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Abstract

The high-stakes College English Test (CET), developed, administered, and reformed over the last 20 years, has
received great attention in the aspect of washback on teaching and learning from previous research. Very few
studies explored its consequences in the workplace domain—being used as a screening lever. This research aimed
to 1) compare difference and similarities between skills measured in the test and performance required in the
workplace, as well as the relevance between tasks in two domains, 2) investigate employers and employees’
interpretation on the use of the test in the working environment, 3) explore the impacts of the test per se on both
stakeholders and consequences of the test use. To reach this goal, the researcher adopted Bachman and Palmer’s
(2010) Assessment for Use Argument (AUA) framework and constructed three claims as research questions. This
research employed qualitative method, carrying out in-depth interviews with eight participants consisted of
employers and just-graduated students as employees. These participants’ responses to the interviewing questions
were fully transcribed and analyzed. The study found that though some task methods in two domains are different;
there is a high level of similarity between skills measured in two areas. The test is proved in this study to be
impartial, generalizable, and sufficient for employment. Therefore, the CET can be used for selection decision in
commercial domain and beneficial to both groups of stakeholders.
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1. Introduction

The College English Test (CET) is a test serving for the educational attempt “to collect data connected with the
learning of languages, and with assessing the degree of progress towards a learning goal” (Green, 2013). It is a test
battery consisting of Band 4 (CET 4), Band 6 (CET 6), and the CET-Spoken English Test (CET-SET). It had
experienced some significant changes in content and format within the last two decades to avoid “construct
under-representation” and “construct irrelevant variance” (Messick, 1996), such as overloaded objective item
format. In 2006, more focuses laid on integrated tasks and subject items were used alternatively in the reading
section. Among all these changes, “the most significant development was the introduction of the CET Spoken
English Test (CET-SET) (Jin & Yang, 2018).

Initially, the CET has been used for educational purposes intended by the Committee, however, there are some
illegitimate uses of the CET and its test scores in recent years. For example, CET certificate at previous time is a
graduation requirement for students to obtain their academic degree. Even if this policy has no longer been applied,
many university administrations use certain stimulus to encourage students to sit for CET test as it is often
regarded as one of the criteria to judge the prestige of a university. For most graduates, CET certificate is also an
asset to stand a better chance in the job market (Cheng, 2008), or as a prerequisite for recruiting in the business
domain.

Those expanded uses of the CET have become a spur for much research to investigate different aspects of the test,
for example, perceptions of stakeholders (Li et al., 2012); problems of the test (Han, Dai, & Yang, 2004);
washback on teaching and learning (Chen, 2007; Gu, Yang, & Liu, 2013), test reliability and validity (Li, 2019;
Zhu, 2017). Among those studies, test validity is an essential issue to investigate as it correlates to the quality of
assessment. Many scholars define validity as the degree to which a test measures what it claims to be measuring
(Alderson et al., 1995; Brown, 1996) with lists of qualities, such as content validity, criterion validity and so on.
However, the early definition relates these listed qualities without much consideration on the actual use in real life.
McCall (1922, p. 196) argues that ensuing the validity of a test involves ‘securing a close correspondence between
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test results and practical life’. In addition, what needs to be valid are the inferences made about score meaning,
namely, the score interpretation and its action implication for test use (Messick, 1996).

Test consequence is usually associated with the actual use or misuse of the test results. Messick (1996) stated that
the consequences of tests are likely to be a function of factors both within the test itself and within the setting
where the test is implemented. Similarly, Weir (2005) refers it to three aspects: washback in the classroom or
workplace, differential validity and effects on the individual within society. As for its scope, test consequence is
defined in this research as a broader sense referring to the effects of test and test use in both educational and social
contexts. According to Wall (1997), test impact is “any of the effects that a test may have on individuals, policies or
practices, within the classroom, the school, the educational system or society as a whole”. The distinction between
impact and washback is the scope of effects. Washback or backwash is one dimension of impact which refers to the
effect of teaching and learning in an educational context (Alderson & Wall, 1993; Shohamy, 1996; Alderson &
Hamp-Lyons, 1996). Since washback has been widely used in applied linguistics nowadays, in this research
washback and impact are used interchangeably as in many other studies (Andrews, Fullilove, & Wong, 2002; Li,
Zhong, & Suen, 2012). Most studies (Wang, 2011; Xiao, 2014) conducted on washback were restrained to the
educational context, yet very few targeted at the consequences in the social context, especially in the business
domain.

This research aims to mainly explore consequences, impacts and washback of the CET test in the business domain
by aligning it with the actual use of the test. Perceptions were adopted from both employer and employee parties. It
first compared the similarities and differences between assessment tasks and performances that required in
commercial activities (i.e. authentic task features, skills required and so on) to establish the intensity of the
relevance. Next this study explored perceptions from both employers and students as employees on the test and
their interpretation of test scores from three aspects: 1). The test used for screening impartial to all candidates, 2)
The test is generalizable to competences needed in the workplace 3). The test is sufficient to demonstrate one’s
English proficiency. Another objective is to examine whether the consequences of test use and the decisions made
are beneficial to the employers and the students in the workplace.

Consequential evidence derived from social context is of vital importance to validity study of the CET test based
on three reasons. First, as the end-users of test scores, employers’ perceptions and interpretation of scores provide
information about actual use for test developers, which is beneficial from a validity perspective. Hamp-Lyons
(1997) suggested that a variety of stakeholders must be investigated to generate a better understanding of how tests
affect different strata of society. Second, it is not a given that employers’ understanding of the test and test design
are entirely the same with test developers. Depending on score use contexts, the meaning of test scores may be
understood differently by stakeholders (Im, Shin, & Cheng, 2019). Views from employers and student-employees
in the business domain may shed light on the future development of the CET or other large high-stake tests.
Finally, this study helps enhance stakeholders’ assessment literacy by equipping them with knowledge in testing,
assessment methods, as well as the complexities of scoring criterion.

