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1. Tittle 
Diagnosing and Assessing Business Writing Competence of Business English Students

2. The Aims of the Investigation
Few studies have been conducted on diagnosing and assessing business English writing competence. This project aims to design and implement diagnostic tests on English major students of their business writing competence. The overall aims of the project may be summarized as follows:
(1) To discover the subcategories of business writing competence in specifications
Business writing competence is a general term to refer to the ability and skills in writing under business environments. It is relatively abstract and vague for teachers and students to get the points of the specific abilities in linguistic and business perspectives. Therefore the first step of the project is to make sure and answer the question that what are the specifications of the categories of business writing competence.
(2) To diagnose students’ developing Business writing competence in English as L2
The tests carried on in China fall in two categories: social level tests such as BEC and school level tests such as final examination at the end of the term. They are all proficiency tests. The results and feedback given to the students are for proving the level of the students, so the backwash of the test is minimal. The diagnostic test in this project aims to provide some techniques to diagnose students’ writing ability level to help teachers and students know students’ strength and weakness of writing competence.
(3) To design and offer advisory feedback to students for developing writing ability
Most proficiency test only offer students with a score notification. Students are not informed of the problems and mistakes they made in the test. The diagnostic test in this project intends to provide a detailed description form to indicate all the strength and weakness points of the students. By doing this, in addition to knowing their competence level, students are all aware of their weakness they have to correct and overcome. 
(4)To better understand the characteristics and functions of diagnostic tests in business writing class
Most of the English class size in central part of China is large sized with more than thirty students. It means teachers may spend much more time and energy in planning, carrying out and marking the tests. It increases the difficulty of conducting diagnostic test in class. Only with enough knowledge of the advantages and disadvantages of the diagnostic tests can teachers have confidence in implement the test.
(5) To explore the relationship between the diagnostic tests with students’ development in competence 
It is important to better understand the characteristics of diagnostic tests and discover the relationship between the characteristic and the effects of the test to students. Furthermore, the knowledge of the influence and the impact of the diagnostic feedback on business English teaching and learning is also an essential precondition for doing this project. The project aims to discover the impact of the diagnostic feedback on business English teaching and learning. 

3. The Rationale and Main Conceptual Themes for the Investigation
3.1 The Rationale
Since the Ministry of Education of China set up Business English as an undergraduate major in the year of 2007, the student number of business English majors has been keeping increasing. As a requirement of professional training, the specialization of business writing ability in English for business English majors has increased too. However, the research and development of tests of business English writing ability need to be further strengthened. The main problems include: (1) Insufficient understanding of the importance of business English writing ability; (2) Unclear understanding of the description of business English writing ability; (3) The diagnosis and test of business English writing ability is neglected. In the project, therefore, we need to understand the importance of business English writing ability, and secondly, to make clear the specific content of business English writing ability, and then to utilize some test methods to find out the students’ business English writing ability, with the help of the feedback to improve the teaching content and teaching methods, and to give advice to students in a timely manner, so as to improve the students’ business English writing ability.
This project has suggested the application of diagnostic test in business writing class. It will achieve some beneficial results of business writing, including:
(1)Will examine the feasibility and effectiveness of applying diagnostic test in business writing class in China
The implementation of the diagnostic test may bring out some positive effects on students learning as well as some problems in conducting the test. The effects and problems will be discussed and researched to seeking for solutions. This helps to examine the feasibility and effectiveness of applying diagnostic test in business writing class in China.
(2) Will improve teaching effectiveness of business writing class 
J. Charles Alderson believed that “The ability to write in a foreign language is one of the most difficult to develop, and one of the least often taught,” (2005, p.167), while diagnostic test is a possible effective way to solve the problem of unteachablity of writing. The diagnosing of the competence and feedback for improving can allow students more space to practice and develop their writing skills.
3.2 Conceptual Themes
This project will use the relevant theories and concepts in business English and testing. Some basic concepts of business English need to be clarified and the essential concepts of diagnostic tests will be elucidated.
(1) Business English
Business English is a kind of special-purpose English, which has two characteristics. First, it has a clear purpose of use. It applies to specific occupational areas. Second, it has special content. It deals with specialized content related to a professional field.
