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In this study, which took place in a high school in South Korea, first grade students 

(3 classes) designed review tests for each unit of their class textbook. It was 
hypothesized that involving students in evaluation would encourage greater 
comprehension of the textbook and prepare students for the final term test (and for 

the university entrance exam on which the test was modeled). Results confirmed 

these expectations to some degree, while also highlighting the extremely test-driven 

nature of high school English lessons in Korea. When English is used for 

competitive, gate-keeping purposes, motivation becomes extrinsic, and teachers' 

attempts to chart a stimulating, challenging, and meaningful path to responsible 

citizenship are stifled by the test-driven classroom.  
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1. Introduction 
 

Recent years have seen an increasing amount of attention to learner autonomy, 

cooperative learning, management of affect and promotion of learner responsibility 

in second-language learning literature (Arnold, 1999; Benson & Voller, 1997; 

Cotterall, 2000; Gremmo, 1995, p. 151). Contemporary language-testing theories 
and practices have also acknowledged the need to broaden the scope of language 
assessment to include cognitive, affective and social learning. Examples of this 

trend are authentic assessment (Kohonen, 1999) and classroom-based assessment 

(self/peer-assessment, portfolios, learner-journals, language conversations, 

etc.)(Richards, 1999). Such advances and the compelling pedagogical justifications 

behind them have, however, passed largely unnoticed by the proponents of 

high-stakes testing. This is especially evident in Korea, where the summative, 

multiple-choice, university entrance test continues to turn every 3rd grade high 

school English lesson into a test-preparation class, and where test-related student 



suicides are an annual event (Soh, 2003). The fact that this situation is not 

confined to Korea (Herbert [1983, p. 30] cites "competition pressures" as 

prominent factors in the alarming rise in suicide rates among young people) does 

not make it any more acceptable, but points to a malaise prevalent in education 

systems around the world. 

In view of this situation, the purpose of this study was to examine whether high 

school English teachers might soften the blow of endless rote-preparation for 

discrete-item memory tests by encouraging students to become involved in the 

assessment process and thus become more proficient question-predictors and 

test-takers. It was hypothesized not only that this approach would promote 

improved test-scores in the short-term, but also (and more importantly) that 

enhanced confidence, motivation and attitudes to learning, acquired in a cooperative 

learning context, would promote long term autonomy and awareness of learning 

strategies. If this were shown to be the case, then teachers would be using 

high-stakes test-preparation as an indirect means of developing meaningful life 

skills in their students. 

 Research Question 1: Can test-preparation be made more palatable (for 

students) and more effective, by involving students in test-design? 

 Research Question 2: Can test-preparation for low-order-thinking 

memory-based tests be used to develop higher-order thinking skills and to 

promote socially desirable attitudes to life and learning? 

 

 

2. The  situation 
 

As the first draft of this paper was being written, on November 5, 2004, every 

third-year high school student in Korea was sitting down to take the National 

University Entrance Test, the reductio ad absurdum of standardized testing. This 

exercise in “ mutually exclusive goals attainment”  (MEGA) (Kohn, 1992, p. 9) 

requires every student to take the same memory-based, low-order-thinking test, 

regardless of his/her desired university major, and uses "objective" scoring of 

multiple-choice test items to rank the results. This procedure has the inexorable 

outcome that students who are relatively unsuccessful in recalling rote-learned 

lexis items, who have learning styles incompatible with high-stakes tests, and who 

have worked out some time ago that they were not going to get a good score, 

simply give up trying to learn: "Those who believe they will lose may see little 

point in trying hard" (Kohn, 1992, p. 56). High levels of stress and internalization 

of failure also result from this evaluation system, since "When emphasis is placed 



not upon the demonstration of competence, but upon winning, then the competitor 

eventually 'comes to believe that he is defective and deserves to fail'" (Walker, 

1980, p. 250). This process "of coming to equate losing with being a loser ... is a 

gradual process, but it is taking place at any given instant in our playing fields and 

classrooms, our offices, and even our homes" (Kohn, 1992, p. 109). 