One main limitation of this research is the collection of qualitative data by using interviews only. Only eight
informants involved in this study due to space and time restraints. It would be ideal if more employer participants
from a variety of industries and student participants from different majors, grades, and universities being
interviewed. Even though this study is devised to be an in-depth analysis, a mixed method with both quantitative
methods and qualitative ones could be utilized to cancel out the sampling bias and establish a triangulation.
Another limitation is that this research is based on participants’ perceptions only with no other empirical evidence
such as students test scores, the evaluation of employees’ writing samples and so on. In addition, the inaccessibility
of language use in certain business occasions preceded a more precise analysis of the characteristics of English
language use.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Theoretical Frameworks

Based on Messick’s progressive matrix and the argument-based structure proposed by Kane (2002, 2006, 2013),
Bachman (2003, 2005), established assessment use argument (AUA) linking test performance with score meaning
with two arguments: the assessment validity argument and the utilization argument. The framework initially
specified four types of claims and warrants to be supported by evidence, focusing on the utilization argument.
Claims are statements about measures, intended interpretations, decisions and intended consequences. The warrant
refers to general statements that provide legitimacy of a particular step in the argument (Toulmin, 2003, p. 92) and
is used in this case to justify the inference from data to claim.

Warrant 1: Relevance
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Relevance warrant concerns with the correspondence between the characteristics of test tasks and tasks in Target
Language Use (TLU) domain as well as the association between the ability assessed with the competence needed
in the TLU domain. It justifies that the score- based interpretation is relevant to the decision being made.

Warrant 2: Utility

The utility is about the extent to which score-based interpretation provides information for making the right
decisions and avoiding decision errors. Bachman (2005) explained this with multiple choices questions as an
example, claiming that even though such test format is rarely utilized in real-life and only marginally relevant for a
particular domain; it may be used to predict test-takers future performance.

Warrant 3: Intended Consequences:

Intended consequences have to do with the beneficial consequences of using the assessment and to what extent the
decisions being made are of benefit to test takers and stakeholders. This warrant can incorporate some issues of test
use such as test usefulness (Bachman & Palmer, 1996), fairness (Kunnan, 2003), Critical Language Testing
(Shohamy, 2001) and ethics (Brown, 2012)

Warrant 4: Sufficiency

Sufficiency is about whether or not the assessment provides sufficient information for making decisions. These
four types of warrants offer an argument structure which addresses the linkage between test score interpretation
and utilization. However, Bachman and Palmer (2010) remodeled the framework by merging test score
interpretation and utilization arguments with four articulating claims:

Claim 1: Assessment records are consistent

Claim 2: Interpretations are meaningful, impartial, generalizable, relevant and sufficient Claim 3: Decisions are
valued sensitive and equitable

Claim 4: Consequences are beneficial

Each claim provides a list of warrants and rebuttals to be supported or refuted by evidence, which is useful for test
users and researcher in test evaluation and test design. The AUA provides a useful, more thorough process for the
evaluation of inferences concerning decisions and consequences with more emphasis on test use, by distinguishing
the decisions and consequences (Im, Shin, & Cheng, 2019). The following figure illustrates a whole picture of all
elements involved in the framework.

N

Figure 1. Inferential links from consequences to assessment performance or verse vise (Bachman & Palmer,
2010, p. 91)

To explore the consequences of the CET along with the test use and score interpretation, the current study stated
three claims with a re-modelled Assessment Use Argument approach (Bachman, 2005; Bachman et al., 2010).
These claims are about relevance, interpretation qualities including impartiality, generalizability and sufficiency
and consequences. Relevance claim in this study differs with the one in AUA (2010), which is one quality under
the interpretation claim. It is listed in this research as a separate claim because it is a fundamental function for test
use. The three claims are listed as following with minor modifications for the context consideration.

Claim 1: Relevance

The characteristics of the CET tasks and performances they elicit correspond closely to the characteristics of the
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tasks and the performances they required in the business domain.
Claim 2: Interpretation

The CET test scores demonstrate the test taker’s performance are meaningful in the business context, and the use
of scores is impartial to all test-takers, generalizable to job duties in the workplace and information derived from
the CET scores are sufficient for the decisions to be made.

Claim 3: Consequences

The consequences of using CET and of the decisions that are made based on CET scores are generally beneficial to
the test takers and the workplace.

2.2 Empirical Applications of AUA

Drawing on Bachman and Palmer’s (2010) framework, Wang et al. (2012) reviewed the use of the Pearson Test of
English Academic for making decisions on admission in the educational context. This research collected its data by
documentation for evidence of claims about score interpretation, yet evidence had not been focused on the claims
about decisions and consequences. Liu (2014) compared the scores of two tests to look for evidence of
generalizability and meaningfulness interpretations. The findings showed that the use of the test score is not
generalizable to the Target Language Domain (TLD). Bachman’s (2005) assessment use argument has also been
explicitly used in classroom assessment by Llosa (2008) who articulated claims, warrants, rebuttals and backing
evidence to justify the link between scores on class assessment and the interpretations made about students’
language ability. The findings of this research showed that this test measures English proficiency as defined by
another test and support the rebuttals that teachers’ scoring is inconsistent. Schmidgall (2017) adopted AUA to
validate the use of TOIEC tests in his paper which highlighted a full implication of this approach. As for washback
models, scholars (Alderson & Wall, 1993; Hughes, 1993; Green, 2013) had proposed different ones and had later
been employed in empirical studies in a variety of regions, such as Sri Lanka (Alderson & Wall, 1993), Japan
(Watanabe, 1996), Isracl (Shohamy et al., 1996) and so on.

