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ABSTRAC—I;

The present study, which adopted the approach of use-oriented
language testing proposed by Shohamy (2001), investigated the in-
tended washback effect of the National Matriculation English Test
(NMET) in China. Specifically, it aims to find out whether the test
has fulfilled its mission to induce an intended effect, which is to
make English language teaching in secondary schools shift from its
previous focus on language form to an emphasis on language use. In
the study, factors that contribute to the test’s success or failure in
this mission were scrutinized. A multi-method design was contrived,
using interview, observation, and questionnaire to collect data from
eight NMET constructors, six English inspectors, 388 secondary
school teachers, and 986 students.

The results show that the NMET has largely failed to achieve
the intended washback effect. The failure is attributable mainly to an
inherent conflict between the two functions of the test. One function
is to select students for higher education. The other function is to
bring about changes in teaching and learning, which is the intended
washback of the test per se. While injecting high-stakes into the
NMET and empowering it to effect educational reform, the selection
function also imposes constraints on the test design and production,
and thereby hinders realization of the intended washback effect. In
addition, the pressure arising from the testing process encourages
teaching and learning mainly to achieve higher scores rather than to
develop the desired ability to use language effectively. These findings
demonstrate that a high-stakes test is a powerful encouragement to

“teaching to the test”, but an ineffective means to promote learning



or development of the educationally desired knowledge and ability.

Other factors that have been found to interact with the NMET
to shape teaching and learning include_ teachers’ own language profi-
ciency and learning experience, and misuses of test results to evalu-
ate schools and teachers.

On the basis of the findings of the present study as well as other
washback studies, it is argued that the potentiality of a test to
achieve strong intended washback effects is determined, to a large
degree, by the stakes attached to the test. Neither low-stakes tests
nor extremely high-stakes tests produce high intended washback
effects. The tests that are likely to succeed in bringing about intend-
ed effects on teaching and learning are those whose stakes are at the
right level. The stakes are high enough to make users pay attention
to the message encoded in the tests but not so high as to trigger in-
tense test preparations at the expense of teaching and learning to the
objectives laid down by the curriculum.

The study also suggests ways to modify the NMET with a view
to facilitating intended washback effects and minimizing unwanted

side effects on teaching and learning.



ACKNOWLEDGEI\/IENT§

The study reported in this book is my Ph. D. research carried
out at the City University of Hong Kong. Many people have contrib-
uted in various ways to the completion of the research and the book.
Sincerely, 1 would like to express my heartfelt thanks to the follow-
ing people.

First of all, T would like to thank my two supervisors, Dr.
Alastair Allan and Dr. Jonathan Zhu for their advice and support,
both in the early and later stages of my research. Thanks are also
due to the other two members of my supervision panel, Dr. Mathew
Peacock and Dr. Ken Rose, both of whom made valuable comments
on my ongoing work. I am also grateful to Professor Charles Alder-
son, Professor Liz Hamp-Lyons, and Dr. Angel Lin, the examiners
of my Ph. D. orals, for their critical and constructive comments on
an earlier draft of the present book.

My thanks also goes to Professor Li Xiaoju, one of the designers
of the National Matriculation English Test, who generously shared
information with me, and also Dr. He Zhou for his time and helpful
discussions. Dr. Carol MacLennan also provided valuable comments
and constructive feedback. Other colleagues and friends who have
helped in one way or another include Dr. Ouyang, Dr. Liu Jianda,
Ms Ou Aihua, Dr. Rodney Jones, Dr. Betty Li, Dr. Charles Man,
Dr. Jin Jianbin, and Dr. Wu Xudong.

The participants of the study—the test constructors, the Eng-
lish inspectors, teachers, and students—were kind enough to se
aside much of their precious time to talk to me in the interviews anc

complete the questionnaires. This was much appreciated. Some

w



teachers also let me sit in on their classes to carry out observations.
Their generous help and cooperation have contributed significantly to
the completion of this study.

1 am grateful to the Drs. Richard Charles Lee and Esther Yew-
pick Lee Charitable Foundation which awarded me the scholarship
that made my Ph. D. studies possible. City University of Hong Kong
has not only offered me a place to do the studies but also provided
excellent service in every way, the library service in particular.

