
179179179

How formative assessment supports the learning of
less motivated English learners

Background
Catering for learner diversity has always been a concern for most schools. Hing Tak School has been admitting 

a mixture of local and cross-border students these years. Many of them lack parental support. They display little 

confi dence in learning English and are particularly weak in writing. Repeated failures in tests and examinations 

are discouraging to both students and teachers. To achieve a breakthrough, teachers decided to review their 

assessment practices with a view to finding out the causes and trying out a range of actions to tackle the 

specifi c problems in students’ writing.

Level
P5

Strategies used
The collaborative actions basically follow the EPIE (Evaluation-Planning-Implementation-Evaluation) cycle. The 

following steps were taken to enhance the assessment literacy of the teachers and to widen their repertoire of 

strategies to cater for the needs of less profi cient students.

1. Collecting assessment data relevant to the development focus

2. Interpreting assessment data to identify patterns of performance

3. Analysing causes of the problem and formulating a course of actions

4. Evaluating the effectiveness of the actions using various formative evaluation tools (For example, students 

were asked to do pre- and post-tests to fi nd out their writing standards and improvements. Student writing 

samples were also collected and analysed. Also, a survey and an interview were used to obtain students’ 

views on the project.)

What happened
To help students improve their writing, teachers used assessment data to inform their instruction. First, they 

identifi ed students’ problems in learning vocabulary and writing skills. Then they designed a course of actions 

to improve learning and teaching. Finally, they did a post-test to fi nd out if the measures were effective. The 

following steps show how teachers used students’ writing data to improve learning and teaching.

Step one: Deciding what data should be collected

The school’s focus was to improve students’ writing skills. To gather learning evidence, students were asked 

to do a writing test adapted from a Territory-wide System Assessment writing paper. Teachers then collected 

student writing samples of different ability groups for further analysis.

n 3.4
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Step two: Interpreting the data to fi nd a pattern

After studying students’ test scripts, the following strengths and weaknesses were identifi ed:

• For stronger students, they could add their own ideas and organise their ideas coherently; yet their ideas 

were a bit general as they could not give specifi c details.

• For average students, they could only manage with the requirements of the writing but without adding 

own ideas to the writing.

• For less profi cient students, they had diffi culties in expressing ideas and the ideas were incoherent with lots 

of grammatical mistakes.

Step three: Analysing causes and forming a course of actions

After examining students’ work samples, teachers discussed the possible causes and planned for follow-up 

actions. 

Problem one: Lacking vocabulary in writing

Possible causes Actions taken

• Students did not understand the words taught in 

lessons and they did not do revision at home.

• Students who learned the words in class were not 

aware of using them in their writing.

• Vocabulary items were taught explicitly following 

the “pronounce-explain-examples-assess” 

procedure.

• Writing tasks well aligned with the teaching 

and learning objectives were designed so that 

students could use the target words learned in 

their writing.

• Students were given clear instructions and 

expectations in each writing task so that they 

knew what they were expected to do.

• Games were used to motivate students to learn 

vocabulary.

• Teachers used Kahoot! to do a short vocabulary 

revision quiz after each unit so as to help students 

develop a habit of revising words learned in a fun 

way. As Kahoot! could generate reports showing 

the problematic words of the whole class, 

teachers would reteach the words immediately.
Teacher used games to review vocabulary with students.

Teacher taught vocabulary explicitly.
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Problem two: Lacking ideas in writing

Possible causes Actions taken

• Students lacked training in thinking skills. • Teachers strengthened the teaching of 5W1H 

questions.

• Brainstorming techniques would be practised 

more often in class. For example, teachers did 

carousel brainstorming before writing so that 

each group could add extra ideas for other 

groups.

Problem three: Lacking elaboration skills

Possible causes Actions taken

• Students did not know how to develop a 

paragraph.

• Teachers taught students how to develop a 

paragraph following a “traffi c lights approach”. It 

is a technique to help students remember what to 

write in a paragraph.  

Below is an example:

A sample student script is shown below:

“There are two reasons why gardening is my 

favourite hobby. First, gardening can help me relax. 

Second, I can grow beautiful fl owers and give them 

to my mother. So I like gardening very much.”