(2) Business Writing Competence
Business English writing ability can be interpreted from three aspects: vocabulary, sentence structure and discourse. First, business writing competence covers the ability to choose appropriate words. Business English writing is different from ordinary English writing. If the meaning of a word or sentence is not clear, it may cause losses to the company or enterprise. Therefore, the wording of business English writing should be accurate and specific, and the meaning of language should be clear. The connotation and denotation of words should be clear. Words with general or even ambiguous meanings, as well as specious symbols and metaphors often lead to misunderstanding and even misdirection, which should be avoided as much as possible in business writing. Second, it includes the ability to make well-organized sentences. Unlike narrative and descriptive writing, business English writing does not need a lot of rhetoric to enhance its writing effect. Therefore, business English writing sentences should be concise and clear. All empty and wordy words should be deleted. Third, it is consisted by discourse organization ability. For business English writing, it is necessary to make clear the purpose and intention of writing. The writer should be very clear about what to write. And will own the train of thought with the complete and clear paragraph chapter embodies. Completeness and clarity is characteristic of good business writing. Clarity refers to the coherence, cohesion and logic between paragraphs and sentences.
(3) Diagnostic Test
J. Charles Alderson mentions that” the ALTE multilingual glossary defines a diagnostic test thus: 'A test which is used for the purpose of discovering a learner's specific strengths or weaknesses. The results may be used in making decisions on future training, learning or teaching’ (ALTE, 1998).” （2005, p. 17）
Diagnostic assessment is designed to help identify problems in the learner’s learning process. This method of testing often plays a big role in improving teaching. The teacher uses diagnostic assessment to analyze the errors of business English learners in the process of writing in order to correspondingly adjust the teaching content, method and schedule. The writing test is a test of the expressing ability in writing of language learners and users. Like other tests of language skills, there are different types of tests according to different criteria. From the current research, most of the research on the writing test scoring criteria focuses on the proficiency test. This project will design diagnostic tests to identify and assess students’ business wiring competence.
(4) Models for Identifying Business Writing Competence and Test Content
Two current models will be used for reference in designing and conducting this project: CEFR (short for The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages), BEC (Cambridge business English intermediate and advanced certificate), and DIALANG project (short for an online diagnostic language assessment system designed to assess language proficiency in 14 European languages).
CEFR provides a framework that combines elements of context, competence, and effectiveness, far more than offering a vocabulary list. CEFR can guide the testers’ to grasp the key points of business English test. Business English is a working language in the workplace, and it is obviously communicative. The idea of CEFR is to use language as a communication tool to complete social communication tasks, and to combine language competence, social communication normative competence and language use competence. One of the professional and technical jobs of a language evaluator is to explain the use of language outside the classroom to facilitate language learning. The implication of CEFR is that the test should not only focus on language knowledge, but also increase the proportion of language function, including language communication norms and proper communication choices with others in specific context, so as to ensure the test validity for real language application ability.
As an important part of BEC test, writing test is a comprehensive test. As the business English test is a language test for special purposes, the writing test not only examines students’ vocabulary and grammar skills, as well as their comprehensive expression skills such as phrasing and sentence making, paragraph development, and layout, but also evaluates their professional knowledge analysis and comprehensive ability. The writing part of BEC involves relatively fixed genres and examination questions, which usually require students to complete two articles within a certain period of time. The requirements for BEC beginner writing are: the first task is to write an internal communication letter, which consists of notes, memos, notes and emails. The second article is about the external communication letter of the company, including letter, fax and E-mail. The part of BEC intermediate writing is roughly the same as that of the beginner. The second task requires writing a letter for external communications, or a business report, or a recommendation report. In the BEC advanced writing section, the first essay is a short business report, and the second essay is selected from three different genres, including business letter, long business report and suggestion report.
Business English certificate examination (BEC) measures students’ English writing level or business English writing level from a macro perspective. However, few studies have been conducted on the diagnostic test of oral business English to effectively detect students’ writing English level and provide diagnostic feedback. Of the existing diagnostic language tests, DIALANG is the only one that provides detailed diagnostic feedback through a standardized language testing system. It can be used for reference in this project.
(5) Communicative Tests
Considering the content and form of test, this research project adopts communicative language test theory to guide the formulation of test content and the development of test types. BEC test is a typical communicative test. For example, in the first writing task of BEC (VANTAGE), the candidates are required to write a short report of 120 to 140 words based on the schematic diagram. This section provides some real-world scenarios necessary to analyze some charts and to verbalize their information. The charts included in the input section are graphs, bar charts, and pie charts, which are commonly used in the business sections of newspapers, company reports, and manuals. Because the reports should be based on information from the charts, the candidate should complete the task in a communicative way involving both inputting and outputting.
