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Abstract 

A fundamental objective of Hong Kong in the 21st century is a vision of itself as 

an international cultural metropolis. This sits within a wider culture of change 

initiated by the comprehensive educational reforms launched in 2000, all aimed at 

preparing the future workforce for the challenges of the new millennium by 

encouraging students to take the learning initiative while simultaneously nurturing 

in them the ability to think and create. At the same time Hong Kong, at both an 

educational and at a wider, societal level, is a high-stakes, results-based 

environment generated by a culture of assessment. It is within this context that the 

article uses Music (through its traditional espousal of cultural values) as a 

“barometer” of the present climate to report the findings of a survey of Hong 

Kong secondary students in an attempt to gauge, and consequently articulate, the 

place of this particular subject within the curriculum. The subsequent 

confirmation that the cultural aims of the HKSAR are at odds with a mindset 

which is essentially commercial at heart reveals more than a simple mismatch in 
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terms of drivers: the wider implication that, in real terms, little has effectively 

changed in the past decade is a finding which clearly has important repercussions. 

Hinting that a “back to basics” tripartite process of rethinking, reevaluation and 

reorientation may well be required in order to help ensure that Hong Kong 

successfully realizes its ongoing policy goals, the article concludes with some 

suggestions of its own for the various relevant stakeholders. 

 

 

Never the Twain? Hong Kong’s 21st Century Cultural Evolution 

If there is one city that truly represents a unique synthesis of East and West, then 

Hong Kong is surely that city; it is, after all, the place where a traditional Confucian 

work ethic (characterized perhaps most obviously by an innate pragmatism) comes 

ready-wrapped within a colonial sensibility. Although the great majority of the 

population is Chinese, the 150 years of British administration has duly played its part in 

helping to shape the city as one that embraces both the essence of Chinese culture and 

the diversities of other cultures: together, these contribute to its position as one of 

“diversity with identity”. In addition, while recognizing that Hong Kong’s cultural 

identity should start from acknowledging both its local character as well as its 

deeply-rooted cultural traditions, this is today matched by a vision which is at once both 

open and pluralistic.  

Globally, Hong Kong is perhaps best known for its role as an international 

financial center rather than for its artistic and cultural offerings. Indeed, the popular 

stereotype of the city holds that its residents are far too focused on getting and spending 

to concern themselves with the ephemeral affairs of art and culture. However, it is 

equally undeniable that the role of art and culture has taken on increasing prominence in 

the city’s search for an identity in the years since the handover of the territory back to 

China. While cultural matters fall mainly under the purview of the Leisure and Cultural 

Services Department (http://www.lcsd.gov.hk) and the Hong Kong Arts and 

Development Council (http://www.hkadc.org.hk), the blueprint for the Government of 

http://www.lcsd.gov.hk/
http://www.hkadc.org.hk/en/content/home.do
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the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region’s (henceforth, HKSAR) cultural policy 

came via the adoption of the Policy Recommendation Report of the Culture and 

Heritage Commission (http://www.hab.gov.hk) – a high-level advisory body 

responsible for advising the Government on the policies as well as funding priorities on 

culture and the arts – in April 2003. Adopting a broader perspective towards the overall 

cultural development and cultural position of Hong Kong (through its six principles of 

“people-oriented”, “pluralism”, “freedom of expression and protection of intellectual 

property”, “holistic approach”, “partnership” and “community-driven”) and a narrower 

one in matters relating to resource deployment, cultural facilities and arts education, 

investment in culture and the arts has moved away from a demand-led model to one that 

is now more typically supply-led and vision-driven. Comprising four major elements – 

the respect for freedom of creation and expression, the provision of opportunities for 

participation, the encouragement of diversified and balanced development and the 

support of environment and conditions through venues, funding, education and 

administration – there is a conscious decision on the part of the HKSAR to provide a 

descriptive (rather than prescriptive) cultural policy and to offer no official definition 

“on culture and the arts, nor influence the specific operation of artistic creation or 

contents of creativity. Instead, the Government is committed to upholding the freedom 

of cultural and artistic creation and expression as well as providing an environment that 

keenly supports the development of culture and the arts” (Home Affairs Bureau, 2008, 

p. 1). 

