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H A= UNESCO Bangkok ARF-4-2] olAJolejeF Ao w8HA(Asia and

Pacific Regional Bureau for Education)7} &3l ‘A& E3K(The culture of
testing)” A9 k= AR AFto|th oA ol B &F Zlo—d.% xgste HAAH A
3t AgAdFole xS vRst, &, FH5(ED), 9A,
Ey, w29 A, 7R E 28 F 10703 AT EAE] 20161 11€ UNESCO
Bangkok 3]&jell Zo Ao HA|, AFEA, A7 ¥ € Y& T =9FAe
), 20173 ZRHE 7} S7pE A A TE AAEHIE Feetdth s 20179 =
HEE ofF S5 A] AtElATE TS dAoltk =vPE AHEATUE FEREHY,
UNESCO Bangkok AFF-AoA o]& &3}, EA3ste] 2017d FHE ofA|olejH o A Y
& E&ste FAF HuAdTFAHRE AANE Aol Atk AT FA=7ter AFY
of &3 AR W& tedt 2.

i

4
(E 1) fUIAZ 2= OfAJOlENE Y “AIH 23" x|2foiF &0jZ o o7 UH
5 o] = =
Aot 9o 2o, Euiff(iai}é?ff %i%ﬁzi%
7|z olTgs
2016. 11. 2223 cgdEold HE: AFEA, Y, ZAET T T
2017. 1 ~ 3 7+ 27 AT 53
2017. 3. 31 12 =7h8 A AT K EZ PE 3o wel 2d 7b%)
2017. 5. 31 =7PE AT HEL
2007. 5 - 7 AdAT FPRIA 24
2017. 7 AGATF FARIA AE
2017. 8 AFAT THRIA =3

UNESCO Bangkok A2t 53] olAolel e Aol QJojA, Be 7150 =
% AAo) Ay FAPoRA, w3 wsAA] UL Frle] AT PHoZA
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‘AFE3HThe culture of testing)’ 7} A HE= AL F5
(testing)o] &t “Algte] sHE e A2 9 ol AHAE &ydst
SEAE Briete F9’ B2 AEY, Ay s 5w &
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The Culture of Testing: Socio-cultural Drivers and
the Effect on Youth in the Asia-Pacific Region
Case Study of Korea

Yewon Suh
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Hyeji Kil
Heejoon Yang
Kangjoo Lee
Sung Hwan Hong

This study is a Korean case study of the regional study of ‘the culture of
testing” conducted by Asia and Pacific Regional Bureau for Education of
UNESCO Bangkok. A total of 10 countries included Korea, Japan, China (Hong
Kong), Fiji, India, Philippines, Tonga, Vietnam, Bangladesh and Kazakhstan
participated in the regional study covering the culture of testing in the Asia
Pacific region, and a comprehensive report comparing and analyzing each case
study will be published by UNESCO.

UNESCO Bangkok have shown a keen interest in the Asia Pacific region in
particular with regards to the rise of ‘the culture of testing’ as a core focus of
educational policy, and as a way to assess the performance of educational
system to promote student achievement in many countries. Here, ‘testing’ is
defined as ‘the process of establishing the quality or performance of a person’s
proficiency or knowledge; the act of evaluating learners’, and it encompasses
influences exerted by both ‘high-stakes exams’ used for the purposes of selection
or promotion to the next school level, and various ‘low-stakes exams’ that are
considered less important in impacting the test-takers’ future. The unique culture
formed by the approach and methodology created to achieve better outcomes not
only by the learners who take the exams, but also by other actors such as
parents, teachers, schools, communities and nations with regards to testing is

being called as ‘the culture of testing’.
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Despite the rationalization that exams are needed to improve the quality of
education, the fact that the focus is set exclusively on achieving high scores
undermines the essence of testing that has traditionally existed in the past, and
thus the regional study can be regarded as a meaningful endeavor to explore the
current state of the culture of testing in Asia where such phenomena is
becoming more and more prevalent, and find ways to improve the culture of
testing for better education.

In this context, the purpose of this study is to explore the socio-cultural
drivers that form the culture of testing in Korea and to understand its influence
on learners. The study also aims to explore the various aspects and perceptions
of how the culture of testing forms education policy and system and how this in
turn affects the culture of testing, and to provide policy implications for
improving the culture of testing. The research questions are as follows.

1) What are the social and cultural factors that create a “culture of testing?”

2) What is the relationship between the “culture of testing” and education

policy and practice?

3) How does this “culture of testing” affect the achievement of learners and

learning?

