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The present study, “Positive or Negative: An Empirical Study of CET
Washback”, explores the relationship between the National College English
Test (CET) and College English ( CE) teaching and learning.

The CET washback is defined as the effect or influence of the test on CE
teaching and leaming in China. The research is focused on: 1) the CET
participants’ perceptions of the test and its washback; 2) the processes of CE
classroom teaching and learning, including the CET washback on CE classroom
teaching and learning; and 3) the products of CE teaching and learning. In
addition, other major factors exerting influence on CE teaching and leaming are
analyzed.

The study is carried out in both case study settings and nationwide
contexts. A wide range of CET stakeholders (e. g administrators, teachers,
and students), about 4,500 in total, is involved. Various research methods are
employed, including classroom observation, questionnaire surveys, interviews,
tests and analyses of documents, of “coaching materials”, as well as of CET
data and of the examinee output in the CET.

The research has found a preponderance of evidence indicating positive
washback of the CET on CE teaching and learning. The major findings are
briefly summarized as follows.

Most of the CET stakeholders think highly of the test, especially its
design, administration, marking and the new measures adopted in recent years.
They believe that the positive washback of the test is much greater than the
negative washback, and that the negative washback is primarily due to the test
users misuse of the test rather than the test itself. However, some CET

stakeholders are dissatisfied with the overuse of the muliiple-choice ( MC)
i
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format in the test, the lack of direct score reports to the teachers, the
incomplete evaluation of the students’ English proficiency without a compulsory
spoken English test, and the use of the test as the sole means in evaluating the
quality of CE teaching and learning,

The CET has an effect on various aspects of CE teaching and learning.
The effect, however, is different in degree. It has more influence on teaching
content, teaching pace and attitudes towards teaching, but less influence on
teaching methods. The effect varies from university to university, from grade to
grade, and from teacher to teacher.

The CET exerts both positive and negative washback on CE classroom
teaching and learning. The positive washback has manifested itself as follows:
it has promoted the implementation of College English Teaching Syllabus in CE
classroom teaching and learning; it has urged the administrators to attach great
importance to the CE course, thus ensuring the availability of the course at the
Foundation Stage; it has motivated both the teachers and the students in their
teaching and learning; it has led to a greater emphasis on reading skills and
contributed to the students’ remarkable progress in reading ability. The
negative washback, on the other hand, includes: a more rapid teaching pace,
use of “coaching materials” in class, and unsatisfactory completion of the
textbook units in Grade Two classes, particularly in the fourth semester.

It has been shown that regular classroom teaching and learning with the
creative use of textbooks and other teaching materials result in better test
performance and higher test scores. In addition, teacher factors (e.g. the
devotion of the teachers to their work, the teachers English proficiency and
their teaching methods) may outweigh the effect of the test on CE classroom
teaching and learning.

The “coaching materials” for the CET do not have reliability and validity.
They are not to be mentioned in the same breath as the CET test papers. It
should be understood that teaching, learning, and testing are not

interchangeable processes: for example, teaching is not simply a preparation for
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testing.

The research has shown that the CET writing and speaking tests have
exerted positive washback on CE teaching and learning. The students have
made progress both in their writing and speaking abilities. However, due to
many factors, the progress is limited. In fact, there is a dramatic imbalance in
English proficiency among the university students across the country. Thus the
" students’ performance in writing and speaking requires much improvement.

The CET has been shown to be an effective means of measurement. Its test
results (Mean Graded Scores) can accurately reflect the relative caliber of CE
teaching and learning during different periods of time at the same university and
at different universities during the same period of time.

The issue of the CET washback, however, is more complicated than what
has been supposed in the profession. The CET is part of a complex set of
factors that determine the outcome of CE teaching and learning. The other top
three factors within the school context are: students’ educational background,
teacher quality, and adminisirators’ considerations about the CE course and the
CET.

In addition to the major findings above, the present research offers
suggestions for the reform of the test as well as feedback for the improvement of

CE teaching and learning.
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