As it moves forward into the new millennium, Hong Kong aims to position itself 

as the city most capable of bridging China and the world, in the process opening up new 

opportunities on the cultural front. Guided by its ultimate aspiration to become an 

international cultural metropolis, the Government of the HKSAR has consequently 

made it its policy to create an environment which is conducive to the freedom of artistic 

http://www.hab.gov.hk/file_manager/en/documents/policy_responsibilities/CHC-PolicyRecommendationReport_E.pdf
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expression and creation, primarily through the encouragement of wider participation in 

cultural activities. The initiative that has perhaps come to symbolize this vision more 

cogently than any other is the West Kowloon Cultural District (WKCD), a major 

project seen as implementing the Government’s policy on arts and culture by meeting 

the long-term infrastructure needs of Hong Kong’s art and cultural development in such 

a way as to become “a cultural hub for attracting and nurturing talents, an impetus to 

improve quality of life, as well as a cultural gateway to the Pearl River Delta” (HAB, 

2008, p. 2). 

 

Situating the “Assessment Culture” in Hong Kong 

Education in Hong Kong has traditionally represented a means of gaining upward 

mobility, material rewards, foreign residence, or all three (Watkins & Biggs, 2001). 

Based on a three-step structure (primary, secondary, and tertiary) which continues to 

form the basic design, modern Western school education was introduced around the 

mid-nineteenth century. Despite a strong British influence, both overall and within the 

curriculum, the language of instruction within Hong Kong has shifted between being 

largely English pre-1997, to the mandatory use of Cantonese post-handover, to the 

restoration of English-medium teaching “in most secondary schools” (Lau, 2009). The 

present situation is that some “fine-tuning” medium of instruction (MOI) arrangements 

are in the process of being implemented (starting with Secondary (S) 1 level during the 

2010-11 academic year) by the Education Bureau of the HKSAR 

(http://www.edb.gov.hk) at all government, aided / subsidised (CAPUT), Direct 

Subsidy Scheme (DSS) secondary schools and special schools offering the ordinary 

secondary curriculum as part of the Government’s Refined English Enhancement 

Scheme (Refined EES). Under this initiative – through which schools are no longer 

classified as those using either Chinese as the medium of instruction (“CMI schools”) 

http://www.edb.gov.hk/
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or English as the medium of instruction (“EMI schools”) – institutions “should take into 

account their own circumstances (including teachers’ capability to teach in English, 

school support measures, etc.) and students’ needs to make professional judgement on 

the most appropriate MOI arrangements.” In order to ensure that students’ learning 

effectiveness is not compromised, “schools have to plan holistically their overall school 

curriculum (including their whole-school language policy)” in such a way “that their 

whole-school language policy embraces the strategy underpinning the MOI 

arrangements, and that the directions of both are consistent” (Education Bureau, 2010, 

pp. 1-2). 

Given the high-stakes nature of the Hong Kong education system, it is no surprise 

to find that assessment occupies a central role in the minds of its students, teachers, 

schools and parents. With a long history of coping with examinations, the traditional 

Chinese recipe for success has always been a combination of effort and diligence; in the 

case of Hong Kong, the education system is additionally strongly influenced by the 

highly-competitive public examination system. Perceiving educational success to be the 

route to a better life, both for their children and their family in general, parents are 

particularly anxious that their offspring should do well at school. Consequently, the 

region’s students are not only a highly-selected academic body; they are also 

street-smart in examination technique by the time they enter tertiary education. Prior to 

2000, the educational system was one that largely emphasized the selective function of 

assessment, typically focusing on high-stakes exams that required students to “strive for 

high scores by doing exercises repeatedly and memorizing the model answers” (Berry, 

2008, p. 26). Such “teaching to the test” was deemed to be detrimental to students’ 

potential creativity and Hong Kong has, instead, pushed ahead with curriculum reform 

in which assessment is highlighted as key for learning. The document that makes such a 

proposal explicit, Learning for Life, Learning through Life (Education Commission of 
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Hong Kong, 2000), “reiterates that assessment should be incorporated into classroom 

teaching. … In other words, assessment should not be treated merely as an 

end-of-learning activity with the single purpose of finding out whether the set learning 

outcomes have been met. Assessment should also be used to help students learn during 

the teaching and learning processes. Teachers are expected to provide quality feedback 

and specific advice to students” (2008, pp. 26-27).  

