 and 5, in the questionnaires, teachers were interviewed in terms of 

the following four themes: Teacher reaction to / practice of the new assessment; Decisions 

about the final grade in the new assessment; Teacher-designed tests in the new assessment; 

and Entrance exams for high schools and the criterion-referenced assessment.  

6.1 Summary of the findings 

Analysis of the questionnaires was a complex activity. Teachers show contradictory views and 

responses in most questions. The individual teachers may not be confused but there is no 

distinct agreement amongst teachers. The following are notable. 

Firstly, teachers show contradictory views in their reaction towards the new assessment (61% 

positive, 39% negative). Secondly, teachers respond contradictorily in their recognition of the 

influence of the new assessment on their teaching practice (61% recognise it, 40% do not). 

Thirdly, teachers show contradictory views about the validity of the assessment they give(52% 

valid, 46% not valid). Fourthly, teachers also respond differently about their confidence in 

grading (55% confident, 44% not confident).  

According to the teachers, we can identify two major positive matters this new assessment has 

brought in, which are assessing all the four macro skills and formulating exam questions 

systematically. However, it should be noted that teachers do not perceive positive influence on 

their teaching practice. We rather can identify following two negative aspects of this new 

assessment; it requires teachers to spend large amount of time for making and evaluating tasks 

and tests (that is, gathering information for grading is time-consuming) and it appears not to be 

suitable for selection purposes. 

Teachers appear to support the philosophy the new assessment brought in; however, the 

system appears not to be working well at the level of practice. If anything, from the teachers’ 

point of view, the new assessment was implemented before teachers comprehended it fully and 

without providing teachers with sufficient support or teacher development. Teachers are 
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concerned about the validity of the assessment they make, as it has high stakes in students’ 

futures.  

In conclusion, the new assessment has raised teachers’ awareness of their important role as an 

assessor. Although teachers’ responses vary to a great extent, they share the same view in 

relation to the entrance exams for high schools. It, therefore, could be said that teachers want to 

make their assessment as valid as they can in order not to disadvantage any students. By 

exploring what contributes to teachers’ contradictory views and perceptions in teacher 

interviews, it could be possible to detect what hinders teachers from practicing this new 

assessment as it is supposed to be implemented.  

6.2 Detailed description 

In this section, as in the previous chapter, teachers’ overall perception and practice of the new 

assessment will be discussed in terms of the four sections. Each section will be analysed to 

answer the two questions that were the focus for that section. Analytical comments will be given 

after each section and themes to be taken up in interviews for further exploration will be 

presented. Overall, as discussed earlier, teachers demonstrate contradictory views quite often, 

which shows the complex nature of the new assessment itself and its system. 

Section A. Teacher reaction to / practice on the new assessment 

1. How teachers react overall to the new assessment  

There is little agreement as to what extent teachers welcome the new assessment. Rather, the 

result seems quite contradictory. On balance, 61 % of the teachers react positively towards the 

new assessment. However, 39% of the teachers do not welcome the new assessment. This is 

quite a large number. Teachers find it difficult to judge whether it is appropriate to measure 

students’ achievement of the overall objectives - communicative competence - with the criteria-

referenced assessment. The fact that the new assessment is employed for reporting and a 

selection purpose could be the answer to their reservation, as it has high stakes. Teachers 

strongly disagree about the use of criteria-referenced assessment for high school placement. 

No teachers agree with the use of the new assessment for high-stake decision making. 

Therefore, it would be appropriate to say that teachers are generally positive about the new 

assessment but cautious in implementing it.  

2. What influences this has had on their teaching practice 

There is, again, little agreement as to what extent teaching practice has been influenced by the 

new assessment. On balance, 61% of the teachers perceive their teaching practice has been 

influenced by the new assessment, though 40% of the teachers do not recognise the influence. 

This again seems contradictory. 

Among the influences listed, teachers agree that the new assessment requires assessing all the 

four macro skills and gathering a range of sources for grading. From teachers’ responses, it 
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appears that teachers assess speaking skill, which was rarely assessed previously, and that 

they spend a large amount of time developing and evaluating tasks and tests. Particularly, 

teachers strongly agree that gathering sources for grading is time-consuming.  

On the other hand, teachers disagree that the objectives of their lesson become sharpened 

because of the new assessment, which appears to indicate that they do not practice task-

directed programming. In addition, teachers do not think that testing time is increased and that 

teaching time is decreased. They give tests in accordance with the requirement of the new 

assessment procedure; however, their tests do not appear to be directly connected to what they 

do in class. Also, although teachers take time for tests, they interestingly do not feel like they 

are only testing. Therefore, it appears from teachers’ responses that the quality of testing is 

changed but not the quantity, and that teaching is not changed.   

Teachers respond interestingly as to whether teaching and learning has become more 

communicative, and whether assessment differs depending on teachers’ judgment. Teachers’ 

responses are divided. These two aspects are very delicate, as being very much perceived to 

be related to teachers’ professionalism. All language teachers wish their lessons to be 

communicative and their judgment on students’ learning and achievement to be appropriate. On 

balance, a small majority of teachers in this project admit that their students’ productive skills 

are not developed; however, by working hard on grading, teachers generally resist admitting 

that their grading is invalid, unreliable and inadequate.  

With regard to influence on students, teachers do not think that the new criteria-referenced 

assessment encourages their students in their English studies better than the norm-referenced 

assessment employed before. They strongly disagree that the new criteria-referenced 

assessment helps their students to develop communicative competence in English better than 

the norm-referenced assessment.  

In order to help students to develop their ability in English, teachers claim first and foremost that 

it is necessary to increase the number of the lessons. In the current practice, students have 

three 50-minute lessons a week, which teachers agree is too few. Other strategies listed by 

teachers are to increase the number of the lessons with assistant language teachers (ALT, 

native speaker teachers), to reduce the number of the students in one class, to change 

entrance exams to more communicative tests, to have students do more pattern practice, to 

improve the contents of the textbooks, and to increase the amount of reading practice. It is 

noted that some of these are contradictory and indicate the range of teaching approaches used 

by teachers.  

Comment 

The fact that teachers hesitate to make their positions clear seems to be the result of the 

complicated nature of this new assessment. The questionnaires suggest that the reason why 

teachers judge the new assessment inappropriate is their reservation about appropriateness of 
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criteria-referenced grading for a selection purpose. In addition, since the standards are not 

defined clearly, teachers find it difficult to assess students’ learning. Having said that, however, 

on balance, teachers are positive toward the criteria-referenced grading. Therefore, contributing 

factors which lead teachers to stand in a favorable position towards the new assessment need 

are investigated in the Interviews. 

Teachers’ contradictory perceptions of the influence of the new assessment mirror its 

complicated nature too. The result suggests that teachers recognise the influence on test 

development and grading but do not see much on their teaching practice itself. Teachers aim to 

make a valid assessment of students’ learning but they do not think the lessons become more 

communicative, neither are students’ communicative skills and motivations toward learning 

increased. It appears that the innovation changed the form of assessment but not the substance 

of teaching and learning. This is not what teachers can describe in a few words in the space 

provided in the questionnaires. Further exploration was conducted in Teacher Interviews. 

Section B. Decisions about the final grade in the new assessment 

1. How teachers react overall to the grading methods in the new assessment  

First of all, interestingly, teachers’ perceptions vary as to whether they were given sufficient 

information about the new assessment to help them feel comfortable to practise it. 51% of the 

teachers agree that they have been provided the information. However, the remaining 49% of 

the teachers respond negatively. This suggests that they may have been provided with the 

information, but, apparently, not in a comprehensible or useable way.  

Overall, teachers react very negatively to the process of making decisions about final grades in 

this new criteria-referenced assessment. However, teachers show very interesting answers on 

the current evaluation perspectives compared to the previous ones. Teachers’ opinions are 

divergent on whether it is appropriate to assess students’ achievement from the current 

evaluation perspectives, which are (1) Interest, willingness, and attitudes (2) Ability to express 

oneself (3) Ability to understand and (4) Knowledge & understanding of language and culture. 

Teachers do not strongly disagree on the current evaluation perspectives; however, on balance, 

teachers rather think that the four  perspectives employed before, which are Reading, Listening, 

Writing and Speaking, are more appropriate to assess students’ achievement than the current 

perspectives. Besides, teachers do not have strong confidence in their judgment when making 

both the letter and numerical grades. In fact, 44% of the teachers admit that they are not 

confident. This appears to be reflected in their negative reaction to the grading methods in the 

new assessment.   

2. What influences this has had on their grading practice  

Teachers find it difficult to assess Perspective 1 (interest, willingness, and attitudes toward 

communicating in English). There are arguments both for and against assessing it. On one 

hand, those in favour assert that there needs to be an opportunity for teachers to assess 
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students in ways other than exam scores. They value students’ positive attitude and 

participation in class and try to appraise it. Those against, on the other hand, claim that what is 

assessed is not clear; therefore, they claim assessment in this perspective is left to teachers’ 

discretion, which is entirely subjective. Teachers have different interpretations on what to 

assess in this perspective. What is assessed by most teachers for this perspective include note-

taking, workbook, homework, assignment, behaviour, and whether students bring necessary 

studying implements to their classroom. Some teachers assess these without question; 

however, some teachers do so knowing that what they do does not accord with the purpose of 

this perspective. 

As for assessing Perspective 4 (the knowledge & understanding of language and culture), 

teachers have a very negative opinion. They strongly disagree on assessing the knowledge of 

‘culture’, and think that it is not necessary to assess it and that it is not assessable. They think 

this perspective is important but it is not appropriate to assess it and to deal with in this subject. 

Although there are some teachers who try to assess it, they appear a minority and most 

teachers ignore it.  

Teachers identify some difficulties in carrying out the new assessment. According to teachers, 

the biggest problem is the fact that there are no clear criteria and standards defined. Standards 

in particular are left to teachers’ judgment. Teachers indicate that their standards of A (high), B 

(satisfactory) and C (poor) vary and that, even if teachers in the same school try to have the 

same standards, still standards would differ between schools. Teachers’ perspectives, 

therefore, indicate that students are not assessed consistently and validly, so they argue that 

the standards should be more explicitly defined. Teachers also indicate the necessity of a 

common test beyond schools, which would help teachers to know the level of the group they 

teach and which would help students to know where they are positioned against other students. 

Furthermore, teachers indicate that the procedure of making the letter and the final numeral 

grades is difficult as it is complicated and requires too much time. In summary, teachers feel 

insecure about these grade decision makings, as there are fundamental problems which hinder 

teachers from making valid, reliable and adequate grading.  

Comment 

It became apparent that teachers do not think the methods and the procedure of the final grade 

making in this new criteria-referenced assessment appropriate. It also appears apparent that 

this innovation was not brought in in a user-friendly way; therefore, the end-users, teachers, 

struggle with it. The result of this questionnaires shows that the biggest difficulty teachers 

experience is the fact that they are required to set the criteria and standards without sufficient 

guidance or consultations. Some difficulties teachers experience appear to result from the lack 

of the definitions of the Perspective 1 and 4 in particular. It is necessary to investigate teachers’ 

perceptions about the current perspectives employed and their grading practice further. Few 

teachers commented in the space provided in the questionnaires so further comments from 
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teachers in teacher interviews are important.  

Section C. Teacher-designed tests in the new assessment    

1. How teachers react overall to the test-designing in the new assessment and what influences 

the criterion-referenced assessment has had on test-designing practice  

Teachers perceive that their test designing has been influenced by the criterion-referenced 

assessment to a considerable degree. Teachers strongly agree that they need to assess 

listening, reading, writing, vocabulary, and grammar separately and that they start to present 

questions in a systematic format. Teachers are apparently concerned about how to develop 

tests. On balance, teachers positively react toward formulating exam format as instructed and 

include questions to assess four macro skills in accord with the new assessment procedure. 

Yet, teachers find it difficult to categorise questions into the four perspectives and teachers, on 

balance, do not think that the quality of the tests has been improved. In addition, teachers do 

not think teaching and assessment are better aligned either.  

Teachers believe that they develop tests at an appropriate level of difficulty; however, some 

issues are raised. Firstly, on balance, teachers are not very confident in the ratios of listening, 

reading, writing, vocabulary and grammar in their tests. Secondly, 45% of the teachers think 

that there are not many variations in test formats, as the four evaluation perspectives prevent 

teachers from making creative tests. Thirdly, teachers think that marking writing questions is 

difficult and marking them requires much time. As a result, the number of the writing questions 

tends to be few in tests and tests tends to measure knowledge about the language rather than 

the actual use of the language. (See Chapter 9.) 

Overall, teachers are not trained to design tests. Only 8% of the teachers have training in pre-

service and only one third of the teachers have training in in-service presented by the Board or 

non-government organisations. One teacher comments that there is no way to know whether 

the tests s/he makes are appropriate. Therefore, it would be appropriate to say that teachers 

are cautious about making tests in accord with the new assessment requirements.  

2. Teachers’ comments on necessity of a common test  

Teachers strongly assert the necessity of a common examination within the academic district. 

Teachers think that it would be appropriate to implement a common test as an achievement 

test. It would provide students with a valid result, which lets them know where they are 

positioned within the district. Also, it would provide teachers with objective data, which helps 

them to steer their students for particular high schools. Teachers do not have an agreed opinion 

in terms of who should develop the test or when the test should be held or how often. However, 

teachers are of the opinion of that it would be appropriate to let the individual student know 

his/her marks. They are wary of making average marks of each school public, as their 

professional performance may be appraised by it. If they are appraised by their students’ 

performance on the test and it would give pressure onto their teaching practice. Therefore, 
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teachers appear to be very cautious about the idea of the common test although they support it 

in principle.  

Comment 

The result shows that teachers think that the new assessment has an influence on their test 

designing and they find it good to revise their test-designing practice. However, many of the 

teachers find it difficult to develop valid tests, which is evidenced in Chapter 9 where the 

teachers’ tests themselves are examined.     

Teachers do not perceive that the new assessment actually has a positive influence on their 

test-design. Teachers do not think that the quality of the tests has improved nor that teaching 

and assessment are better aligned. It appears that testing and teaching are separated in 

teachers’ practice. If this is the case, the new assessment does not contribute to improving 

teaching. In order to improve the quality of the tests and teaching practice, it is necessary to 

investigate this issue further in the interviews. Teachers’ strong positive reaction towards the 

necessity of a common test appears to suggest that we need to look at the relationship of those 

two tests further too.  

Section D. Entrance Exams for high schools and the criterion-referenced 
assessment 

1. How high-stake entrance exams for high schools influence teaching practice  

All teachers perceive that students’ learning and their teaching has been influenced by the 

entrance examinations to a great extent. They deliberately and explicitly teach anything (e.g. 

vocabulary, grammar structures, idiomatic phrases, exam formats) in order to meet the 

requirement of the tests, and they model their tests on the external tests. However, despite this, 

teachers do not think studying for the external tests help students to develop communicative 

competence in English. In short, teachers accept the tests but find that the tests do not measure 

communication skills. They find it difficult to teach English primarily for students to pass the 

tests, rather than to help them learn the language.   

With regard to entrance examinations for private high schools, teachers, in general, have 

negative opinions about the tests, although some teachers have positive opinions in terms of 

the levels and the characteristics of the tests. Teachers criticise the tests for measuring 

knowledge of the language rather than communicative competence. Teachers indicate that the 

tests include the grammar which is not in The Course of Study for lower secondary school. The 

tests also include pronunciation questions, which teachers think is inappropriate to test in paper 

tests.   

As for the entrance examination for public high schools, on the other hand, teachers overall 

have positive opinions. Teachers think the quality of the test is good, as its questions are basic 

and it contains listening questions. However, there are negative opinions of it too. Some 
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teachers think that the test measures reading comprehension rather than communicative 

competence. They claim that the test contains too many texts of substantial length to read, 

although they are not difficult to understand. Some teachers, on the other hand, assert that the 

test can not stream students appropriately, as they think that the test is too easy and that 

careless mistakes become fatal. 

