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Abstract

The dlemnuafaci nglanguagetesters especialy designers of |arge scale high stakestests isthatthe better
the professional quality of atest the greater the possibility of its being msused The higher the stakes of a
test the more powerful it wlil beconme andtheless power thetesters wll have overits uses In other words
test designers often feel increasingly powerlesstoinfluencethe way atestis used or to prevent msuses of the
test asthestakes of thetest becones higher Qur experience wththe Qollege English Test CET thelargest
EFLtestinthe world showsthat designers of largescal etests are constrai ned by factors beyond their control
despite their goodintentions The perplexing situati on echoesthe growing awarenessin the fiel d of language
testing that washback does exist and that it is a hugely complex natter This paper will address the new
challenges facingthe CET 1 e torevisethe test design on the one hand so asto nuintainthe professional
standar ds of thetest andtoi mprovethe washback of thetest onthe other hand The viewto bearguedforis
that the power of a high stakestest must be harnessed in order for the test to positively i mpact teaching and
learning To achievethe goal everystakeholder hasaroleto play Itisi mportant and urgent for example
for the CET designersto nakethe intended uses and nmg or characteristics of the test transparent toits users
through detaled docunentation on what is neasured and explicit dissemnation of the standards content
outline theoretical framework and scoreinterpretation of thetest
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1 Introduction

Testing has along historyin China and has al ways played ani mmensely i mportant rolein educati on
In politics andinsociety as a whole Inthe prefaceto the book series The Hstory of Testingin China
Yang 2003 China was acclai med as“ the home country of testing” and the contribution of Chinas
I mperial examnations systemto human civilization was regarded to be asi mportant as that of the four
greatest inventions of China Dr Sun Yat sen 1985 discussedthei mperial examnationssystemfroma
gl obal perspective and consideredit the ol dest and best testing systeminthe world

Inthei mperial examnationssystem there wereso many |evels of examnati onsthat candi dates had
tospend years eventheir lifeti me cli mbing up step by step the ladder leading to fame and wealth As
thetest results could have a profound effect onthelives of these people and their famlies candidates
someti mes attempted to cheat at therisk of asevere penalty or even capital punishment Picturestakenin
an | mperial Examnations Museumlocatedin a Confucius Templeinthe suburb of Shanghai show various
types of evidence of cheating and penaltiesfor cheating Werethereis atest thereischeating justlike
the flipside of the same coin And thisis even more true for such high stakes tests like the i mperial
examnati ons
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I n present day China testingisstill avery powerful tool usedfor making decisi ons of various ki nds
key high school entrance college or university entrance ©NMRA or Ph D program entrance |anguage
programexit and qualification requirement to name but afew And Chinais also one of the major
mar kets for a number of international | anguagetests for example TOEFLIiBT TCEIC |IELTS BEC
BULLETS andsoforth

W/l intended as they are to serve as“ a catalyst for curriculuminnovation astrategy to promote
curricular innovation or a mechanismto driveinstruction” Andrews 2004 39 42 hi gh stakes tests
could have detri mental effects on individuals“ as they can create wi nners and |osers successes and
failures rejections and acceptances” Shohamy 2001 113 The most serious consequence of this
unwelcomng aspect of testingisthat teachers arelikely to be disempowered for the very si mple reason
t hat t hey nolonger have much control over what toteach and howto teach

Wat concernslanguagetestersin China morethanthosein other parts of the worldisthat most of
our tests arelargescaletests “ largescale” initstruest sense Forinstance as many as9 5 mllion high
school graduates took the national college and university entrance examnation in 2006 The Caoll ege
English Test CET was given to 12 million college and university students in 2006 Designed as an
optional test to measure the English |anguage proficiency of studentsin tertiaryinstitutions the CETis
now taken by al most every college and university non English major student thatis students who major
in arts and humanities science and technology medical andlife science and so forth Thisis duein
considerable part totheincreasing recognition of thetest by theinstitutions and by society