According to the theory of communicative language testing, the development of test tasks should follow the following principles:
(i) Principle of “authenticity”. Try to make the form and task of the test conform to the writing behavior in real life and work. The authenticity principle is embodied in the following aspects: The meaning (information) goes first; there is context in the task; there a real situation in the task; and the task is interactive. For example, a business letter should be a task that may be encountered in a real business setting, such as an offer to a foreign trading company as a salesman of a Chinese trading company in response to an inquiry for export goods. 
(ii) To develop as many tasks as possible. It is impossible for a sample paper to cover all the ability items and topics. In order to fully and objectively reflect each student’s writing ability, it is an effective way to establish a test question bank. On the one hand, it can prompt students to train comprehensively the language ability; On the other hand, the establishment of task bank is an important and effective means to monitor the teaching quality.
(3) Diversified test types. Linguistic competence itself is hierarchical: the first level is the level of linguistic formal system or generalized grammar, the second level is the context level, and the third level is the situational level. The real use of language is often manifested in three levels: grammar, discourse and scene. But in order to more clearly measure a student's ability at a particular level, the test can be biased. For example, by adjusting the order of the sentences given to form a semantically coherent and well-structured paragraph, students can be tested to see whether they can follow and apply contextual or textual rules at the context level.

4. A Description of the Evidence You Intend to Collect
As for the plan and conduct of diagnosing and assessing the writing competence, the details of the design the test content, tasks and scaling are the essential part of the project. The evidence in documents, articles, research reports, responses to questionnaires and results of the tests will be collected in the project.
4.1 Evidence in Documents
Much work in literature review will be done to collect the information of the specification of writing competence. This part will try to find the evidence about of the description of the register/appropriacy, accuracy in vocabulary and syntax, coherence and cohesion in textual organization. Furthermore, test topic is of vital importance in business writing test. Topics have close connection with the content of students’ writing outcome. Let’s take the test of BEC as an example. The writing tests of BEC focus on content. Content-centered topics primarily provide the communicative context and purpose. The candidates in the test decide the meaning and interest according to the situation. They chose the appropriate language form according to the situation and information. The situation in the task decides the content, and then content decides the form, which conforms to the real communication procedure. Therefore, the topic of BEC writing test can better test the candidates’ ability to use and control the language. 
In addition, the types of business genres to be tested will be decided in the literature review session. Business genres mainly include business practical writing, business documents and business letters. The application group of business writing is the professional group in the foreign business environment. Business writing topics involve job application (resume and cover letter), reception (reception, banquets, and speech), office affairs (cable, telex, fax, E-mail, memos, meeting minutes, notification), business and trade (marketing, the purpose of establishing business relations, trade negotiation, contract signing, letters, advertisements, specification, summary and report).
4.2 Evidence in Questionnaires
The opinion of the writing competence subcategories will be collected from 10 business English teachers. Generally speaking, the business English writing ability specifications include the following aspects: A. Ideas expressed (central idea, important or specific information, views and attitudes); B. Use of language (concise, formal, consistent, correct use of terminology, use of vocabulary and grammar, principle of politeness); C. Discourse organization (method of narration, argument, or description, in which sentences are coherently grouped into paragraphs, paragraphs into paragraphs); D. Pragmatic competence: sociolinguistic competence —politeness principle, “you attitude”, positive conditions. E. Writing format (formal). These subcategories will be revised according to the response of the questionnaires.
4.3 Evidence in Tests
After four times tests in the project, the scoring system and feedback format will be built up completely. Since the purpose of the diagnostic writing test is to diagnose learners’ writing problems, itemized scoring criteria are the type of scoring required for this type of test. In addition, integral scoring can provide a basis for teachers and learners to judge the overall level of the composition, so in the diagnostic test, overall scoring criteria is also essential. Both the overall scoring standard and the itemized scoring standard have advantages and disadvantages. Therefore, in the writing test of business English diagnostic students, the advantages of the overall scoring and the itemized scoring should be fully utilized to develop the diagnostic writing scoring standard suitable for the school, the class and the students, so as to ensure the reliability and validity of the test.
Feedback information is an indispensable component of the diagnostic test. The feedback must reflect the strengths and weaknesses of the student’s English writing ability. This project plans to design ten feedback messages. The feedback information are based on the following ten aspects: lexical accuracy, lexical richness, grammatical accuracy, grammatical complexity, expressive fluency, use of communicative strategies, application of business background, content coherence, business standardization and writing styles. Students want to obtain substantial diagnostic feedback from the writing course. J. Charles Alderson states that “Yet at the heart of teaching and assessing foreign language proficiency lies the need to help learners make progress. If researchers, theoreticians and testers do not know how language proficiency develops, they can hardly claim to be able to help learners develop such an ability.”（2005, p. 14）

5. The Methods You Plan to Use to Collect Your Evidence
In this project, five research methods will be used to collect the information and evidence needed. The methods are including: documentation, questionnaire, experiment, case study and test.