Stop and think about your 

main idea.

Get ready to go by giving 

examples or reasons.

Conclude the paragraph 

and go.

Red

Yellow

Green
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Problem four: Lacking perseverance to work hard

Possible causes Actions taken

• Many students, the cross-border students in 

particular, have limited exposure to English. 

They lost confi dence in learning English when 

they got poor results in tests and examinations. 

Worse still, they would give up easily.

• Teachers decided to teach students the importance 

of perseverance by:

 – changing their fi xed mindset to a growth mindset,

 – helping students set achievable goals and 

complete a learning contract, and

 – showing them the experience of overcoming 

obstacles from famous historical fi gures such as 

Helen Keller and Steve Jobs

Impact on students 
Students were asked to do a post-test after implementing the above measures. At the end of the term, it was 

found that:

• more profi cient students could improve their writing by adding more own ideas, giving more specifi c details 

and using appropriate cohesive devices to link the ideas. Also, they made fewer grammatical mistakes than 

those in the pre-test;

• average students showed better understanding of the topic. Some could elaborate with examples and use 

appropriate cohesive devices as well; and

• less proficient students were able to write sentences that could be understood more easily despite their 

limited ideas. In the pre-test, they could only write meaningless chunks.

In general, teachers found that all students benefi ted from their planned actions but the strong and the average 

students showed a greater improvement in their writing. 

To improve students’ English standards, teachers have played an important role apart from teaching them the 

skills and strategies. One of the ways is to show students that they could improve with time and efforts. Based 

on the evaluation survey fi ndings, 79% of students believed that a person’s success depended a lot on efforts, 

not just intelligence. They also learned that if they kept practising without giving up, they would improve. 

The results were encouraging because obviously it was the dedicated efforts of teachers that helped change 

students’ fixed mindset to a growth mindset. When these students believed that they could improve with 

efforts, they put in more efforts to reach their goals.

Impact on teachers
Apart from learning how to teach perseverance and vocabulary, teachers have become more assessment 

literate. It means that they know how to use the right assessment tool to assess students’ learning. For example, 

teachers would use Kahoot! to test vocabulary knowledge and use the report to fi nd out the problematic words 

for reteaching. Again, they would use students’ writing samples to assess if the target words were used properly. 

They also know without clear assessment criteria, students would not understand teachers’ expectations of 

the tasks. Teachers therefore spelt out the assessment criteria for the writing task before letting students write. 

Finally, teachers also analysed different students’ writing and gave feedback that helped the class understand 

how they could write better.



183183183

Facilitating factors

1. Teachers’ positive attitude towards integrating technology into their lessons

 Though teachers are not computer experts, still they spent much time on learning the features of the tool 

and understanding how these tools could facilitate them to give timely feedback in class.

2. Fostering a “growth mindset” essential for cultivating perseverance among students

 Teachers’ beliefs also play an important role in the project. If teachers themselves did not believe their 

students could improve, students would give up easily. One teacher in this project was the class teacher as 

well. She spent time encouraging students to work towards their goals step by step. Both teachers gave a 

lot of encouragement and rewards to their classes so as to let students know that they might not reach the 

goal now, but with efforts, time and strategies, they would improve.

Conclusion
Assessment provides valuable data to different stakeholders, including teachers, parents and students. Yet, 

mere possession of a wealth of data would not lead to improvement in learning and teaching. Teachers 

need to make good use of the data to understand the underlying problems. As found in this school case, 

students’ problems with English learning did not just lie on their weak foundation and inadequate family 

support, their mindset and perseverance 

were also important determinants of their 

learning attitude and performance. Hence, in 

formulating the coping strategies, teachers 

attended to the developmental needs of 

both personal values and language skills 

among students. The positive outcomes 

reported in the above section reinforce the 

integral conception of learning, teaching and 

assessment.
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A board display to remind students of the growth mindset
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Enhancing assessment literacy in primary schools through 
the English Language Education Key Learning Area

Background
With regular review of both internal and external assessment data, teachers of Holy Family Canossian School 

(Kowloon Tong) found that making improvement in writing would be their top priority as they found the 

writing results were generally weaker as compared to those of other language skills. Teachers realised that 

they tended to focus too much on the planning and teaching of the writing tasks. As a result, the assessment 

part had not been planned thoroughly. Teachers also discovered that students did not spend much time on 

reviewing their strengths and weaknesses in writing as a whole. In order to stretch the potential of the P6 

students and help them become refl ective learners so as to better prepare for their secondary studies, teachers 

felt the need of improving the teaching of writing and promoting assessment literacy in school. Hence, a 

collaborative research and development project was conducted in P6 to explore relevant issues related to 

writing and assessment.