 Even those who are successful in this MEGA competition of test-taking skills 

"typically do not display an adequate understanding of the materials and concepts 

with which they have been working" (Gardner, 1993, p. 3). It must therefore be 
asked how an education system which is unsuccessful according to its own criteria 

can benefit the nation:  
 

A culture dedicated to creating standardized, specialized, predictable human 
components could find no better way of grinding them out than by making 
every possible aspect of life a matter of competition. "Winning out" in this 

respect does not make rugged individualists. It shapes conformist robots. 

(Leonard, 1973, p. 46) 
 

The one-off test that in essence drives every high school English class, and in 

particular dictates lesson content in the 3rd grade, is pedagogically questionable in 
terms of promotion and measurement of the skills and humanistic goals of 
education expounded in the 7th National Curriculum (Korean Ministry of Education, 

2001). In this light, recent government imperatives for teachers to make their 

classrooms more communicative, to use English as a teaching medium, and to 

promote performance skills, are often taken 'with a pinch of salt' by the teaching 

profession, since there is no language performance component in the test Most 

English teachers thus focus exclusively on reading and listening in their lessons.  

 

 

3. The study 
 

3.1 Goals 
 

In view of the situation outlined in the previous section, it was decided by the 

researcher to investigate whether the test-driven situation could be made more 

pedagogically and practically palatable by introducing concepts of autonomy, 

positive attitude change and student-centeredness, thus promoting critical thinking, 

collaboration, and problem solving as part of the test-driven scenario, rather than 

in opposition to it (cf. McClean, 1995). The inclusion of cooperative learning in 



the goals was based on findings that "working together to achieve a common goal 
produces higher achievement and greater productivity than does working alone 
[and] is so well confirmed by so much research that it stands as one of the 

strongest principles of social and organizational psychology" (Johnson & Johnson, 

1991, p. 40). It was also thought that active participation in designing tests might 

promote improved comprehension and performance, since "people do terrific work 

when (1) they are inspired, challenged, and excited by what they are doing, and 

(2) they receive social support and are able to exchange ideas and collaborate 

effectively with other." (Kohn 1992, p. 251). 

 

3.2 Method 
 

The study took place in a high school in South Korea over an academic term. 87 

first grade students, in three classes, prepared for their final term test by designing 

their own tests for each unit of the class textbook. The student-designed tests were 

written using a template based on the format of the actual test, and groups of 

students each produced one test, to be taken by all class members and to be marked 

by the designers. Students worked together in groups, making decisions, allocating 

responsibilities, and producing a finished product (the test). They then had to mark 

the completed test-papers and give formative feedback to their classmates.  
Qualitative observation was triangulated through the use of teacher journals and 

post-course questionnaires. Both teachers involved in the research kept individual 

teacher journals, in which they recorded events seen by them as significant, along 
with their subjective impressions and reactions concerning the lessons and the 

students Post-course student questionnaires (in Korean) were completed by the 

students and were subsequently screened for evidence of improved confidence, 

motivation and attitudes to learning. This questionnaire (the English transcription 

can be seen in Figure 1) aimed to discover student perceptions about the method 

and effects of the research, since (in the absence of reliable measures of affective 

factors) such perceptions have been shown to drive the learning process (Cotterall, 

1995, p. 195). 

 
FIGURE 1 

 Student Questionnaire 



How did you feel about making a test? 

How did you feel about working with other students? 

How did you feel about making the test papers for your group's test? 

How did you feel about taking tests written by other students? 

Did making a test help your creative-thinking ? 

Did making a test help your critical thinking? 

Did making a test help you to understand the textbook? 

Were the student-designed tests fair? 

Did making a test help you to prepare for the end-of-term test? 

What do you think was the purpose of making a test? 

 

As can be seen from table 1, the research was qualitative and descriptive. It 

attempted to understand the behaviour of students from their own points of view, 

and used naturalistic, uncontrolled observation to do this. It was thus subjective, 

discovery-oriented, process-oriented, and ungeneralizable. This "real', "rich" 

approach recognized that the perceptions of the "players" (teachers and students) 

represents "truth" for them, and that these factors ultimately determine what 

happens inside and outside of the classroom.  