To answer these research questions, a desk study was first conducted,
followed by primary data collection through survey and interview. Survey
sampling was conducted through random sampling based on UNESCO’s proposed
methodology standards, and a total of 2,323 student, teachers and parents from
31 schools were surveyed. As for the interview, 6 schools were selected, with
one urban school and one rural school for each school level, and a total of 64
respondents were interviewed. In addition, Focus Group Interviews and meeting
with experts were held to collect opinions on the various practices of testing and
improvements to the culture of testing.

The results of this study are divided into five areas: importance of testing, effects of
testing, private education, impact on learning, and the relationship between the culture of
testing and education policy.

First, looking at the importance of exams and testing, most students responded
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that they have 1-2 exams a semester (48.9%). In terms of time spent preparing
for the exam, elementary and middle school students mostly answered 1 to 2
hours per week, while high school students mostly answered 7 hours or more,
both in class and outside of class. Most of the students responded that they
attend tutorial sessions organized by the school (80.6%), and the paper found
that the higher the grade level, the more likely it was that the person who helps
with the preparation for the exams extended from parents to friends/peers and
teachers. As for the average free time a day, the most common response for
elementary and middle school students was 3 or more hours (32.2%, 39.9%),
while for high school students it was 1~2 hours (43.1%). For general tests, most
respondents answered that the purpose of testing is to evaluate learning, and to
find out one’s level, position, and shortcomings. For high-stakes testing, the most
common response for all respondent groups was ‘to assess students learning’
(56.8%), followed by ‘to get promotion to the next level’ (54.9%). Most students
and parents (82%, 83.9%) felt that testing was important, and they found testing
to be important as a part of learning, and as a selection tool with fairness and
discernment. While teachers mostly disagreed with the statement that they cannot
do other activities due to the test preparation (64.8%), there were a quite large
portion of responses that they do not teach contents/activities unrelated to the
exam (63.4%).

Second, the study found that the culture of testing, education policy, and
education practice are closely related and constantly influence each other. As
previously described in the part 5 of key findings, once any policy on the test
is established, most people would try to understand and follow the policy, and a
culture of testing would be formed in the process. However, due to the nature
of high-stakes exams, competition arises and people try to get a higher score
even by a little. In this situation, if the intensity of the competition increases,
there would also be the use of expedient or unfair methods. Consequently, it
creates the culture of testing with negative aspects, and if the side effect

becomes serious, a new policy would be established as a response. In Korea,
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memorization-based education methods for selecting the correct answers, the
prevalence of private education, and the weakened state of public education have
become major issues with regard to testing. Therefore, in order to improve the
culture of testing on this issue, policies such as test abolition, performance
assessment, and Free Semester system, have been established. Moreover, the
culture of testing can be viewed as being more directly related to the actual
practice of education. Especially, the college entrance examination has a great
influence on education of each stage and process of elementary, middle and high
school. The high-stakes exam has a positive aspect that motivates students to
achieve their goals and leads them to study harder, but it also leads to a
learning asymmetry in which students learn only test-related contents, and render
alternative evaluation methods ineffective. Similar to the education policy, if the
adverse effect of test culture on education practice becomes too serious, new
improvement methods are implemented and a corresponding culture of testing
appear, forming a bilateral relationship.

Third, regarding the private education, the survey results showed that the
majority of students get private education (all respondents, 78.2%). The main
reason for private education was ‘to improve students’ grades at school’ (all
respondents, 78.2%), ‘to get higher scores on the exams’ (all respondents,
75.4%) , and so forth. Teachers mostly responded that the reason for private
education was ‘parents’ recommendation/encouragement’ (81.4%). The interview
results showed that parents encourage their children to get private education
because they have an anxiety that their children would fall behind in learning.
While elementary school students get private education in a variety of fields
including arts and physical education with more than 8 hours of private
education a week (33.8%), high school students tend to concentrate on one
subject (48.3%) and get 3-5 hours (44.4%) of private education per week.
Private education was shown to be beneficial to students in preparing for the
exam (all respondents, 71.5%), and students in particular agreed the most that

private education is beneficial for test preparation (83%). On the other hand, the
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interview results showed that some teachers perceive private education to be not
desirable because it focuses on achieving high scores rather than helping students
grow and develop. When asked whether private tutoring classes improve
students’ overall grades, or whether it is necessary to achieve academic success,
the answers were mostly neutral with the average score of 2.99 and 3.11 for all
respondents, which suggest that private tutoring is not likely to have a huge
impact on academic achievement and performance. The interview results also
showed that there are wvarious positive and negative opinions about private
tutoring.