My family members have been extremely considerate and sup-
portive, My husband frequently discussed my research with me,
spot-checked my transcripts and coding, gave me useful feedback,
and encouraged me to persevere during the course of the research.
He also shouldered all family responsibilities during my absence from
home. My 99-year-old grandmother, my elderly mother, and teenage
daughter accepted my absence and neglect of their interests without
complaint during the years of my studies.

Without the guidance, support, and help from all the people
above, it would not have been possible for me to complete the re-

search reported here. I am deeply indebted to them all.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

List Of Tableg weeeeseessescsscasansaesensrnssnsansevnssasorssrsonssesssssessnsensses {x

List Of Figures «e«eessresesnesertttttetiet ittt see et cse see e e eee X

Chapter One  INtroduction - -eeeeeeeeueicnvusieenvencssneevenennen |
1.1 Research Problem «eeesseessessesseeeeseesereentnmnos s onessesareces 2
1.2 The Setting of the Study se+eseereeeererereessseirerisisenene e cenaeenns 4
1. 2.1 The Educational System in China «:++s++sssessssreneenensenseenns 4
1. 2.2 Key Schools ssesetreessrestetonuntietiinuiniitiiiiiineesisneeeceenns 5
1. 2. 3 Curriculum and Teaching Materials «=s+eteeeernnersneeccnnennces 10
1. 2.4 The Role of EXaminations «e-ss+seesessessesseravssensneseeceeses |1
1. 2.5 The National Matriculation English Test as a Selection
TOOL  sseveesssvnsnenneontineuaeinimioneeeeeeeeeeeeeseereseenossosesee |2
1. 2. 6 The National Matriculation English Test as a Change
AGENt toerestrrtre et ittt et ree vt tes ses s res se i ree cee b ee s 14
1. 3 Significance of the Study «+++s« e sereereesaceranrurnnans R ¥ 4
1. 4 Definition of Terms Referring to Test Effect  eseereeececicecennnnins 18
1.5 Organization of the Thesis ++++e* B |

Chapter Two Review of the Literature ««--«cccoooeeevinniinnnns 21
2.1 Empowerment of Tests: Origin of Washback «s+-eecereerencanieais 27
2. 2 Role of High-Stakes Tests in Educational Reform +e«+seseeseeseenes 24
2.2.1. Test as a Spur for Action ++++++sesssesesressetreesrsnessecsone 2
2.2.2. Test as a Model for Instruction ssseseecesececsoniniinnnieccns 26
2.2.2.1 Finely tuned models s+ sersesersesrsvnesessnnenaes 26

2.2.2.2 Roughly tuned models +++seseeseeacsrarsenssrarereenns 98

2.2.3 Criticisms of High-stakes Tests soeeessereesscrrieniancinnnicns 29

2. 3 Conceptualization of Washback/Impact seseseeerseecciniiiiiiiininnans 30



3.1 The Debate over Washback/Impeact as an Aspeet of
Validity
2. 3.2 Use-oriented Testing and Washback

Lo )

2.4 Empirical Research on Test Impact or Washback <+eeereeecereee
2.4, 1 General EQUCAtion -+ «eesesseseessescoesesnstosiessusatven sueonans

< 48

2.-1. 2 Language Education
2.5 A Critique of Approaches and Methods in Washback/Impact
Studies
2. 5.1 Research Approaches
2.5. 2 Research Methods ssseeeseccesarenciecenns

2.6 SUIMINIALY  roreseeresrernrsnstoriotmisantentcessnsinsonsnnsanessssesaneseesensns

Chapter Three Method - o-coeoeervenreimirmmininiiiiiiiniiee e,
3.1 Conceptual Background «++seesesesesererssossonasanssresnsns sussve e aae
« 73

3.2 Research Design seeseetersersmeisiunnaneinteniitinnnentincesveevns

3. 3 Participants ssseecessesssossnttt ittt i senses s aae saas

3. 3. 1 'Test COﬂStrUCtOrS O A e
3. 3. 2 Enghsh Inspectors 400 000 000000 050000000000 000000000000 000 c0ncnsacs sas

