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ENGLISH ABSTRACT

As language tests are playing an increasingly important role in
society, the pursuit for professionalism in language testing operations
has in recent years become one of the foci of the international language
testing community. The development and implementation of language
testing standards provide a viable approach towards professionalism. In
China, language testing theory and practice has been developing with
great momentum since the 1980s, and as a result, China has grown into
a huge testing country today. Take English language testing as an
example. Every year, tens of millions of English learners take English
tests in China. English language testing in China is defined by several
salient features, including its colossal scale of operation, its high
stakes, and the significant washback effects on English teaching and
learning at all levels. Therefore, legitimate concerns have been raised
about whether test developers subscribe to rigorous quality standards and
whether these tests can accurately reflect students’ language abilities.

The present study serves three purposes. First, it intends to
conduct a systematic review and analysis of the language testing
standards which have already been developed and implemented
worldwide. Second, it aims to portray the contextual features of
language testing in China through an in-depth empirical investigation

into the status quo of language testing practices. Third, it represents a
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preliminary attempt to develop and implement standards in language
testing practices and examine their impact on the quality of language
tests. By serving these three purposes, this study aims to provide
insights for educational and examinations authorities when they set out
to develop and implement standards in the future.

In view of the three purposes, the study consists of three phases.
During Phase 1, we reviewed the theories and practice of language test
development, administration, and use, to determine the theoretical
framework for this study. Among the many frameworks that are
currently available, the Assessment Use Argument ( AUA ), proposed
by Bachman and Palmer (2010), was selected for this research as its
guiding theoretical framework, thanks to its comprehensiveness and
impact. During this phase, we also collected and analysed some leading
professional standards in the field of language testing. Specifically, we
conducted a systematic and detailed analysis of five leading standards,
including ILTA Code of Ethics, ILTA Guidelines for Practice,
Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing, ETS Standards
for Quality and Fairness, and EALTA Guidelines for Good Practice in
Language Testing and Assessment. The review paved the way for the
discussion on developing and implementing language testing standards
in China.

During Phase 2, we conducted an in-depth investigation into the
status quo of language testing practices in China, under the guidance of
the AUA. First, we examined the procedures that universities followed
in the development of English tests for placement purposes. Research
data were collected through questionnaires and one-on-one interviews.
Sixty-three universities participated in the questionnaire survey;
representatives from 5 universities accepted our requests for follow-up

interviews. Results show that the test development procedures which
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most universities followed were not consistent with relevant standards
and did not suggest good awareness of quality and professionalism. For
example, few universities developed test specifications; nor did they
pilot their test items. It was worth r;bting that placement tests had
reasonably high stakes in some universities because their scores were
associated with students’ credits and might largely determine the English
courses from which students could select. Lack of quality control
measures tended to affect the quality of tests, and worse still, the
validity and appropriateness of the decisions made based on the scores.
Results from this survey therefore further heightened the necessity and
urgency of developing professional language testing standards in China.

We also surveyed stakeholders’ views on language testing practices
through a mixed-methods research design during Phase 2. The design
featured the combination of a qualitative component and a follow-up
quantitative component. In the qualitative component, we used open-
ended questionnaires (n =248), one-on-one interviews (n =14), and
focus group discussions (n =12) to collect data from students, and
one-on-one interviews (n =12) to collect data from teachers. All data
collected were transcribed verbatim, which amounted to around
100,000 Chinese characters. We then used NVivo, a qualitative data
analysis software, to code and analyse the data. Results indicate that
students and teachers had similar views on language testing. Both
groups believed that test design and washback were the two essential
features which distinguished a good language test from a bad one.
Overall, both groups made positive comments on the status quo of
language testing in China, regarding test development, administration,
and use. Nevertheless, both groups believed that speaking was not well
represented in test design, and test takers should be provided with more
detailed feedback about their performance. These findings are
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meaningful to test developers in their efforts to further improve testing
practices. Based on the findings from the qualitative component, we
developed a questionnaire to collect quantitative data from 381 students
and 100 teachers from across the country who participated in the
survey. The data collected were subsequently subjected to a variety of
analyses, including exploratory factor analysis ( EFA ), reliability
analysis, descriptive statistics, and independent-samples /-tests. Results
generally aligned with the findings yielded from the qualitative
component. Both groups were found to have generally positive views
on language testing practices, although teachers’ views were found to
be more positive. Among the five factors extracted by EFA, the two
groups had the most positive comments on test administration and the
least positive ones on test design. These findings help to portray a
comprehensive and more detailed picture of language testing practice in
China.

Based on the research in the first two phases, we went a step
further to discuss the purpose, methods, content, and guiding
principles in developing standards for language testing in China during
Phase 3. We argued that maintaining test reliability, validity, and
fairness is the shared responsibility of all stakeholder groups. This
principle was then applied to determining the structure of the standards.
In other words, examination boards can use standards to guide test
development and administration; relevant supervisory authorities can
use standards to facilitate their supervision of the examination boards;
stakeholder groups like students and teachers can use standards to
improve their language assessment literacy ; and test users can apply the
standards to use language tests in a more responsible way. It was also
argued that the interactive approach, which is a combination of the top-

down and bottom-up approach to standards development, could better
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reflect both the commonalities in language testing practices and the
salient features of a particular testing context. With these principles in
mind, we set out to develop tentative standards in relation to test
development and administration. During this phase, through a case
study, we explored whether the implementation of the standards could
yield any impact on the quality of language tests. The standards were
piloted on a university-based English proficiency test, known as the
Fudan English Test (FET). The standards were rigorously observed in
the development and administration of the FET. To examine the quality
of the FET, we first modelled the test data (n=3 988), using
structural equation modelling (SEM ). Next, we employed a mixed-
methods approach to investigate students’ evaluation of the test. Results
from the SEM analysis lent support to the construct validity of the FET;
students expressed generally positive views on the quality of the FET.
These findings suggest that standards might have played a vital role in
enhancing the quality of language tests.

In conclusion, this study represents an attempt to develop and
implement language testing standards based on empirical data collected
from different perspectives and sources. Findings from this study have
significant implications for educational and examination authorities in
their endeavour to develop language testing standards in China in the
future. The development and implementation of professional standards
is undoubtedly a significant move towards reliability, validity, and
fairness of language tests, which, in turn, will have a far-reaching
impact on foreign language education, cultivation of talent, and social
progress in China.
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