However, assessment is also a process caught in transition, with government 

policies routinely placing conflicting demands on schools – especially with their 

increasing focus on accountability – which, in turn, translates at a school / classroom 

level as the dichotomy between the purposes of “education for all” and “education as 

gatekeeper”. In the case of Hong Kong, the education system is additionally strongly 

influenced by the highly-competitive public examination system. When combined with 

a norm-referencing system that will see only the top 20% succeed in reaching tertiary 

level, “teaching becomes focused and ruthless, particularly when teaching and 

examining are carried out in a second language (L2), so that Hong Kong students are 

under considerable academic stress early on in their school careers” (Watkins & Biggs, 

1996, p. 277). 

Students’ attitudes towards assessment can perhaps best be summarized as the 

effects brought about by the interplay between such external forces as parental 

influences, society and peers and internal personal factors such as interest, 

self-determination and personal goals for achievement. These various factors combine 

to form a kind of “expectancy for success” that operates hand in hand with the values 

that students place on their schooling. In modifying the subjective task value box within 

the expectancy-value theory of Eccles, Wigfield and Schiefele (1998) to incorporate the 

issues of attainment value, task value, task difficulty and intrinsic motivation, 

McPherson et al. (2005) aimed to explain students’ valuation (or lack thereof) with 
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reference to specific Visual Arts / Music subject participation. As far as this particular 

study is concerned, a later conception of the same theory (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000) 

similarly identifies four issues; the specific aim of the additional “parents’ evaluations / 

expectations” construct is to contextualize the study by bringing more sharply into 

focus the role the cultural background plays for the Confucian learner: 

1. Expectancy, incentive and attainment value / Motivational orientations: Interest, 

the effort correspondingly expended and perceived assessment and feedback 

usefulness, along with academic and career development judgments and 

self-confidence about subject and exam performance, are all factors affected by the 

degree of (intrinsic) motivation attached by students to particular subjects. 

2. Utility value / Importance or Perceived importance: The future importance of a 

particular subject for students can additionally be viewed in both utilitarian and 

self-rewarding value terms. 

3. Cost or the price of success or failure: Doing well or badly in a particular subject 

carries a number of additional positive or negative implications for students. 

4. Cultural traditions or Parents’ evaluations / expectations: Since all learning sits 

within a wider, social context, students’ views on their parents’ perceptions of 

them are important motivating factors, both in terms of the effort they expend and 

the degree to which they are expected to do well in a particular subject. Likewise, 

the importance and usefulness parents place on certain subjects and the 

corresponding degree of satisfaction they feel when their children get high marks 

are also powerful incentives. 

 

A Question of Value(s) 

A complex interrelated combination of probability and expectancy for success on the 

one hand, combined with beliefs about the importance and desire to do the task on the 
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other – to which can more recently be added contextual influences – results in 

motivated behavior (Schunk, Pintrich & Meece, 2008). Value is thus defined here as the 

importance a person attaches to an object within an environment. Simply put, “we may 

feel capable of doing a task, but if we do not value it, then we will be less likely to 

engage in it. In the same way, we may value a task, but if we do not feel capable of 

doing it and expect to fail we will be less likely to engage in the task” (2008, p. 49).  

From an educational standpoint, going hand in hand with this lies the fact that 

different cultures attach different meanings to achievement; inasmuch as they have 

different achievement goals and go about achieving these goals in different ways we 

can say that individuals are, effectively, motivated to achieve for different reasons. 

Given that Hong Kong has a long history of teaching to typically high-stakes 

examinations, it follows that within such an assessment-driven environment certain 

subjects will assume greater importance in the minds of both its students and 

(educational) stakeholders. Thus the three traditional “core” curriculum subjects of 

English, Chinese and Mathematics (to which should now be added Liberal Studies as 

the newly-instated fourth pillar in 2009) enjoy a more elevated status in Hong Kong, 

with Music and the Visual Arts not only being perceived as less useful than academic 

subjects but with students who elect to study them also being less confident that they 

can achieve good results (McPherson et al., 2005). In addition, certain paradoxes exist 

with regard to student perceptions of both Music and the Visual Arts: namely, that 

while interest in these subjects is greater compared to academic subjects across all 

school levels, enjoyment actually declines across the years of schooling, as does 

perceived importance. Indeed, according to McPherson et al., while students believe 

that Music and the Visual Arts are easier than academic subjects and require less effort, 

there is also a dramatic decline in students’ perceptions of their own ability to study 

them across the four school levels (2005, p. 3). In addition, two deeply-embedded 
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viewpoints within both the school and wider, cultural Hong Kong community, cited by 

the same authors, are also relevant to this article: 

 “nature”, rather than “nurture”, is responsible for the creation of musicians 

and visual artists (the implication being that any increase in the amount of 

help will have no impact on a child who is not naturally gifted in either area), 

and that; 

 the arts are rewarding at a superficial level, but are not perceived as positive 

agents in their contributions to an individual’s overall success in life. 