3. 3. 3 Teachers rectecetesotceceteetecesacesnvesssssesssscesonssessessessenses

3. 3. 3.1 Sampling teachers for qualitative data

collection D R Y YT R T YR Y T PPY

3. 3. 3. 2 Sampling teachers for quantitative data

COLleCtion essessrsrestertententetenecrenecnctancnasnnnnessnes

3. 3.4 Students sseeeeveeseetecserctaseseescertocasasesoossonsesncessscesses

3. 3.5 The Researcher s+«eresesseesessessencenncsanseenneessecnsocesenes

3. 4 Instruments R T R LR YT T PO T PP PP PPR TSR
3. 4. ] INtErview ceesescestetsoeccesnnreaccssonsosssessecossssscencnseeassone

3.4.1.1 Data collection procedures s+s+sssesseecerecncerennas

3.4. 1.2 Data analysis =+« eteseesesesseanuns

- 30

- 33

2.3.3 The Scope. Pattern and Mechanisms of Washback — <esveevee

- 41

41

» 59

««« 59

secsocnes

- 64

66

71
71

76

76

77

78

81

- 82
- 83

85
85
85

- 88



3.4.1.2.1 Descriptive coding =+-=se=ssseeemeeeenmeses

3.4.1.2.2 Axial coding

3.4. 1. 3 Considerations for validity and reliability = +-<+e--
3.4.1.3.1 Validity seeeeeerereennneenimaiun

3.4. 1. 3. 2 Reliability seceeeeereeeeerneenees
3. 4. 2 Observation 865 000 €00 000 248 000 e 00 Tes E0e BE RS SO SeE BOB e 0 to0 aee
3.4, 2.1 Classroom ObSErvation  se:sssesssereessssaesase oo nae
3.4.2.1.1 A brief review of observation
TNSETUIMENtLS +++eesee sossosseeveosassorane
3.4.2.1.2 The present scheme reseceveecescsecncens
3.4.2.1.3 Data collection +e++++ et sessessceesssnnnes
3.4.2.1.4 Data analysis ==+ s +essesernsersernnearenns
3. 4. 2. 1.5 Considerations for validity and
reliability e eeeeernscniiiiiiiinne e,
3.4. 2. 2 Observation of teachers’ meetings «+»«=ssreeeecsene
13- 4. &4, 3 Observation of NMET vetting meetings =+ +++ -
3.4.3 QUESHIONNAITE v+vssseeseeserteereereereesenressensessessennescenans
3. 4.3, 1 PUFPOSE +++vverersarsosonrasenntrnnansassaneenseennsesses
3. 4. 3. 2 Content and structure of the questionnaire ++++-
3.4.3.3 Language s+oorreverseentnnntoenonsinnennorenecesaees
3. 4. 3. 4 Pretest es+seceesssnseersacscossorscnsonsensnnnogoneseceses
3.4.3.5 Pilot study ereeeeeeessesnenceiesciniennentennnsinasons
3.4, 3.6 Data collecting procedures ssssesssecreietisiinnanins,
-+ 3.4.3.6.1 Teacher questionnaire ==-sssetsrersesces
. 3.4+ 3. 6. 2 Student questionnaire «--sesepieeseesees
3.4.3.7 Data analysis +esestoseesersetntanctitantnnninee e
3.4.3.7.1 Pata entry, data cleaning, and .
shandling missing data «sesesesesnecsasie
3.4.3.7. 2 Statistical analysis and estimation = °

of validity and reliability «eseetceveeennn

88

- 95

98
98

+ 100

192
102

102
105
107
109

110
112
112
113
113
113
114
115
116
117
117
119
119

119

120



TABLE OF CONTENTS

3.4.3.7.3 Measurement of {requency in

which different content areas were

practiced in class - 121
3.4.3.7.4 Measurement of frequency in
which different content areas were
practiced after class -+ - 124
3.4.3.7.5 Measurement of beliefs on
different aspects of writing +-=+seeeses 126
3.4. 3. 7.6 Comparison of teachers’
and students’ responses to the
same items seresncssstecns nas eae 127
3.5 Checklist eseereceeerencecrssroneeeossonssesessennesas . 129
3. 6 SUMIMArY +esveecrroesrastrsorsoostnsascossnssnsansasenrsnncnesresnesesssvens 129