Inthis paper the development of the CET in the past two decades wll be briefly reviewed to
contextualizethe grow ng power of the CET This wll be followed by a discussion onthe challenges and
dilemmas facingthe designers and admnistrators of this powerful test and the measures t hat have been
taken by thetest designerstotacklethe power of the CET Finaly the paper wll conclude with some
t houghts on the future devel op ment of the test

2 An Overview of the CET Contextualizingthe Powerful Test

The CET was launched in 1987 i mmediately followng the i mplementation of the first national
College English Teaching Syllabusin the md 1980s State Education Commssion 1985 1986 The
intended purposes of the test were to provide an objective evaluation of a student s overall English
proficiency onthe one hand and positively i mpact EFLteaching at thetertiarylevel in Chinaonthe other
hand Since its inception the CET has been revised several times to reflect and respond to the
increasingly higher requirements of college and university students brought about by Chinas conti nuous
opening up and reform policy see Jin 2004 2005 2006 Jin Yang 2006 Wi 2005 Yang Wi r
1998

A number of newtest for mats and tasks wereintroducedtothe CETinthe md 1990s andthe CET
Spoken English Test CET SET was started nationwide in 1999 when the first revised version of the
nati onal College English Teaching Syllabus Mnistry of Education 1999 was pronmul gated The changes
made to the CET test content and for mat and its score reporting systemin recent years were meant to
respond to the second major revision to the national teaching syllabus now the College English
Curriculum Requirements for trial i mpl ementation Mnistry of Education 2004

Throughits 18 years of development the CET has had a positive i mpact on English | anguage
teaching at the tertiary level on the whole and has gained recognition among university teachers and
admnistrative authorities CET certificates have become a nationally recognized credential for
empl oy ment of college and university graduates Alongsidethe growh of thetest the College English
Testing Commttee hereafter referred to as the CET Commttee or the Commttee which is the
academc organi zation undertaki ngthe mssion of designing developing andrevisingthelarge scaletest
has become a prof essional team of Englishlanguagetesting The CET Commttee members are appointed
by the H gher Education Depart ment of the Mnistry of Educati on and consist of college Englishteachers
froma number of universities across the country who specialize in applied linguistics The commttee
members work parttime for item witing and revision standard setting training of markers and
examners quality control of essay marking score equating and reporting test revision and so forth
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Over the years the Commttee has been playing anincreasingly i mportant rolein the field of | anguage
testingin Chinaandin Asia Friendly relationshi ps have been established bet ween the CET Co mmttee
and ot her language testing and assessment groupsin China andin countries and areasin Asia and around
the world Regular academc semnars foruns and conferences are organized or hosted by the CET
Commttee andits members frequently present at national and international conferences on | anguage
testing and assessment seelin in press

Wt h the increasing recognition and use of the CET certificate for purposes intended or not
intended the CET has become atest of extremely high stakes Theresults of thetest can deter mne for
example whether college or university students can graduate or get a bachel or s degree whet her they can
find a goodjob or even whether they are eligibleto be granted a residence per mt in some major cities
The CET has been receiving more and more coverage positive and negative inthe media Test security
Is given the most serious attention by the groups of peopleinvolvedin test paper printing delivery and
storage Hghtech cheating often becomes headline news after tests have been ad mnistered University
teachers were reportedto have been charged for casesinvolving organized stealing of the test paper for
maki ng profits or organi zed cheating for their students better perfor mances

Ontop of the admnistrative concerns for test security and test fairness what has become a real
challenge facing CET designers is teaching to the test Li Zeng 2002 Coaching materials are
someti mes used in classes by teacherstorepl ace nor mal classroomteaching and by students for after class
self learning leadingto narrower teaching andlearning content College Englishteaching hours are not
requiredinsome universities after their students passthetest Students are often satisfied with a narrow
pass and stop learning English after they get a certificate Asthe designers of the test we have to ask
oursel ves the question \WWat isthe point of a powerful languagetest if thetest cannot have a beneficial
and happy effect on milions of EFLI|earners