 

Between them, these two fundamental “misconceptions” have traditionally 

succeeded in conspiring to seriously stifle attempts by arts educators to improve the 

standing and servicing of Music and the Visual Arts within the Hong Kong school 

curriculum. 

 

Music as a Barometer of the Current Climate 

Despite Music’s admittedly somewhat lowly subject status, both inside and outside 

the Hong Kong classroom, nevertheless at the same time it is still seen as the 

embodiment of a fully-rounded arts education that is of tangible benefit to children’s 

education through its cultivation of creativity, along with the importance of its role in 

promoting cultural awareness (HAB, 2003). For this reason it can be viewed as 

representing the crystallization of the HKSAR’s cultural aspirations and initiatives – 

both imagined and realized – thus far. In short, Music is identified here as a suitable 

“barometer” of the present climate. Underpinning this as a proven perspective on 

motivation, expectancy-value theory highlights both the social and environmental 

factors, along with the values students place on an activity (Eccles, 1987, 1993, 2005; 
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Eccles et al., 1983, 1989; Wigfield, 1994; Wigfield & Eccles, 1992, 2000, 2002; 

Wigfield, Eccles, & Rodriguez, 1998; Wigfield, Tonks, & Eccles, 2004).  

 

Development of the Questionnaire 

Since the purpose of the study was to explore the attitudes of those Hong Kong 

students studying Music at secondary level (together with their opinions of the attitudes 

of their peers and parents), in the process aiming to determine which subjects students 

consider to be the most interesting, useful and important as well as investigating how 

these perceptions are affected by the related processes of assessment and feedback and 

the students’ wider cultural background, the decision was taken to develop a 

Questionnaire for Secondary School Students based on a conception of 

expectancy-value model of achievement motivation (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). 

With the exception of a few “warm-up” questions at the beginning of the 

questionnaire covering students’ school level, age, gender and number of family 

members, all remaining questions were based around either a 5-point Likert scale or a 

5-point nonparametric rating covering the five subjects (Chinese, English, Mathematics, 

Liberal Studies and Music) under consideration: 

1.  Expectancy-value motivational orientations: Students were asked about how much 

effort they put into studying, the amount of effort they expended on each subject 

and the extent to which they believed that being assessed and receiving feedback 

was useful. They were also asked to judge each subject in terms of its perceived 

usefulness for their long-term academic and career development as well as focusing 

on the degree to which they felt confident about doing well in a particular subject.  

2.  Importance or Perceived importance: Here, students supplied information 

pertaining to the importance of particular subjects, including their perceptions of 

being assessed and receiving feedback, as well as the importance they attached to 
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being perceived as “good” students by both their parents and their peers. 

3.  The price of success or failure: In an attempt to understand perceptions of success 

or failure within a subject, students were asked to gauge how they felt about taking 

tests in particular subjects, the extent to which they were concerned about receiving 

results, and the value they attached to getting high marks in a particular subject. 

4.  Parents’ evaluations / expectations: The aim here was to encourage students to 

express their views on their parents’ perceptions of them, both in terms of the effort 

they expend and the degree to which their parents expect them to do well in a 

particular subject. Students were also asked to gauge the importance and usefulness 

their parents place on certain subjects, and the degree of satisfaction their parents 

feel when they get high marks in a particular subject. 

 

Ultimately, it was hoped that the findings would answer three research questions: 

1. Which subjects do Hong Kong secondary students find interesting, important and 

useful? 

2. What is the relationship between such perceptions of subject interest, importance 

and usefulness and the value attached to feedback, assessment and testing?  

3. What value do parents place on Music within the framework of their children’s 

education? 

 

These all served to feed into the overarching question guiding the whole study: How do 

Hong Kong secondary students feel about the subjects that they study, particularly 

Music? 