Chapter Four The General Intended Washback and the Actu-
al School Practice—Analysis and Findings I

D T R T P T PP I PP SR

4,1 Test Constructors’ General Intentions and Major Measures
Taken to Fulfill Them  sveeesescseevonnsocensesstnocesennne sanannsenonsens
4' 1. 1 Gener‘al Intentions 00 PNe ssectsasnctanananemEenEs e 800 0pt 00 0es aee
4.1. 2 Measures Taken to Realize Intentions = «s+serressrercecennnien.

4. 2 The Focal Points of the Senior III English Course =+ sseeesseececens
4. 2.1 The Chronological Structure of the Senior 1II English

COUTSE  *seestsrsnsarenessnsssaonannsstssonsesensonssessnscsoceanenes

4. 2. 2 The Conceptual Structure of the Senior III English Course:

Focus on Linguistic Knowledge and the NMET. «eseeeveeen.
4. 2. 3 A Prdfile of the Senior 111 English Course «sreerecreceaccaee

4, 3 The Senior IIl English Course in Miniature—Classroom
Observation Results +e+ssereeressesssrnnsaessiantnessrncsisenaneas

4. 3.1 Purposes of Classroom Observation and Lessons

131

132
132
140
146

147

150
155

- 156



—~

TAaBLE OF COM

Observed «eeeeseeressserseseneannereteerre s e sessesseseas
4. 3, 2 Linguistic Knowledge and NMET Skills Drilling
Reflected in Teaching Content, Method,
And MAterials seeeerereees e seessssessnseenaneernsssornarecesssoes
4. 3. 2' 1 Review leSSOnS ses ssessesscsss cencen sea e ses vas ses sre are
4, 3.2.2 NMET section training and mock tests sseeeeeeees
4' 3. 2. 3 New 1eSSOﬂS .. T R N Y R L LR T T R T Y R TR P
4. 3. 3 Overt Attention on Meaning, Form, and Test-taking
Strategies in the Classes Observed cescecesecsececencanennnen.
4. 4 Extending the Generalizability of the Findings about the
Senior III English Courses—Questionnaire Results
4.4.1 Teaching Materials ++svessereesrerossostrtneninneneniinennnns
4.4.2 A Comparison of Teachers’ and Students’ Responses
to Items about Activities and Exercises in and

after Class

4. 4. 3 Focus of Content Areas of Teaching +eeereeeveesereccecnnicns
4.5 A Comparison between the Test Constructors’ General

Intention and School Practice  «e-secsssessressrasseesuuraaseessneunnns

4. 6 Summary 00 200 100 P00 008 0000 e 000 E00 000008000000 000000 0000000000000 000

Chapter Five
Writing Task— Analysis and Findings 11
5.1 Characteristics of the NMET Writing Task  seseesceeccereenes

5. 1.1 Communicative Features of the Writing Task +esseeeecceceee

“esseesssscesresee nssne

5. 1. 2 Encouraging Process Writing ssss=sseeses
5.2 Writing Behavior and Beliefs—Interview Results
5.2.1 Writing Practice ssscesscccsetcecntecttereccesvescsnsansessnncs

5.2.2 Views on Writing s+ sessesoeessssanunessissereenennens
5. 3 Context of Writing Neglected by Teachers and Students—

TENTS

156

159
164
168
171

173

177

177

181

184

190
193

The Intended Washback Effect of the NMET

195



" FPABLE OF CONTENTS

Questionnaire Results - 203
5.4 Where Does Attention Go in a Writing Class? —Classroom
Observation Results - 211
5.4.1 Writing Activities in Class <s+sessesees - 212
5. 4. 2 Explicit Focus of Attention on Different Aspects of
Writing e eeseeeeieeetieiiesaiceiiiicctttttaencatcttittatecenaiaainees 2]4

5.4.2.1 An example of unsuccessful teaching of

writing appropriately in relation to the

rhetorical CONtEXt *etresresvesvcscescssceresnccrssnsenses
5.4.2.2 An example of stressing accuracy in writing ++-+