As for in Chinese context, Xu and Liu (2018) carried out a washback study on TEM and found that TEM brings
positive impacts on teaching and learning from teachers’ and students’ perceptions. Xiao et al. (2011)’s study on
washback of NMET showed a positive impact on students learning strategies and reading skills. With all these
high-stakes tests, CET is the most widely investigated one. Researchers explored the impact and washback of CET
from a variety of perspectives, such as teaching methods and teaching content (Gu, Yang, & Liu, 2013; Huang,
2002), students’ learning outcomes (Li, Zhong, & Suen, 2012; Xiao, 2014), psychological effects on students such
as test anxiety, self-efficiency suffer and so on (Jie, 2009), and changes of washback effects (Pang, 2017). Pan and
Roever (2016) investigated the consequences of test use and their findings suggested that different stakeholders
interpreted tests differently, and their perceptions on tests highlight one’s attributes more than language abilities.
Sun (2016) carried out a multi-phase, multi-method study to examine the intended and unintended consequences
of the CET in both educational and social context. His research findings revealed the complexity of the test
consequences and possible reasons causing this complexity. Some studies explored the use of test scores at the
interface between study and work. For example, Knoch et al. (2016) explored the alignment between writing in the
workplace and those of the IELTS writing. Their study shed lights on the development of workplace-specific
writing skills, and a close connection between test tasks and workplace genres is possible to provide more
meaningful standard setting. A similar test was conducted by Moore et al. (2015), who investigated both reading
and writing tests by comparing them with literacy practices required in the workplace. This research raised the
issue of having a test in effect two domains and the issue of adapting the test so that it has a strong relevance to
tasks in the working area. These studies highlighted the significance of test use in social contexts.

2.3 Research Gap and Research Questions

As can be seen from the above-summarized studies, it can be concluded that most studies of Chinese large-scale
and high-stakes tests limit the test effects in an educational context, which in short, are washback studies. Few
studies address the impact of the CET in the social context, especially in the business domain. Moreover, what is
needed in empirical research is evidence verifying which constructs are underrepresented and verification of the
sources of irrelevant variance (Cheng & Deluca, 2011), yet very few addressing this issue. Previous studies
generally refers to impact as positive or negative rather than considering these two factors as evidence for construct
validity. Also, traditional washback models or their variants (Gu, 2007; Ren, 2011) instead of the validation
approach were adopted for the consequences of large-scale high-stakes test.

To bridge the gap, this study is to investigate the consequences of test use to construct validity as evidence for the
argument of interpretation and utilization in validation model proposed by Bachman and Palmer (2010). However,
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it is worth noting that since the consequential study is comprehensive and systematic with a high number of factors
to be taken into consideration, it is impractical and impossible to consider every aspect. Therefore, the justification
of the test use and consequences of this use is the primary concern in this study.

Three research questions are proposed as followings:

Q1. To what extent do the CET tasks correspond to the performances required in workplaces that require CET for
employment?

Q2. How are the CET and its test scores interpreted by students and employers? Q3. What are the consequences of
the CET and its use in the business domain?

3. Methods
3.1 Participants

Participants in this study include four just graduated students who are employees or potential employees and four
employers from different companies. These just-graduated students had learned English for 14 years on average
(min=13, max=16), and were employed in fields ranging from education, Internet to real estate. All students have
taken CET band 4, three of which have taken CET band six and two have taken CET-SET (speaking section).
Employers were recruited from a range of companies and industries, from medium-sized workplace to large
national or private companies. Their companies are based in Guangdong whose major international clients are
from southeastern countries such as Singapore, India and Malaysia. English as a second language which is
commonly used in email or reports writing, business negotiation at home and abroad and references reading. All
employers are either in charge of recruiting or mentoring new graduates. Maximal variation sampling was used in
this research. In recruiting student participants, the primary dimension concern was whether they have passed
CET 4 and/or CET 6, the prestige of the university and whether they have taken.

CET-SEC (speaking) test. In recruiting employers, the nature of the companies they are from will be considered
and to what extent English is used in their situation.

3.2 Instruments

The interviews were designed to be semi-structured in two rounds. The first round of interviewing covers a
comprehensive area of questions and leaving with an interval which allows the researcher to supplement additional
questions based on analysis of responses from the informants. The second round of interviews was to collect more
focused data. Interview questions for the student participants focused on their background in English learning,
English use in their context and CET test use, their perceptions on test design, while employers were asked about
English language requirements in the workplace, their views on CET use, and test design and test-takers. These
two sets of questions are aligned with each other for comparing the similarities and differences.

3.3 Data Collection

Data sets were collected in several processes. First, during the preparation stage, all interviewing questions were
drafted by the researcher and later scrutinized by an expert in assessment filed for modification. And those
questions were translated into the Chinese language. The researcher prepared a CET-4 and CET-6 test papers with
oral and written tasks presented on. The whole process of interviews contains three procedures: the pilot study,
first-round interview and second-round interview. A pilot study was first conducted with two participants, one
student and one employer, for the revision of interview protocols before the first-round interviews being
administrated to actual participants. Then the first-round interviews were taken individually, lasting around 50
minutes to one hour. Interviews with each participant were recorded along with field notes taken on papers. All
interviews were conducted in the Chinese language to ensure smooth communication and to avoid any potential
confusions. After data analysis, second-round interviews were carried out for further focused exploration. Only
those whose responses needed an in-depth interpretation were involved in the second round.