3 Myjor Revisionstothe CET Meeting the Challenges

Al aroundthe worldtoday the number of Englishlanguagelearners keepsincreasing Itisesti mated
that wthintwo decades the number of people who speak English as a second or forei gnlanguage m ght
well exceed the total number of native speakers of English inthe world The majority of these EFL
learners are very likelytotake some kind of Englishlanguagetestsinthe process of learning Therefore
it is of ut most i mportancethat the power of theselanguagetests becontrolled andthetests be usedin an
appropriate manner so that testing wll serveto compl ement and promote teaching and learning Inthe
case of the CET continuous efforts have been made to address the issue of social consequences and
I mpact on teaching and| earning brought about by the power of thetest See Figure 1 for asummary of
t he t hree stages of major devel opments of the CETin the past two decades

Inthe 1980s and early 1990s wth a surginginterest in educational and psychol ogical measure ment
and testers over riding concern with marking reliability largescaletestsin China and aroundthe world
empl oyed mainly objectiveitemfor mats Inthefirst phase of the develop ment of the CET 85 of the
itensinthe CET Band 4 CET 4 were multiple choice questions the most typical type of selected
responseitens Essay witing contributing to the remaining 15 was the only component testing
productive skills Inthe CET Band 6 CET 6 a higher level of the CETtests essay witing and editi ng

error identification and correction constituted 25  of the test

As a type of objective test format with obvious advantages of marking efficiency and reliability
multi pl e choice questions are the most popular for mat employed by al most all |arge scale standardized
tests The for mat has been proven especially useful and validfor testing readi ng comprehension listening
comprehension know edge of vocabulary and grammar and so forth The attraction of theitemtypeis
out weighed however by itsequally evident i mtation i e incapability of testing productive skills

From 1996 onwards aseries of measures weretaken by the CET Commttee to remedy i nadequate
assessment of students productiveskillsasaresult of over reliance on objectiveitemfor mats A variety of
constructed response item types were introduced including for example short answer questions
compound dictation tasks dictation for words phrases clauses or sentences and translation from
Englishto Chinese tasks To prevent the pursuit of a high pass rate by teachers and a narrow pass by
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students the Average Graded Scoring system was devel oped totakeinto account the different |evels of
perfor mances of those students who pass the test which provides a more accurate evaluation of the
overall perfor mance of a group of students and proves to be a much more scientific indicator than the
si mple passrate To further encourage the i mprovement of students witing ability a mni mum score
requirement was set for the witing component Failing the witing part means a deducti on of certain
pointsfromthetotal score anda zerointhe witing part failsthetest taker onthe wholetest no matter
how well he or she perfornsinthe other parts

STACE 3
Begin the project of the
2007 web based CET
onwar ds | mprove t he test
washback
2006 Revise the test content
and for mat
2005 Design and adopt a new
STAGE 2 score reporting system
Launch the CET Spoken
1999 English Test
Set a mni mum
1998 requi re ment for
VR Tl NG
| ntroduce new item
1997 for ns Report t he
STAGE 1 average graded scores
1990 Usg a separate paper for
testing WVRI TI NG
1985 1989 Design the test Establish
the norm

Figure 1 The devel opment of the CETinthe past t wo decades

Theintroducti on of the CET Spoken English Test CET SET in 1999 was a mlestoneinthe history
of the CET development The test is giveninthe authentic faceto face interview for mat and e mploys
interactive tasks such as answeringtheinterlocutor s questions and group discussion among thethree test
takers Thetraining of the CET SET examners and the process of establishing over 50 CET SET test
centersin 35 major cities arein thenselves effective meanstoi mpact the teaching and learning of EFL
oral communication skills and strategies which was much neglected in the 1980s and early 1990s Jin
2000