5.5 SUINIMATY ++ee+seessesressossossonsnesansassescessassessessensessessssnnsannsne

215
219
223

Chapter Six Factors that Hinder the Intended Washback—

Analysis and Findings 111

6.1 The Selecting Function Hinders the Directing Function <=« e+ «esee-
- 228
- 231

6. 1.1 Restrictions on Test FOrmat seceseseecesoesecsessssscessaoness

6. 1. 2 Necessity of Norm-referencing

6. 1. 3 Restrictions on Vocabulary D T T I P A
6.2 The Seleciiné Function Induces the Evaluating Function s+«

6. 3 Relationship between the NMET’s Three Uses and Senior

‘11 English Teaching and Learning < «sseseeevesecerceronssos s vaniniine

6. 3. 1 The Selecting Function of the NMET Reinforces
the Goal to Raise Scores s+« «reeeseseseecsines .
6. 3. 2 The Evaluating Function of the NMET Reinforces

the Goal 10 RAISE SCOTes =+« «vr e+ soe s eresrseeressossessossnnsnn

6. 3. 3 The Directing Function of the NMET Is Enfeebled -+«

6.4 Teaching to the Test and the Intended Washback se«+sesereeaseses
6. 4. 1 Operationalizing Test Construct s+« s+ tesses seetsenenrserennesnes

6. 4.2 Teaching to the Test Content «s+eeeeeesescetaesaruarnssnnnnes

ees 253

6. 4.3 Teaching to the Test Format seeeeseeerceserosiannn.

vi

+ 225

227

233
234

235

.+ 237

240
243
245
245
251



TABLE OF @QNT&?\{TSI
6. 4.4 Automatizing Test Performance s+ seseeees 254
6.5 SUMMALY ss+erseessas resssasens 256
Chapter Seven Discussion and Conclusions -« ..covevieeeies 259
7.1 Limitations of the Study 259
7. 2 Discussion 262
7. 2.1 Intended Effect of the NMET 262
7. 2. 2 Undesirable Prolonged Test Preparations «««e+s«eseseee 265
7. 2. 3 Finely Tuned Model Tests and Teaching «+++++- 267
7. 2.4 High Stakes Hindering Intended Washback Effects ++-«-- 269
7. 2.5 Redefining the Stakes of Tests s+rreceerercceuiiieniiaiinne. 271
7.2.6 Assumption of a Linear Relationship between the
Stakes of a Test and the Strength of Washback +eesseervee 277
7. 2.7 Three Conditions for Testing Intended Washback
Effects eeceveveesennnns . 278
7. 2. 8 Inverted U-curve for a Relationship between Test
Stakes and Intended Washback «+++sserseeseesrnreeessruneeenes 283
7.2.9 An Analysis of IELTS’ and TOEFL’s Washback in
Light of the Three Conditions <+ ssssssesssnessesasaessssveses 9287
7.2.9.1 The intentions of IELTS and TOEFL
designers - 288
7.2.9.2 Why was one IELTS preparation course more
communicative than the other? see 289
7.2.9.3 Why were TOEFL classes less communicative »
than non-TOEFL classes? - 294
7.2.9.4 Summary seees 296
7. 3 Conclusion - 296
7.4 Implications s+eesesees seese 297
7.4.1 Theoretical Implications - - 297
7.4, 2 Practical Implications «+«++++ seere 301
7.5 Contributions of the Present Study - 305

vii



TABLE OF CONTENTS

7.6 Further Studies

References
Appendix A

Appendix B Observation Scheme for Senior III English Lessons

Interview Guide

Appendix C Observation Scheme for Writing Lessons

Appendix D English Version of Questionnaire for Teachers <+« +esseeeee

Appendix E English Version of Questionnaire for Students «+--+«+ss---

Appendix F Chinese Version of Questionnaire for Teachers

Appendix G Chinese Version of Questionnaire for Students «++ -

Appendix H Checklist for Application of General NMET Item

Appendix |
Appendix J

Setting Principles cecessecnnansas
NMET (1995) «ecceesenannens

Words for Memorization «+«+---

srececscsnene

Appendix K Sample MC Items Used in Class to Complement

Appendix L A Sample Page of NMET Item Writers’

viii

Reading Exercises in the Senior I1I English

Textbooks seseecsrestectctcacaeces

Guidelines (1998) +eeeesrerveesennass

ssssneesces

cesese

- 305

309

- 323

327

+ 331

.e

335
343
349

+ 357

- 363

seeeee 383
- 401

e 405

409



LIST OF TABLES_'