Level
P6

Strategies used
In the project, teachers focused on refi ning the design of existing writing tasks and providing better scaffolding 

of students’ learning so as to give them suffi cient input and support for writing different text types. Intensive 

planning was done on each writing task and all the tasks were made meaningful and purposeful for students. 

The school also strategically adopted different types of assessment to promote assessment for learning and 

assessment as learning, aiming at helping students better monitor their own learning progress. The following 

are the strategies experimented in the project:

1. promoting assessment as learning through the development of writing portfolio

2. motivating students to become self-directed learners and making improvement in writing

3. promoting assessment for learning through conducting writing conferences with students 

4. mobilising support from parents to give feedback on students’ learning

What happened
The project is comprised of three stages: planning, implementation and evaluation.

n 3.5
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Stage one: Planning

1. Make effective use of various sources of data for identifying students’ strengths and weaknesses 

in writing

• Analysed data collected from a range of assessment tools/activities, including the Territory-wide System 

Assessment (TSA), to identify students’ needs and set subject goals

• Administered a pre-test to identify students’ strengths and weaknesses in writing and designed writing 

tasks to address students’ specifi c writing diffi culties

2. Make improvement in the writing curriculum

i. Expose students to a variety of text types and promote self-directed learning 

 Students had to write a variety of text types throughout the year and each writing task was made 

meaningful and purposeful so that students could share their personal experience and feelings. The 

content of the writing tasks also matched with the themes of the General English units so that students 

could put the target language items learned into use. The following shows the curriculum planning for 

the fi rst term:

 6A textbook

Units Themes Tasks Text types covered

1 “When I Grow Up” Write an article for the school magazine to 

share with your fellow students what you 

want to be when you grow up and how 

you would prepare for your future career

School magazine 

article

3 “Fascinating Films” Write a fi lm review to promote a fi lm that 

you like

Film review
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5-6 • “Problems in Our 

World”

• “How Can We Help?”

Make a poster to promote how to help 

our world

Poster

7-8 • “Special Times of the 

Year”

• “Happy New Year!”

Write about a festival for tourists in a 

guide book to suggest what tourists can 

do in Hong Kong during this festival and 

give them some travel tips so that their 

trip can be more enjoyable

Tourist guide book 

page

ii. Help students become refl ective learners through engaging them in different modes of writing 

assessment

 Teachers adopted a variety of assessment modes in the writing project including self-, peer, teacher and 

parent assessments so as to enhance students’ ability to assess their own work instead of simply relying 

on their teachers’ feedback.

Teacher assessment Self-assessment

Peer assessment

Parent assessment
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Stage two: Implementation

In teaching each writing task, teacher thought about the input students needed for accomplishing the task. All 

the tasks guided students to write with a step-by-step approach. Meaningful homework was designed at the 

end of each writing task so that students could continue to learn more about the writing topic. The following 

is an example of how a writing task was taught and what assessment elements were infused.

Task: Write a poem with metaphors expressing gratefulness to a friend, teacher or family member.

Steps Activities/Tasks Purposes

1 Introducing learning objectives to students

• to learn the text structure and features of a poem

• to use metaphors in a poem

• to write in four stanzas/verses

• to express feelings towards friends/family members/teachers 

through poems

To raise students’ awareness 

of what the learning 

objectives are so that they 

can gradually set their own 

learning goals based on 

assessment results and their 

own refl ection

2 Engaging students in a pre-writing self-directed learning task

Students had to browse a website to learn some basic information 

about poetry in the self-directed learning task. They had to share in 

class what they had learned from the website.