Entering the 21st century the H gher Education Depart ment of the Mnistry of Education sawthe
necessity of taking a step further toi mprove the quality of coll ege and university teachingin order to
better cater to the needs of the countrys further reform and opening up policy As part of the higher
education ref or m package the 1999 version of the College English Teaching Syll abus was revised andt he
National College English Curriculum Requirements were put intotrial i mplementationin 2004 Mnistry
of Education 2004 To comply wththe newrequirements the CET Commtteerevisedthetest content
and introduced some new formats The |atest version of the CET National College English Testing
Commttee 2006a 2006b includes newtaskssuch as comprehension of longer conversations fast reading
I e skimmng and scanning understandingthe contextual meaning of vocabularyin areading passage

banked cloze translationfrom Chineseto English andsoforth Constructedresponseitenscontribute
to3045 of thetotal score Mre emphasis has been giventothelistening component the percentage
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risingfrom20 to 35 Mbre attentionis paidto contextualized |anguage use instead of context free
know edge of language Thetraditional component of vocabulary andstructure which usedto be assessed
intheformat of multiple choice questionsinthe context of singlesentences wasremoved and repl aced by
t he task of banked cloze whichrequires not only know edge of vocabulary and structure but alsothe skill
of inferring contextual meanings of vocabul ary at the discourselevel Table 1 provides a detailed summary
of the revisions madeinthe past t wo decadestothe CETtest content and f or mat For various versions
of the CET and CET SET test syllabuses please see College English Test Design G oup 1987 1989
1994a 1994b National Colege English Testing Commttee 1999 2006a 2006b

Tablel Revisionstothe CET Test Content and For mat

1987 1995

1996 2004

Since 2005

1 Listening 20
10 short conversati ons
3 short passages

2 Reading 40
4 short passages for in
dept h comprehensi on

3 Vocabulary and
structure 15
15 sentences for
vocabul ary recognition
15 sentences for
struct ure recogniti on

Listeni ng 20

10 short conversations

3 short passages OR 1
passage for dictation

Reading 40

3 short passages for in
depth comprehension

1 passage for SAGBG OR 5
sentences for translation
from Englishto Chinese

Vocabulary and structure
15

Listening 35

8 short conversati ons
2 | ong conversati ons

3 short passages

1 passage for dictation

Readi ng 35

2 short passages for in
dept h co mprehensi on

1 passage for vocabul ary
co mpr ehensi on

1 long passage for
ski mmng and scanni ng

Test _ 20 30 sentences for Cloze FError correction
content 4 dCoze Error correction 10 L
CET 4 1 | vocabulary recogniti on 10
cloze 0 10 sentences for 1 cloze passage OR 1
passage structure recognition passage for error
CET 6 1 passage for :
. _ correction
error correction Coze FError correcti on
5 Witing 15 10 Witing and translation
A lthgt ¢ 100 CET 4 1 cloze passage 20
ClSET0r4 elszsgy (O:ET 6 CET 6 1 passage for A short essay of 120
. . error correction CET 4 150 CET 6
wordsin 30 mnutes . .
. wordsin 30 mnutes
Witing 15
5 sentences for
A short essay of 100 , :
transl ation from Chinese
CET 4 120 CET 6 .
: . to English
wordsin 30 mnutes
75 85 MC(s 55 75 MO(s 55 70 MCs
Test 15 25 Witing and 25 45 Witing and 30 45 Witing and
f or mat construct ed response constructed responseitens construct ed response
itens itens

A most i mportant decision made by the CET Commttee in June 2005 was replacing the CET
certificate with ascorereport form Basically a normreferenced test

the CET established the normfor
CET 4in 1987 and for CET 6in 1989 After score equating and nor malizati on
given a certificateind cating whet her t hey had passed t he test

test takers used to be

60 points or above on the hundred point

score scale with a mean of 72 and astandard deviation of 12 or hadreceived a* distinction” 85 points or
Since June 2005 the scores have been reported on a 710 score scale with a mean of 500 and a

above

standard deviation of 70

I nstead of a CET certificate

indicating the overall and profile scores for each component

test takers now receive a score report form

The decision was not si mply meant to prevent universities from using the CET certificate as an
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indispensabl e requirement for graduation or to discourage employers from making the certificate a
prerequisite for employment Rather this was a purposeful approach to encourage the use of CET for
EFLteaching and | earning purposes and avoid putting undue pressure onthetest andits designers Wsth
changesin the score reporting system some university officials have | oosened the ties bet ween their
students perfor mancesinthe CET andtherequirements of graduation or undergraduate degrees Qite a
number of universities have changedthe policy completely