It was, therefore, not necessary to give students a pre-course questionnaire 

(since Research Question 1 was about their perceptions of attitude change) or to 

employ a control group (due to the impossibility of objectively identifying, 

observing, and differentiating between the infinite number of subjective variables in 

the various classrooms). If it could be shown that attitudes to learning had been 

perceived by the students to have altered in a positive way, then the study would 

have been a success (in terms of Research Question 1). In this situation, subjective 

belief in a proposition leads to acceptance of the proposition as reality, and belief 

that one's attitude has changed leads to (or describes) actual attitude change. 

Research Question 2 was investigated through analysis of the Teacher Journals. 
 

TABLE 1:  

Types of research (adapted from Nunan, 1992, p. 4) 

Qualitative  research: Quantitative  research: 



concerned with understanding human 
behavior from the researcher's frame of 

reference; 

naturalistic and uncontrolled observation; 

subjective; 

close to the data; 

discovery-oriented, exploratory, descriptive, 

inductive; 
process oriented 
valid: "real", "rich", "deep" data 
ungeneralizable single case studies 
dynamic reality 

concerned with facts or causes of social 
behavior without regard to the subjective state 

of the individual; 

obtrusive and controlled measurement; 

objective; 

removed from the data; 

verification-oriented, reductionist, inferential, 

hypothetical, deductive; 
outcome oriented 
reliable: "hard", replicable data 
generalizable multiple case studies 
stable reality 

 

4. Results 
 

4.1 Teacher-journals 

  
Two significant factors emerged from the teacher journals written during the 

course of this research: i) the three classes involved possessed different 

characteristics, which affected their perceptions of the study; and ii) student 

expectations regarding test-oriented lesson content controlled their perceptions of 

innovative materials and approaches. 

The special characteristic and test-driven expectations of class 1-4 became 
immediately apparent when the teacher asked if the class members would like to 
take part in a research study. Students in this class were particularly averse to 

taking on extra work that was not related to passing the final test, as can be seen 

from their responses on the questionnaire (Appendix A). Having consulted with the 

other teacher in the study, however, the teacher decided to select class 1-4, since 

"students  ... are more sincere and indulgent than students in classes 2 and 3" 

(Teacher Journal 1, p. 1). Students were then put into groups, and the task of 

writing tests based on the textbook was explained. As the semester progressed, the 

teacher observed that in groups which did not want to participate, most of the work 

of test-writing was left to "the brightest students," though it was easy for her to 

see through attempts to claim individual responsibility for test items. In three of the 

seven groups, however, a more positive attitude was observed. These groups "were 

excellent at discussing together and doing collaborative test-design" and the teacher 



found herself watching students "fervently focusing" on the tasks: "It was a unique 

method and most of the students participated" (Teacher Journal 1, p. 7)    

The completed questionnaires for class 1-4 (Charts 1 to 10, Appendix A), in 

contrast to the other classes, show consistent negative responses, however, and the 

teacher was "a little bit shocked" at this. For her, the atmosphere in the test-design 

classes had been better than in normal classes, since students were "really doing 

something by themselves. Although a few students were ,,, not involved, the other 

students seemed to enjoy their work" (Teacher Journal 1, p. 12). As a result, the 

teacher began to question her perception of the learning environment, and decided 

to ask students more frequently for their opinions: "The teacher's point of view and 

the student's can be quite different ... I'll try to have a survey as often as I can" 

(Teacher Journal 1, p. 15). It later transpired that the students had been given the 

questionnaire before they had made the tests, and that their responses were initial 

ones, rather than being based on the experience of test-making. 