2. High stake school-based assessment - How we can make reliable and valid assessment with 

criterion-referenced approach for students’ future 

Teachers strongly agree that the assessment marks made by teachers should be a part of 

decision making for which students are allowed to enter a high school. However, teachers reject 

the use of criterion approach alone for this selection purpose. They think it is not possible to 

make a fair assessment with criterion-referenced approach as assessment differs with teachers 

and that norm-referenced approach is more suitable if assessment has high stakes. Teachers 

think assessment needs to be more reliable if it is used for decision making. If the criterion-

referenced approach is to be employed to assess students, teachers assert that there need to 

be clear standards and common understanding of the bench marks among teachers. Teachers 

think implementation of a common test helps them to see the validity of their assessment. They 

assert that this assessment system and the method need to be improved in a way that what to 

assess and how to assess are clearly defined.   

By the introduction of the criterion-assessment, teachers realise the difficulty of the assessment. 

They assert the necessity of defining ‘English abilities’. To put the matter simply, they assert 

that they need to know what to assess as well as how. 

In this section, one interesting comment appeared. Some teachers commented that it is strange 

to take norm-referenced assessment into criterion-referenced assessment. The researcher did 

not know what this comment meant. It was made clear in teacher interviews and will be 

discussed in the next chapter.  

Comment 

Teachers appear to be in a difficult position. On one hand, as mentioned in the previous 

sections, teachers claim that the new assessment is not suitable for selection purposes. 

However, on the other hand, they assert that the assessment marks made by teachers should 

be a part of decision making. Apparently, as suggested earlier, teachers are in a “Catch 22” 

situation.  

The result suggests that teachers realise the influence of the entrance exams on their teaching 

and test making practice to a great extent. It also appears to suggest that teachers find it difficult 

to model their tests on the entrance exams for high schools, which they think are not 

educational and good tests. If the entrance exams are influential and teachers model their tests 

on the tests, however, it is important to investigate to what degree the entrance exams are 

congruent with the new assessment procedures.  
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It appears that the transition from norm-referenced to criterion-referenced approach has made 

assessment more important than before. The new assessment forces teachers to be 

professional in assessment. In order to increase the validity of the assessment, teachers 

request setting of clear standards and a common understanding of the bench marks among 

teachers, together with implementation of a common test. Therefore, it is important to 

investigate individual teachers’ assessment practice in terms of how they make their judgment.  
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Chapter 7 Teacher interview analysis 

(Refer Appendix 3) 

 

As indicated in Chapters 1 and previous two chapters, this chapter is the last of the three 

chapters that address outcomes from teacher interviews and teacher questionnaires. This 

chapter presents detailed analysis of teacher interviews and reinforces the findings presented in 

Chapter 5. For the reasons given earlier, I begin this chapter by providing a summary of the 

findings and further details are provided later. 

As indicated in Chapter 3, in the interviews, teachers were interviewed in terms of the four 

themes together with the following key questions which were raised from the questions asked 

earlier in the questionnaires: Teacher’s contradictory views toward the new assessment; Issues 

and problems that teachers face; Teachers’ perception of the students’ and parents’ reactions; 

and Assessing of speaking and writing skills.  

7.1 Summary of the findings 

The interviews were open-ended and appeared to lead the participants to talk about things they 

are concerned with the most. Teachers talked extensively about the problems and difficulties 

they are facing. Those difficulties appear to be categorised into primary and secondary 

perspectives.  

As for primary difficulties, which take place in the process of assessment practice, there appear 

to be three issues: 

• Teachers find it difficult to assess Perspective 1 and Perspective 2.  

• Teachers find it difficult to set the outcomes, criteria and standards and they think it is 

important for all the teachers to have a common understanding of them.  

• Teachers find it difficult to design tests appropriately from the four perspectives, and they are 

concerned about the level of the difficulty of their tests.  

As for secondary problems, which teachers perceive after they made assessment, there also 

appear to be three issues:  

• Abilities of the students who get the top grade “vary” enormously.  

• Students reach the top grades “easily”.  

• Students find the grades they are given difficult to understand. 

The dilemmas teachers are experiencing were also discussed intensively. The interviews 

revealed that, in teachers’ assessment practice, the de-facto policy plays a key role in teachers’ 

decisions when assessing students’ achievement. Interestingly, teachers’ responses to the de-

facto policy vary. Some do not like the fact that the grades are again controlled by the cut-off 
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points. Some, however, appear to be in favour about it, as they think it would contribute to 

reducing students’ being disadvantaged when they go to high schools and that, even though 

there are set ratios, teachers still can exercise their professional judgment in deciding the lower 

grades. In either case, teachers apply the cut-off points to make fair assessment and not to 

disadvantage students, while they teach students to achieve the outcomes and give the top 

marks to as many students as possible. This contradictory situation is related to the research 

question 2, how teachers are dealing with the new assessment system, and appears to be 

adequate for a response to be offered.  

In conclusion, because of frequently changing policies, teachers have to adjust themselves to 

and to cope with the new situations. They find themselves to be in a difficult, complex situation 

but try to make as valid assessment as possible. In the interviews, as mentioned earlier, 

teachers have shown strong commitment to making their best judgment about their students’ 

learning. Although the interviews revealed that the de-facto policy impacts on teachers’ practice 

when they make decisions about their students’ achievement, it appears from teachers’ 

responses that they consider the information they collected and give grades on the basis of it.  

7.2 Detailed description 

In this section, as in the previous chapters, teachers’ overall perception and practice of the new 

assessment will be discussed in terms of the four sections. 

Teacher interviews aim to probe the responses in teacher questionnaires and are a major data 

source for this research. Each section, therefore, will be analysed in terms of some major 

themes, which emerged from the analysis of the interviews, and the themes in each section will 

be discussed in detail, citing teacher’s real voices. 

Table 7.1 summarises the profiles of the panel of teachers who participated in the interviews.  

Table 7.1 Profiles of the panel of teachers 

Interview  Number of the teachers Sex / Years of teaching experience 
Interview 1  2  M*(11-15), F*(6-10) 
Interview 2  3  M*(6-10), M*(21+), F (1-5)  
Interview 3**  1   F (21+) 
Interview 4**   1   M (21+) 
Interview 5**   1   F (21+) 
Interview 6**  2   F (21+), F (11-15) 
Interview 7  1  M*(21+) 
Interview 8  1  F*(11-15) 
Interview 9  2  M*(21+), F (11-15) 
Interview 10  1   M (21+) (Supervisor) 

Note: * indicates teachers who signed their names in teacher questionnaires for interviews and ** indicates interviews 
held at an Eiken (test of practical English proficiency) venue. Eiken is one of the major English language proficiency 
tests in Japan. 

Teacher interviews illuminated many issues so it was a long journey to analyse the field notes. 

Some interesting facts that they revealed include the level of teachers’ confusion about the four 
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perspectives, the incongruent views in national and local government levels for letter-grade 

decision-making processes, and the intervention of principals, who gave a tacit approval of 

partial employment of norm-referenced approach to meet the needs. These all appear to have a 

great impact on teachers’ perception and practice of the new assessment.  

Table 7.2 summarises the four evaluation perspectives.  

Table 7.2 Four evaluation perspectives 

Perspective 1 Interest, willingness and a positive attitude toward communicating in a 
foreign language 

Perspective 2 Ability to express oneself in a foreign language 

Perspective 3 Ability to understand a foreign language  

Perspective 4 Knowledge and understanding of language and culture 

 

Section A. Teacher reaction to / practice on the new assessment 

1. Two thirds of the teachers were positive about the overall philosophy 

 - “It allows students to influence the grades they receive” (Interview 7). 

Teachers who approve of the new assessment do so because they agree with its philosophy. In 

criterion-referenced grading, students receive a grade based on their own performance. There 

is no pre-determined number of students in each grade and there is no limit placed on the 

number of students who can attain the top grade. Because teachers do not scale a student 

against other students, students do not have to compete with each other. One of the teachers 

who approves of the new assessment commented that this assessment allows them to give 

good grades to all the students who do their best and perform reasonably well. In the criterion-

referenced grading, teachers don’t have to apply the cut-off points of the grades without 

considering students’ abilities, like they did when assessing by the norm-referenced grading. He 

says that this assessment approach allows students to influence the grades they receive as 

they receive good scores when they perform well even though other students perform well too.   

Teachers, particularly those who have worked at small schools, commented that this new 

assessment should have been implemented earlier particularly. At small schools, teachers build 

a close relationship with their students so that those teachers have a strong wish to give good 

grades to students who have a positive attitude. They think that English taught in lower 

secondary level is easy so that many students can get the top grade if they have good 

motivation to learn or if teachers successfully help their students learn well. However, in the 

norm-referenced assessment, teachers could not give the top grade to students who deserved it 

so that both of them were distressed.  

Teachers who approve of the new assessment like the fact that this new assessment approach 

allows them to appraise students’ positive attitudes, which can not be assessed in paper tests, 

i.e. Perspective 1 (Interest, willingness and a positive attitudes toward communicating in a 
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foreign languages). Teachers commented that more than 7% of the students would be graded 

as 1 (bottom grade) if they decide grades only in terms of the cut-off points of the paper tests 

(Grade 5: 85%, Grade 4: 75%, Grade 3: 55%, Grade 2: 40%, Grade 1: less than 40%). In 

Perspective 1, however, the teachers try to set the criteria in which students who have positive 

attitudes towards learning can get good scores. In assessing Perspective 1, teachers do not 

have to give the lowest score to students who work hard but do not perform well in paper tests.  

Another reason taken up by one of the teachers for her approval of the new assessment should 

also be noted. It is related to the characteristics of the criterion-referenced assessment itself, 

which is that teachers are to set the outcomes and to help students to achieve them. She 

appears to understand the fundamental philosophy of this approach; however, even though she 

approves of this philosophy, she as well as other teachers find it difficult to apply to teaching 

practice. (This will be discussed further later on in this section.) 

2. Teachers like the fact that they are positioned as professionals.  

    - “Grading is a difficult work, but I am relieved” (Interview 7).  

Teachers who approve of the new assessment appear to welcome the fact that they can give 

grades to students at their discretion. Teachers think that grading in the new assessment is 

good as they do not have to give grades by looking at a narrow margin in order to follow the cut-

off points. In the previous assessment approach, teachers had to pay attention to the mistakes 

students make in the tests to differentiate students. Teachers also had to value the marks in the 

written tests more, (i.e students’ knowledge of the language), than students’ abilities to produce 

spoken language. One teacher commented that making grades is still difficult work but he is 

“relieved” because he had found it more difficult to give grades in accord with the cut-off points 

of the norm referenced grading.  

Teachers who approve of the new assessment appear to do so as they disapprove of the norm-

referenced grading. The teachers don’t think that norm-referencing is better educationally and 

point out some negative aspects of the norm-referenced grading, such as that children are 

assessed against other children, that the grades depend on the quality of the group to which 

children belong, that small differences in the marks of the tests indeed make different grades so 

that children get obsessed by the exam marks and are afraid of making mistakes.  

One of the teachers commented that teachers’ professionalism is now tested. What grades to 

be given to students is left to teachers’ discretion. It is really up to teachers if they can appraise 

abilities students have. If teachers are not professional, students would be given inappropriate 

grades. The teacher says that the new assessment approach makes him think about many 

things, such as if the cut-off points of the grades are appropriate or if tests are appropriately 

made. He urges that teachers have to be responsible for and be confident with the grades they 

give to students.  
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Teachers who approve of the new assessment appear to approve of assessing Perspective 1, 

where teachers can decide what to assess in order to appraise students’ attitudes toward 

learning. Although the other three perspectives are mostly measured by paper tests, 

Perspective 1 can not be measured in this way. Therefore, there is a room for teachers to 

exercise their professionalism. Teachers appear to be happy to be in the position where they 

are free from the pressure to follow the cut-off points of the grades, and to give grades purely 

from the sources they collected.  

3. Teachers say that there are specific difficulties associated with implementing the new 

assessment.  - “I have to teach the textbook and grammar structures in it but I don’t know what 

students will be able to do at the end” (Interview 3). 

Although teachers approve of the new assessment in principle, they do recognise the problems. 

In fact, teachers think that the new assessment has many problems. One of the fundamental 

philosophies of the criterion-referenced assessment is that teachers are to set outcomes, to 

help students to achieve them, and to measure whether students achieve the outcomes. The 

new assessment approach makes teachers think about many things, such as what to teach, 

how to teach, what activities to employ, what to assess, and how to assess it. Teachers take it 

positively but find it very challenging. Teachers perceive that the new assessment puts a heavy 

load on their shoulders.  

One of the teachers commented that she finds it difficult to define what outcomes to set. She 

commented that she has to teach the contents of the textbook and the grammar structures in it 

but does not know what students will be able to do at the end. She guesses that every teacher 

sets their own outcomes, which she thinks is a problem, so that she asserts that it is necessary 

for all teachers to have a common understanding of the outcomes. However, she says she is 

too busy to find the time to discuss this with other teachers. She teaches, wondering if what she 

is doing is all right. The teacher is a very experienced teacher and, in fact, she is a member of 

the committee which developed the Prefectural assessment guideline. Accordingly, it would be 

appropriate to say that many teachers must experience this problem.  

In relation to the difficulties of setting outcomes, another teacher also made an interesting 

comment. The teacher thinks that the units in the textbook used in English class are not like the 

units in other subjects. The units are made in terms of grammar structures but not topics or 

themes, which hinder teachers from helping their students become able to use the language to 

express their ideas. It appears that the textbook used currently does not match with the 

philosophy of the criterion-referenced assessment and that it may need to be revised in order to 

facilitate teaching in accord with the new assessment. (Refer to Chapter 9.) 

4. About a third of the teachers are critical of the new assessment.  

   - “The abilities of the students who get the top grade vary enormously” (Interview 5). 
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In relation to this issue, the new assessment was criticised in one third of the interviews. 

Teachers who are critical of the new assessment think that it has brought many problems. 

These problems appear to be related to the validity, the consequence, and the procedures of 

the new assessment.  

Firstly, teachers who are critical of the new assessment find it problematic that the new 

assessment allows too many students to get the top and the second top grades. Interestingly 

enough, however, it is this very feature of the new assessment which appeals to those teachers 

who approve of the new assessment. This may be related to the disposition of the teachers, that 

is, it is not the assessment that is significant, but their own philosophy or ideology. However, 

there would be no objection to children getting the top grade if they showed good performance 

in summative tests as well as formative tests. The teachers who are critical of the new 

assessment claim that, in the criterion-referenced assessment, students tend to receive higher 

grades than they should, despite the fact that students do not perform well in the summative 

tests, and that the grades students receive do not reflect their true abilities. One of the teachers 

comments that the abilities of the students who get the same top grade vary enormously.  

Teachers who are critical of the new assessment thinks Perspective 1 is one of the contributing 

factors which allows students to get the same top grade, even though their abilities vary 

considerably. Teachers give a good score in Perspective 1 when their students show positive 

attitude toward learning. Perspective 1 accounts for 25% of the final numerical grade, which 

appears influential. However, the score in Perspective 1 represents interest, willingness and a 

positive attitude but not their performance of the language. Therefore, teachers who are critical 

of the new assessment claim that a good score is not necessarily representative of the students’ 

abilities and that a top score in criterion-referenced assessment does not equate to a top score 

in norm-referenced assessment. They think that students’ true ability can not be measured by 

the criterion-referenced approach.  

One teacher comments that he finds it difficult to give the top and the second top grades to 

many students, as he has to change his understanding of what these top grades mean. He says 

that he does not see any confusion among students, as they have been used to being assessed 

by the criterion-referenced approach since primary school level and have never been assessed 

by the norm-referenced approach. However, he himself feels confused, as he has to abandon 

his expertise of measuring students’ abilities, which he acquired from his experience of 

assessing students by the norm-referenced grading. He follows the procedures of the new 

assessment but finds the grades he makes inappropriate, and so the procedures do not appear 

right. (This will be discussed further in Section B.)  

Secondly, teachers who are critical of the new assessment are particularly concerned about the 

consequences of the grades they give. The grades teachers award at school, in fact, have high-

stakes so that it is natural for teachers to be serious and care about the consequences. 