3.4 Data Analysis

All interview recording data were transcribed and the statements are transformed into a formal and written style,
repetitions, and meaningless expressions were removed. The transcripts were read carefully and repeatedly to
ensure reliability. Inductive coding was utilized for data analysis. In terms of the approach to the analysis of
interview texts, it was mainly focused on the meaning. Interview transcripts were subjected to meaning coding.
Main categories and sub- categories were constructed by extracting the themes that emerged from the transcripts.
Qualitative computer software programs were not employed due to the small size ofinterview data (with 48 pages
only). Fragments with the same code was compared and referred to the transcripts to explore more details.
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4. Results
4.1 Relevance Claim

To explore the first question of correspondence between the CET test tasks and performances that required in the
workplace, relevance claim are stated as:

Claim 1: The characteristics of the CET tasks and performances they elicit correspond closely to the characteristics
of the tasks and the performances they required in the business domain.

4.1.1 Test Characteristics

Test characteristics are analyzed from perspectives of task content and task format. In terms of reading, its passages
cover a wide range of topics and background knowledge related to natural science, technology, economy,
biography, culture and communication and common knowledge. With respects to text language, this research
adopted Flesch Reading Ease' measurement tool to calculate the level of language difficulty. Even though the
difficulty of each passage in CET reading cannot be merely measured by vocabulary and sentence complexity, it is
useful to evaluate candidates’ capability in comprehension to a certain level, especially to estimate whether they
reach the level of reading academic materials. The formula may not be highly accurate, yet it can be “used as a
rough guide, however, scores derived from readability formulas provide quick, easy help in the analysis and
placement of educational material” (Klare et al., 1969). The average score of all passages which randomly selected
from CET-4 and CET- 6 past test paper is 57.7 and 49.1 separately, according to Jin (2006)’s calculation.
Readability of IELTS is 49.50 and of TOFEL is 44.85 (Li, 2018). The numbers are matched with numbers in scales
of readability to evaluate its difficulty (See Table 1). The figure reflects readability of the CET test candidates who
have acquired the CET report above the cut-score.

Table 1. Flesch Reading Ease (FRE) formulas

Score Notes

90-100  Very easy to read, easily understood by an average 11-year-old student
80-90  Easy to read
70-80  Fairly easy to read
60-70  Easily understood by 13- to 15-year-old student
50-60  Fairly difficult to read
30-50  Difficult to read, best understood by college graduates
0-30 Very difficult to read, best understood by university graduates

The CET assesses a variety of reading skills and strategies in the deployment. This research applied Urquhart and
Weir’s (2014) model which further divided reading skills into careful reading and expeditious reading. What is
required in the CET includes expeditious reading skills such as skimming and scanning, and careful reading skills
like understanding contextual meaning, making proper inferences, deducing the meaning of unfamiliar lexical
items and so on. In addition, the rate of reading is a request in the CET reading section. According to National
College English Testing Committee (2006a, 2006b), the speed rate of reading should be as high as 70 wpm? for
careful reading and 100 wpm for speed reading in CET-4; 90 wpm for careful reading and 120 wpm for speed
reading in CET-6.

Writing section in a broader sense contains two tasks: composition writing and translation from Chinese to English.
In composition writing assessment, test candidates are required to complete an essay task within the allotted time,
usually 30 minutes. This research adopts Purves et al. (1984) and Hale et al. (1996)’s dimensions of tasks to clarify
the measurement of CET writing. The subject matter of writing piece concerning personal experiences, affections,
emotions and events. Test candidates are expected to deal with rhetorical tasks such as description or exposition
and argument. The cognitive demands in the CET writing section include organizing information, reproducing
clear ideas and facts, analyzing and evaluating. The length requirement is less than 120 words in CET-4 and less
than 150 words in CET-6. Genres include but not limited to essay, letter and informal note etc.

CET-SET spoken test engage test takers “in several monologic and interactive tasks” (Jin, 2011) such as
self-introduction, short essay reading, short answer, personal statement and interaction with another student (Band
4); and self-introduction, personal statement and discussion, and question and answer (Band 6) (See Table 2).
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Table 2. Sections of CET-SET spoken test (adapted from https://wenr.wes.org/)

Sections Tasks Process Time
Part 1 Self-introduction Self-introduction 20 seconds
. . 1 minute
Part 2 Short Essay Reading Short essay with about 120 words .
+45 seconds preparation

Part 3 Short Answers Two questions related to the short essay 40 seconds

Part 4 Personal Statement Personal Statement 1 minute+45 seconds preparation
Part 5 Interaction with another student Converse according to give prompts 3 minutes+1 minute preparation

4.1.2 Tasks in Business Domain

In the business context, employees are required to read a wide range of documents. Reading skills and strategies
vary with the types of these documents. For example, in reading professional reports online, expeditious skills such
as skimming and scanning skills, and rate of reading speed are required to identify specific information that may
meet the needs of writing a summarized report within a limited time. On the contrary, contracts or legal documents
needing to be read very carefully with little constrains on time issues, especially for identifying clients’ needs and
significant items, numbers and graphs etc. Professional dragons and terminology in these genres may contribute to
the difficulty level of reading materials.