To empower students to 

learn independently and 

engage them in assessment 

as learning so that they 

would think about what 

they have learned, what 

they are going to learn 

more and how they can 

learn more effectively
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3 Scaffolding the writing process

i. Introducing the text type, text features and function of a poem

ii. Analysing a sample poem with students (modelling)

iii. Teaching text structure and features of the text type

 Students were taught the use of the poetic features of similes and 

metaphors and the differences between a passage and a poem.

iv. Providing input on vocabulary and writing the lines

 Students were asked to think of images to describe a friend, e.g. a 

rainbow, a cake, a candle or a fl ower. Then, they wrote about the 

image and their feelings for a good friend with the use of similes 

or metaphors.

To facilitate assessment for 

learning as teachers can 

monitor students’ learning 

progress more easily with 

better scaffolding of the 

lesson and provide timely 

feedback to students

v. Students practised writing a stanza in pairs and then wrote the 

rest of their poems independently. They assessed their own work 

through conducting self-evaluation.
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4 Assigning meaningful homework to:

• consolidate students’ learning of the writing topic

• promote reading

• link homework to everyday life experience

• develop students’ creativity

To make use of materials 

from the Student 

Assessment Repository 

(STAR) and other relevant 

learning resources to 

design homework so as to 

sustain students’ interest 

in learning and enrich their 

knowledge on the writing 

topic through doing self-

directed learning tasks

Stage three: Evaluation

1. Different modes of assessment administered on completion of different writing tasks to promote 

assessment for learning

Peer assessment

Students discussed the writing 

among themselves and did peer 

assessment on each other’s work 

based on assessment rubrics given.
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Self-assessment 

Students assessed their own work 

based on the rubrics in the self-

assessment form.

Teacher assessment

Teacher gave quality feedback to 

students to promote assessment for 

learning.

(i) Teacher used marking codes in marking students’ writing to 

help them understand mistakes and engage them in self-

correction.

(ii) Precise and constructive feedback was given to students to 

give them clear directions on what to improve in their writing.
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(iii) Teacher did detailed analysis of students’ writing and 

generated qualitative data to conclude students’ 

performance in each task. The analysis was then shared 

with students to make them more aware of the mistakes 

they made, which should be avoided in the next task.

2. Engaging students in ongoing review of their writing progress and promoting assessment as 

learning through different means

Developing writing portfolios

Students kept a systematic collection 

of all their writing tasks, writing 

skills sheets, marking schemes and 

assessment record sheets in their 

writing portfolios and they had to 

do regular review of their work. 

This helped establish their roles and 

responsibilities in relation to their 

own learning. 

Setting learning goals for the 

next writing task

Students selected some pieces of 

writing from the writing portfolio 

and completed the self-assessment 

form to refl ect on their strengths and 

weaknesses in writing so that they 

were able to set learning goals for 

the upcoming writing tasks.

Topic: My dream job

Content

Strengths  Students could write about their dream job with 
relevant reasons to justify why they like the job. 
Students were able to write the reasons with 
elaborations.

 Students were serious about this writing task as 
they did think about the job they want seriously 
and how it can contribute to the society.

Weaknesses  Not all students were clear about what to write 
in each paragraph. Thus, clearer guidance on 
the main ideas of each paragraph has to be 
given.

 More problems were found in paragraphs 3-4. 
Some irrelevant ideas were found in paragraph 
4 as students could not differentiate what to 
write in these paragraphs.



192192192

Conducting writing conferences 

with students

Teachers offered students more 

personal attention and individual help 

for tackling problems encountered 

in writing and discussed with them 

areas for improvement. Teachers 

also guided students to evaluate 

their own performance against the 

learning goals set so as to make 

further progress. 

Engaging parents in giving 

feedback on students’ writing

Parents reviewed students’ writing 

portfolio to identify students’ 

strengths and weaknesses in 

writing. They gave both teachers 

and students suggestions for 

improvement which could benefi t 

the learning and teaching process.

Impact
Student development

• Improvement could be found in students’ mastery of writing skills. Comparing the writing pre-test and post-

test results, it could be found that students have made improvement in content and elaboration of ideas. 