Table 1 Promotion rate of school graduates by level sreereeeececcrcecesee 5
Table 2 Studies on impact in general education  =s=sescecrereencennnces 42
Table 3 Studies on washback in language education  --+==x=eseeeeesese 50
Table 4 A multi-method research design for the washback

PIOJECE #o+vssesssnvessne tossutsessnesesses senans seanesrennesasnnesansns 74
Table 5 Participants of the Study ---«wseteesesersesnnesesreenieniiinnuennns 76
Table 6 Factor analysis results of 14 items on activities and
EXEICISES I Clags +eee+evrrsrereeresseserieeieeeensesoreceesessonees 22
Table 7 Reliability of items on different content areas of
teaching in class «eeseseessrecerrinntnniiiiuiiiiiininien e 123
Table 8 . Factor analysis.of 8 items on activities and exercises
after Class ssseseesrerseserenmeunniniiiniieit et s seeescneee 125
Table 9 Reliability of items on.different content areas practiced
’ Lafter Class =+«seseerserrssessriinsnnnirenneiineneseesee s ses s eonnne 125
Table 10 Factor analysis of items on views on different aspects of
WIILIng +eeeseversensmnsrnrnenttneuittnesteaiesistesnneonessssnese 126
Table 11| Mean ratings by teachers and students on the items on
Table 12 The National Matriculation English Test «eeccccresessecuenees 143
Table 13 The chronological structure of the Senior III English
T I PT.
Table 14 Lessons observed e e e s e e e s e 158
Table 15 Materials used in the observed classes 160
Table 16 Teacher and student behavior in class +-++ssessvsessessursns .161
Table 17 Percentage of class time on different content areas ++»+s+e+ 162
Table 18 Attention to form, meaning, and test-taking

STTAteZIes *++sessesteserstertuiinietistntiiiiisuieniainacieneees |75



¥
Table 19

Table 20
Table 21

Table 22
Table 23
Table 24

Table 25
Table 26

Table 27

Table 28
Table 29
Table 30
Table 31
Table 32
Table 33
Table 34
Table 35

Table 36

Table 37

Table 38
Table 39

f

Materials used in Senior III English courses

How Senior III English Textbooks were used seseseeeesceces

Teachers’ and students’ mean ratings on activities and
exercises in and after class =eseceeerceceenne
Frequency of different class activities
Mean of content areas of teaching ««-++s+seseereerensances

Comparisons of different content areas of teaching

- 178

179

- 182
- 185

186

- 186

Frequency of off-class activities and exercises *s+++++ee
The amount of NMET skills drilling in a school
year and how it was done sessesesssernenreenrirreonseneons
Views on writing of the test constructors,

teachers, and Students s-e+:ceseeeeorsennnseecenannseecnnens
Items on beliefs about writing «ssereeeesesseenretannnens
Nine teachers’ writing views (counts) sseeeesesesssenens
Teachers’ and students’ writing views sseseeseseeacsens
Frequencies of item non-response +es+seeeecescscenaecn.
Class time spent on different Writiﬁg activities eseeee
Explicit attention to different aspects of writing ++++--
The two goals of ELT at secondary schools +weeeeeee
Students’ reasons for having a tertiary education e+
Effect of students’ NMET scores on teachers’
professional life  ceesseserenereriiiitiinsneesetnnesrenneienes
Teéchihg to the test for higher scores «s+ssseeesuescanns
The stakes Of different tests se««seseessesessceceedeecesses
Capacity of tests with differential levels of stakes '

to meet the conditions for intended washback ++--+ .

187

189

200

204
205
207
209

212

214
236

239

243
244

273