Our job relates to sales management and guidance; usually, the length of reports or contracts will not
be too long. However, it has a high request for employees to be very cautious on the details of the
itemsin contexts, like numbers and figures. (Employer 4)

In addition, reading tasks are tied closely to productive skills. The most conducted written discourse in companies
is emails either from internal or external sources. Internal emails are usually informal and low stakes
correspondence, while external ones may lay more emphasis on the format and formal language usage. Employer
informants explained that emails as a means of notification or formal discussion, serving a range of functions.
Therefore, such kind of writing requires a particular tone, and it accounts for its audiences and purposes. Another
type of genre which has been widely conducted is reports which include literature review (e.g. Employer 1),
contract items (e.g. Employer 3), project plans and presentations (e.g. Employer 2 and Employer 3) in forms of
either written papers or visual PowerPoint slides.

As for writing emails, usually the length is no more than 200 words for efficiency. Thus it requires
graduate students to express relevant ideas clearly, even though minor grammatical errors or
misusage of vocabulary occurs from time to time. What matters is the format of emails. Many
just-graduate students have no idea of how to address salutations properly. (Employer 2)

It can be concluded that, writing is expected to be more contextual-appropriate than linguistic-appropriate.
Reading and responding to emails or reflecting by writing makes this combined activity both communicative and
integrative. Because information decoded in reading will be transformed and reorganized into new ideas, thoughts
and expressions, which requires higher-ordered cognitive strategies. Another skill of production is speaking, the
tasks of which are available in several settings, such as job interview, presentation to co-workers and business
partners or clients. These conversational activities imply either planned and rehearsed or even scripted
monologues or impromptu casual dialogues. Speaking can be further categorized into talks of different types with
regards to its functions. Speaking activities in business can be referred to description, narration, instruction and
comparison and evaluative talk (Bygate, 1987), with its function of explanation, justification, prediction and
decision. For example, introducing a product to clients may involve narration, description or comparison talks.
Selling products to clients contains explanation and justification talks, while conferences are likely to have
prediction and decision talks.

4.1.3 Warrant: Instrument Task(s) Being Similar to Task(s) in Business Domain

Before the review of test papers and constructs of assessment tasks presented and clarified by the researcher, all
participants reached a consensus that there is no similarity between tasks in the CET and those in commercial jobs,
considering the test format and content. However, after these informants were explained with information about
test constructs, scoring criterions and so on later, they agreed that there are some similarities between what needed
for job qualities and what assessed in the test.

First, skills, strategies and competences that candidates perform in assessment are similar to what they may utilize
in future jobs. For example, reading skills measured in the test such as skimming and scanning and the emphasis
on speed rate is of vital importance to achieve efficiency for reading tasks in the workplace. In CET-SET, some
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speaking strategies such as justification and description are likely to occur to reach a logical and fluent speech.
Similarly, those strategies are required in commercial talks like introducing/selling products to global clients
(Employer 4), seeking for cooperative opportunities, or building close relationships with business partners
(Employer 2) etc.

We need those just-graduate students to have a good command of communication skills when they
converse with our clients. They are expected to learn to persuade clients to buy the products and
justify themselves. (Employer 4)

Careful reading is an important reading skill because we have to deal with contract, which requires
employees to pay attention to details. (Employer 1)

Second, some tasks in the CET-SET are authentic tasks in real world, such as self- introduction, dialogue,
questions and answers, and presentation. Those tasks are often carried out in job interviews, business negotiations,
and some meetings or conferences. One informant (Employer 3) mentioned that the length of CET-6 reading
passages is similar to that of reading materials they need to deal with in translating.

Individual presentation is a big part either in internal meetings with staff members or external ones
with clients. One needs to present their reports on a project or introducing our products to clients by
sufficient details. (Employer 2)

4.1.4 Instrument Task(s) Being Different to Task (s) in Business Domain

First and foremost, the major difference is that CET tasks stress its importance on receptive skills which account
for 70% proportion of total scores. However, in daily jobs, speaking and writing skills as productive skills are more
demanding for employees.

Second, the CET reading covers a wide range of topics and background information, while reading in the
workplaces usually pointing to one specified field, such as financial, accounting, market analysis or sales
strategies. Slim chances are there that employees have to deal with materials relating to different disciplines.

Third, some informants suggested that some writing tasks in assessment are not authentic tasks considering its
design. The informants were presented with a writing task in 2018 test paper and one informant comment as
following.

In the old days, the tone of letters to friends and families is quite formal, while emails and texts could
be casual and informal. Even if we need to recommend Chinese-learning schools to our friends by
letter. It is less likely that we would use formal languages because we are not experts or Chinese
teachers. (Employer 2)

Another aspect of difference in writing pointed out by the informant is the tone and formality of language use. In
business context, there is always the intended audience for the writer to consider before writing. Because writing is
‘an act that takes place within a context, that accomplishes a particular purpose, and that is appropriately shaped
for its intended audience’ (Hamp-Lyons & Kroll, 1997, p. 8). Yet “writing to a particular audience’ has not been
included as one grading factor in the CET writing scoring criteria (See Table 3).

Table 3. Scoring criterion for writing

Score level Description
14 Relevant to the subject. Clear and coherent; no linguistic mistakes in general; with one or two errors
11 Relevant to the subject, clear and coherent; with some linguistic errors
8 Almost relevant to the subject, some ideas are not well-expressed; almost coherent; some are major mistakes

Almost relevant to the subject, unclear ideas, not coherent, with many severe mistakes
2 Illogical, unconnected ideas, most sentences are wrongly expressed, with many severe mistakes

4.2 Interpretation Claim

Claim 2: The CET test scores demonstrate the use of scores is impartial to all test-takers, generalizable to job duties
in the workplace and information derived from the CET scores is sufficient for the decisions to be made.