Fourth, in terms of ‘perception of exams and impact on learning,” most
students responded that they are not enjoying exams (68.2%). In general, the
response showed that ‘exams are relevant to the content students have studied in
class’ (all respondents, M=3.81) and the most common response for the reason
for the exam was to evaluate what the students have learned (all respondents,
4.8%). The results of the interview showed that students tended to dislike tests
more as the grade level increased, and some high school students were skeptical
about the instrumental function of the test in selecting the right person for
college admissions. The response that ‘exams are necessary to achieve success’
was just slightly above the average (all respondents, M = 3.05). The majority of
students (69.1%) stated that expectation for test and academic achievement did
not have a positive impact on learning. While most students and parents
responded that they do not think there are alternative ways to assess learning,
teachers (50.9%) responded that they do think alternative ways exist. Alternative
ways proposed by respondents included performance evaluation, evaluation
through presentation or discussion and the like. Students (68.0%) responded that
the teachers/schools do not do anything to lower exam pressure, and
recommended ‘lowering the frequency and number of exams’ (5.5%), ‘lowering
the difficulty” (4.8%), ‘complimenting/encouraging students’ (2.7%), etc., as
possible measures to prevent too much exam pressure.

Lastly, through the exploration of the relationship between the culture of
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testing and education policy and practice, the paper found that the policy of
testing in Korea has been established and implemented with emphasis on
quantitative expansion in the early stages and quality development in the later
period in relation to high-stakes testing. The policies of testing affect people's
perceptions. In Korea, there are socio-cultural characteristics that consider the
fairness of the test as critical, and it seems that the culture of testing has been
formed to obtain good results through maximum effort since people believe the
test results are highly reliable, in general. The culture of testing, which is
formed by the combined action of recognition and practice to occupy socially
advantageous status through testing, affects the education policy in return.
Furthermore, the effects of the test culture on education practice seem to be
more directly manifested in learners and learning. Although the importance of
tests in schools and its pressure vary according to the school level, in general
the ultimate test has always been the college entrance examination, which has a
powerful influence on all stages and processes of education. Therefore, major
improvements such as abolishing exams in the elementary school level and
strengthening performance evaluation are not accepted as positive changes. At the
middle and high school level, the anxiety of the students and parents about the
examinations that determine the advancement and future career paths grows
progressively, leading to a phenomenon of learning asymmetry where students do
not pay attention to the subjects that are not needed for entrance examination.
As competition gets more intense, the interest of stakeholders in the test is
heightened and the intervention expanded. Teachers, who conduct the test, prefer
knowledge-related questions with clear evaluation criteria to avoid complaints that
question the validity and reliability of the test questions, and it leads to them
not having the time or the motivation to try various alternative evaluation
methods.

The following is a summary of findings of each research questions from the
desk study, survey and interview results.

First, the factors that form the culture of testing in Korea are diverse and
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complex. In general, even though students, teachers, and parents feel that they
have a lot of psychological burden and pressure on the test from their respective
positions, they seem to strongly believe that the test is important and necessary.
The results showed that people trust the function of high-stakes exams as not
only evaluating learning but also selecting someone for promotion to the next
level, by assigning great value to fairness. Most of students get private education
in order to prepare the college entrance exam, which is the representative
high-stakes exam. Regarding private education, there are both pros and cons. The
prevalence of private tutoring is a unique Korean phenomenon that is the result
of a combination of the diligence and the desire for education of Korean people.
High expectations and motivation to achieve better learning achievement push
students to spend more time and energy to learn more. Parents also do their
best to support their children, spending extra money.

Such perceptions and practices of people are deeply related to the Confucian
cultural tradition of Korea, and are connected with the sociocultural tradition of
test institution, Gwageo, which allows people to acquire and maintain social
status through testing. These days, competition in Korean society is becoming
more and more intense from college admission to employment and beyond, so
the importance of the examination is more likely to increase. The value of
fairness that guarantees equal opportunity according to one’s own ability and the
desire to accomplish the best achievement became the driving force in
developing the culture of testing for attaining not only equality but also
excellence in education.

