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Chapter 1 ‘
Introduction

1.1  The research context

With the increasing globalization of the world economy, English, as an
international language, has gained outstanding popularity in China. In the past
two decades, China has witnessed a boom in English learning and teaching. Oral
English examinations, especially the face-to-face oral English examinations,
have also developed and grown vigorously in the past 20 years. There are oral
English examinations introduced to China from English-speaking countries:
for example, the speaking tests of The International English Language Testing
System (IELTS) and Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), the
speaking tests of Cambridge ESOL Main Suite examinations and the Graded
Examinations in Spoken English for Speakers of Other Languages (GESE).
There are also national oral English examinations set up by local Education
Bureaus in China: for example, speaking tests of College English Test Band 4
and Band 6 (CET-4, CET-6), speaking tests of Test for English Majors Band 4
and Band 8 (TEM-4 and TEM-8) and Public English Test System (PETS). In
addition, there are examinations within the curriculums of English courses at all
levels, from kindergarten to postgraduate English courses. In China, English is
the compulsory course for students from primary school to PhD levels. Except
for some international English examinations, most English oral examinations in
China are conducted by Chinese examiners.

However, compared with the countless oral examinations that have
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emerged and developed in China in the last 20 years, there is not much research
on oral English examinations in the country, and research on the vocabulary in
oral examination settings is very rare.

The present research was firstly motivated by the practical difficulty or
the uncertainty of vocabulary assessment in GESE examinations. I had long
realized the difficulty of assessing vocabulary as a GESE examiner before
the present research started. An analytical rating system had been adopted in
GESE since it was introduced to China in 1999 until 2010. The candidate’s
performance in the examination is measured by means of different assessment
criteria such as readiness of the candidate, pronunciation, usage of vocabulary
and grammar and etc. The evaluation of vocabulary is an important aspect of
Usage, one of the assessment criteria of GESE in all grades. However, in the
general descriptions of the assessment criteria, only very general terms were
used for vocabulary, such as the range of vocabulary and the appropriate
vocabulary (GESE Syllabus from 2002). But how to rate the range of
vocabulary or the appropriate vocabulary is not specifically described in the
syllabus. In addition, Chinese local examiners of GESE have different ideas on
how to assess vocabulary (see the results of the pilot study of the present study
in Chapter 3). Literature on lexical assessment in oral English examinations,
however, is rare and can provide little help in this respect.

GESE was introduced into China nearly 20 years ago and the number
of candidates has increased from about 2,000 in 1999 to more than 30,000 by
the end of 2012 according to the statistics of Beijing Education Examinations
Authority (BEEA). However, very few studies have been conducted on GESE,
especially regarding the assessment measures of vocabulary in GESE.

As an experienced teacher and GESE examiner, I have realized that it
is necessary to investigate assessment measures of vocabulary both in theory
and in practice. Theoretically, the construct of vocabulary knowledge and
lexical richness is not unified in literature, which requires further research.
Practically, researchers have proposed different measures to quantify
vocabulary knowledge in ways “other aspects of language cannot” (Milton,
2007, p.334). However, in real examinations, it is not practical for examiners to
compute different measures of lexical richness when a score is required almost
instantaneously after the examination, and the possible effects of these lexical