Classes 1-5 and 1-7 were also worried at first about the extra work presented 

by the research study, though the teacher promised that some of the 

student-designed questions would appear in the mid-term and final tests. These 

two classes showed significant differences in attitudes to the study, as became 

evident in their approach to a collaboration-game that was introduced in one of the 

early lessons. This "X-Y game" (Schrank, 1972, pp. 40-41) requires students (in 

pairs) to choose between "X" and "Y" with reference to a scoring system which 

appears to reward competition. The point of the game is, however, that if everyone 

works together, then each pair can score 17 points - a total of 68 for the four pairs 

in each group. Class 1-5 soon caught on to the principle behind the game, as 

reflected in the group total of +41, and when asked by the teacher what they 

thought the point of the game was, students replied "Cooperation." In Class 1-7, 

however, the group total was -179. Competition is effective in this scoring system 

if others are cooperating, but if everyone competes, the result is a set of minus 

scores. The overall score improved to -45 when students were given a second 

chance to try the game, but the teacher couldn't see any improvement in attitude in 

the students, who showed little inclination to discuss tactics or to share insights 

with each other. Upon reflection, the teacher identified a social problem in the class 

as the cause of the reluctance to cooperate. There was a student who had been in a 

fight with students from another school, and had been forced to repeat a year. 

Rather in the manner of Our Twisted Hero (Yi, 2001) most students in the class 

were afraid of him, because of his quick temper and physical strength. His "gang" 

of followers were known for their dislike of work and for their abuse of power: 

 

I was so sad to see that the student's world is a mirror of the adult's world. 



They were used to the rules of the power game and even though some students 

started something out of good will, it vanishes if there?s no support and 

co-relation. (Teacher Journal 2, p. 9) 

  
From this point, the work on the study varied considerably from class to class. 

In 1-5, cooperation began to appear in other class activities: "even after they've 

got enough points for their own group, they didn't quit solving questions. Once 

they found the answer, they ... secretly gave tips for the answer to the other groups 

which needed more points. ... I couldn't stop them. ... It wasn't cheating" (Teacher 

Journal 2, p. 14). There was some copying of test questions from reference books, 

but the majority of students were observed to be participating in the study, and 

"Some of their tests were really good." The quality of the tests improved over the 

semester, and "Students were very serious answering all the questions in the test 

and showed positive reaction for that activity" (Teacher Journal 2, p. 15). 

In class 1-7, however, the brighter students were aware that they would be 

forced to write test items for the "gang" if they were in groups, and they asked to 

be allowed to make test items individually. There was thus little cooperation, and 
even activities that were performed enthusiastically in other classes were met with 
disinterest and lack of energy: "I could see that even students who were considerate 

started losing their energy and becoming just like the other indifferent students" 

(Teacher Journal 2, p. 23). 
 

4.2 Student questionnaire 
 

In order to show individual class differences in addition to overall trends, the 

results of the questionnaire are shown (Appendix A) as bar graphs. As can be seen 

from the first of these (Appendix A, Chart 1), the activity of making a test was 

perceived favorably overall, but (especially in class 1-4), there was also a 

significant number of 'bad' responses. This result points to a trend that is evident in 

all the charts, and indicates that an interest in innovation was to some extent 

matched by a fear of not studying the syllabus (the textbook) and an assumption 

that anything that occurs in the English class is (or should be) part of the 

high-stakes evaluative process. Such fears are based on lifelong experience of 

competitive learning and on well-established beliefs inherent in the test-driven 

situation. When even parents demand that English classes should focus only on the 

content matter of the national test, then students cannot be blamed for expecting 

every component of the class to be test-oriented. 
 



Chart 2 also shows that "working with other students" was seen as desirable overall, 

but not across the board. For one of the classes, this received a 'bad' response from 

nearly half the students. Such a situation is typical of those encountered in MEGA 

learning environments, despite the fact that "Working against, rather than with, 

colleagues, tends to be more destructive than productive" and that "Most 

competitors lose most of the time." (Kohn, 1992, p. 108). The "I win, you lose" 

divide-and-conquer system continues to reinforce itself by persuading the "losers" 

that it is they, and not the system, that is at fault, and that the only way for them 

to succeed is to conform more strictly to the strictures of that system. Given that 

this situation is essentially unproductive ("Superior performance not only does not 

require competition; it usually seems to require its absence" Kohn, 1992, p. 47), it 

is not surprising that 3rd grade high school students spend all day, every day (often 

with only 4 or 5 hours sleep) in their competitive endeavor. As Aronson points out 

(with reference to the education system in the U.S.): "For two centuries our 

educational system has been base upon competitiveness. ... Indeed, [children's] 

peers are their enemies - to be beaten" (Aronson, 1976, p. 153). 