Second, the study found that the culture of testing, education policy, and
education practice are closely related and constantly influence each other. As
previously described in the part 5 of key findings, once any policy on the test
is established, most people would try to understand and follow the policy, and a
culture of testing would be formed in the process. However, due to the nature
of high-stakes exams, competition arises and people try to get a higher score

even by a little. In this situation, if the intensity of the competition increases,
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there would also be the use of expedient or unfair methods. Consequently, it
creates the culture of testing with negative aspects, and if the side -effect
becomes serious, a new policy would be established as a response. In Korea,
memorization-based education methods for selecting the correct answers, the
prevalence of private education, and the weakened state of public education have
become major issues with regard to testing. Therefore, in order to improve the
culture of testing on this issue, policies such as test abolition, performance
assessment, and Free Semester system, have been established. Moreover, the
culture of testing can be viewed as being more directly related to the actual
practice of education. Especially, the college entrance examination has a great
influence on education of each stage and process of elementary, middle and high
school. The high-stakes exam has a positive aspect that motivates students to
achieve their goals and leads them to study harder, but it also leads to a
learning asymmetry in which students learn only test-related contents, and render
alternative evaluation methods ineffective. Similar to the education policy, if the
adverse effect of test culture on education practice becomes too serious, new
improvement methods are implemented and a corresponding culture of testing
appear, forming a bilateral relationship.

Third, the effects of culture of testing on learners and learning were closely
related to the findings from previous research and literature. The culture of
testing stimulates learners' motivation and improves the quality and efficiency of
learning by increasing the accountability of parents, teachers, administrators and
other stakeholders. Unlike these positive effects, however, it also increases
student anxiety and negatively affects academic satisfaction and happiness. A lot
of previous studies support these results. The culture of testing also brings a
'washback effect' that changes the content or teaching method of the curriculum
so that it is beneficial to the examination or to obtain good results. The massive
size of private education markets due to the importance of testing also affects
national and home economies. In addition, the inequality of education is caused

by the limitation of opportunities due to economic ability.
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Based on the results of this study, suggestions for improvements to the culture
of testing are divided into two parts: 'Education policy and practice for
improving the culture of testing’, and 'Ways to improve the quality of
education'.

For 'Education policy and practice for improving the culture of testing', the
following four points suggested.

Firstly, the improvement of testing policies and systems must be made with
careful consideration of the strong influence of high-stakes testing such as the
college entrance examinations on school education, and the value attributed to
the fairness of testing. In reality, it is hard for primary and secondary education
to escape the influence of college entrance examinations, so it is necessary to
strengthen the linkage between various policies for improving the quality of
education and college entrance exams, while also securing the reliability and
objectivity of evaluation.

Secondly, there is a need for policies to improve the overall education
environment to support new alternatives for traditional way of testing. It is worth
considering the policies for teacher training to strengthen the professionalism of
teachers and policies that guarantee autonomous evaluation rights of teachers.

Thirdly, it is necessary to expand field activities that are desirable so that
students have opportunities to pursue a career that suits their aptitudes, abilities,
and characteristics, while establishing systems and policies that link these to
moving on to the next school level.

Fourthly, to normalize public education, there needs to be policies to ease
excessive anxiety of parents. It is necessary to establish a foundation fo parents
to engage in education for their children with a longer-term perspective by
clearly indicating what is inappropriate or inaccurate among the contents that are
exaggerated by private education companies, and providing more concrete
information on education in the public education sphere.

Next, the following three points were suggested as a method to improve the

quality of education.
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Firstly, the focus of the culture of testing should be shifted from reliability to
validity. Considering the ways to raise and evaluate the various high-level skills
required in the future, we cannot continue on with the existing quantitative
evaluation system that merely quantifies and stratifies students' abilities. Testing
should be able to improve the quality of education by playing a rolse in
presenting a direction of education to maximize the potentials and abilities of
various learners and to promote growth.

Secondly, there is a certainly a positive aspect to the education fever of
Koreans for testing, which has been the main driver of Korea's economic growth
and educational growth. Continued interest in testing and active investment will
ensure intergenerational homogeneity and continuity through active intervention in
the education for the next generation, and acts as a watchdog of various
inequalities and privileges. In order to make positive use of our productive and
achievement-oriented education fever, we need to make sure that the investment
that has traditionally been directed towards private education is transferred to the
public domain such as public education and local communities.

Finally, there needs to be a concerted effort to change the existing situation
where more significance is given to the 'discernment', 'fairness' and 'objectivity'
of testing rather than the validity of testing, and to create a new discourse to
change the belief system about education. In particular, we need to focus on
how the logic of 'discernment' that has been routinely brought up in education
only demands the relativity of ability, and is not able to explain how an
individual has grown through education. With this in mind, the discourse on

testing and evaluation has to be focused around 'the growth of all learners'.
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