Teachers who are critical of the new assessment claim that school based assessment grades 
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cause a negative effect on the decision making of students’ future, as the grades are used 

without making any adjustments. One teacher comments that children sit for different tests at 

their school so that the assessment of children from different schools can not be compared. She 

says that the school assessment should not be used beyond the school, as teachers develop 

their tests in their own way (i.e. the quality and the level of difficulty differ). Despite this, in reality 

it is used. School-based assessment is used to compare the students who come through the 

whole educational district. Due to a lack of standardisation in the teacher-designed tests (See 

Chapter 9), criterion-referenced assessment grades can not indicate where a student stands 

either in the school or within the educational district, and may contribute to disadvantaging 

students. In short, the issue appears to be not assessment itself but how the assessment is 

used.  

As for teacher-designed tests, one teacher emphasised the fact that the level of the difficulty of 

the tests together with the contents/questions in the tests differ depending on the teachers’ 

preferences. That is, what the exam questions are to be and how to assess them are really up 

to each teacher’s ability and understanding of assessment. It could be said that the new 

assessment requires teachers to be professional not only in teaching but also in test-designing 

and assessment. Therefore, teachers’ philosophy and orientation to teaching appear to be very 

influential and important in the new assessment, and since these are likely to vary, so too are 

the tests they develop.  

Thirdly, teachers who are critical of the new assessment think that the procedure of the new 

assessment is very complicated and requires them to collect a considerable amount of data 

about students’ learning in terms of the four perspectives. They find it very time consuming so 

that they are not confident in the validity of the assessment they make. One of the teachers who 

is critical of the new assessment commented that students only care about the final numerical 

grades but not the letter grades of the four perspectives. He appears to think that the 

procedures set are not worthwhile following. Some teachers too claim that it is easier to assess 

students learning by norm-referenced approach, as they simply apply the cut-off points, and that 

norm-referenced grading is better, as it can tell a student where he/she stands within the group.   

5. Teachers don’t think that there are profound changes in teaching practice.  

As for influence on teaching practice, teachers don’t think the changing assessment approach 

has made distinct changes in what they do in class. Although teachers were keen to talk about 

the changes of assessment as they were more important to them, they did not talk about the 

changes in teaching. It appears that teachers don’t recognise changes much. That is, teachers 

have not changed their teaching practice. Some teachers comment that they don’t think they 

use the assessment information to help students’ learning nor to improve their teaching 

practice. Some teachers comment that it is impossible to follow the assessment procedures set 

by the government, as they feel like they teach students in order to assess them, rather than to 

help them to learn.  
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However, it should be also noted that teachers now talk about assessing speaking skills, which 

they did not always do in the previous assessment, and this appears to be related to what 

teachers do in class. One teacher comments that his way of using the textbook has changed, 

and that he teaches small units in the textbook, where students mainly learn communicative 

skills, as a preparation for the speaking assessment. 

6. Teachers perceive that there are no changes in students’ motivation.  

Teachers don’t think the new assessment has contributed to increasing students’ motivation or 

positive attitudes. Teachers did recognise the students’ increased motivation towards their 

learning when the new assessment was introduced, as students at that time actually 

experienced that they could get good grades depending on their performance. At that time, 

most students indeed got better grades than before and were very happy about the grades 

given. However, in the third year of the implementation, teachers no longer think it is the case. 

Students have never been assessed by the norm-referenced grading so that they are unaware 

that they may receive lower grades if assessed by that process. Students instead started to 

compare their grades with others’ and became confused, because of the non-straightforward 

relationship between exam marks and the grades given to them. (This will be discussed further 

in the next section.) 

Section B. Decisions about the final grade in the new assessment 

1. Teachers find it difficult to assess Perspective 1. 

     - “I feel that I am made a fool of different information” (Interview 1). 

In more than half of the interviews, teachers point out that the most difficult part of assessment 

in English language is Perspective 1, although it is favoured by the teachers who approve of the 

new assessment as it allows them to appraise students’ positive attitudes toward learning. 

Teachers who find Perspective 1 difficult indicate that Perspective 1 in English language is 

slightly different from those in other subjects such as maths or science. In the other subjects, 

Perspective 1 is interest, willingness and a positive attitude toward “the subject”. However, in 

the case of English language, Perspective 1 is not those toward English language itself but 

“communication”. Because there is no clear definition stated about what “communication” 

means, teachers are confused. One teacher says that, although Perspective 1 accounts for 

25% of the assessment and is important, it tends to account for a small ratio in paper tests and 

teachers’ understanding of what and how to assess it varies greatly. 

Teachers of English language think that it is important to assess Perspective 1 just as teachers 

of other subjects do. In other subjects, teachers mark students’ exercise books and workbooks 

to assess Perspective 1. In English language, however, teachers are caught in a dilemma. They 

have some reservation about doing this, as the term “communication” prevents them from it. 

They think that it is wrong that what they, teachers of English language, do and what teachers 

of other subjects do, differs, because that would cause confusion to students and their parents. 
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Accordingly, some teachers do as teachers of other subjects do and some teachers try to 

assess in terms of “communication”. The latter teachers assess Perspective 1 in a form of 

assessing Perspective 2 (ability to express oneself in a foreign language). (This will be 

discussed further in Section C.) 

Teachers believe that in-service teacher development did not give them helpful guidance for 

assessment of Perspective 1. Teachers were instructed to assess Perspective 1 in terms of 

“communication” without receiving any consideration of the problems teachers of English 

language face. Hence, teachers still have confused views toward what and how to assess 

Perspective 1. What is worse, teachers perceive that in-service teacher development only 

helped them know that even academics’, bureaucrats’, and supervisors’ views are inconsistent 

so they find it difficult to make letter grades and to transfer them to numerical grades. (This will 

be discussed further in Chapter 9.) One teacher says that he feels he is “made a fool of different 

information” and that he has realised that it is very difficult to standardise the interpretations of 

what “communication” means. He says that, while the teachers of English language are stuck, 

teachers of other subjects are steadily assessing Perspective 1 by marking students’ exercise 

books or workbooks. He says that he has come to a conclusion that, regardless of whether 

there are standardised interpretations or not, teachers anyway would do what they believe is 

appropriate, as they are to be responsible for the assessment they make.  

2. Teachers say that the new assessment allows students to reach the top grades easily  

     - “Is this grade true?” (Interview 6).   

Teachers argue that students can reach the top and the second top grades easily so that, when 

the assessment approach changed, students themselves were astonished and indeed asked 

teachers if the grades they got were true!  

One teacher in fact says that he feels like he gives the top grade (Grade 5) to students who 

would be given Grade 3 if being assessed by the norm referenced assessment. He says that it 

is necessary for teachers to change their way of thinking at a conceptual level. This teacher 

says that the new assessment helps him give grades to students with an eye to their future. He 

thinks that the new assessment allows him to determine the grade in expectation of the 

students’ potential, (as Perspective 1 allows him to do). He draws an analogy with a famous 

artist who says that he did not get a good grade in art class when he was at school. The teacher 

suggested that it may result from a wrong approach to assessment, which did not appropriately 

evaluate the ability the painter had.  

Another teacher, on the other hand, says that she feels that even students to whom she gives 

the top grade do not perform at this level, as she feels that the cut-off point of 80% achievement 

is too low to get the top grade. The teacher thinks that the reason why she feels so might be 

because she is biased by the norm-referenced assessment to which she is used. The teacher, 

therefore, says that, when she finds the assessment she made inappropriate, she feels she 

needs to check if the assessment methods are appropriate or if she is biased by the norm-
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referenced assessment.   

The fact that the new assessment allows students to reach the top grades easily means that 

many students reach the top grades in the new assessment. In relation to this issue, teachers 

identify two contributing factors, which are to include unit tests when deciding grades and to 

assess students’ learning in terms of the four perspectives. As for the former factor, students, of 

course, perform better in formative tests than in summative tests. Teachers say that, if the 

formative tests are a dominant source of grade making, naturally, grades become better and 

that, if unit tests are not included in assessment, the grades given to students tend to become 

lower and the number of the students who get the bottom grade increases. As for the latter 

factor, the four perspectives are the distinguishing characteristics in the new assessment. 

Teachers say that, if students barely manage to achieve 80% in each perspective, they 

automatically get the top grade and that it is necessary to show a well-balanced performance in 

all the perspectives as the balance makes differences in grading. 

3. Teachers say that the grades students get is now polarised. 

    -“Cut-off point 80% achievement is too low and 40% achievement is quite high” (Interview 3). 

Teachers say that, in the new assessment, many students get better grades than before but, at 

the same time, the number of the students who get the lowest grade also increased, as the cut-

off point of 40% achievement is quite high to achieve for weak students. Teachers say that, if 

they apply the cut-off points to decide grades, many weak students would be given the lowest 

grade. They say that, if those weak students were assessed by the norm-referenced approach, 

they would be given the second lowest grade, (as the lowest grade would go to students who do 

not come to school).  

The grade distribution has now been dramatically changed from that of norm-referenced 

assessment. The grades students get is now polarised. The top and the second top grades 

(Grade 4 & 5) replace the third grade (Grade 3). Grade 3 is not given much now, although it 

used to be given to 38% of the students. Instead, the second lowest grade (Grade 2) is given to 

more students than before and replaces the lowest grade (Grade 1). Hence, Grade 1 is not 

given much now (See Table 7.3). Teachers say that this polarisation becomes increasingly 

evident, as students move to senior class and learn more advanced content. (Note that Grade 5 

is the top grade.) 

Table 7.3 Changes of the grades 

BEFORE AFTER 
Grade 5 Grade 5 
Grade 4 Grade 5 or Grade 4 
Grade 3 Grade 5 or Grade 4 
Grade 2 Grade 2 
Grade 1 Grade 2 
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4. Teachers think that students find the grades they are given difficult to understand  

- “The marks students get in tests do not necessarily match the grades they are given” 

(Interview 9). 

In contrast to the first year when teachers found students’ motivation increasing, in the third 

year of the implementation, teachers find students confused by the gap between the grades 

they think they would get and the grades they actually receive. Students assume that, if they get 

certain marks in the tests, they get the same grades in their report cards; however, the marks 

students get in tests do not match the grades they are given. Students are neither given the 

grade they expected nor can they predict their grades from their marks in paper tests. Teachers 

say that, in the new assessment, the grades are not determined by only the marks in paper 

tests but by the four perspectives so that exam marks are not directly aligned to the grades 

students receive. As we have seen in the previous sections, the grades differ from the cut-off 

points in the four perspectives and from the balance of the scores in those four perspectives.  

Teachers think that the procedure of the new assessment is quite complicated so that it is 

difficult for students to understand how the grades are worked out. Even though teachers are 

able to explain why students get those grades, they think that students would find it difficult to 

understand and accept the explanation. One teacher comments, “Even if the grades teachers 

make are accountable, in reality, it is difficult to explain it to each student. Luckily, there have 

not been any complaints from students and their parents.” Although teachers think that it is 

good to assess students’ learning and all-round ability from the four perspectives, they also find 

the new assessment problematic and wish the assessment to be simpler and to have a direct 

relationship with raw exam marks. 

5. Teachers think that they should not be bound by figures when working out grades. 

Most teachers use a computer program to work out grades and they think they need to change 

this practice. Teachers say that, in the norm-referenced assessment, they decided letter grades 

for the four Perspectives from their intuition and decided numerical grades by putting exam 

marks and class participation marks into a computer and applying the norm-referenced ratios. 

Therefore, there was no room for teachers to reconsider the grades worked out by computer. In 

the new assessment, however, teachers say that they can not work out appropriate grades 

using grade-calculating software anymore. Teachers say that they sometimes find the grades 

calculated by the computer inappropriate so that they need to reconsider the grades. One 

teacher says that, although she works out grades by putting figures into a computer, she tries 

not to stick to the figures and instead makes her own best judgment, using the grades 

calculated by the computer as a reference. 

Teachers think that they should not be bound by figures, as the grading procedure in the new 

assessment is too complicated. One teacher points out that what contributes to this 

complication is that teachers have to transform letter grades to numerical grades. There are 

only three grades in the letter grades, which are A (100-80%) B (79-50%) and C (49-0%). 
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However, there are five grades in the numeral grades, which are 5 (100-85%) 4 (84-75%) 3 (74-

55%) 2 (54-40%) 1 (39-0%). Although most teachers like to decide the grades from their own 

professional judgment, they find this grading procedure a great deal of work. One teacher 

comments that, as there are inconsistent views on the letter grades among academics too, he 

does not take this procedure seriously but tries to assess students’ overall abilities. 

6. Teachers think that they need to have a common understanding of the four Perspectives in 

terms of the criteria and standards.  

Teachers think it is important to have a common understanding of the four Perspectives 

particularly when more than one teacher is involved in teaching a group of students. In other 

words, they need to be moderated. Therefore, teachers think that it is important to examine 

carefully and let students know what will be assessed and how they will be assessed. However, 

in reality, teachers say that what and how to assess the four perspectives are really up to 

individual teachers and that the same understanding of the four perspectives is not shared by all 

teachers. 

In the criterion-referenced assessment, teachers also think that it is important for them to have a 

common understanding of what to assess (i.e. the criteria) and to what extent students should 

achieve (i.e. the standards). However, teachers say that those are not defined in official 

documents in a way teachers can actually employ. That is, those too are in reality left to 

teachers’ discretion. Teachers are particularly concerned about how well students are meant to 

achieve the criteria, i.e. standards. One teacher says that she feels that it is very difficult to set 

the appropriate standards and for all teachers to have common standards. She says she can 

not find time to discuss them with other teachers so that she always wonders if her assessment 

is appropriate.  

Section C. Teacher-designed tests in the new assessment 

1. Teachers are concerned about the level of difficulty of their tests. In their practice, they adjust 

the cut-off points every time depending on the average marks of the test.  

Teachers think that quality and appropriateness of the tests are very important in the new 

assessment and that, in order to make their assessment accountable, their tests have to be of 

the appropriate level of difficulty. Teachers say that this is because the grades students are 

given, letter grades in particular, vary depending on the level of the difficulty of the tests. 

One teacher comments that he is concerned about the level of the tests and aims to make the 

average mark 60 but can not make it happen every time. He says that the average of the 

difficult tests is 48 and that of the easy tests is 66 in his case. When tests are given to measure 

students’ real ability (by which he means that no information about the test is given to students 

before the test), students do not do well and the average marks of the test tend to be low. In 

short, setting the average marks at an appropriate level is not easy and can not always be 

controlled by teachers.   
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Accordingly, although there are cut-off points for tests set in the new assessment, teachers 

make practical adjustments depending on the difficulty of the tests they make. One teacher 

comments that he does not worry about the level of difficulty in an individual test. He tries to set 

the average marks of all the tests he makes in the year at 60-65 and adjusts the cut-off points 

every time depending on the average of the test. Another teacher comments that he tries not to 

be trapped by the figures and not to take the average marks so seriously, as there are other 

important things. Teachers think making better quality tests and improving teaching practice by 

using information gained from the tests’ results are as important as making test in an 

appropriate level.   

2. Teachers think that designing tests from the four perspectives is complicated and difficult. 

They think that it is problematic that high school entrance exams are not related to the four 

perspectives.  

As well as the level of the difficulty of the tests, teachers think that the quality of the tests is 

important for accountability of the assessment. However, teachers perceive that designing tests 

in the new assessment is complicated. Tests are to contain questions to assess all the 

perspectives (except Perspective 1, in reality) and the marks allocated to each perspective are 

to be more than 25%. This appears to be accepted by most teachers. As for assessing the four 

perspectives, although one teacher commented that she has designed her tests in terms of the 

four perspectives since those four perspectives were introduced in an earlier form, most 

teachers appear to have only just started designing their tests in this way when the new 

assessment was introduced. Overall, teachers appear to think positively of making changes in 

their tests. They find changing test-design valuable as they recognise it is a good opportunity for 

them to update the contents and marking scheme of the tests.   

However, teachers say that it is difficult to make appropriate questions for each perspective. 

