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Preface

Formative Assessment in China, Principles, Policy and Practice—Sociocultural
Perspective from English as a Foreign Language (EFL), brings prominence to English
language education and the established status of English in academic, commercial,
scientific, technological, and political domains throughout the world. Qiuxian
Chen claims that in Expanding Circle countries (Kachru, 1996), the status of English
education as a Foreign Language is perceived as a means to gaining a competitive
edge. She develops her argument in this book by focusing on how in China, with
the Open Door policy of 1978, English language proficiency is considered vital to
national modernization and global development efforts. Further, the advent of
globalization is seen as precipitating the requirement for higher standards of
English as a Foreign Language (EFL) education to meet China’s competitiveness in
the global market and in world affairs.

The fields of English Language Learning, assessment for the improvement of
learning and teaching, and sociocultural theories of learning and assessment are
brought together. Educational reforms of the China Ministry of Education (CMoE)
for the improvement and enhancement of the teaching, learning and assessment of
English Language Learning, such as the College English Reform Program (CERP),
provide the research context and the basis for this book. A sociocultural theoretical
perspective was adopted to investigate the implementation of the assessment
policy that was intended to develop the practice of the formative use of
assessment. The book details the experiences of local educators at institutional and
classroom levels within two universities (one Key and one Non-Key university).

What will be of considerable interest to readers will be the findings from the
detailed analysis of the contextual factors and implementation strategies. The lack
of professional development and sociocultural factors, such as the traditional
emphasis on the product of learning and the hierarchical teacher/student
relationships, were influential in the uptake of this reform. Interestingly, the
differences in the type of university did not appear to have a major impact on how
the policy was implemented. Significant implications for assessment reform in the
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Chinese context have been identified.

The view of assessment and learning that is adopted in this work is derived
from sociocultural theorists such as Lave & Wenger (1991), Wenger (1998; 2000)
and Rogoff (1995) who appreciate how a community of practice can foster learning
and identity development when learners participate and interact with one another
in social contexts. Quixian Chen articulates how from this view of assessment and
“learning a community is understood to involve the ‘competences of a learning
system that shares cultural practices and reflects a collective learning” and holds
‘the very core of’ (Wenger, 2000 p. 229) meaning making within its given context”.
She goes on to emphasise that “learning at the community level, also referred to as
apprenticeship metaphorically, focuses on the mutual embedded relationship of the
individuals and the communities. The community level of analysis is used in
sociocultural studies, to examine ‘the institutional structure and cultural
technologies of intellectual activities’ (Rogoff, 1995 p. 143), such as the negotiation
of the meaning of formative assessment” as in the study on which the book is
based (Chen, 2012, 127-28). These insights have helped to establish and explain
why the uptake of policy is not always possible.

By negotiating with sociocultural theory, research, and practice the
affordances and the constraints in the implementation processes of the policy
change are outlined. The book provides readers with some understanding of how
assessment policy change in relation to English language teaching and learning in
the two Chinese universities has occurred. There are also suggestions and
implications for future assessment practices and policy in the Chinese higher
education context. It is a valuable contribution to the field of assessment in China
and will help to suggest future efforts for improved learning and teaching of
English as a Foreign Language in higher education.

Val Klenowski

Professor of Education

Queensland University of Technology
11 March 2012
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Abstract

In response to concerns about the quality of English Language Learning
(ELL) education at tertiary level, the Chinese Ministry of Education (CMoE)
launched the College English Reform Program (CERP) in 2004. By means of a
press release (CMOoE, 2005) and a guideline document titled College English
Curriculum Requirements (CECR) (CMoE, 2007), the CERP proposed two major
changes to the College English assessment policy, which were: (1) the shift to
optional status for the compulsory external test, the C'ollege English Test Band
4 (CET4); and (2) the incorporation of formative assessment into the existing
summative assessment framework. With the two changes put into practice,
research on their implementation and effect in local settings become a top

priority.

This study focused on the interactions between the College English
assessment policy change, the theoretical underpinnings, and the assessment
practices within two Chinese universities (one Key University in a major city and
one Non-Key University in a provincial city). It adopted a sociocultural theoretical
perspective to examine the implementation process as experienced by local actors
of institutional and classroom levels, that is, the insitutional policy-makers,
teachers and students. First-hand data such as individual interviews on a senior
administrator, focus group and individual interviews on teachers, individual
interviews on students, classroom observation and artefacts were collected in each
university to inform the findings of this study.

Constant comparative method (Merriam, 1998) Systematic data analysis
revealed that differences did exist between the two settings, which related to
varied weightings and insitutional cultures. These differences, along with other
contextual factors such as the key or non-key status of the two universities, the
different teacher qualifications and student levels, however, did not seem to
lead to significant differences in the classrooms of the two local settings.
Teachers’ lack of training in assessment and the sociocultural factors such as
the traditional emphasis on the product of learning and hierarchical
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teacher/students relationship are decisive and responsible for the limited effect
of the reform. Based on these findings, implications were identified for

policy-making at the national and institutional level, EFL teaching and learning
at the classroom level.
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