More than 70% of the students were able to obtain 3 or 4 marks out of 5 in content. The percentage of 

students obtaining 1 or 2 marks dropped from 42% to 27%, proving that the majority of students could 

write about the topic with richer content. Students were familiar with the topic and could easily express 

personal experience about the topic. In addition, 70% of the students could score 2 or 3 marks out of 3 for 

language and almost 70% of them received 3 or 4 marks out of 4 for organisation. They could sequence 

their ideas better and write in logical paragraphs as well as use a variety of connectives to link ideas. 

• Self-directed learning was promoted. Students took a more active role in their learning. They were more 

aware of what they had to learn and how they could learn more effectively. They learned to review their 

Teacher-student interaction in a writing conference
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• Students have become more refl ective in their work through engaging in self-assessment, peer assessment 

and writing conferences. They were more capable of correcting their own writing mistakes with the help 

of marking codes used by teachers and writing conferences done with teachers. Students’ regular review 

of their own writing portfolio enabled them to revisit what they have learned and what their strengths and 

weaknesses were in writing which could together inform their next stage of learning.

own learning progress and set achievable goals for the next stage of learning. Thus, assessment as learning 

was achieved.

My writing progress - Self-assessment

Students were able to correct their mistakes by making reference to the marking codes.
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Teacher development

• Teachers have become more confident in setting subject goals and teaching objectives, monitoring 

implementation and evaluating effectiveness based on different sources of assessment data. They no longer 

only aimed at helping students achieve the Basic Competencies, but developing students’ writing skills 

according to their progress.

• Teachers were more capable of providing quality feedback to 

students to help them make targeted improvement. They were 

also able to provide more opportunities for students to conduct 

peer assessment in the writing lessons and facilitate more 

student-student interaction to promote assessment for learning. 

• Teachers have become more aware of setting meaningful 

homework with a greater variety so as to match the intended 

learning and teaching objectives and to cater for learner diversity. 

Curriculum development

• There was a greater variety of assessment modes such as parent assessment, peer assessment, writing 

conferences and writing portfolios in addition to written tests and examinations. Improvement could also be 

found in the design of test and examination papers as the validity of items set in the papers was enhanced 

to assess what have been taught more effectively.

• There was better alignment made among learning, teaching and assessment.

• There was effective use of data (e.g. pre-/post-test results, test/examination results, homework, students’ 

learning record) in the school to inform learning and teaching. Detailed data analysis of learning evidence 

enabled teachers to identify their students’ strengths and weaknesses and to inform curriculum planning.

• Homework given to students was of greater variety and the design was well aligned with the learning and 

teaching objectives.

Assessment literacy development in school

• Teachers’ competence in using data at different stages of the EPIE (Evaluation-Planning-Implementation-

Evaluation) cycle was raised. They made use of TSA data, pre-test and post-test data, students’ performance 

in formative assessment, examination results, student work, homework, etc., at different times of the year 

for identifying students’ learning needs to inform planning. Strategies worked out for making improvement 

in the targeted areas were all evidence-based and targeted at specifi c areas for improvement.

• Teachers moved beyond the narrow focus on Basic Competencies and put emphasis on holistic school-

based curriculum planning so as to help students achieve more balanced development of the knowledge, 

skills and values and attitudes set out in the English Language Education Key Learning Area Curriculum 

Guide. 

• Teachers incorporated scaffolding strategies into the input-output process so as to help students with 

diverse needs to manage more complex and integrated tasks in a progressive manner. There was also 

improvement made in the design of formative tasks and examination papers to make sure there was 

alignment among learning, teaching and assessment.
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• Teachers’ repertoire of assessment methods was widened, enabling students to display different facets of 

learning. The use of a range of formative assessment methods enabled teachers and students to understand 

their learning progress and to give timely and appropriate feedback. Students were engaged in self-

assessment and writing conferences to help them understand their strengths and weaknesses in writing so 

as to set goals for the next stage of learning. They were also guided to develop writing portfolios so that 

they could closely monitor their own progress of learning. The use of objective-specific rubrics for self-, 

peer and teacher assessments could help students understand what they were expected to learn and which 

areas they needed to improve. The use of marking codes as a form of feedback enabled students to review 

and refl ect on the mistakes made and correct them instead of simply referring to grades/marks. Students’ 

common problems were summarised for discussion in class, and conducting individual writing conferences 

with students helped keep them motivated.