Seven teachers associated with a tertiary institution in Hong Kong assisted with 

implementing the questionnaire. A covering letter provided some background 

information on the nature of the survey. Since only secondary levels 1-4 (aged 12 – 16) 
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were taught by the contributing teachers, the decision was made to specifically request 

which levels each teacher should distribute the questionnaires among (although which 

particular classes were selected was left to their discretion) in order to give as equal a 

balance as possible between teachers and levels. Both Chinese and English versions of 

the questionnaire were made available. Three hundred returns were analyzed, split 

equally (75) across level and between gender (150). Attempts were also made, wherever 

possible, to ensure that an almost equal number of students per teacher for each class 

within a level were accommodated.  

   

Results 

Data Analysis 

Rather than attempt a detailed comparison between subjects, the decision was taken to 

analyze the quantitative data across the four levels by focusing mainly on frequencies 

(in other words, summing the number of instances within a particular category), in 

order to get a picture of the percentage difference of opinion concerning Music and the 

“core” subjects, and descriptive statistics (designed to give information about the 

distribution of the variables such as age or gender), typically to find the mean rank or to 

cross tabulate, and thus more succinctly categorize student opinions. 

Since the questions were designed with the purpose of answering each of the four 

issues within the conception of expectancy-value theory proposed, each issue is thus 

identified with its associated groupings and specific types of questions, together with 

the mean scores in tabular form, as follows: 

 

1. Students’ perceptions of effort, interest, usefulness and expectations [Issue 

covered within the proposed model of expectancy-value theory of achievement 

motivation = Expectancy-value motivational orientations]  
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As noted previously, this construct covered students’ degree of motivation in 

relation to certain subjects via such factors as how hard they worked, the perceived 

usefulness of being assessed and receiving feedback, judgments relating to subject 

usefulness in connection with future plans, and how confident they felt about doing well 

in exams. Thus, students were asked to rate how much effort they put into each of the 

five subjects and to rank them in the order into which they put the most to the least 

effort. With regard to interest, students were asked to rank the subjects in order from the 

most to the least interesting. Similarly, they were required to consider and give their 

opinions about the degree to which they felt it was useful to be assessed in and to 

receive feedback on each of the subjects, along with indicating the perceived usefulness 

of each subject to their future plans. Finally, students were asked to rate how well they 

expected to do in their exams this year and how happy they expected their parents to be 

if they did well in each subject, along with ranking the subjects in order from the one in 

which they expected to do the best to the worst this year. 

 

2. Students’ perceptions of importance [Issue covered within the proposed model of 

expectancy-value theory of achievement motivation = Perceived importance] 

Here, students were asked to think and give their opinions about the importance 

they attached to each subject, ranking them from the most to the least important, and 

indicating the degree to which they felt it was important to be assessed in, to get a high 

mark in, and to get feedback on each one, along with giving their opinions on their 

parents’ and friends’ perceptions of them as a good student in each discipline. 

 

3. Students’ feelings about tests [Issue covered within the proposed model of 

expectancy-value theory of achievement motivation = Price of success or failure] 
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Students were asked to rate how much they worry about doing tests and getting 

test results and how they feel about getting high marks for each of the subjects, along 

with ranking the subjects in the order that they worry about doing tests and getting test 

results from the most to the least and also those subjects for which getting a high mark 

makes them the most or the least happy. 

 

4. Students’ perceptions of their parents’ opinions [Issue covered within the 

proposed model of expectancy-value theory of achievement motivation = Parents’ 

evaluations / expectations] 

Finally, students were asked a series of questions concerning their perceptions of 

what their parents thought. These included rating how hard their parents believed they 

studied each subject, how important their parents considered each of the subjects to be / 

how important it was to their parents that they got a high mark in each of the subjects, 

and how useful their parents considered each subject to be to their (students’) future 

plans. They were also asked to rank the subjects in the order of importance their parents 

placed on them, the order in which they thought their parents believed they would do 

the best or the worst at this year and the order for which they thought their parents 

would the most or the least happy if they got a high mark.  
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Table 1. Mean Rating of Students’ Perceptions of Each of the Four Issues by Subject 

 