Charts 3 and 4 continue the observed trend, showing that making and taking 

peer-designed tests received mixed approval in the different classes. Charts 5 and 7, 

however, were more definitely positive in their perceptions of improved creative 

thinking and comprehension of the textbook. In view of the previous comments, it 
is interesting to note that students found nothing contradictory in the idea that an 



activity which was not pleasurable or intrinsically motivating could have perceived 

beneficial effects. This "no pain no gain" attitude is also in line with findings that 

extrinsically motivated (not-for-pleasure) learning tends to cease once the 

motivator (the final test) has been withdrawn. 

The relatively high proportion of "No comment" responses in Chart 6 indicates 

that there was some confusion over the meaning of the term critical thinking, 

though the study was in general seen to promote this quality. Chart 8, however, 

returns to the trend of earlier ones, showing that for some students (especially in 

class 1-4, once more), the tests were basically unfair. Whatever the reason for this 

perception, it remains valid as a statement of reality for the students. Meanwhile, 
Chart 9 shows a relatively small number of students disagreeing with the 
proposition that the study helped them to prepare for the end-of-term test, though 

the number of "Maybe" responses is high.  

Finally, Chart 10 deals with the perceived purpose of the study. Students were 

not explicitly given this information, since it was felt that such knowledge would 

influence the results inordinately. Having said this, the results showed that half the 

students (n = 44 out of 87) viewed the study as a test in itself. For them the reason 
they had been asked to design tests was so that their papers could be assessed as 
indicators of comprehension of the syllabus content. Only 7 of the 87 students saw 

"Cooperation" as the goal. 
 

 

4.3 Overall results 
 

Although the project lasted for only three months, the teachers reported that in 

general, motivation picked up, after an initial mistrust of what appeared to be 

simply extra work. The quality of the tests improved, and the number of students 

copying from reference books decreased. In addition, one of the control group 

classes judged the research to be interesting, and (to the teacher's surprise) asked to 

be included. While the end-of-term scores showed no significant difference 

compared with the control classes, the teachers commented that the study helped 

them, since they had been continuously at a loss to motivate classes of multi-level 

students, many of whom who didn't want to be involved in the test-driven race. 

Even those who could hardly read, on the other hand, had showed interest in 

collaborative learning, and the teachers felt that results would have improved 

greatly if there had been more time to conduct the study:  

 
The best thing I found from this test making was that students had a chance to 

think about cooperation, not competition. (Teacher Journal 2, p. 35) 



 

I felt so happy when I watched them help each other. (Teacher Journal 1, p. 

33) 
 

I support the idea that if they were given appropriate tasks for them to think 
about life and the people around them, they'll be sure to find a solution living 

together as friends, not as competitors. (Teacher Journal 2, p. 34) 

 
Teachers were thus optimistic about the value of the research, feeling that it had 

benefited their students in terms of affective growth, social growth, and 

higher-order thinking skills. However, when considering the effect on the results of 

the end-of-term examinations, all that can be said is that the standard was 

maintained. The difficulty of making a statement about test results was exacerbated 
by the fact that the teaching colleagues of one of the teachers made the final test 
without telling her. Despite this, her research-students scored on a par with the 

students of the other teachers, even though there was no way in which they could 

have prepared for the test (and given that other teachers did prepare their students 

for the tests). This has positive implications for the study, though the uncooperative 

attitude of the other teachers is in stark contrast to the goals of the study.    

 

 

5. Conclusion 

 
In terms of Research Question 1, student perceptions were shown to have 

changed significantly, as shown by the Teacher's Journals and the Student 

Questionnaire. Involving them in group test-design produced evidence of improved 

confidence, motivation and collaboration, despite initial concerns about whether this 

was part of the final test. Research Question 2 was answered mostly by the 

Teacher's Journals, in which cooperation and higher-order thinking skills were 

consistently observed.  