Facilitating factors
• There was a common goal of improving assessment literacy in the school and all the teachers worked hard 

towards the shared mission.

• Teachers were willing to administer different modes of assessment. They were willing to spend time on 

conducting writing conferences with students to give them personal attention, and the feedback given to 

students facilitated assessment as learning.

Diffi culties and suggestions
• It took much time to make arrangements for conducting writing conferences and peer assessment, as well 

as analysing different sources of data. Thus, teachers needed to be empowered through providing them 

with awareness-raising and professional training activities.

• In order to be able to infuse different modes of assessment into the curriculum, holistic curriculum planning 

needs to be done well in advance to allow suffi cient time for teachers’ knowledge on assessment literacy to 

be enhanced. 

Way forward
1. The school has experienced a good start in promoting assessment literacy. Such progress made should be 

sustained through ongoing holistic curriculum planning and teacher development.

2. Parent assessment is a good source of feedback and support for both student learning and curriculum 

development. More could be explored on parents’ involvement in the assessment process to engage family 

support in learning.

3. Promoting assessment as learning by using portfolios and conducting individual conferences with students 

are good practices as these enable teachers to give their students timely feedback and personal attention. 

Students can also be engaged in more self-refl ection to set further learning goals. These practices should be 

sustained to facilitate the ongoing development for students to become lifelong learners.
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Empowering students to become independent and 
reflective writers

Background
Over the years, English teachers of C & MA Chui Chak Lam Memorial School (CCLMS) have put great efforts 

into improving their senior primary students’ writing to help them attain a smoother transition to secondary 

education. Ample support, in the form of guiding questions, pictorial/word prompts, vocabulary and useful 

expressions, was given to help them complete the writing tasks. With such support, most students were able 

to write with appropriate ideas and express them intelligibly.  Building on these achievements, teachers would 

like to stretch the students further to meet their more advanced learning needs. In particular, teachers explored 

how to build up students’ capability to write independently when teachers’ support is gradually reduced, 

and how to integrate the development of thinking skills with the language skills if students are expected to 

write systematically and creatively.  The teachers decided to enrich their school-based writing curriculum by 

incorporating independent learning, refl ective learning and assessment as learning elements in each unit.

Level
P5

Strategies used
1. Adopting a holistic approach

 To develop students’ thinking and writing skills in an integrated manner, teachers of CCLMS adopted a 

holistic approach to implementing independent learning, refl ective learning and assessment as learning into 

the writing curriculum.the writing curriculum.

Assessment
as learning

• Help students understand
their learning targets, monitor

their learning progress, refl ect on
what to learn and the learning strategies
to adopt based on feedback, adjust their

learning methods and future learning targets, or
even plan for their future direction of learning

Refl ective
learning

• Help students analyse their
learning by refl ecting on what they

have learned and how they will improve
• Have them do self-review, peer review,

understand assessment criteria and act on feedback

Independent
learning

• Help students set goals,
monitor and evaluate their

learning

n 3.6
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 The team worked out a framework which incorporated the setting of learning goals, monitoring the 

learning progress, evaluating the learning outcomes, refl ecting on the learning process based on feedback 

received and adjusting the learning strategies and fi ne-tuning further learning targets.  

 A framework for writing unit plan was worked out to incorporate the above elements. Teachers can base 

on what they do in the writing lessons to check and write down notes in the grids provided.

Flow of the writing 
lessons Objectives

Items Incorporated into the writing 
curriculum

Independent 
learning

Refl ective 
learning

Assessment 
as learning

Introduce the writing task Enable students to know 

the context, purpose and 

audience of the writing piece

 

Understanding and setting of learning 

goals

• Recall what students have 

learned in the textbook 

unit which can be used as 

input for writing

• Assign students pre-tasks, 

some of which are done 

as work at home and 

some done in class

Establish the link between 

reading and language 

practice with writing

Provide students with practice 

on language and ideas on 

content in the form of self-

directed learning 



Refl ecting on the learning progress



Allow students time to do 

the drafting, then provide 

on-the-spot feedback to their 

work 

Enable students to put 

what they have learned into 

application and enable the 

teacher to monitor their work



Monitoring the learning progress

by the teacher

Encourage students to use 

the self-checking list before 

handing in their work

Empower students with 

learner independence and 

sharpen their self-awareness 

in learning 

  