4.2.1 Impartiality
Warrant 1: The CET tasks include task formats or content that are impartial to all groups of test candidates.

Evidence: It has been clearly stated in the test speculation that CET test content covers a wide range of topics and
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knowledge which is not in favour of any test-takers from different disciplines and cultural backgrounds. One
employer (Employer 3) commented that the writing task and translation task is suitable for college students in
either liberal arts or science majors, giving that topics are general and familiar to them.

Among the facets of test methods, there is a consistency in CET test considering test items, test rubric, item types,
test environment and the nature of test input. Two informants referred to the multiple-choice items, the largest
proportion of CET’s item format in reading and listening sections, somehow guarantees a sense of impartiality.
And for Chinese students who had gone through the National Matriculation Tests, the test format of
multiple-choice questions is consistent with the cognitive strategy that test-takers used to apply. Multiple-choice
items also ensure the objectivity of scoring and consistency of score interpretation.

One student participant stated that neither test content nor test format had changed much when he practiced on the
CET past papers. Therefore, the consistency of test item types might eliminate the bias of one group of test-takers
over another.

In IELTS reading section, there are different types of tasks, such as blanking filling, Yes/No/Not
givenand so on; whilein the CET, those items and rubrics do not change much. (Employer 2)

Even though multiple choicesare not what real-lifetaskslook like, it measuresour ability to some extent.
In addition, we do not have to worry about other factors that may affect our test performance, such as
bad handwriting. (Student 1)

Employer 4 believes that the policy of speaking test being non-obligatory is fair to students from impoverished
areas of China, where English teaching and learning sources are scarce.

Rebuttal 1: Construct-irrelevant factors may reduce the impartiality to some extent

According to McNamara and Ryan (2011), fairness/impartiality is related to the psychometric qualities of the test.
For the essential fairness of tests, there are two major concerns, one of which is construct-irrelevant factors, such as
any particular tasks sets, raters’ characteristics, noise distractions and so on. One student participant pointed out
that score results of the CET-SET may be affected by the performance of the speaker’s partner, which can be
regarded as one of construction-irrelevant factor, leading to unfairness of the test.

My roommate told me that she could not perform well when her partner being too nervous to speak
out anything during the CET-SET test. It is not fair to my roommate since it is not the fault of hers.
(Student 3)

Warrant 2: Employers perceive the CET report holders with the same cut score--above 425 equally.

Evidence: For employers in this research, the value of the CET use in the recruitment process is that it makes the
employment objective and just for all applicants due to the authority, quality and high credibility of the test. Such
value has also been affected by the enforcing policy of graduation in the past. Examinations continue to enjoy wide
societal acceptance and recognition in China as a fair measurement for selection of the best talent into the social
hierarchy (Cheng & Qi, 2006). Findings of CET in this research are consistent with this claim.

We have no other optional test in China to ensure fairness when screening out the candidates with
regardsto their language proficiency. (Employer 4)

The specific score of the CET in each section will not be taken into consideration, as suggested by one informant.
Employers will only consider the total score. Therefore, the standard for selecting employees guarantees a sense of
equality. One informant mentioned, “We do not refer to the test scores of reading or listening sections, as long as the
candidates pass the exam”.

4.2.2 Generalizability
Warrant: Skills, strategies and competences are generalizable to those are needed in the business domain.

Evidence: Except skills measured in the CET being generalizable to what needed in the domain, student groups
mentioned that some strategies that they employed during test preparation are also applicable in the workplaces.

| think the reading strategy of locating key items that | used in CET is generalizable to other reading
comprehension tasks. That’s the beneficial part of CET for me. (Student 4)

Some employers reckoned the CET-6 report is not only a proof of one English language proficiency, but also an
indicator of one’s personality attributes such as diligence and problem- solving abilities.

4.2.3 Sufficiency

Warrant 1: The CET report provides sufficient information for screening function in the workplace.
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Evidence: This warrant can be backed up with two pieces of evidence. First, the score of CET is sufficient to
demonstrate one’s English language proficiency. Most participants hold the belief that the CET report is proof of
one’s English language ability. The CET testing guideline contains a list of over 5,000 vocabulary words. “One has
to grasp a certain amount of vocabulary words to pass the CET-6”, as suggested by one employer (Employer 2).
For some company divisions where jobs are more relevant with reading skills, CET certificate holders are thought
to be qualified in handling their daily jobs. Some students argue that even though some test candidates may obtain
scores by luck when dealing with multiple-choice questions, it is less likely that all the responses they give rely on
that. This reflected that construct irrelevance variables are less likely to threat the general quality and validity of
the test. Second, the information provided by the test is sufficient in making selection decisions based on the nature
of CET, for example, it is a high-stake test with high acceptance in the job- hunting market. The fact that such a
large-scale test has been developing steadily in the past 17 years is in itself substantial evidence to show that the
CET has met social needs, won social recognition, produced beneficial effects on society and contributed
significantly to the continual improvement of the quality of College English teaching in China (Wu, 2005).

Rebuttal 1: The score of CET is insufficient to demonstrate one’s English language proficiency. Evidence: The fact
that CET-SET is not a required test makes the whole CET test system insufficient for indicating one’s language
abilities. English is in primary for communication. One employer from the oversea division pointed out that some
job applicants with CET high- score report are unable to produce utterances fluently and smoothly. It is important
to note that CET-SET does not enjoy credibility as much high as the CET-4 and CET-6. Two employer participants
reported that they did not even know this test and had no idea of its scoring criteria. Another insufficiency evidence
has to do with writing tasks in the business domain. There is a variety of genre types in real-life work domain as
discussed-above which are not measured in the CET. For example, language features for producing a market report
could be complexing and involve many terminologies. But the writing tasks in the CET are general. In addition,
what is required about writing strategies in jobs is the ability to synthesize and summarizing. Writing and reading
are closely tied together, resulting in the output production mainly relying on the input. The CET separately
measures reading and writing.