They say that workbooks they use as references categorise questions into the four perspectives 

differently and that Perspective 2 (ability to express oneself in a foreign language) and 

Perspective 4 (knowledge and understanding of language and culture), in particular, is not 

categorised in a consistent way. Teachers, therefore, find it difficult to categorise the questions 

into the perspectives. One teacher says that he agrees in designing tests from the four 

perspectives but disagrees about doing this in every single unit test, although assessment 

guidelines instruct teachers to do so. The teacher thinks that it would be better if he could 

assess the four perspectives over the term. He says that his teaching practice is changing 

because of the test-making based on the four perspectives. He used to design tests based on 

what he taught; however, he now teaches, thinking of assessment.  

Teachers are concerned about the format of the tests in the new assessment in relation to the 

entrance exams. Teachers perceive that entrance exams are different from the tests they make, 

since the tests for which students sit in order to enter high schools are synthetic tests and are 

not related to the four perspectives. Teachers think that students need to be familiar with the 
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format of the entrance exams so that they can not always design their tests from the four 

perspectives. In addition, they particularly do not like the fact that entrance exams do not 

assess all the four macro skills. The entrance exams do not include speaking tests at all nor 

include enough writing tasks. This is because teachers think it is difficult to mark those tasks. 

Teachers claim that, in order to develop students’ communicative skills, it is necessary for 

entrance exams to include a speaking test. They assert that lack of consistency between those 

two tests is problematic. 

3. Teachers perceive that it is difficult to assess Perspective 2. Speaking and writing tasks to 

assess Perspective 2 are in reality used to assess Perspective 1. 

When students’ learning is to be assessed in terms of the four perspectives, Perspective 2 

(ability to express oneself in a foreign language) is paid particular attention by teachers. One 

teacher says that, although the previous assessment approach regarded the knowledge about 

the target language as important, the new assessment approach considers that the ability to 

actually express ideas in the target language is important. The teacher, therefore, assesses 

speaking and writing ability more than previously. In speaking assessment, the teacher has his 

students assess their peers’ performance and he finds it helps students perform well.  

Perspective 2, however, is not easy to assess. The majority of the teachers find it difficult to find 

the time to conduct speaking tests. Many teachers therefore say that they can give only one or 

two speaking tasks a term. Also, teachers find it difficult to mark writing tasks, as it is difficult to 

set criteria. As for assessing writing skills, one teacher comments that it is difficult to have 

common criteria when, for instance, seven teachers are involved in teaching a single group of 

students. When assessing writing tasks, those seven teachers have different criteria and it is 

difficult to share the same view about the standards too. The teacher says that, as a 

consequence, the marks allocated to the writing tasks tend to be small.  

Teachers perceive that students tend to perform well in Perspective 3 and 4 but not in 

Perspective 2. They think that, even though they thought they had given their students 

opportunities for practice for a speaking task in class, it might not have been enough. When 

students do not perform well in a speaking or writing task, teachers say that, if those students 

try their best, they can give those students better marks for Perspective 1. One teacher says 

that she helps students prepare for the task both in class and at home. Another says that he 

allows his students to attempt the task as many times as they wish until they achieve the 

criteria. By doing so, teachers give better grades in Perspective 1 to students who do not have 

ability but try hard. As for writing tasks to assess Perspective 2, one teacher made an 

interesting comment. She says that smart children write uninteresting sentences and steadily 

get higher points but children who have good interests and try expressing more complex ideas 

make mistakes and as a result get fewer points. However, if Perspective 1 is also assessed by 

the task too, the latter students would get higher marks than the former students. Teachers say 

that assessment differs depending on what teachers try to assess and the relative importance 
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they give to each of the four perspectives. 

Section D. Entrance Exams for high schools and the criterion-referenced 
assessment 

1. Teachers think that it is important for school-based assessment to be a part of information for 

selection.  

Most teachers believe that it is important to include school-based assessment in the selection 

process when students go to high schools. They feel that students may not care about what 

grade they get at school but only care about the study they do at coaching school. Teachers 

think that it is important to appraise students’ ongoing learning, not only the marks they get on 

the day of the entrance exam. One teacher says that he heard that  there is no gap between 

school-based assessment and the marks students get in the entrance exam; however, he still 

thinks that school based assessment should be a part of decision making, as it represents their 

three years’ learning. Another teacher says that the marks students get in the entrance exam 

look to be given more weight in the decision-making process; however, she thinks that students 

who have shown good achievement in school-based assessment surely do well on the entrance 

exams too.  

Teachers know the significance of the grades they give to students. One teacher says that he 

carefully draws a dividing line between Grade 5 and Grade 4 and between Grade 3 and Grade 

2. He says that the former decision determines whether the students can get into the top high 

school and the latter decision determines whether the students have to apply only for a private 

high school. The teacher wants the grade he decides on to be a valid source of decision 

making, as he makes grades after mature consideration.  

2. Teachers think that the implementation of the de-facto policy within the criterion-referenced 

assessment framework is necessary.  

Teachers think it is problematic to use the criterion-referenced assessment for a selection 

purpose. They think that it is impossible to make a fair selection using the criterion-referenced 

assessment. They comment that they are distressed by being asked to solve this problem. In 

fact, one teacher did not agree with including school-based assessment in selection process for 

this reason.  

Teachers, accordingly, think that it can not be helped to combine the criterion-referenced 

assessment and the norm-referenced assessment although they think it is strange. Teachers 

know that it is necessary to set the cut-off-points in order to balance with other subjects and 

other schools so that they think it is better to do so than not. 

Introduction of this de-facto policy makes teachers’ grading processes more complicated. One 

teacher explains that, keeping those cut-off-points for numeral grades and the average marks of 

the test in her mind, she decides the cut-off-points of paper tests and gives letter grades. The 
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teacher carefully decides the letter grades for each perspective but still needs to work them out 

when she find grades worked out by a computer inappropriate. In this case, she trusts her own 

professional judgment.  

3. Teachers understand the necessity of the de-facto policy but find if difficult to merge it with 

the philosophy of the criterion-referenced assessment.  

Giving consideration to the negative impact of the criterion-referenced assessment on students’ 

future when they go to high schools, teachers agree that assessment is now partly made by the 

norm-referenced approach again. However, teachers still find it difficult to assess students 

against other students. One teacher comments that, when asked by students why they can not 

get the top mark, he has to answer, for instance, it is because they did not spell words correctly. 

That is, teachers again have to pay attention to the small mistakes students make in the tests to 

differentiate students. Another teacher says that it is bad to value the marks students get in 

paper tests over their ability to use the language in spoken mode.  

Teachers do not like the fact that there is a limit placed on the number of students who can 

attain top grades. In the new assessment, teachers are supposed to teach more students to 

attain the top grades but now they can not give the top grades to all the students who perform 

well. One teacher says that he has been told that Grade 5 and 4 are to be given to 40% of the 

students and Grade 1 to as few students as possible. As the teacher does not want to give 

Grade 1 to students who can not achieve 40% but attend his class and show a positive attitude, 

he happily follows the policy. However, the teacher does not agree that only the top 40% of the 

students can be given Grade 5 and 4. In short, officially, assessment is supposed to be done by 

the criterion-referenced approach, but, in reality, it is done by the modified norm-referenced 

approach. Teachers find it difficult to deal with such two contradictory philosophies in their 

teaching practice.
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Chapter 8 Major findings from interviews with non-teaching 
 educators 

(Refer Appendix 2) 

 

In the previous chapters, outcomes from teacher interviews and teacher questionnaires were 

addressed. In this chapter, I continue by looking at non-teaching educators’ overall perception 

and practice of the new assessment. The data from the following people is examined. None of 

these people are involved in direct-teaching.  

1. Principal 

2. Supervisor 

3. People working in education industry  

As with previous chapters, this chapter begins with an overall summary of the findings from the 

above three interviews. The analysis of each interview will then follow. Each analysis also 

begins with a summary of the findings and the detailed description follows. Three major themes 

which emerged from the analysis are presented for each of these interviews. 

8.1 Overall summary 

All of the non-teachers supported and reinforced the teachers’ views towards the new 

assessment. The later analysis will show two key learnings, namely that the way the new 

assessment was introduced and implemented was quite ad hoc, and that the assessment made 

by the criterion-referenced approach brought considerable confusion.  

People in the education industry explained how unfair the assessment became, describing it as 

“bubble” assessment. “Bubble” is a term used for economic growth and here “bubble” used as a 

metaphorical expression for inflated grades. The principal explained why the modified norm-

referenced assessment was necessary, claiming that grade differentials across schools, 

teachers and subjects were so big that they disadvantage students. In the supervisor interview, 

as in other data, it was confirmed that the assessment approach that principals “unofficially” 

brought in was a ‘de-facto’ policy and had nothing to do with the Board of Education, although it 

has had great influence on teachers’ decision about students’ learning. In addition, in the 

supervisor interview it was evident that there was no proper teacher development given to him 

and that, because the policy documents are not adequately detailed, they have led to 

misunderstandings. 
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8.2 Principal interview analysis 

8.2.1 Summary of the findings 

It appears that the perception of the principals concurs with that of teachers. Although the Board 

of Education in the prefecture says that there are no big differentials between school-based 

assessment and the result of the entrance exam, it appears apparent that the differentials are in 

reality too big to ignore. Because the Board of Education does not make any adjustment and 

the principals want school-based assessment to be a source of decision making, the principal 

felt it was necessary to do something to make school-based assessment valid and not to 

disadvantage students. Accordingly, the principals ‘unofficially’ brought in the de-facto policy. As 

suggested by teachers in the teacher interview, the de-facto policy appears to be a last resort. 

Principals appeared to have taken action on behalf of teachers. 

It should be noted that the de-facto policy was brought in as a recommendation. The principals 

gave teachers the instructions in either a verbal or written form. This indicates that the teachers 

do not have any obligation to follow the instructions and decisions are still left in teachers’ 

hands. It also should be noted that, although the principal seemed to be in the same position as 

teachers, he did not fail to make a bureaucratic comment in the interview. The principal says 

that he expects teachers to help students to achieve better grades than Grade 1 and 2. 

Although teachers are struggling with making assessment “of” learning, the principal as well as 

the bureaucrats who brought in the criterion-referenced assessment appear to expect teachers 

to practice assessment “for” learning. When teachers use assessment to improve teaching, 

students’ learning would be enhanced; however, teachers have not reached that stage yet.  

8.2.2 Detailed description 

As mentioned in Chapter 3, one principal participated in the interview. He is the only principal 

who looks after the subject of English language amongst all the principals in the district studied. 

The interviews focused on the principal’s reaction to the new assessment system, his 

observation of teachers’ practice and problems, his role as a facilitator of the new assessment 

system, the problems he faced and the de-facto policy brought in by principals. 

In his interview, this principal was concerned about the de-facto policy brought in by principals. 

As the teacher interviews revealed, the de-facto policy is an influential factor when teachers 

assess their students’ learning. In the principal interview, the principal emphasised that the de-

facto policy was brought in for the sake of the students and that it is “suggested” that teachers 

follow this policy. According to the principal, the benchmarks of the grades set by the principals 

(Grade 5: top 15% of the students, Grade 4: next 25%, Grade 3: next 30%, Grade 2 and 1: last 

30%) are those used in junior high schools in Tokyo. In the interview, although the principal 

volunteered for the interview, he appeared cautious. He carefully chose the words and talked in 

a somewhat indirect way. However, it was possible to discern three themes in what he said, as 
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follows.  

1. It is problematic to employ the criterion-referenced assessment for selection purposes.  

The principal claims that the criterion-referenced assessment disadvantaged students to a great 

extent in the first year of the implementation. He therefore argues that although the criterion-

referenced approach appears a good approach to assessment, it is problematic to employ it for 

selection purposes. He claims that we are in the time of the criterion-referenced assessment 

and, even if we disagree, we cannot go back to the norm-referenced assessment. The principal 

claims that it is urgently necessary to set up standards and rectify differentials of the grades 

amongst schools, teachers and subjects. He asserts that, first of all, it is necessary to 

standarise the contents of the tests in order to control the difficulty of the tests.  

2. School-based assessment should be taken into account in decision making. 

The principal claims that, when the decisions of the students’ future are made, it is important to 

appraise not only the exam result but also students’ effort over three years. He says that this 

has always been in the past a good tradition of this prefecture and that he had never heard that 

this would be changed. He says that the Board of Education in the prefecture has investigated 

the interrelation between school-based assessment and the result of the entrance exam and 

has announced that there are no big differentials, and, consequently, they claim that they do not 

need to make any adjustment even if there are some differentials.    

3. The principal supports the philosophy of the criterion-referenced assessment. 

Although the new assessment has problems, the principal agrees with its philosophy. The 

impetus for improvement of students’ grades rests with teachers and the principal suggests that 

teachers improve their teaching methods to help weak students learn better. He indicates that 

there have been various strategies set by the government to enhance students’ learning, such 

as cutting 30% of the learning contents, introducing elective or synthetic lessons and 

implementing small-sized classes in Maths and English language. 

8.3 Supervisor interview analysis 

8.3.1 Summary of the findings 

It appears that interrelations between prefectural and local government level and between local 

government and teachers are very similar. In the teacher questionnaires, it was revealed that 

teachers may have been provided with the information of the new assessment but not in a 

comprehensible way, as many teachers do not feel sufficiently comfortable to practise it. 

Similarly, in the supervisor interview, the supervisor says that he attended the conference 

regarding the new assessment but does not think that any instructions regarding how to 

introduce the new assessment were given. He says that the Prefectural Board of Education 

does not seem to know about the new assessment sufficiently so that he did not make any 
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further inquiry. By the same token, the reason why the supervisor has not received any inquiry 

from teachers seems to be that the teachers do not think the supervisor knows about the new 

assessment sufficiently to give them guidance.  

As the other sources of data have consistently indicated, it appears that all the confusions result 

from the fact that the new idea was brought in but is being put into practice without sufficient 

guidance and support. The policy documents are not in a linear form, and are in fact ad hoc. 

The Education Council Report indeed instructed all the three strata (prefectural and educational 

district Board of Education, and schools) to develop the methods or procedures of the new 

assessment at the same time. Accordingly, there appears to have been no one who could guide 

the introduction and implementation of the new assessment overall. The Boards of Education in 

the prefecture and the educational district have tried to guide or facilitate the introduction and 

implementation of the new assessment, but it indeed appears that “the blind is leading the 

blind”.  

The fact that the Prefectural Assessment Guideline is not consistent with the NIER Assessment 

Guideline appears to show the lack of clear description of the assessment methods and 

procedures in the NIER Assessment Guideline. As the policy document analysis suggested, the 

NIER Assessment Guideline was not clearly produced, so that it produced these 

misunderstandings. Therefore, it does not appear reasonable to lay the blame for 

inconsistencies with the NIER Assessment Guideline. Even though each task is assessed as 

either B (satisfactory: i.e. “achieved”) or C (poor: i.e. “did not achieve”), it appears to be 

necessary to instruct teachers how the final three letter grades are to be worked out. In short, 

the current system seems unreasonably complex to follow. 

It appears that a certain “official” action should have been taken to implement the amended 

criterion-referenced assessment. It is understandable that the Board of Education in the 

educational district can not make any comment on the de-facto policy. However, if the de-facto 

policy was brought in not to disadvantage students, was a necessity and was an influential 

factor when teachers assess learners, it appears inappropriate to bring it in “unofficially”. 

The supervisor shows his concern about the lack of speaking activities in class and the quality 

of the tests. However, it appears difficult for teachers to practice assessment “for” learning when 

still struggling with developing assessment “of” learning.  

8.3.2 Detailed description 

As discussed in Chapter 3, although there are two supervisors, this project regards the interview 

with an experienced supervisor as a supervisor interview and with the less experienced 

supervisor as a teacher interview.  

The interviews focused on the supervisor’s reaction to the new assessment system, his 

observation of teachers’ practice and problems, his role as a facilitator of the new assessment 

system, the problems he faced and the de-facto policy brought in by principals.  
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The supervisor interview was particularly concerned about two issues. The first is how the City 

Board of Education interacts with the upper stratum (Prefectural Board of Education) and the 

lower stratum (teachers in their educational district). The second is how the Board of Education 

is related to the de-facto policy. The supervisor brought up some interesting and pertinent 

points. The following are three major themes which emerged from the analysis of the interview, 

which include the findings of the above questions together with a particular issue that the 

supervisor raised.  