Monitoring the learning progress

by the student

• Invite students to share 

their writing in class

• Mark students’ work to 

know what they can and 

cannot do

• Provide students with a 

chance to learn from one 

another 

• Enable teachers to know 

students’ strengths and 

weaknesses

 

Evaluating the learning outcomes

Adjusting the learning strategies and 

fi ne-tuning further learning targets

2. Reviewing and improving existing writing tasks plus designing new writing tasks to refl ect the 

new approach to writing instruction

 Teachers made different attempts to realise the incorporation of independent learning, refl ective learning 

and assessment as learning into the writing curriculum. On the one hand, one of the writing tasks designed 

in the previous year was analysed and improved with pre-tasks infused to develop students’ thinking 
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skills. On the other hand, teachers designed a new writing task based on a textbook unit so as to infuse 

the features of independent learning, reflective learning and assessment as learning. Thinking tools, 

like “Problem, Result and Solution” and “Paragraph Burger”, were introduced to help students develop 

organisational skills systematically.  

3. Monitoring the implementation of the improved writing tasks through lesson observation

 The writing tasks were trialled in lessons which were observed by teachers involved in the project. The 

effectiveness of the materials designed as well as relevant pedagogical practices were evaluated and 

discussed among the teachers for further improvement and professional development.

4. Providing other English teachers with professional development opportunities through sharing of 

good practices

 Teachers involved in the project had the opportunity to share with teachers of other levels on the new 

approach of unit planning and writing adopted. They were encouraged to make effective use of such data 

as observation, student work and reflections in the course of their sharing. Participating teachers were 

invited to share their views on the units implemented as well as thoughts on extending the approach to 

other levels for vertical and horizontal planning of the writing curriculum in the following school year.  

What happened
The English teachers decided to modify one existing writing task and design a completely new one, and the 

following elements were incorporated into both tasks:

1. Thinking tools for students

2. Elements of independent learning, refl ective learning and assessment as learning in the writing tasks

Writing task one: Modifying an existing task

Original task requirement: Write a diary of some naughty things you did in one day.

Problems identifi ed:

1. Not every student might have done naughty things, and they would need to create an imaginary scenario 

to fulfi ll the requirements of the writing task. This might have reduced the authenticity of the context.

2. The planner of the task provided required students to respond to guiding questions rather than generate 

their own ideas. This might have limited students’ input and creativity.

Modifi ed writing task one

Revised task requirement:

You are Sam. Write a diary entry about what you saw on a Sunday afternoon. Write on at least two of the 

following events. Talk about the problem, result and solution of the chosen event.

• Students were given clearer instructions and prompts to choose from.
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Tasks/Steps Self-directed learning/
Assessment as learning features

Pre-writing input

Pre-task one: Identifying text features Students were taught the text type of a diary entry 

before. By asking them to identify the features, 

teachers could check how well students have 

mastered this text feature. It also enabled students to 

know if they had to revisit and consolidate what they 

learned before.

Pre-task two: Identifying language features Instead of mechanical drills in the original task, 

students were required to point out the tense used 

after circling the verbs in Part One and to recall the 

various contexts for bare infi nitives in Part Two. This 

inductive approach to grammar input consolidated 

their learning through summarising and refl ecting 

on their existing knowledge, which in turn enhanced 

the development of higher-order thinking skills. 
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Pre-task three: Group discussions to generate ideas As collaboration among peers in non-competitive 

activities also enhances self-directed learning (SDL) 

(Foo & Hussain, 2010), students were given the 

opportunity to generate ideas collaboratively:

1. Students worked in groups to discuss the 

problem, result and solution of the assigned 

situation;

2. Each group reported and shared their ideas 

discussed;

3. Learner diversity was catered for through making 

choices available for students to write about and 

allowing fl exibility in terms of the number of 

events to include.