Subject Issue Mean* SD 

Chinese Expectancy-value motivational orientations 4.16 .61834 

Perceived importance 4.31 .65959 

The price of success or failure 4.04 .91950 

Parents’ evaluations / expectations 4.29 .64446 

English Expectancy-value motivational orientations 4.33 .56955 

Perceived importance 4.53 .59271 

The price of success or failure 4.20 .90313 

Parents’ evaluations / expectations 4.42 .56437 

Mathematics Expectancy-value motivational orientations 4.15 .66818 

Perceived importance 4.26 .67972 

The price of success or failure 4.04 .97986 

Parents’ evaluations / expectations 4.30 .64814 

Liberal Studies Expectancy-value motivational orientations 3.98 .63477 

Perceived importance 4.02 .71548 

The price of success or failure 3.97 .91679 

Parents’ evaluations / expectations 4.07 .70441 

Music Expectancy-value motivational orientations 3.21 1.01963 

Perceived importance 3.01 1.05930 

The price of success or failure 3.00 1.17098 

Parents’ evaluations / expectations 3.08 1.13196 

*1 represents the “lowest” and 5 the “highest” rating within each issue 

 

As can be seen from the results shown in Table 1, Music is regarded by students as 

the subject for which their motivational orientations, their perceptions of importance, 

the price of success or failure, and their beliefs about their parents’ evaluations and 

expectations are all, on average, the lowest. Thus, it is the one into which they put the 

least effort, the one for which feedback and assessment are considered the least useful, 

and the one about which they believe their parents will be the least happy if they get a 

high mark. Likewise, it is perceived as being the least important of the five, including 

its priority level for assessment, the receipt of high marks and of feedback, and the 
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degree to which being perceived as a good student by both their parents and their peers 

is rated. Cost-wise, Music is the subject for which students worry least about doing tests 

and getting results, and the one for which the receipt of getting a high mark makes them 

the least happy. Finally, it is the subject into which they themselves believe their 

parents think they put the least amount of effort, the one they think their parents believe 

is the least important to get a high mark for, and the one that is the least useful with 

regard to their future plans.    

 

Discussion and Implications 

The Key Findings 

As mentioned earlier, it was hoped that by allowing students to give their opinions (in 

so far as is possible via the medium of a questionnaire) something of a cohesive, 

collective voice, the results from this research study would thus give those with an 

educational stake at secondary level a clearer picture of students’ perceptions and 

expectations – in short, a clearer picture about how students feel about the subjects they 

study, particularly Music, both within the immediate context of the other subjects they 

study and within the wider one of the workplace of the future. This would, in turn, 

suggest some ways in which assessment (and feedback) might be more closely aligned 

to the cultural context in which it (they) operate(s).  

 

The Subjects that Hong Kong Students Find Interesting, Important and Useful 

The first of the three research questions / objectives aimed to find out which subjects 

Hong Kong students at secondary level find interesting, important and useful and 

whether or not these perceptions change significantly over the course of their school 

lives.  
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As anticipated, the traditional three “core” subjects of Chinese, English and 

Mathematics were the ones that students across all four levels felt were the most 

interesting, useful and important, both for their studies at the present time and their 

future plans. In addition, students clearly felt that these were the subjects most highly 

valued by their parents and peers and, as such, were anxious to be perceived as “good 

students” in the eyes of both parties where these particular disciplines were concerned. 

Similarly, as expected, these perceptions of interest, importance and usefulness shifted 

over the course of students’ school lives, typically in a downward direction and 

frequently quite radically, particularly in the latter (upper) years. In short, English, 

Chinese and Mathematics were perceived by secondary students as being much more 

important and useful than Music. Within the expectancy-value theory of achievement 

motivation model being proposed, the reasons why Music should have such a low 

importance or utility value were not specified explicitly, nor were specific reasons 

asked for or given by respondents concerning the sharp decline in Music’s favor. The 

most likely scenario is perhaps a combination of those already propounded; namely, 

that of Music being perceived as an enjoyable subject but one ultimately limited in 

terms of career prospects, allied to a diminution of parental influence (and, therefore, 

greater freedom for self-expression on the part of the respondents) as students mature.  

 

The Relationship between such Perceptions of Subject Interest, Importance and 

Usefulness and the Value Attached to Feedback, Assessment and Testing 

The second research question / objective was concerned with understanding the 

relationship between students’ perceptions of subject interest, importance and 

usefulness and the value attached to feedback, assessment and testing, allied to how this 

selection affected their motivation to study such subjects.  