1. There was no guidance given from the prefecture.  

The supervisor says that he feels that how to implement the new assessment is left to teachers. 

MEXT brought up the new assessment but did not instruct the prefectures how to introduce it. 

The supervisor says that there were conferences about the new assessment; however, there 

was no guidance given from the prefecture. The supervisor thinks that the prefecture does not 

know about the new assessment well and does not know how to introduce it. Accordingly, he 

thought that he himself had to study and find out more about it.  

The supervisor says that his role is to encourage teachers to employ more speaking activities in 

class and to assess students’ speaking ability. He says that language ability is a skill and can 

not be measured by paper tests. Consequently, teachers should assess the skill when students 

are using the language. In his view, however, he thinks that this does not happen often in 

practice. The supervisor also says that he plans to organise in-service development regarding 

test-design and to encourage teachers to use the information of students’ learning in order to 

improve teaching and help students, especially C grade students, learn more effectively.  

2. The Board of Education has nothing to do with the de-facto policy. 

The supervisor says that the Board of Education has nothing to do with the de-facto policy and 

that it is enforced by the principals but not by the Board. He did not talk further about this. My 

interpretation of the reason for this is that he wanted to remain detached.   

3. There is inconsistency between the NIER Assessment Guideline and the Prefectural 

Assessment Guideline.  

Quoting an article from an educational journal STEP-The Latest on English (published by The 

Society for Testing English Proficiency INC) where an interview with a government official 

involved in developing the NIER Assessment Guideline is featured, the supervisor talked about 

the inconsistency. He points out that the NIER and the Prefectural Assessment Guidelines were 

produced by different academics and that these assessment guidelines differ, and comments 

that the more he studies about the new assessment, the more he finds inconsistencies amongst 

the academics’ interpretations. The supervisor says that there is no inquiry from teachers but he 

thinks that teachers are confused by the assessment guideline the prefecture produced. In the 

Prefectural Assessment Guideline, there are three standards set, which are A (80%), B (50%) 

and C (less than 49%). However, according to the supervisor, the people who developed the 
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NIER Assessment Guideline claim that, in the new assessment, there is only one standard 

against which students’ learning is to be measured. Teachers help students to achieve the 

standard; therefore, the judgment is to be made simply whether the students “achieved” or “did 

not achieve”. NIER says that “achieved” is B and “did not achieve” is C. A is to be given when 

students achieved far beyond the standard. They add that students who get many Bs would be 

given A as the final letter grade for the four perspectives. There therefore seems to be an 

inconsistency between the NIER Assessment Guideline and the Prefectural Assessment 

Guideline. 

The supervisor says that criteria and standards are not understood properly and they indeed are 

confused. He thinks that the Prefectural Board of Education failed to develop the guidelines 

which help teachers make grading judgments. He claims that rather it makes it harder for 

teachers to make judgments and that teachers are having difficulty being given the Prefectural 

Assessment Guideline. The supervisor himself agrees with the academics who were involved in 

developing the NIER Assessment Guideline, as it makes more sense in terms of the philosophy 

of the criterion-referenced assessment.  

8.4 Education industry interview analysis 

8.4.1 Summary of the findings 

It appears that the perception of people in educational industry overall concurs with that of core 

school teachers. Coaching school teachers may see the consequence of the new assessment 

more directly and clearly than core school teachers, since they are in a position where they can 

compare the assessment made by different schools. Although coaching school teachers appear 

not to disagree on the philosophy of the new assessment, they criticise the new assessment as 

being unfair. They indicate that adjustment was previously made by high schools when 

assessment was made by the norm-referenced approach. However, it appears that it is not 

possible to do so when assessment is made by the criterion-referenced approach, because the 

grade differentials are the result of teachers’ inconsistent standards and judgment, not of the 

quality of the group of students and schools.  

The “bubble” assessment appears to describe the event very accurately. There appears to be 

unfettered inflation of the top grades and these may mislead students and their parents.  The 

two teachers from the education industry clearly highlighted the problematic nature of the new 

assessment. They did not always agree but the criticism that they made should be noted. It 

does not appear appropriate if teachers make a subjective judgment for Perspective 1 and 

assess a perspective from only one assessment task. If teachers do not inform students of 

which question assesses which perspective, they need to do so. If some teacher-designed tests 

are of poor quality, they needs to be improved. In summary, these suggestions appear to be 

important to make assessment accountable, reliable and informative.   
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8.4.2 Detailed description 

As discussed in Chapter 3, two coaching school teachers participated in the interviews. Teacher 

A and Teacher B are an owner principal and a head teacher respectively of two coaching 

schools. They are in different positions in the educational industry and see the event from 

different perspectives. The interviews focused on their reaction towards the new assessment 

system, their observation of teachers’ practice and problems, their observation of students and 

their parents’ reaction to the assessment and their role as an educator within this assessment 

system. The coaching school teachers raised some significant issues associated with the new 

assessment and these are discussed below.   

1. The grade differentials between schools have become greater than before.  

Both coaching school teachers commented that the grades students are given vary greatly 

depending on schools. Since their coaching school usually consists of students from 3 to 5 

different junior high schools, they see the grade differentials amongst schools clearly. Teacher 

A says that only 7% of the students are given the top grade in one school, while 38% of the 

students are given the top grade in another school. Teacher B says that school-based 

assessment is made by teachers’ subjective judgment and that teachers’ different standards for 

the grades contribute to making the grade differentials amongst schools greater. He says that 

school-based assessment is more influential than before when being taken into account in 

decision making so that it is problematic that the criterion-referenced school-based assessment 

is used as a source of selection purposes, because selection itself means scaling students 

against the other students.  

In the criterion-referenced assessment, the grades students receive vary depending on 

teachers and hence schools. There were, however, always grade differentials amongst schools, 

but the differentials came to the fore, says Teacher A. He says that, when assessment was 

made by the norm-referenced approach, it was easier to get higher grades in some schools but 

was more difficult in other schools. He says that high schools accordingly make a judgment 

about which students can get into the high schools, considering those differentials between 

schools. He says that this is a common knowledge although the Board of Education in the 

prefecture says that they do not make any modifications. Thus, it appears that, if they have, it 

has been done “unofficially”.  

2. Students get better marks than before but their learning has not improved   

Coaching school teachers say that the introduction of the new assessment has brought about 

so-called “bubble” school-based assessment. Both teachers say that core school teachers tend 

to give students better grades than before and that the total grades a student gets are 2-3 

points higher. Teacher A says that core teachers try to assess what might not be able to be 

assessed, such as students’ interest, willingness and attitude, i.e. Perspective 1, and that, 

consequently, there are no clear set criteria and standards. He argues that, if students are good 
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at presenting their interest and attitude, they would get better grades, even though they do not 

necessarily have better ability to perform in the subject. He claims that, even though more 

students get the top grade than before, their ability has remained the same. He thinks that 

reducing the weight of the paper tests contributes to the mismatch between the grades students 

get and the real ability students have.  

These two interviewees show contradictory reactions toward the fact that students get better 

grades than before. Teacher B supports school teachers assessing Perspective 1 and teaches 

the importance of those to his students too. He does not support deciding the grades only from 

the results of the paper tests but agrees on giving better grades to students who show good 

performance in Perspective 1. However, he is of the opinion that it is not important for students 

and their parents that the grade they receive is valid or whether grading is done by an 

appropriate procedure. He suggests that what matters for them is only whether they get high 

grades. Teacher A, on the other hand, criticises the grading system in the new assessment, 

saying that assessment of Perspective 1 as well other assessment is made by teachers’ 

subjective judgment and, as a result, assessment appears to be unfair. Because many students 

get the top grade, it has become very difficult to select students in high school admission. He 

says that, therefore, he tells his students that it is important to improve their ability and not to be 

deceived by seemingly high grades. He also claims that it is necessary for teachers to make the 

criteria and standards clear to students in order to make fair and valid assessment. 

3. Questions of the tests have been categorised but have not changed much.  

Both coaching school teachers agree that the test questions have been categorised into the four 

perspectives. However, again, there is some disagreement between the interviewees. Teacher 

A says that teachers assess students’ speaking ability in class and that their tests include 

writing tasks too. He says that entrance exams test students’ knowledge not in the form of 

multiple choice but descriptively. In contrast, Teacher B says that test questions in teacher-

design tests have not been changed much and that not all teachers design appropriate 

questions. He praises some teachers for their creatively-designed tests but criticises others. He 

says that one perspective is sometimes assessed from a very limited number of questions in the 

test. He calls such questions “hidden questions” and claims that it is not fair to decide the mark 

of a perspective from such a limited source. He claims that the reason why students’ learning is 

to be assessed by the four perspectives is to make assessment more objectively and that it is 

necessary for teachers to inform students of which question assesses which perspective. That 

is, he claims that clarification of the criteria in each perspective is necessary to make 

accountable assessment. 
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Chapter 9 Discussion of teaching and assessment materials 

 

In previous chapters, teachers’ and non-educators’ overall perception and practice of the new 

assessment were addressed. This chapter is the last chapter of the findings and I conclude by 

looking at teaching and assessment materials. The data from the following teaching and 

assessment materials is examined;  

1. Textbook materials   

2. Teacher-designed tests   

3. Entrance exams  

This chapter is structured as for Chapter 8. As indicated previously, this chapter begins by 

providing an overall summary of the findings from the above three data sources. The analysis of 

each of these will then follow. Each analysis also begins with a summary of the findings 

followed by the detailed description. Three major themes which emerged from the analysis are 

presented for each of these materials.  

9.1 Overall summary 

All of the materials supported and reinforced the findings from other data sources. The later 

analysis validates the key comments made by the teachers, the principal and people working in 

the education industry.  

The textbook analysis revealed that the textbooks hinder teachers in assessing students’ actual 

use of the language, as the textbooks focus on teaching usage of the language, i.e. forms and 

structures. That is, there is a mismatch between the philosophies in the textbooks and The 

Course of Study aims for. This concurs with what teachers said in the interviews. The analysis 

of the teachers-designed tests also provides evidence that teachers find it difficult to design 

their tests in accordance with the new assessment and do not have clear understandings about 

each perspective and how to assess it. The complexity and the difficulty of the test-design were 

problematic, reflecting the principal’s particular concern. Also, as criticised by people working in 

the education industry, the weighting and categorisation of each of the four perspectives are 

issues to be addressed. As for the entrance exams, the analysis shows that entrance exams 

are not designed in accordance with the new assessment although they have had an influence 

on teachers’ practice. It was evident that, as noted by teachers, the entrance exams have 

characteristics that hinder teachers from implementing the new assessment.  

9.2 Textbook material analysis  

(Refer Appendix 3) 
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9.2.1 Summary of the findings 

It appears that there are two different views of language learning presented here.  

On one hand, the textbooks appear to be concerned with the structural forms and grammar of 

the language and to aim to teach knowledge of things other than the language. The analysis 

also indicates that the grammar structures and the topics appear not to be well aligned.  

On the other hand, teachers and The Course of Study are concerned about the actual use of 

the language. As other data suggest, they now try to assess all the macro skills in terms of 

communicative competence and to set outcomes which students are supposed to be able to do 

at the end of the unit.  

There is clearly a mismatch between the textbooks and the new assessment. The textbooks 

focus on the usage of the language and do not encourage students to use the target language. 

In short, the textbooks appear to hinder teachers in assessing students’ actual use of the 

language and in developing their spoken skills. This appears to explain why lessons tend to 

focus on the language itself and become grammar oriented, as pointed out in teacher 

interviews. 

As mentioned earlier, although the assessment approach has been changed, the textbooks 

have not changed. The same textbooks continue to be used several years after the 

implementation of the new assessment. Not surprisingly, the textbooks are unrelated to the four 

perspectives. There are no suggested tasks included in the textbooks to assess students’ 

learning in terms of the four perspectives. In short, the textbooks are not designed in accord 

with the new assessment. It appears necessary for teaching materials such as textbooks and 

the assessment policy to be developed on the basis of the same philosophy. It appears 

inappropriate to expect teachers to practise the new assessment without changing the style and 

contents of the teaching materials. In Chapter 2, we have seen that many researchers such as 

Shohamy (1993, 1996), Alderson and Wall (1994, 1996), and Cheng (1995, 1998, 1999, 2000) 

claim that changing a single part of educational system without changing other educational 

components such as curricular or teacher training can not bring about the washback intended 

nor achieve innovation. In summary, the above findings positions this research project as other 

research studies previously conducted in the field of educational innovation. 

9.2.2 Detailed description 

As mentioned in Chapter 3, the New Crown textbooks published by Sanseido are used in this 

district. My professional experience as well as the findings of the teacher interviews suggest 

that teachers use textbooks as the curriculum. Textbooks cover all the vocabulary and grammar 

structures prescribed in The Course of Study and the attached Teachers’ Manuals provide 

teachers with programs to follow. However, although a new assessment approach has been 

brought in, the textbooks have not been changed. The following issues emerge from the 
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analysis.  

1. The textbooks appear to be underpinned by content-based language learning. However, the 

topics are not relevant to the realistic situations where students are likely to use the language, 

such as when they home stay in an English-speaking country.   

The textbooks cover various topics which are intended to stimulate students’ interests and 

broaden their knowledge about the facts and events in Japan and the world. However, we could 

question whether those topics relate to students’ lives or interests (see Table 9.1). For instance, 

the topic in Unit 6 in Book 2 is Squid and students are to learn about the ecology of squid. The 

units are set up in terms of such topics and do not provide students with relevant situations to 

actually use the language. Therefore, it appears difficult for teachers to set outcomes in terms of 

communicative abilities. 

Table 9.1 Examples of topics taken up in each unit  

 Book 1 Book 2 Book 3 
Unit 1 Self Introduction  Life in Australia Tricks 
Unit 2 Trick Art Diary entry Interview with a Canadian 
Unit 3 Self Introduction Columbus & Vespucci Korea 
Unit 4 Show & Tell Computers  Hiroshima 

 

2. The textbooks used appear very much grammar-oriented. Not only does this limit possibility 

of more communicative approaches but also grammar structures taught in each unit do not map 

well on to the topic in the unit. 

The units in the textbooks are clearly set up to teach grammar structures. From the last few 

pages of the textbooks, it is evident that the grammar structures are taught systematically (see 

Table 9.2). It also should be noted that a unit is carefully designed not to include more than one 

new grammar structures. However, the grammar structures dealt with in a unit do not 

necessarily match the topic of the unit well (see Table 9.3). In most instances, there are no 

authentic links between the language and the topic. For example, in the topic Partner Dogs, the 

grammar focus is the past tense (Unit 11 in Book 1). In the topic Speech - My dream, the 

grammar focus is the infinitive (Unit 7 in Book 2). In the topic Korea, the grammar focus is the 

present perfect tense (Unit 3 in Book 3). There appears to be lack of authentic integration with 

the subject matters (see Table 9.4).  

Table 9.2 Examples of grammar-oriented organisation  

 Book 1 Book 2 Book 3 

Unit 1 This is-----.  
Is this------? 

Revision  (affirmative, negative, 
interrogative sentences) 

Revision  
(passive voice) 

Unit 2 What is this?  
This is not----. 

Past tense  
(Irregular verbs) Present perfect tense 

Unit 3 I am ----. / You are 
----. Are you ------? 

Past tense (was, were) 
Past progressive tense Present perfect tense 

Unit 4 I have -----.  
Do you have-----? 

Future tense (will) 
Auxiliary verb (must) 

SVOC (call + noun) 
Conjunction (that) 
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Table 9.3 Examples of relationship between topics and grammar structures 

Book / Unit Topics Grammar structures 
Book 1 / Unit 10 Weekend Activities Present progressive tense 
Book 1 / Unit 11 Partner Dogs Past tense  (Regular verbs) 
Book 2 / Unit 6 Nature - Squid Conjunction (when), Tag question, Why, Because 
Book 2 / Unit 7 Speech-My dream Infinitive 
Book 3 / Unit 3 Korea Present perfect tense 
Book 3 / Unit 8 Dodo SV + what / why / how, SVO + how to----- 

 

Table 9.4 An example of grammar exercises from Book 2 / Unit 6 Nature - Squid (P.42) 

1. (Given a clue picture)  
     Students describe what people were doing when Kenji went to the park.  
2. (Given three sentences)  
     Students change the form of the sentences into tag questions. 
3. (Given a clue picture)  
     Students say the reasons why you were late to meet your friend.  