The whole process of idea generation is more 

student-centred compared to the original task as it 

assumed students’ greater responsibility in learning, 

including setting their own learning goals and 

making informed choices of learning resources/

strategies.

Writing task two: Designing a new task

New writing task two

Task requirement: Write about the person I admire most.

Tasks/Steps
Self-directed learning/ 
Assessment as learning 

features

Pre-task one: Providing students with writing support through scaffolding

1. Reading input based on an article about Yang Liwei, the fi rst Chinese 

astronaut, adapted from the textbook

 a. Essential text features of a biography highlighted: Introduction, 

Background information, Achievements, Character and Refl ection

 b. Jigsaw reading: Sequencing and matching

Through incorporating 

the explicit teaching of 

text features and group 

work, students were able 

to engage in meaningful 

discussion, provide support 

and feedback to each other 

and exchange viewpoints 

with justifi cations, thereby 

practising their thinking and 

language skills individually 

and collaboratively. Students 

were also provided with 

visual representations 

of writing skills to 

help consolidate their 

understanding.
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 c. Guided analysis of paragraph content

2. Support on organisation and elaboration by adopting the “Paragraph 

Burger” framework

 The “Paragraph Burger” framework  An example

While-writing: Group writing activity

1. Each group was required to write about a teacher by adopting the 

“Paragraph Burger” framework.

2. Each group was required to present their ideas for the rest of the class to 

guess who the subject of the writing was.

Group interaction enhanced 

the depth and breadth 

of students’ ideas as they 

could suggest, question 

and modify ideas among 

themselves. 
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Post-writing: Self- and teacher evaluation

Students were provided with a checklist for self-editing and teacher 

evaluation at the beginning of the writing process as a reminder about the 

task requirements and to help evaluate their learning outcome.

The checklists available from 

the beginning of the writing 

process provided students 

with a clear reference of 

the learning goals of the 

task, and provided the 

teachers with a reference 

for feedback, promoting the 

development of self-directed 

learning and assessment as 

learning.
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Curriculum level

The school-based writing curriculum has undergone a progressive modifi cation which exhibits the following 

features:

- Choices in writing tasks were given to address the diverse needs of students

- An evaluation checklist was given for each writing to help students understand the learning objectives, 

refl ect on their own performance and seek improvement.  

Facilitating factors
1. A co-operative team of teachers who are open-minded and refl ective (aware of the problems that students 

face and eager of fi nding solutions) means that they are willing to accept challenges and try out a lot of 

new ideas never tried out before. This was revealed in the teachers’ willingness to replace or revise the 

writing tasks developed in the previous year. They were not complacent about their work and continuously 

looked for opportunities for further improvement in terms of material design and pedagogy.  

 For example, more time was required for the completion of each writing task as more support was rendered 

in the form of pre-writing tasks to students before they could produce the fi nal product. Teachers recognised 

that the pre-writing tasks were important as they provided the essential building blocks to students in terms 

of language and content. Therefore, they are more than willing to put them into classroom practice despite 

the additional workload and time spent.  

2. Support from and leadership of the panel head 

 In 2016/17, the English teachers experienced an academic year which included a number of major school 

events and commitments. To show her strong support, the English panel chair took up one P5 class to 

pioneer the new initiatives together with the other teachers. Apart from setting the development focus for 

the subject, i.e. re-designing the writing curriculum, the panel chair was directly involved in P5 in planning, 

designing, implementing and evaluating the new ideas or strategies adopted. The panel chair demonstrated 

her professional leadership through action rather than instruction which motivated other English teachers in 

the panel. She believed the collective wisdom and effort drawn together could bring about a more student-

centred English Language curriculum in writing as well as empower them to become more confi dent and 

effective facilitators in the classroom.

Way forward
The tryout has generated very positive experience for both teachers and students. Helping students become 

independent and reflective learners will continue to be a development goal of the English subject. Specific 

areas for development may include: 

- Enhancing teachers’ confi dence and competence in playing the role of a facilitator, e.g. further strengthening 

of their skills in conducting group work, giving students more autonomy in learning

- Strengthening the use of assessment data and feedback to help students set writing goals and review their 

own progress
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