When setting out on this study, it was hoped to identify a student-centered, 

group-learning method of studying for the university entrance test, in order to 

make the experience less traumatic and time-consuming, and also in order to 

introduce basic educational principles (promotion of self-esteem, trust, positive 

attitudes to learning, learning skills, intrinsic motivation, etc.). As Kohn remarks: 

"Trust is virtually absent under competition" (1992, p. 150), and self-esteem (a 

vital characteristic of the successful learner) is "more negative under the 

competitive as compared to the cooperative grading system" (Deutsch, 1985, p. 



399). However, as the study progressed, it became evident that any attempt to 

change the test-driven system according to its own terms was flawed and 

counter-productive. Even if such an attempt were to prove successful in terms of 

'hard' scores, then everyone would simply adopt the new method, and the 

test-driven system would continue, with higher scores and higher cut-off points. 

In this case, the approach would be slightly different and more pedagogically sound, 

but the overall outcome would continue to be one of "examination-hell" (O, 

2004):  

 
... the potential of CL [cooperative learning] is lost if it is geared toward 

improving scores on standardized tests. ... The worshipful regard for these 

tests ... comes chiefly from people who are uninformed about pedagogical or 

motivational issues. Most educators, by contrast, know that these measures fail 
to capture what is meaningful about learning and have the effect of pressuring 
teachers to 'teach to the tests,' forgoing potentially innovative lessons in order 

to prepare children for exams. Anyone who wanted to destroy what is left of 

rich, creative teaching - or children's love of learning - could do no better 

than to increase our reliance on standardized tests. (Kohn, 1992, p. 223) 

 
When considering alternatives to this situation, it is appropriate for educators to 

remember the basic, holistic purpose of education, and to ask the question "What 

leads to excellence?" In other words, "What are the qualities that should be taught 

and modeled in the classroom, in order to produce future citizens who can 

contribute creatively, honestly and responsibly to society?" It is not a matter of 

debate that 'winners' in the present situation are those with the best memories, and 

that this is of little use in a society that needs creative, inspired team-work: "it is 

quite clear that it [competition] has no adaptive value whatever in the modern 

world. ... Perhaps never before in the history of man has there been so high a 

premium upon the value of cooperative behavior" (Montagu, 1973, p. 72.). It is 
also not a matter of debate that most high school teachers are extremely dissatisfied 

with the current situation.  

If the goal of education in Korea is to produce "A person who seeks to develop 

his/her own individuality on the basis of well-rounded and wholesome 

development" (Korean Ministry of Education, 2001), then teachers need to 

construct their learning environments in a way that will produce such a result (cf. 

Jones, 2004). If this is unacceptable to the decision-makers who stand by Hong-ik 

Ingan, then they must either accept that their words are contradictory, or they must 

make a new system, based on public accountability, continuous assessment, 



portfolios, language projects, classroom-based assessment, and promotion of 

intrinsic learning. Finally, teachers must ask themselves whose interests are being 

served in the test-driven classroom: 
 

Are we creative agents of social change or are we dispensers of band-Aids to 

the injured and facilitators of adjustment to 'the way things are'? (Elleson, 

1983, pp. 195-98). 
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Appendix A 
 Post-course student questionnaire 

 

Chart 1: Q1:? How did you feel about making a test? 



  
Chart 2: Q2: How did you feel about working with other students? 

  
Chart 3: Q3.How did you feel about?making the test papers for your group's 

test? 

  
Chart 4: Q 4.How did you feel about taking tests written by other students? 



  
Chart 5:? Q5. Did making a test help your creative-thinking? 

  
Chart 6:? Q6. Did making a test help your critical thinking? 

  
Chart 7: Q7. Did making a test help you to understand the textbook? 



   
Chart 8: Q8. Were the student-designed tests fair? 

  
Chart 9. Q 9. Did making a test help you to prepare for the end-of-term test? 

  
Chart 10: Q 10. What do you think was the purpose of making a test? 
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