 

3. The textbooks appear to consist of mostly reading and include very few units where students 

use the target language for communicative purposes.  

In the textbooks, most tasks are designed for reading comprehension, although one third of 

each unit is usually scripted-dialogues. There are small-size units focused on certain situations 

and topics, where students are more likely to have opportunities to use the target language, 

such as shopping or asking directions. However, the portion allocated to such speaking and 

writing is very small and the total number of pages allocated to development of listening, 

speaking and writing skills are approximately half of those allocated to reading comprehension. 

They are treated as supplementary and students do not appear to be given enough 

opportunities to use the language in more authentic ways (see Table 9.5). 

Table 9.5  Pages allocated to four macro skills 

 Book 1 (92 pages) Book 2 (93 pages) Book 3 (87 pages) 
Reading 14 units (43 pages) 14 units (43 pages) 12 units (43 pages) 
Listening 4 units (4 pages) 4 units (4 pages) 5 units (5 pages) 
Speaking 7 units (10 pages)  6 units (12 pages) 4 units (8 pages) 
Writing 3 units (6 pages) 4 units (8 pages) 4 units (8 pages) 

 

4. There appears no evidence that the textbooks are designed with a view to assessing 

students’ learning from the four perspectives. This is hardly surprising since they pre-date the 

new assessment.  

9.3 Teacher-designed test analysis  

(Refer Appendix 4) 
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9.3.1 Summary of the findings 

Three major issues which emerged from the analysis suggest that teacher-designed tests are 

problematic because of the following reasons. 

First, the 17 tests examined indicate that four to six times as much importance is attributed to 

one perspective than another, although the assessment guideline states that the weights of the 

four perspectives are equal. It does not appear fair to decide the grades from such a very 

limited, small source.  

Second, the questions in the tests are not categorised in a consistent way. Teachers appear not 

to have clear understandings about each perspective and how to assess it. It appears 

necessary for teachers to discuss and have a common understanding about the relationship 

between exam questions and the four perspectives.  

Third, the complexity and the difficulty of the teacher-designed tests vary to a great extent. As 

the school-based assessment counts for 50% of the information for selection, the complexity 

and the difficulty of the teacher-designed tests need to be of a similar standard. When the 

quality of the tests differs greatly, it would be likely that the school-based assessment 

disadvantages students.  

As Chapter 8 indicated, it should be noted that the above problems have also been noted by 

people working in educational industry. They criticise the fact that the unbalanced ratios are 

allocated to the three perspectives in the tests. In fact, in 50% of the Year 3 tests, only 12 marks 

are allocated to one perspective, which appears to be a very small number of marks. The 

assessment marks of a perspective worked out from such a limited source does not appear 

valid at all. In addition, they criticise the quality of the teacher-designed tests and are concerned 

that teachers are not informing students of which question assesses which perspective together 

with the weightings. Not all of the teacher-designed tests examined clearly demonstrate which 

question assesses which perspective, and it appears difficult for students to know which 

questions would be particularly important for the grading of particular perspectives.  

As for the differences in the complexity and difficulty of the test-design, it should be noted that 

teachers and the principal are also very much concerned about this issue. In the teacher 

interviews, teachers admit that they adjust the cut-off points depending on the average marks of 

the test, that they find designing tests from the four perspectives difficult and that they are 

struggling to establish what and how to assess for each perspective. In the principal interview, 

the principal also understands the necessity of standardising the contents of the tests to control 

the difficulty of the teacher-designed tests. As he says, doing so would help set up standards 

and rectify the differentials of the grades amongst schools, teachers and subjects. In summary, 

the issue of the complexity and difficulty of teacher-designed tests was of concern to both 

teachers and the principal. The teacher-designed tests themselves support the comments made 

in these interviews. 
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9.3.2 Detailed description 

As mentioned in Chapter 3, seventeen test papers from five junior high schools were examined 

and the following issues emerged from the analysis. They provide concrete examples of some 

of the things teachers, the principal and people in the education industry said they were 

concerned about in the interviews.  

Table 9.6 summarises the four evaluation perspectives discussed in Chapter 1.  

Table 9.6 Four evaluation perspectives 

Perspective 1 Interest, willingness and a positive attitude toward communicating in a 
foreign language 

Perspective 2 Ability to express oneself in a foreign language 
Perspective 3 Ability to understand a foreign language  
Perspective 4 Knowledge and understanding of language and culture 

 

1. Questions are categorised into the three perspectives but are differentially valued.  

The questions are explicitly categorised into the three perspectives in 88% of the tests 

examined in either answer sheets or question sheets. Also, mark allocation was clearly stated in 

58% of the tests.  

When mark allocation was examined, it was evident that one perspective was treated as more 

than twice as important as another. Such imbalance amongst the ratios of the three 

perspectives is especially notable in the tests for Year 2 and 3, although marks are allocated to 

the three perspectives almost equally in the tests for Year 1. The examples below illustrate the 

imbalance observed in 75% of the tests in each Year 2 and 3 (see Table 9.7).  

• In Test 6, Perspective 3 is allocated twice as many marks as Perspective 4. 

• In Test 7, Perspective 3 is allocated six times as many marks as Perspective 4. 

• In Test 9, Perspective 4 is allocated twice as many marks as Perspective 2 and 3. 

• In Test 12, Perspective 4 is allocated twice as many marks as Perspective 2.  

• In Test 16, Perspective 4 is allocated four times as many marks as Perspective 2.  

• In Test 17, Perspective 2 is allocated four times as many marks as Perspective 4. 
 

Table 9.7 Examples of the marks allocated in each perspective   

Test 
No. Year & Term Cat? P 1 P 2 P 3  P 4 Numbers & length of 

texts used 
  6 Y2, T2, End Yes 0 30 48 (16*) 22 2 (medium) 
  7 Y2, T3, Beg Yes 0 26 64 (18*) 10 1 (medium) 
  9 Y2, T3, End Yes 0 24 22 (14*) 54 (8*) 1 (short) 1 (medium) 
12 Y3, T2, Beg Yes 0 20 38 (14*) 42 (6*) 2 (long) 1 (medium) 
16 Y3, T3, End Yes 0 12 42 (20*) 46 3 (long) 
17 Y3, T3,  Yes 0 46 42 (15*) 12 1 (long) 1(short) 

Note: Cat? Indicates Categorised or not? (   *) indicates marks of listening tests. Length of the texts is determined from 
the following scaling; short (approx. 50-100 words), medium (approx. 100-200 words), and long (approx. 300-400 
words). 
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Accordingly, there are quite big mark differentials between perspectives. Indeed, Test 7 shows 

a 54 mark difference between Perspectives 3 and 4. The mark of one perspective is 

approximately 33 when allocated to each perspective equally; however, in the tests taken 

above, the lowest marks in the tests were 10 and the highest marks were 64. It appears that 

teachers do not pay much attention to the ratios of the three perspectives when creating tests.  

It appears that Perspective 3 and 4 are more highly valued than Perspective 1 and 2 by the 

teachers as a group, when the whole data set is examined. Perspective 1 was not assessed in 

any tests and Perspective 2 was much less valued than the two other perspectives. In relation 

to Perspective 3, reading appears to be more valued than listening. The ratio of listening and 

reading is reversed from 6:4 in Year 1 to 4:6 in Year 2 and 3. It appears that teachers focus 

more on reading comprehension when learning proceeds. 

2. Teachers are inconsistent in the manner in which they categorise the questions.  

Teachers employ various types of questions to assess each perspective. When the whole data 

set is examined, Perspectives 2, 3 and 4 were assessed by respectively 12, 25 and 15 different 

types of questions. Although certain types of the questions are used to assess certain 

perspectives, the manner with which teachers categorise the questions appears very 

inconsistent because the same types of questions are used to assess more than one 

perspective. Table 9.8 illustrates ten types of questions used to assess more than one 

perspective. Amongst them, two types of questions, question type B (rewriting in another 

expression) and question type D (unjumbling words using Japanese clues) are used to assess 

all three perspectives and the other eight types of questions are used to assess two 

perspectives. From these dual or multiple usage of the same question types, teachers appear to 

mix up Perspectives 2 and 4, and Perspectives 3 and 4.  

Table 9.8 Ten question types used to assess more than one perspective 

 Question Types P2 P3 P4 
A multiple choice (choosing right article, verb, pronoun)   x x 
B rewriting in another expression x x x 
C translating from Japanese into English (full translation) x x  
D unjumbling words using Japanese clues x x x 
E filling in bracket in sentences   x x 
F word translation  x x 
G unjumbling words without any clues x  x 
H rewriting sentences following instructions. x  x 
I filling in bracket with Japanese clue  (partial translation)  x  x 
J filling in bracket in dialogue x  x 

 

Teachers’ inconsistent approaches are particularly notable in relation to listening questions. 

Most teachers consider listening questions as tasks to assess Perspective 3 (Ability to 

understand.....); however, in the case the task requires students to answer not by multiple 

choice but by using their writing abilities, some teachers categorise those questions as tasks for 

Perspective 4 (Knowledge and understanding of language......). Therefore, how to categorise 
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questions greatly varies depending on teachers. It appears that teachers do not make a clear 

distinction between the three perspectives. 

The validity of the teacher-designed tests is called into question by their inconsistent 

categorisation of the test questions. Lack of construct validity is apparent as the four macro 

skills are not measured directly so that teachers find it difficult to assess students’ performance 

from the three perspectives. Teacher-designed tests also appear to lack face validity as they 

appear not to measure what they are supposed to measure. For instance, the tests measure 

pronunciation ability but do not require the students to speak. The tests appear valid in terms of 

content validity at a glance, as they constitute proper samples of the representative language 

skills and the relevant structures; however, the content of the tests appears to be determined by 

what is easy to test rather than what is important to test. Writing skill in fact is not assessed 

adequately as it relies on short answer questions. As for criterion-related validity, the tests 

appear to have neither concurrent validity nor predictive validity. Students’ results on one task 

are not repeated on a similar task nor can the tasks of the tests be used for broader purposes.  

3. The complexity and difficulty of the tests vary greatly.  

The tests have been grouped in terms of the year and the date. Amongst the tests examined, 

there are three sets of tests used for the same year group of students on approximately the 

same date (see Table 9. 9). Amongst them, two sets of tests (Tests 11 & 12 and Tests 14 & 15) 

demonstrate the variation in complexity of teacher-designed tests (see Appendix 4). There 

appear to be three possible reasons for this: 

• the number and the difficulty of the questions in the test; 

• the amount of texts (the number and the length) to be read in the test; 

• the way the questions are set in the test (whether questions are delivered in a 

straightforward manner or integrated in the reading texts).  
 

Table 9.9 Complexity of the teacher-designed tests 

Test 
no. Date Marks in each level 

The number and the 
length of the texts to 
read 

The number 
of the 
questions 

  1 2 3 4 5  (primary/sec
ondary) 

  9 Y2, T3, End 12 20 10 40 18 1 (short), 1 (medium) 12 / 54  
10 Y2, T3, End 26 15 10 30 20 1 (short), 1 (medium)   9 / 58  
11 Y3, T2, Beg 50   8   4 20 20 1 (medium) 11 / 61 
12 Y3, T2, Beg 44 32   0   4 20 2 (long), 1 (medium) 11 / 61  
14 Y3, T3, Mid 40 10   0 34 16 0   9 / 44  
15 Y3, T3, Mid 40 22   6 20 12 2 (long), 1 (short) 10 / 62  

Note: The levels of the difficulty of the questions can be ranked in difficulty as follows; Level 1: multiple choice, Level 2: 
word, Japanese, Level 3: partial free form / Q-A, Level 4: full free form (guided), and Level 5: full free form (no 
guidance). The number of the texts to read can be ranked in difficulty as follows; Short: approx. 50-100 words, Medium: 
approx. 100-200 words, and Long: approx. 300-400 words. 

Tests 11 and 12 appear to have quite different characteristics. In Test 11, questions are 

presented in a straightforward manner and appear easy for students to attempt. However, Test 
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12 includes three texts of substantial length, which in themselves require good reading skills. In 

addition, questions are integrated in reading texts so that the test appears more complex. 

Tests 14 and 15 form a striking contrast. Test 14 does not include any texts to read and the 

questions appear to be very straightforward. On the other hand, Test 15 includes three texts of 

substantial length and the questions are integrated in the reading texts. Of course, Test 15 

requires both much reading time and good reading skills and, naturally, the difficulty of the test 

appears higher compared to Test 14. It should be noted that these tests are high-stakes tests. 

They are designed for Year 3 students and used in Term 3, the end of compulsory education, 

and the result has a great influence on students’ future.   

9.4 Entrance exam analysis  

(Refer Appendix 5) 

9.4.1 Summary of the findings 

The nature of the teacher-designed tests and entrance exams is very different. The entrance 

exams are not related to the four perspectives so that those exams are very different from the 

tests teachers are required to design, which mirrors teachers’ comments in the interviews. This 

explains the difficulty teachers experience and supports their claim that it is difficult to merge the 

entrance exam format into the tests they design. 

In addition, the entrance exams appear not to accord with the aim of The Course of Study. The 

exams include listening questions, daily conversation dialogues and practical situations where 

students might use the target language. However, although the forms of the questions appear 

communicative, there is once again a large focus on reading comprehension skills and students’ 

communicative abilities appear not to be tested. As teachers indicated in the interview, the 

exams appear faulty as no speaking tasks are included in terms of what The Course of Study 

aims for. In short, the entrance exams appear separated from both the new assessment and the 

aim of The Course of Study. As the exams are high-stake tests, the separation is unlikely to 

have a positive effect on teaching practice, but, rather, as teachers claim, appears to create an 

obstacle to practising communicative assessment. It would be more appropriate if entrance 

exams and teacher-designed tests had a similar format and questions. Students’ learning to 

develop communicative abilities in the target language would then be facilitated. 

9.4.2 Detailed description 

Entrance examinations for public high schools examined here are designed by the Prefectural 

Board of Education to which the target educational district belongs. As mentioned in Chapter 1, 

at the end of compulsory education, students who want to enter public senior high schools sit 

for the test. The decision on which students can enter public high schools is made by a 50:50 

combination of the external test mark and the internal assessment mark (that is, the school-
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based teacher-conducted assessment mark) and the test therefore has high stakes. Three 

entrance exams of 2003, 2004 and 2005 were examined and the following issues emerged from 

the analysis. 

1. The entrance exams are not related to the four perspectives. 

In all three exams, there are seven sections and four texts of substantial length to read. All 

types of questions are integrated in the reading texts and, usually, more than one skill is 

required to answer the questions (see Table 9.10). Focusing on Question 1 in the tests, for 

instance, we can see that not only are listening skills required but also writing skills together 

with the knowledge of the language. Similarly, reading comprehension is not assessed by itself, 

rather it is often combined with writing skills. That is, the exams are not designed to assess 

each of the four macro skills discretely and it is impossible to categorise the questions into the 

four perspectives. Clearly, the exams are not set in terms of the four perspectives. Given the 

nature of language, it may be impossible to do so.  