18 
 

Not only did the survey reveal that again it was the “core” subjects that students 

considered to be the ones most important and useful, both for their present and future 

plans; these were also the subjects that students considered to be the most important and 

useful when it came to being assessed and receiving feedback, and for which they 

worried the most about doing tests and getting results. In expending the most effort in 

these subjects in an attempt to secure success – initially through much-coveted high 

marks and, subsequently, their yearly examinations – students thereby gained 

(additional) kudos in the eyes of their peers and parents, achievements that were clearly 

valued.  

Given that students had already indicated that Music was considered the least 

important and useful of the five subjects when it came to their present studies and future 

plans, it was expected that their perceptions to being assessed, receiving feedback and 

being tested – along with their concerns for the outcome or their feelings of elation in 

the event of receiving a high mark – would be similarly low, and indeed the results bore 

out this prediction. Just 9.3% of students considered it to be “very important” to be 

assessed in Music (with 14.7% feeling the same way about receiving feedback), with 

similar figures (13.7% and 14.3% respectively) being recorded with regard to 

usefulness. Additionally, students not only worried little about both taking tests and 

getting test results in Music compared to Chinese, English and Mathematics, but their 

concerns in these areas also declined over the school years (although not as markedly as 

was noted for importance or usefulness). Indeed, student reaction to receiving a high 

mark in Music was more notable for its ambivalence – as witnessed in the rise from 

zero respondents in Secondary 1 to 26 by Secondary 4 – than anything else, a result that 

perhaps speaks volumes for the absence of emotions such a seemingly positive scenario 

perhaps ought to engender. 
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There thus exists, in the minds of the respondents, a very clear link between task 

and value: again, while not specifically targeted in this study, it is highly likely that this 

translates at a practical level into the utilization of certain strategies by students to allow 

them to consistently deal with the rigorous demands brought about by feedback, 

assessment and testing. 

 

The Value Placed on Music by Parents within the Educational Framework 

What is the value placed on Music by parents within the framework of their children’s 

education, and what patterns – if any – emerged between their perceptions of this 

subject as opposed to those within the “core” curriculum?  

From the findings of this survey there can be little doubt that – assuming the 

students’ views to be accurate – their own feelings towards the subjects they study 

mirrored very closely those of their elders. Indeed, just as the students themselves 

consistently rated Music as the least important and least useful subject among the five, 

as well as the one least likely to generate a positive response through the reward of a 

high mark, so too were such negative feelings deemed to be shared by their guardians. 

In short, the results were that Music as a subject continued to fall a long way short of 

the status afforded to Chinese, English and Mathematics and that its value, at an 

educational level at least was, beyond being something of superficial interest, extremely 

limited. 

As before, the reasons for this were not explicitly investigated as part of the remit 

of the questionnaire; nevertheless, they are probably very similar in many respects to 

those already given for the previous findings. The only caveat to this would be that 

since, of the three aims / objectives under consideration, this was the one focusing on 

the wider, social context, it was therefore the most likely to be affected by the 

expectancy-value of achievement motivation model’s “cultural traditions” issue.  
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Conclusions 

In addition to clarifying student opinions, the results of the survey also serve to help 

gauge the extent to which the HKSAR’s efforts at educational reform through the 

espousal of a more “cultural” mindset mentioned earlier have taken root ten years into 

its growth. By revealing that it is still the “core” subjects which are considered to be 

those best placed in terms of the realization of perceived future opportunities, the 

presence of a deeply-ingrained “commercial” philosophy on the part of the stakeholders 

in the form of schools, students and parents indicates that, when it comes to education 

at least, the fundamental Chinese values remain essentially unchanged. In short, while 

the processes within the present system – for that, read Assessment for Learning – may 

have changed, the products of those machinations – for this, read English, Chinese and 