Wl meant as these changes may have been the sad truth and discouraging news for |anguage
testers especially designers of largescale tests is that“ negative effects can result from a properly
devel oped correctly targeted test that is beingi mplementedinline with all avail able know edge about
best practice” Hamp Lyons 1997 297 Aso “ It should not be assumed that a‘ good test wll
aut omatically produce good eff ectsinthe classroom or that a bad test wll necessarily produce negative
ones” WM 2000 505506 The CET Commttees experience of designing and ad mnistering the CET
inthe past two decades hasindicated that t he better the quality of atest the more reputationit enjoys
and the higher the stakes of thetest WVWat comes withthe highstakes of atestisthe power it possesses
A powerful test unfortunately is verylikelyto be over used or msused thatis used for purposes not
intended by its designers The CET for example has had a powerful influence on what goes oninthe
classroom Inthe meanti me however teachersinsome colleges and universities have been deprivedto
some extent of the power to decide ontheteaching material teaching content or teaching met hodol ogy
Under the circunstances what should the test designers do Isit possible for test designersto takethe
responsibility for the consequences of the test wthout being given sufficient power over the use of the
test

4 The Wiy Forward Stake holders Rvlesinthe Power Battle

Shohamy raised several questions when tal king about the dilemmas facing test designers Isthe test
devel oper responsible for uses and msuses of tests \Mat is the role of the tester once s he notices
msuses O perhapsitis not theresponsibility of thetester at all to worry about thetest takers after a
test had been handed to the users Shohamy 2001 115 Al derson explicitly though to the
disappoi nt ment of test designers pointed out that® There areli mtsto what atest devel oper can achieve
and much more attention needsto be paidto thereasons why teachersteach the way they do” Al derson
2004 i

Around the world in the field of |anguage testing it has been increasingly well recognized that
washback is a hugely complexissue Inthe early 1990s Al derson and Wil 1993 asked the apparently
si mple yet most intriguing questionintheir semnal article on washback Does washback exist Over the
decade after the paper was published Al derson 2004 ix explicitly stated that” | believe thereis no
longer any doubt t hat washback doesindeed exist The question todayis not‘ does washback exist ’
but much rather what does washback | ook like \WWat brings washback about Wy does washback exist ”

Wl 2000 499 pointed out that* There was a grow ng awareness of the i mportance of factors
ot her than test designin deter mning whether tests would have the i mpact that was desired” Language
testers seemto have cometothe consensusthat traditional understandi ng of test validityisinadequate for
t he di mension of test use The grow ng concern over the social consequences of testing and t he greater
awareness of testers social responsibilities have givenrisetothe need for an extension of the concept of
test validityto embracethe facet of thetest s washback andi mpact Messicks 1989 1996 unified and
expanded theory of validity considers washback asthe consequential aspect of test validity Bach man and
Pal mer s 1996 test useful ness framewor k includes i mpact as one of the six interrelated qualities of
|anguage tests the other five beingtest reliability construct validity authenticity interactiveness and
practicality In asimlar vein Kunnans 2004 test fairness framework also emphasi zesthe aspect of
social consequences in additionto the other essential facets|ike test validity absence of bias access
and admnistration McNamara 2000 makes a distinction betweenthe macro and mcrolevel washback
effects referring to"“ i mpact” as the effects of tests at macro levels on education and society and
“ washback” asthe effects of tests at mcrolevels on teaching and |earning

It has been well acceptedthat as acomplex yet i mportant di mension of testing washback deserves
8
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much more attention not only fromtesters but also fromtest users as well Tests as noted by Shohamy
2001 113 114 are not neutral but rather embedded in political social educational ideological and
economc contexts Tests can be usedin society as powerful tools for political social educational and
i deol ogi cal agendas