Table 9.10 Skills required to answer the 7 questions in the tests  

 2003 2004 2005 

1 
(1) Listening+Grammar, 
Vocabulary 
(2)(3) Listening 

(1) Listening+Grammar, 
Vocabulary   
(2) Listening 
(3) Listening+Writing 

(1) Listening+Grammar, 
Vocabulary 
(2) Listening 
(3) Listening+Writing 

2 Grammar, Vocabulary Grammar, Vocabulary Grammar, Vocabulary 

3 (1)-(3) Reading 
(4) Reading+Writing 

(1)-(3) Reading 
(4) Reading+Writing 

(1)(2) Reading 
(3) Reading+Writing 
(4) Reading+Writing 
(5) Reading 

4 
(1) Reading 
(2) Reading+Writing 
(3)(4) Reading 

(1) Reading 
(2)(3) Reading+Grammar, 
Vocabulary 
(4) Reading 
(5) Reading+Writing 
(6) Reading 

(1) Reading+Writing 
(2)-(4) Reading 

5 Reading 
(1)(2) Reading 
(3) Reading+Writing 
(4) Reading 

(1) Reading 
(2) Reading+Writing 
(3)-(5) Reading 

6 Reading Reading Reading 
7 Reading+Writing Reading+Writing Reading+Writing 

 

2. The four macro skills are not valued equally.  

All the three exams include listening sections, which is 25% of the total marks, but do not 

assess speaking at all (see Table 9.11.). Most of marks (75 marks) are allocated to reading and 

writing sections. Writing skills are required in both listening and reading sections, however, not 

only listening skills are required but also writing skills. The marks allocated solely to listening are 

quite few (12-15 marks). The marks allocated to writing related skills are 33-48; however, writing 

skills such as composition are hardly assessed in the tests. Writing skills are mostly combined 

with either listening skills or reading skills and require mostly word-level knowledge. It therefore 

appears that the exams do not assess writing skills sufficiently. The exams include four texts of 
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substantial length and the 40-52 marks are allocated solely to reading. They thus appear to 

measure mostly reading skills. In summary, the exams value reading skills the most and other 

skills are not sufficiently assessed. The exams appear to measure knowledge and receptive 

skills of the target language (Perspective 3) but not productive skills (Perspective 2) (see Table 

9.13).  

Table 9.11 Marks allocated to the four macro skills in the exams  

 2003 2004 2005 
Speaking   0 marks   0 marks   0 marks 
Listening+Writing 24 marks 25 marks 25 marks 
Reading+Writing 62 marks 75 marks 70 marks 
Writing  14 marks   0 marks   5 marks 

 
 2003 2004 2005 

Speaking   0 marks   0 marks   0 marks 
Listening  15 marks 12 marks 12 marks 
Reading  52 marks 40 marks 41 marks 
Listening+Writing / Reading+Writing 33 marks 48 marks 47 marks 

 
Table 9.12 Skills required in the exams, the four perspectives and the marks 

Skills required Perspectives 2003 2004 2005 
Reading Perspective 3 52 40 41 
Reading + Writing Perspective 2 10 12 20 
Reading + Grammar/Vocabulary Perspective 4   0 

 
62 
* 23 

 
75 
*   9  

 
70 
* 

Listening Perspective 3 15 12 12 
Listening + Writing Perspective 2   0   4   4  
Listening + Grammar/Vocabulary Perspective 4   9 

 
24 
**   9 

 
25 
**   9 

 
25 
** 

Grammar/Vocabulary Perspective 4   8    0    5  
Writing Perspective 2   6    0    0  
Writing Perspective 2   6    0    0  

Note: The four perspectives are categorised based on the researcher’s interpretation. 
* indicates total marks related to reading skill and ** indicates total marks related to listening skill.  

Table 9.13 Marks in the four perspectives (based on the researcher’s interpretation) 

 2003 2004 2005 
Perspective 1   0   0   0 
Perspective 2 16 16 24 
Perspective 3 67 52 53 
Perspective 4 17 32 23 

 

3. Questions are basic and appear not difficult.  

In the exams, questions appear basic and not to require particular exam skills. In addition, 70-

80% of total marks are allocated to questions which require students to answer in a form of 

multiple choice, a single word or in Japanese (see Table 9.14). The exams require reading skills 

of students extensively and test the knowledge and the receptive skills of the language. 

Students do not use many productive skills. Therefore, it seems that students can potentially get 

quite high marks on those tests. The exams therefore may not differentiate between students. 

As relatively few marks are allocated to the questions which requires of students higher level 
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skills in the target language, such as writing texts in the target language, the differentials of 

marks students achieve seems likely to be small. Even though the content constitutes a 

representative sample of the language skills and the relevant structures, they appear to be 

determined by what are easy to test, such as word knowledge in multiple choice questions, 

rather than what is important to test.  

Table 9.14 Complexity of the entrance exams 

Test Marks in each level Number and the length of the 
texts to read 

Number of the questions 

 1 2 3 4 5  (primary / secondary) 
2003 58 21   9   0 12 1 (short), 1 (medium), 3 (long) 7 / 35  
2004 37 42 13   2   6 1 (short), 1 (medium), 3 (long) 7 / 38  
2005 38 32 13 11   6 2 (short), 4 (long) 7 / 37  

Note: The levels of the difficulty of the questions can be ranked in difficulty as follows; Level 1: Multiple choice, Level 
2: Word, Japanese, Level 3: Partial free form / Q-A, Level 4: Full free form (guided), and Level 5: Full free form (no 
guidance). The number of the texts to read can be ranked in difficulty as follows; Short: approx. 50-100 words, 
Medium: approx. 100-200 words, and Long: approx. 300-400 words. 
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Chapter 10 Toward a successful implementation of a criterion-
 referenced assessment: conclusions of this study 

 

Earlier chapters have looked at findings from all the collected data and this chapter now gives 

some responses to the original research questions. The recommendations and implications for 

both Japanese and the broader context will also be addressed. The chapter then concludes with 

my reflection on this research project.  

10.1 Outcomes of the study: responses to the research questions  

As discussed in Chapter 3, case studies can show the discrepancies and conflicts between 

participants. This has been clearly illustrated by this case study and is reflected in the 

conclusions.  

10.1.1 Teachers’ responses to a new assessment system: issues, changes 
and problems 

It is perhaps fair to say that this research illuminates a considerable degree of confusion in the 

beginning era of a criterion referenced assessment in Japan. 

Teachers responded in a range of ways toward the new assessment system, some favouring it 

and others having major reservations. Most teachers liked the overall educational approach 

associated with the criterion-referenced grading because they claim it is educationally sound. 

They do not like the norm-referenced grading because they can not exercise their discretion 

and are not treated like professionals. However, in reality, the criterion-referenced grading is 

much more difficult to implement.   

Teachers experience great difficulties because they feel the current assessment system is not 

manageable. Those who participated in the interviews in this project were particularly 

enthusiastic and thoughtful so that they may not have been representative of all teachers. The 

new assessment, therefore, appears even more problematic for more typical teachers. As 

argued in Chapter 1, teachers are very much aware that the assessments they give have high 

stakes so they are concerned about the fact that students are disadvantaged by the current 

assessment system. As the principals’ de-facto assessment policy suggests, there is a 

tendency in this situation to return to old ways.  

The innovation appears, to date, not to have been successful. The aims of the new assessment 

system were to help teachers see students’ learning and individual needs more clearly and then 

to improve teaching to facilitate students’ learning. However, there is little alignment between 

assessment and teaching to articulate students’ progress. The aims of The Course of Study 
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were to develop students’ communicative ability (speaking and listening skills in particular) and 

positive attitudes towards communicating in English and to promote a more communicative 

approach. However, there is little indication of these happening in the classroom.  

There may be potential positive effects if barriers such as teaching materials and the entrance 

exam for public high schools are changed. In addition, professional development is particularly 

important for successful implementation of the new assessment. In this project, however, 

professional development hardly took place either before or after the implementation and, not 

surprisingly, resulted in the lack of validity and reliability in teacher-designed tests.  

10.1.2 The basis of teachers’ decisions about assessing students’ 
achievement: how teachers could practise more consistent and 
valid assessment. 

Assessments teachers give under the new assessment framework seem invalid and caused 

severe problems in the first year of its implementation. Assessment for students in year 9 began 

to be determined on the basis of a modified norm-referenced grading, despite the fact that a 

criterion-referenced grading is the official approach to assessment. 

When assessing students in years 7 and 8, however, teachers do not have to follow the 

modified norm-referenced grading and make decisions about students’ achievement in a range 

of ways based on the information they collect. 

This research has shown that most teachers do not always follow the set procedures, and 

rather tend to carry out their duties in a way they believe appropriate to their professional 

expertise. Their judgments appear to be oriented to what works in practice. As a result, the tests 

teachers design vary greatly and, in fact, teachers all acknowledge that their tests are an issue 

to be addressed as soon as possible.  

Teacher-designed tests lack reliability to a great extent, with tests varying greatly in terms of 

difficulty. Additionally, teacher-designed tests do not demonstrate good validity. A certain type of 

question is often used to assess more than one evaluation perspective. It seems that the tests 

do not consistently and accurately measure what they are intended to measure. As discussed in 

Chapter 9, individual teacher-designed tests also lack construct validity, face validity, and 

criterion-related validity. Although the validity and reliability of assessment was not of students 

and their parents’ primary concern, assessment would become fairer if the validity and reliability 

of the teacher-designed tests were to be increased.  

Teacher-designed tests need be guided by a set of principles, when setting and marking, so 

that all the teacher-designed tests are developed in the same way in terms of the content, level 

of difficulty, format, length, layout, and question structures. It is important for teachers to share 

samples of exams and the responses together with the cut-off points between grades. Sharing 

samples of students’ work and discussing the appropriate level of achievement on the tasks 

would be necessary too. These could be done in regularly conducted professional development 
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for teachers.  

10.2 Recommendations for the innovation: criteria, standards and exit 
exams 

Adelman et al (1980 in Cohen, Manion & Morrison 1997) suggest that a case study allows 

readers to judge the implications of the study for themselves. My own interpretation of these 

implications follows.  

In addition to the points made above in the previous sections, a number of other interesting 

issues have emerged from the fact that this assessment innovation, as suggested by this study, 

has not been successful.  

The shift away from norm-referenced assessment to criterion-referenced assessment is not an 

easy journey for people involved in education. However, even though the norm-referenced 

assessment was a dominant form of assessment in schools for years, people in education 

today, in general, seem to agree that assessment should not be an opportunity to judge 

students negatively for their poor performance, as was sometimes the case when they were 

assessed by a norm-referenced approach. They all seem to agree that students’ individual 

achievements should be at the heart of the assessment process and that it should give relevant 

information regarding future teaching.  

One of the reasons why this good intention did not bring about the intended outcome seems to 

be that those who developed the innovation were not aware of the important role of the 

standards. That is, grades are determined in reference to standards in a criterion-referenced 

assessment in the same way as predetermined bell-curve grading drives norm-referenced 

assessment (see Chapter 1). Although the final, numerical grades are more important than the 

letter grades of each perspective in reality, the four perspectives received more attention but the 

standards of the final, numerical grades were not clearly defined.   

In theory, in criterion-referenced assessment, students who attain the criteria are judged to be 

successful so the benchmarks need to be set in advance. When students are to be rated in 

relation to how well they have achieved, there need to be predetermined standards. That is, 

assessment is based on the standards. In the current assessment system, however, neither the 

criteria nor the benchmarks are specified sufficiently. The standards are described numerically, 

but not descriptively, so that teachers have different interpretations about students’ 

achievement.   

The point to observe is that there is confusion about criteria and standards amongst people 

involved in every stratum. The National Guideline was not underpinned by the original 

conceptualisation that students’ performances are referenced to a pre-determined performance 

in a criterion-referenced assessment. It failed to identify the explicit performance criteria and 

standards but rather focused on the four evaluation perspectives. The Prefectural Guideline, on 

the other hand, mixed up criteria and standards and misrepresented the assessment procedure. 
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Standards were focused on and the underlying philosophy of criterion assessment was lost. 

This may be as a result of criterion-referenced assessment being a newly imported assessment 

approach. The words “criteria” and “standards” are not translated into Japanese in a 

comprehensible way. In Japanese, the words, criteria (規準) and standards (基準), are 

homonymous (both are pronounced “kijun”). Most Japanese would not know the specific 

meaning of each from these characters. In fact, MEXT used criteria (規準) for the new approach 

although it is standards (基準) in essence, which appears to have led people to focus on the 

four perspectives.  

There appears one other important thing to emphasise, which is that the new assessment 

system lacked a key factor. Countries, such as Australia, which have shifted away from norm-

referenced assessment to criterion-referenced assessment, have developed curriculum and 

syllabus in conjunction with the exit exams so that explicit standards, i.e. specific, concrete and 

measurable standards, are established. By comparison, in Japan, there is no standardised 

national-wide exit exam for Year 9 students. This perhaps explains why the Japanese 

government did not or could not set explicit criteria and standards that students were expected 

to achieved by the end of compulsory education. In contrast to Japan, the reason why a 

standards-referenced approach is well-developed in New South Wales, as an example, is that it 

is underpinned by outcomes-based learning and is well-connected to the exit exams of Year 10 

(compulsory education) and Year 12 (high school graduation). The New South Wales 

educational policies and the related supporting documents are considerably more detailed and 

practically applicable than those of Japan.  

It is not suggested that Japan can adopt the system implemented in Australia, as the number of 

students in Japan is considerably greater than that in Australia. In fact, English is a compulsory 

subject in Japan while approximately only 10 % of Year 12 students take one or more language 

courses for their high school exit exams. However, Australia is an example which enforces an 

alternative assessment approach and exam forms. In New South Wales, a wide range of 

language courses (approximately 60) are offered and all four macro skills are assessed in the 

exam (i.e. speaking skills are assessed and so are essay-type writing skills). School teachers 

are involved in the exit exam marking, which is, in reality, considered as a form of teacher 

development. By participating in marking, language teachers are trained to make valid 

judgments and become familiar with the Bandscales. New South Wales has developed and 

implemented LOTE Bandscales and teachers make consistent judgments in accordance with 

clearly defined marking guidelines.  

Another explanation for the lack of identified criteria and standards could be the result of the 

overemphasis on an academic career in Japanese society. Unlike in Australia, where people 

generally embrace a diversity of values, in Japan, people tend to assign an overwhelming 

importance to education. In fact, it is said that, in Japan, nearly 100% of Year 9 students enter 

high schools and more than half of Year 12 students enter universities. Higher education is for 
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everybody; however, not all of them are capable of achieving success at such higher level 

education. Excessive popularity of higher education appears to have made the government 

overly cautious about setting criteria and standards. Contrary to the philosophy of the new 

assessment policy, the Japanese government did not set absolute criteria and standards they 

wanted students to achieve, and, hence, did not make distinctions between who achieved and 

who did not. This study has shown that, when a criterion-referenced assessment does not 

encompass high academic standards and expectations for all students, it brings up problems of 

low-set standards and inflation of grade labels.  

From the data collected in this study, I would like to suggest the following four points if this 

particular assessment innovation is to succeed. Teacher-conducted assessment is an area 

which has not been studied much. Although some findings would apply to only this specific 

educational, cultural context, some of the following concur with what the few previous studies 

recommended, and could have a potential to be transferred to other similar contexts.  

Firstly, exams in most educational contexts are influential factors and should be recognised as 

the key components of large-scale curriculum innovation. As some scholars such as Andrews 

and Fullilove (1994) and Adamson and Davison’s (2003) who conducted research in Hong Kong 

claim (refer to Chapter 2), exam reform may not be a sufficient condition but appears a 

necessary condition for educational change. This fact should not be ignored particularly where 

there is the central importance of examinations in the educational system. Exams should be an 

integral part of the process of curriculum development but not a constraint. In this project, since 

the assessment approach has been changed completely, the teacher-designed tests have been 

changed to varying extents. However, the entrance exam for public high schools has not been 

changed at all and it seems that there will not be any changes made. Both the school-based 

assessment and external exam have high stakes so that they should not be treated separately. 

Both need to be developed in the same manner in terms of components and weightings. When 

the content, format and weighting of both forms of assessment are aligned, the assessment 

could become a strong and positive force to promote changes in teaching and learning.  

Secondly, teachers’ inconsistent judgment should be moderated when internal and external 

assessments are linked. As mentioned in Chapter 2, Australia is an example of how a strong 

criterion-based culture can be established in a high stakes context. Even if students’ 

achievement is assessed against specified standards of performance, it is still possible to make 

interpretations of individual performance relative to position in a group. This is because the 

school-based assessment marks also indicate the rank of students and the relative differences 

between them in terms of their achievement. The higher a student’s mark the better their 

achievement so a criterion-referenced system can still support a selection process as well as 

providing much richer information about student achievement by describing what students know 

and can do. To put it more concretely, school assessment marks could be moderated by using 

the performance of the school group in the exams. The school-based assessment and the 
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entrance exam would be then aligned to the same standards and no students would be 

disadvantaged. This project has shown that such moderation of school assessment has not 

taken place officially.  