Mathematics – and the elevated pantheons which they (continue to) occupy in the 

minds of the stakeholders seem to have barely altered. Driven largely by assessment, 

those values at a student level translate into ones based largely on the degrees of interest, 

usefulness and relevance certain subjects occupy in the practitioners’ minds. These, in 

turn, lead them to make certain career choices which, given the influence that 

Confucian society typically wields, tend to mirror those granted the most approval in 

the eyes of their parents. At a deeper level, such a dichotomous situation can be viewed 

as a reflection of the changing nature of education itself and the role that it has come to 

presently occupy in society. There is no doubt that despite the acknowledged necessity 

of ensuring that the workforce of tomorrow is equipped with the skills to allow it to 

thrive and survive in the uncertain future of the “knowledge economy” – along with the 

acceptance of the increasingly vital role that creativity seems destined to play in 

facilitating such a transition – it is still the practical economics of financial stability 

which, more often than not, shout with the loudest voice. At a time when the role of 
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education is often equated to that of vocational preparation, students are quite simply 

less likely to take a chance on subjects such as the Arts in favor of those deemed to 

offer the promise of safer, financial rewards. Those subjects that broaden the (creative) 

mind, but do not necessarily equate to perceived job opportunities, today find 

themselves increasingly marginalized.  

 

Time to Re-think, Re-evaluate, and Re-orientate? 

So what, exactly, is the study saying? While admittedly throwing up as many questions 

as answers, what does emerge more clearly as a result is the confirmation that the 

process of change can be both protracted as well as intractable. So what’s the solution? 

To answer that, it is suggested that the Government of the HKSAR revisits the 

educational reform documents from a decade ago in an attempt to re-assess who needs 

to do what, and how. In the process, hopefully a more concrete rationale, both for 

education generally and Music education specifically, will emerge. In the meantime, the 

following recommendations are put forward as starting points for each of the identified 

shareholders: 

 

Recommendations for Policy Makers 

 Promote actively the importance and necessity of creativity within Hong Kong, not 

as a nebulous concept but rather as a clearly-defined, tangible asset that must be 

harnessed, promoted and developed to both include and benefit everyone at all 

levels of society. 

 Work closely with schools, through the medium of education authorities, in taking 

the initiative to actively promote Music as one of the subjects ideally placed to 

meet the needs and requirements of the new millennium.  

 Stress always the inclusiveness, rather than the exclusiveness of Music, wherever 
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possible, so that the subject is felt to have a place in the lives and general 

education of all children, irrespective of ability. 

 

Recommendations for Schools 

 Aim to prepare students for life beyond the school classroom by thinking 

objectively about what kinds of skills they are likely to need, and have the courage 

to take the initiative by investing in those areas, rather than continuing to focus too 

heavily on a narrow range of “safe”, purely academic skills. 

 Raise the status of Music by developing a “tradition” within the school, starting 

with the encouragement of students to take the initiative in forming their own 

groups and leading to the organization of performances, competitions, festivals, 

etc.  

 Strive to change parents’ perceptions towards Music education by both clarifying 

its aims and effects and inviting them to see how Music is changing the life of the 

school from within. 

 

Recommendations for (Music) Teachers 

 Investigate ways and means to try and make Music more relevant (and thus more 

important, useful, etc.) to all students across all levels – whether that might be by 

inviting them to choose which kinds of Music they want to perform or in forging 

links with musicians outside the classroom – as well as in thinking about how the 

processes of musical assessment and feedback can be made more meaningful 

within the remit of Assessment for Learning.  

 Think continually of ways to hold students’ interest in Music for as long as 

possible, including looking for ways of encouraging those who wish to follow their 

“dream” of pursuing Music as a career, thereby counterbalancing the more 
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widespread, pragmatic notions of career advice. 

 

An inward-looking “value package” driven by an ultimate reliance on summative 

assessment within the framework of high-stakes examinations (underpinned by an 

at-present unshakeable faith in the “core” curriculum) on the one hand, versus a 

progressively outward-looking future which has more cultural aspirations for Hong 

Kong at its heart on the other inevitably make for uncomfortable bedfellows. Indeed, 

perhaps the most intriguing dilemma – raised indirectly by the survey – is in trying to 

provide a definition of what, in today’s economically-driven world, constitutes the 

notion of “culture”. There is a strong argument that with the ascendancy of today’s 

“marketization” of education, culture, for so long a byword for knowledge, excellence 

and morality, is no longer seen as an important legitimating reference (Readings, 1996). 

If it is instead a strictly utilitarian version of that concept which prevails in today’s 

educational climate – that, in turn, sees students turning away from the Arts because of 

the belief that these subjects carry little value in monetary terms – the problem may boil 

down to one simple question: How can we convince society of the value of grooming 

the child that wishes, let us say, to become a musician? 
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