Wiat isthe way forward for the CET in the new century with respect to the i mprovement of its
washback and i mpact Messick 1996 considers® construct under representation” and*® construct
irrelevant variance” as potential sources of negative washback Therefore the CET Commttee has
continuously put i mproving the quality of the test so as to strengthenitsintrinsic power high on the
prioritylist Onerecentline of research whichislikelytolendstrong support toi mprovingthe CETisthe
work on the establishment of a common |evel framework for EFL |earnersin China Encouraged and
illumnated by the wi de application and acceptance of the Common European Framework of Reference
theresearch into a framework wth explicit descriptions of abilities to be achieved by Chinese EFL
|earners at various|evelsis of both theoretical and practical value Wth an establishedlevel framework
English language teachers and testersin China wll be ableto build acloser li nk bet ween t he require ments
of language teaching and the standards usedin testing which in our view may provide a viable and
long ter msolutionto the problem of negative washback of large scale high stakes tests on teaching and
| ear ni ng

Equally i mportant isto directly addresstheissue of thetest s social i mpact thatis to deal withthe
extrinsic power of thelarge scale test whichis a more serious challenge to the CET Commttee To
achievethisgoal the Commttee needsto furtherinvestigatein which direction positive or negative and
in what way the i mplementation of the CET has i mpacted college English teaching and | earning and
Chinastertiary level educational policies Theinvestigationshouldstart withthe most direct stakehol ders
of the test that is college and university teachers and students Aspects relevant to coll ege English
teaching prograns such as curriculum design material development i mplementation of teaching test
preparation teachers andstudents attitudestowardsteaching andtesting arefactorsatthe mcrolevels
of the test washback The studies of the macrolevel educational and social i mpact may prove more
difficult The CET stakeholders or rather the users of the CET such as parents employers school
admnistrators and educational policymakers all have a vested interest in the use of the CET results
because they arelikely to be affected by students perfor mancesinthetest But meanwhile these groups
of people may havethe final sayinthe waythetestis used

Althoughitis difficult for test designersto directlyinfluence how atest isto be used conscientious
efforts need to be madetointroduce better testing and assessment practicesto teachers and students To
better infor mtest stakeholders both at the mcro and macrolevels data needto be colected and made
accessibleto test users about the di mensions and aspects of how the test results can be used most
appropriately 1In other words test designersshouldtryto dissemnate rel evantinfor mati on about t hetest
and about the use of thetest results

VWat s more i mportant though is to balance the power of each and every party of the
stakeholders thatis havingtesters andtest takers teachers parents educational admnistrators and
empl oyerstake and share the responsibility of making the test a better instrument Experiences of the
CET and the national college and university entrance examnation in Chinaindicate that the extrinsic
power of alarge scalelanguagetest instead of being builtin bythetest makers at theti me whenthetest
was designed residesin considerable partinthe highstakes brought about by thetest users see Gu 2004
Q 2003  Users of a powerful test wllingly or unwllingly derive authority fromtheir control over the
uses they make of thetest Wih authority comesresponsibility Al stakeholders therefore should have
aroletoplayini mprovingthe educational and social consequences of a high stakestest

At the annual conference of International Language Testing Association heldin Vancouver Canada in
2000 the Code of Ethics for the International Language Testing Association was drafted representing an
initiativeto guard language testers against msuses of tests The last of the codes nine principles directly
addresses theissue of the use of tests “ Languagetestersshal regularly consider the potential effects bothshort
andlongterm onall stakehol ders of their projects reservingtherightto withholdtheir professi onal services on
the grounds of conscience” |International Language Testing Association 2000
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Thejob of the CET Commtteeis therefore not simply of an academc nature Instead as Prof
Hamp Lyons 2000 587 said the wdening of thelens through which we look at tests brings withit
great ethical or moral problens about theresponsibility of t helanguagetester and of languagetesting as a
profession Therefore asthe designers of thelargest EFL test inthe world the CET Commttee must
provide conscientiousservicetoitstest takersandtest users To bringthe power of thetest under control
however by necessity callsfor concerted efforts by all the groups of peopleinvolvedintest making test

taking andtest using
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