4.3 Consequential Claim

Claim 3: The consequences of using CET and of the decisions that are made on the basis of CET scores are
generally beneficial or nonbeneficial to stakeholders.

4.3.1 Warrant: Beneficial Consequences for Stakeholders

This section deals with benefits that the CET may bring about to the employers and just- graduate groups. First, for
the employers, the fact that the CET report being used as selection criterion for recruitment enhanced screening
efficiency in English language proficiency to a large extent. Most companies need not to devise an extra test for
language evaluation on candidates. Second, the CET report also affects employers’ decisions in many ways. All
informants hold the view that the CET-4 demonstrates not only candidates’ English proficiency, but also their
personality attributes. Two employers suggested that they would not be bothered to interview students whose
CET-4 score is lower than 425. Because these students are considered not hard- working enough at college
(Employer 1). Comparatively speaking, the CET-6 enjoys a higher standard than the CET-4 which refers to a
general standard. Such difference affects the employers’ perception on the students’ ability. One employer claimed
that they correlate the CET-6 with the level of Chinese universities.

If a student graduates from a top university in China, he is expected to pass CET-6. If not, he will be
considered less hard-working than those students who passed the CET-6. (Employer 4)

For the student participants, the CET is influential positively on their language knowledge and language skills
during their test preparation stage. Three students reported that they are able to understand non-linguistic
knowledge from a variety of disciplines when practicing on past test papers.

The various topics in CET reading is helpful for me because | have accumulated different background
information about a variety of subjects, which | barely have any chances to read in my own major
study. (Student 1)

According to the schema theory (Ortony & Rumelhart, 1977; Rumelhart, 1980), comprehending a text is an
interactive process between the reader’s background knowledge and the text. Many empirical studies in Chinese
context have demonstrated that background information helps to cultivate students interests and quicken their
reading speed and fulfill the tasks more successfully (Che, 2014; Zhao & Zhu, 2012). Consequently, it may appear
to be easier for these test candidates to deal with reading or listening materials of various background information.
Furthermore, some instrumental tasks prepare them to be qualified for a particular position, such as the writing

51



ies.ccsenet.org International Education Studies Vol. 15, No. 4; 2022

patterns (Student 2) and speaking strategies (Student 4) they accumulated.

CET also brings some positive impacts on students in terms of motivation, confidence and self-fulfillment. One
student reported that in order to get a higher score of the test so as to leave a good impression to future employers,
she signed up CET-6 for a second time, even though she had passed the test at first time. All participants who
obtained CET-6 report with score as high as 425 or above mentioned that they are more confident in job hunting
and other test preparation. Though the CET has been criticized for inducing students to focus their English learning
on the test (Cai, 2005; Han et al., 2004), nearly all participants in this research acknowledged that CET is a driven
force for the improvement of their language proficiency in a short period of time and helped to develop certain
learning strategies that applicable and generalizable in their future life.

4.3.2 Rebuttal: Nonbeneficial Impact on Stakeholders

The CET also proved to be nonbeneficial to employers and students in some aspect based on evidence provided by
this research. Since CET-SET is an optional and separate test, many job applicants didn’t take the test, making
employers unable to predict their English oral ability. Even if some students hold the CET-SET certificate, neither
their English-speaking abilities, nor will they are given any advantages during the interview stage. Consequently,
overlapping assessments are arranged for English-related positions, such as oral tests, including questions and
answers, self-introduction or presentation. The small proportion of writing section are regarded as insufficiency to
test students writing ability for some employers (Employer 2 and Employer 3), they mentioned that sometimes, a
writing task with higher requirements was given to the job applicants.

The CET may bring negative impacts on students’ psychological aspects. Some participants mentioned that this
test made them in the state of worrisome and nervousness, especially when their peers have passed the exam
(Student 3) or when they take it for a second or third time. Much research findings have shown that test anxiety
may interfere with a person’s academic achievement (Cassady & Johnson, 2002; Jing, 2007; DordiNejad et al.,
2011). Test anxiety also produces certain aversive patterns of motivation, coping and task strategies that interfere
with learning and performance, resulting in competence and self-efficacy suffer, thus leading to further anxiety
over time and generating a vicious circle of increasing anxiety and degrading competence (Zeidner, 2010). Those
who did not hold CET-4 certificate reported that they are anxious and not confident enough while hunting for jobs.

One of my roommates in college spent most of her college time preparing for this test and under
enormous pressure. She suffered from high anxiety, insomnia and lack of self- confidence from time to
time. Even if she eventually passed CET-4, she had experienced so many psychological sufferings.
(Employer 1)

In a word, the CET test and its report bring both positive and negative impacts on employers and just-graduate
students in the workplaces at the practical and psychological level. Even though, CET can still be used for
screening in the business domain. The reasons are attributable to the close relevance between test tasks and
performance required in the workplace, and the use of CET test is interpreted impartially to potential employees,
generalizable to job requirements and sufficient for making selection decision to a certain. These results are used as
the supporting evidence for the warrants and claims stated to clarify the appropriateness of screening use.

5. Discussion

The result showed in rebuttals that a few informants believed some tasks are authentic based on the test content
while other tasks are not authentic due to the test methods. This finding correlates to Bachman and Palmer’s (1996)
notion that perceptions on test authenticity are varied with different stakeholders. Thus, to achieve authenticity, it
requires ongoing validation and cooperation between different stakeholders. The reason that stakeholders perceive
differently before and after they were explained with test constructs could be attributed to the lack of assessment
literacy.