Thirdly, in order to set criteria and performance standards, it is necessary for the curriculum and 

syllabus to include outcomes together with specimen papers and marking guidelines, and to 

ensure that teaching materials are developed in accordance with the outcomes. The Australian 

Assessment framework, the ESL Bandscales, described in Chapter 2 is a good example. The 

LOTE curriculum and syllabus developed in New South Wales also encompass all this 

information and teaching materials are linked with them. In Japan, however, as discussed in 

Chapter 4, The Course of Study is of poor quality and does not set either outcomes or exam-

related information in a way teachers can actually refer to. Textbooks did not undergo any 

changes when the new assessment was introduced. The contents of The Course of Study need 

to be written explicitly and textbooks require a large-scale revision. When the syllabus sets not 

only content but also outcomes and standards, and when teaching resources are appropriately 

developed, assessment is likely to be better integrated with teaching and learning.   

Fourthly, it is important to recognise that the “teacher factor” is particularly influential in large-

scale curriculum innovation, as argued in many research studies discussed in Chapter 2 (for 

example, Shohamy 1993, 1996, Alderson and Wall 1993, 1996, Cheng 1995, 1998, 1999, 2000, 

Watanabe 1996, Browne and Wada 1998, Murvey 1999 and Taguchi 2002, 2005). Teachers’ 

understanding of the new assessment, their ability to implement it and their commitment and 

willingness to innovate determine the success of an innovation. The innovation discussed in this 

thesis lacks attention to all of these teacher factors. This appears to be because the introduction 

of the new assessment system was enforced without taking sufficient time to allow teachers to 

embrace new ideas and because there were few opportunities created for teacher interaction 

about assessment issues. This project shows that teachers’ beliefs and disposition to teaching 

are quite powerful, as was also the case in Cheng’s (1995) study in the Hong Kong context. 

Cheng (1995) claims that teachers tend to keep to the practices which they feel comfortable 

with so it is important to provide them with ongoing professional development. In this project, 

however, teachers were willing to change but were constrained in doing so. Ongoing investment 

in professional development that involves interaction between teachers is again necessary in 

order to allow teachers to discuss performance samples and to create their own exams on the 

basis of their experience. They will then develop greater understanding of criteria and 

standards, construct and interpret students’ performance more appropriately and gradually be 

more confident in their judgment of student achievement. The necessity of professional 

development has been argued in many research studies (for example, Watanabe 1996, Breen 

et al 1997, Browne and Wada 1998, Murvey 1999, Wall 2000, Brindley 2001, Taguchi 2002, 

2005, Davison 2004, Scott and Erduran 2004).   
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10.3 Implications of the study for the broader context: educational 
reforms 

As Chapter 3 discussed, a case study can be ‘a step to action’ (Adelman et al 1980 cited in 

Cohen, Manion & Morrison 1997, p.123) and the insights gained can be put to use for future 

policy making. Case studies also provide a basis for some broader generalisations to be made. 

In this section, I discuss some implications of the study for the broader context.  

One significant aspect of this study is that the findings have potential for transfer to other similar 

contexts. Although this research is primarily a study of an innovation in Japan and differs in a 

number of respects from previous studies, the findings obtained in this study lead us back to the 

same conclusions that were discussed in Chapter 2 regarding the previous studies within this 

research area. It seems reasonable for this study to conclude that, even if educational and 

cultural contexts differ, the following may be relevant more broadly when it comes to 

educational reforms.  

Firstly, changing only one curriculum component, (i.e. the assessment approach in this study), 

can not bring about a change. This has been argued by researchers such as Shohamy (1993, 

1996), Alderson and Wall (1993, 1996), and Cheng (1995, 1998, 1999, 2000). There are 

various factors that impact on teaching and learning and key components such as 

curriculum/syllabus, teaching materials, teaching practice and examinations need to be 

developed in harmony. As argued by Andrews (1995) in his study of the Hong Kong context, it 

is important that a proposed innovation ensures the harmonious relationship amongst these 

components. 

Secondly, when a reform is a top-down system-level initiative, changing interpretations may 

occur at each different level of the educational strata. As in Adamson and Davison’s (2003) 

study, incongruence amongst guidelines and slippage in meaning of key terms has been 

observed in this study. All the people involved in the innovation need to fully understand the key 

concepts of the innovation. This does not happen instantly so it is necessary to take time to 

allow people to develop a good understanding of the key concepts.   

Thirdly, conflicts arise and innovation faces difficulty when there is a gap between the new idea 

and existing realities. This study has shown the same as Adamson and Davison’s study (2003). 

The assessment approach often clashed with teacher/student beliefs and pedagogical 

constraints, and caused conflicting situations. As McNamara (2001) argued, classroom is the 

site of competing demands. As in Arkoudis and O’Loughlin’s (2004) study, the teachers in this 

study found themselves at the confluence of different assessment cultures and faced with 

significant dilemmas in their assessment practice. It is therefore important for innovation to be 

grounded in local experience and educational realities.  

Fourthly, teacher assessment potentially creates a range of political and technical problems. As 

argued in previous research studies (for example Brindly 2001, Davison 2004, and Scott and 
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Erduran 2004), there is much evidence of variability in teachers’ judgments. This study shows 

that teachers’ judgments vary because they employ problematic procedures as well as the tests 

they develop in their own ways. It is important to examine context and teachers’ context-specific 

beliefs and assumptions about the factors that shape and constrain their practices in the 

assessment process, along with the development of the new assessment practices.  

10.4 Reflection on this research project: thinking, researching and writing 
bilingually 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, my being bilingual and bicultural and having knowledge of both the 

Japanese and Australian assessment systems provided me with new insights into this research 

topic. Without these experiences, I would not have been able to see the Japanese education 

system as an outsider. In addition, my current teaching practice in New South Wales has a 

direct relationship with a well-established standards-referenced approach to assessment so that 

I was perhaps better able to see the confusions in the Japanese education system more clearly. 

In the final section of this concluding chapter, I would like to present some of the issues that 

have emerged for me as a bilingual and bicultural researcher.  

To begin with, I would like to focus attention on the potential confusions about the new 

assessment system in the language itself. As mentioned in the previous section, there is no 

clear distinction made in Japanese between the concepts of, or Chinese characters for, criteria 

and standards, and another pronunciation was created for each of these words for the sake of 

convenience (see Chapter 4). Despite this, the terminology hindered teachers in 

comprehending the new ideas and even people who developed the system appeared confused. 

Japan has a history of appropriating and adapting new ideas and systems, including scripts, into 

its society. It has been successful in most cases but, unfortunately, this is not the case with the 

new assessment system. The Chinese scripts and the pronunciation used for criteria and 

standards in Japanese failed to pass on the original and intended concepts, that specific 

language tasks are to be measured by criteria, and that general language abilities are to be 

measured by standards. In the case of this project, matters became further confused since the 

new approach, a criterion-referenced assessment, was integrated with the Japanese system of 

measuring students’ learning, i.e. the four evaluation perspectives. This matter, the confusions 

and problems caused by the language around criteria and standard, shows the potency of 

language. If language is used unclearly, it not only blindfolds us but also misleads us. 

Next, I would like to point out a feature of Japanese people and their society, which for me has 

been illuminated by this small-scale project. Because I have become an “outsider” of Japanese 

culture, it was initially a great surprise to discover that a modified norm-referenced assessment 

was implemented unofficially within a very formal education system. However, on reflection, I 

see this as an example of what is sometimes referred to as the divide of ‘honne’ (truth) and 

‘tatemae’ (behaviour or opinions displayed in public) in Japanese society. Although we need to 

be cautious about such discourse, having a big gap between the principle and the reality may 
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not be considered a surprising phenomenon in Japan. For example, once the constitution or the 

law is created, it is unlikely to be changed quickly, which is so called ‘institutional rigidity’ or 

‘reluctance to change’. But typically, Japanese people apply systems or rules for their 

convenience and the society does not pursue the issues unless it promotes the public good. 

There is therefore ‘ambiguity’ in this rigid society and in the context of Japan this ‘unofficial’ 

policy may be of less concern than it appears to me. It appears that the policy documents 

regarding the new assessment were developed on the assumption that the documents need to 

have some room to allow people to implement the system as it suits them. If this is the case, the 

system may not be changed in the short term and rather it may become assimilated into local 

assessment practice. 

Lastly, I would like to share my experience of moving between two languages and societies in 

the process of this research project. It includes both expected and unexpected experiences. To 

take an instance of an unexpected experience, although I am highly literate in Japanese, I found 

it very difficult to comprehend the policy documents produced by the Japanese government. On 

the other hand, interestingly, I do not have any problems in comprehending the policy 

documents related to a standards-referenced approach in NSW, although those documents are 

written in English which is my second language. It seems that the language curricula and 

syllabuses in NSW are clearly elaborated and that the Board of Studies demonstrates good 

leadership in the setting and marking of exams within a standards-referenced framework. These 

experiences have been a foil that has helped me to see some key problems in the Japanese 

assessment innovation. Key issues are presented very broadly, and with little attention paid to 

practical implementation. My teacher training and professional experience in NSW Australia 

suggest that it is necessary to develop the policy documents in a way that end-users can easily 

comprehend and that it is important to provide them with sufficient follow-up sessions.  

Moving between two languages and societies is a not uncommon activity today; however, 

thinking, researching and writing bilingually were a big challenge for me, even though it was a 

motivation to continue writing. The study was conducted in Japan and was to be documented in 

English. In order to write in English, therefore, I had to think in English. For example, 

questionnaires were developed in English in the first place and were then translated into 

Japanese. Later, the collected information was translated back to English again. Interviews 

were conducted in Japanese and the field notes were taken in Japanese too. Those were then 

translated into English. These activities involved not merely switching the languages but also 

transforming the concepts or the ideas. I encountered many moments when direct translations 

did not work. It was necessary to keep constantly in mind that it was important to grasp the 

concepts or the ideas but not to merely translate the language. The most difficult part of this 

bicultural and bilingual study was structure and presentation. Even though I used my second 

language, how I communicated with my readers tended to be formed by the culture of my first 

language. It was interesting to discover the degree to which cultures, rather than languages, 

start to matter as communication proceeds.  
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In conclusion, this research study was the product of a knowledge of two languages and 

societies. Japan’s education system was examined through the eyes of both an insider and an 

outsider. A language reflects the way people think and perceive things. An education system 

also reflects the way the society is constructed and how the characteristics of the people who 

live in the society are formed. It was interesting for me to understand more deeply how different 

Japan and Australia are, and every discovery helped me to be actively involved in 

conceptualising abstract ideas and presenting them in a foreign language while moving 

between two very different languages. Overall, in this project, we have seen that, when 

importing a new idea or concept, it is important to have a good mediator who can scaffold it. In 

order to use imported ideas and concepts, it is necessary for them to be accessible by the 

users. Similarly, in order for this research study to be accessible by non-Japanese speaking 

readers, it was necessary for the study to be constructed in a way of Western academia. My 

role in this research project was of a mediator of two very different languages and societies. I 

have aimed to present the findings of the analysis in a way non-Japanese people will 

understand and I hope that the analysis and the findings have been presented logically to both 

Western and Asian readers. 
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• NIER Assessment Guideline (2000.02 / H14.02) 

http://www.nier.go.jp/kaihatsu/houkoku/styuugaku.htm 

http://www.nier.go.jp/kaihatsu/houkoku/hasigaki.pdf 

http://www.nier.go.jp/kaihatsu/houkoku/sousetsu.pdf 

http://www.nier.go.jp/kaihatsu/houkoku/stgaikokugo.pdf 

• MEXT websites regarding criterion-referenced assessment  

http://www.mext.go.jp/a_menu/shotou/gakuryoku/point.htm 

http://www.mext.go.jp/a_menu/shotou/gakuryoku/faq/001.htm 

http://www.mext.go.jp/a_menu/shotou/gakuryoku/faq_c.htm 

http://www.mext.go.jp/a_menu/shotou/gakuryoku/faq/001.htm#08 

http://www.mext.go.jp/a_menu/shotou/gakuryoku/faq/001.htm#09 

http://www.mext.go.jp/a_menu/shotou/gakuryoku/faq/001.htm#10 

http://www.mext.go.jp/a_menu/shotou/gakuryoku/faq/001.htm#11 

• Textbooks 

http://www.mext.go.jp/a_menu/shotou/kyoukasho/main3_a2.htm 

http://tb.sanseido.co.jp/ 
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* General information on all school subjects (Japanese) 

* English subject (Japanese and English) 
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Examples of textbook materials 

(Table of content and appendix from 3 textbooks) 
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Topics and grammar structures in New Crown series.  

Book 1 Topics Grammar structures 
Unit 1   Self Introduction    This is-----.  /  Is this------? 

Unit 2   Trick Art   What is this?  /  This is not----. 

Unit 3   Self Introduction   I am ----.  /  You are ----.  /  Are you ------? 

Unit 4   Show & Tell   I have -----.  /  Do you have-----? 

Unit 5   Festival in China   She is -----.  /  Is she-----?  /  Who is she? 

Unit 6   Alice in Wonderland   She likes---.  /  Does she like.....? 

Unit 7   Jokes in languages   I can ------.  /  Can you -----? 

Unit 8   Time differences   What time is it?  /  What time do you-----? 

Unit 9   Schools in the USA   Where/ When/ How? 

Unit 10   Weekend Activities   Present progressive tense 

Unit 11   Partner dogs   Past tense  (Regular verbs) 

 

Book 2 Topics Grammar structures 
Unit 1   Life in Australia   Revision  (affirmative / negative / interrogative) 

Unit 2   Diary entry   Past tense  (Irregular verbs) 

Unit 3   Columbus & Vespucci   Past tense (was/were)  /  Past progressive tense 

Unit 4   Computers    Future tense (will)  /  Auxiliary verb (must) 

Unit 5   Environment - rain forests   There is/ are ------.     Is/ Are there ------? 

Unit 6   Nature -Squid   Conjunction(when) / Tag question / Why / Because 
Unit 7   Speech - My dream   Infinitive 

Unit 8   Japanese Indigenous Ainu   Gerund  /  SVC (become adj)  /  SVOO (give) 

Unit 9   The United Kingdom   Comparative      --er / ---est / better / best 

Unit 10   Gestures   Comparative       more / most / as ----as---- 

Unit 11   Languages in Kenya   Passive voice 

 

Book 3 Topics Grammar structures 
Unit 1   Tricks   Revision (passive voice) 

Unit 2   Interview with a Canadian   Present perfect tense 

Unit 3   Korea   Present perfect tense 

Unit 4   Hiroshima   SVOC (call / noun)  /  Conjunction (that) 

Unit 5   Show & Tell    Relative clause  (that) 

Unit 6   Martin Luther King   Relative clause   (who / which) 

Unit 7   Starvation    SVO + to (want to)  /  SVOC (make/ adj.) 

Unit 8   Dodos   SV + what/why/how    /   SVO + how to----- 

Unit 9   Junko Tabei -An alpinist   Revision 
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Teacher-designed tests 
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Entrance exams for public high schools 

(Identifying names have been deleted.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

 
 

215 

 



 
 
 

 
 

216 

 

 

 



 
 
 

 
 

217 

 

 



 
 
 

 
 

218 

 



 
 
 

 
 

219 

 

 

 
 

 



 
 
 

 
 

220 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

 
 

221 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

 
 

222 

 



 
 
 

 
 

223 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

 
 

224 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

 
 

225 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 

 
 

226 

 


	Title page
	Acknowledgements
	Table of contents
	List of tables and figures
	List of abbreviations
	Glossary
	Abstract
	Chapter 1
	Chapter 2
	Chapter 3
	Chapter 4
	Chapter 5
	Chapter 6
	Chapter 7
	Chapter 8
	Chapter 9
	Chapter 10
	References
	Appendix 1
	Appendix 2
	Appendix 3
	Appendix 4
	Appendix 5