Authenticity in many studies is regarded as a core element for the content validity and reliability in the validation
process of a test (Wu & Stansfield, 2001). While in this study, it is regarded as an argument to justify the screening
use of the CET test. Such analysis is an essential step in this framework as the similarity somehow decided to what
extent the CET and its score can predict one’s ability to handle the demands of the target domain. Under the
Bachman and Palmer’s framework (2005) of validation, this argument justified that using the CET score are
considered strictly relevant to the selection decisions being made by the employers. Informants reported in this
research that some skills or competencies that they developed during the test preparation stage are applicable to the
workplace. Moreover, the CET report is not only an indicator of one’s English proficiency but also reveals
implicitly test-takers personal attributes. This finding correspondence to Sun (2016)’s results of extended
interpretation of the CET score, which represents students’ efforts rather than their English proficiency.

52



ies.ccsenet.org International Education Studies Vol. 15, No. 4; 2022

Whether the CET is sufficient to demonstrate one’s language ability vary with what is being required in a specific
context. For example, when speaking is composed of most job duties, the CET is not sufficient to provide enough
information as a speaking test is not an obligatory section. On the contrary, when reading skills are needed in the
businessdomain, what the test presented is perceived to be sufficient for employers making appropriate decisions.

This finding concerned with the issue of fairness which is a particularly acute issue in language testing because of
its high-stakes impact on test-takers is often made based language test scores (McNamara & Ryan, 2011). Fairness
is taken as a facet of validity in previous studies (Kunnan, 2004; Xi, 2010), while in this study it is addressed in
specific warrants of impartiality and sufficiency throughout the Assessment Use Argument. It is fair to use the test
as a screening paradigm based on the analysis of impartiality and sufficiency.

To what extent the CET being used in the commercial area for decision making depends on the consequences it
may bring to stakeholders. Comparatively speaking, the CET-4 enjoys higher credibility compared with the CET-6.
Nearly every employer in this research refers to the CET-4 report as an indicator of one language ability as it
represents a general standard which matches with tertiary English educational level. It is thought to prepare
students well in topical knowledge literacy to a certain extent. This finding corresponds to previous studies about
the positive impact of CET on students (Cheng et al., 2011).

6. Conclusion

In this study, the Assessment Use Argument (AUA) was employed for the purpose of reviewing the use of the CET
and its consequences in the business domain where English as a second language is used for communicative
purposes. Emphasis was laid on the actual use in social settings and obtains perceptions from employers as one
party of stakeholders. Three claims associated with warrants are articulated with supporting evidence to justify the
argument that CET can be used for employment selection. In a word, there is a high degree of correspondence
between instrumental tasks and real-life tasks in the commercial domain in terms of the implicit skills and abilities
that the candidates may apply. The finding is associated with the issue of authenticity, which is a fundamental
element for making selection decisions with the CET. Responses to the second question illustrated that the use of
CET scores for screening is impartial to all candidates, and what measured in the test are generalizable to the
performance required in the workplace and scores are sufficient for making selection decisions. This interpretation
concerns with the problem of test fairness as a quality of test validity. The third question relates to consequences of
test use for selection decisions; it explores whether the consequences are in general beneficial or nonbeneficial to
stakeholders. The results show that CET used as a selection criterion saves time and efforts for employers in
evaluating job candidates’ language proficiency and somehow personal attributes. And the CET well equips
candidates with knowledge literacy to some extent and enhance certificate-holders’ confidence during the
job-hunting period. Admittedly, not all consequences are beneficial to employers and students. The lack of an
obligatory spoken test in CET leads to overlapping assessments devised by companies. For those who fail to obtain
CET certificate, they are likely to suffer from anxiety, worrisome and lack of confidence in the employment.

6.1 Implications for Test Design

To achieve authenticity in future test design, there seems to appear two options for meeting the needs of employers
as test users in the business domain. One is to convert the CET-6 into several different tests pointing to different
purposes such as CET-Academic, CET-Business, and CET-General, etc. This option is close to the notion of Test
language for Specific Purpose, or LSP, which “refers to that branch of language testing in which the test content
and test methods are derived from an analysis of a specific language use situation (Douglas, 2000, p. 1). Another
option is to develop a new professional-oriented test which has a higher standard in English proficiency and more
professional literacy than that of the CET-4 or CET-6. Both options are expected to be a useful complement to the
current test system and are likely to bring positive impacts on test users. No matter which tests to opt, the
authenticity of tasks is an important issue to address in the first place. As for the skills being measured, more focus
should be placed on developing integrated tasks. The findings of this research show that the misuse of the
CET-SET may attribute to the users’ lack of assessment literacy. Therefore, test designer should shoulder the
responsibility of better informing test users about “the dimensions and aspects of how the test results can be used
most appropriately” (Yan, 2008).

6.2 Implications for Future Research

For future research, first, more employers as test stakeholders from a diverse range of industries (e.g., accounting,
engineering, banking, retailing sales, hospitality) should be involved in the investigation. With more sampling, an
in-depth analysis of interpretations and its underlying values may be possible to explore. Second, observation as a
qualitative instrument should be adopted in the research if possible. For example, the researchers may observe
actual business negotiating sessions and conferences, or audio record the use of English in different situations such
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as one-on-one interview, business talks over meals, and so on. During the observation, more specific information
could be provided for the research about the characteristics of the language they use and the tasks they must
perform in English in different situations.
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