(1) Documentation
The diagnosing and assessing business writing competence involves multidisciplinary theories and concepts. The project will study a large quantity of literature and research in the fields of business English, pragmatic linguistic, and language testing to discover the characteristics of the business writing competence. The documents of the test models of CEFR, BEC and DIALANG will be probed into to gain the knowledge of design the diagnostic test.
(2) Questionnaire
Given that the students’ and teachers’ understanding of the business English is the first hand source of the research, the researcher will develop two questionnaires to survey students’ needs and teachers’ ideas. All the students in the class of Grade 2 will complete a questionnaire, which will include both closed ad open-ended questions on business writing competence and business writing test. 10 teachers who are teaching business English will complete a questionnaire on their conceptions of business writing competence and business writing test.
(3) Experiment
The project will carry out the experiment of the diagnostic test on the 40 business English major students of the Grade 2 in the Jiangxi Science and Technology Normal University. Only with the method of experiment, can the effectiveness of the diagnostic test can be observed and studied.
(4) Case Study
Although the experiment of the test is performed on the whole class, the process of developing the competence will be measured on one specific subject in addition to the assessment of the whole class. The micro view will comply with the principle of teaching students according to their different aptitudes. 
(5) Test
In this project there will be four tests conducted to the students. Each test bears different purposes and tasks according to different teaching objectives in each stage. After the test, students will be given a piece of detailed assessment form. There are two objectives for the test. First, the test is the way to diagnose and assess students’ competence, so the test should be put into practice to be proved. Second, the results of the tests are also an evidence of the effectiveness of the teaching with the addition of the diagnostic test. The implementation of diagnostic test includes three steps: before, during and after the test. Among the three, the easiest one to be controlled is the during-test process. Therefore, a good testing environment should be created for the tester in this stage, so as to avoid the occurrence of unexpected situations interfering with the diagnostic test.

6. A Description of the Settings in Which You Plan to Collect Your Evidence
The project will be conducted in Jiangxi Science and Technology Normal University. The specific settings will be described in the following three aspects: university level, student level and course level.
(1) University Level
In the study, the project is conducted in the School of Foreign Languages at the university of Jiangxi Science and Technology Normal University. The university is located in the city of Nanchang, the capital city of Jiangxi province in central part of China. Compared with coastal cities such as Shanghai and first line cities such as Beijing, Nanchang has a small population of foreigner and international enterprises, which means the social English environment is not as sufficient as expected. In the School of Foreign Language, there is a faculty of 139 teachers. The faculty consists of 20 administrative staff, 10 Japanese teachers, 5 French teachers and 104 English teachers. 10 teachers are teaching business English. Business English classes for English major students includes: Integrated Business English, Business English Listening, Business English Writing, Business English Talks, International Business Negotiation, and Intercultural Communication.    
(2) Student Level
Business English major was founded in the year of 2015. It has a history of 5 years. There are 40 students in each grade. Students are from the parts of all of the country, but 90% of the students are from Jiangxi Province. Among the students native, 80% are from rural areas in Jiangxi province. The project will be carried out in the class of Grade 2. The students in the class have a fairly good level of English.
(3) Course Level
Business English writing class is arranged in the second academic year of the program. Students have been equipped with some precondition basic classes such as Integrated Business class, Business Listening and Basic English writing. These preconditional courses set good foundations for basic language proficiency and business knowledge. Students are ready and eager to be trained and acquire more practical business English skills. 

7. The Ethical Issues You Have to Consider
The ethical issues mentioned below will be taken into consideration before, after and during the whole process of the project.
(1) Safety and Risk
Researcher will evaluate carefully of the safety and risk in both of the researcher’s and participants’ perspectives. The project will not carry on the activities which may cause physical and psychological harms to all the parties involved in the project.
(2) Honesty and Integrity
Researcher will keep to the spirit of being honest and integral to the research process, facts and texts. The results and analysis of the research will be accurate, complete, authentic and reliable. No the conditions of intentional and unintentional plagiarism will be avoided during the process.
(3) Permission of the Organization
Gaining the access of the research setting will involve application and meetings with the officers in the university of Jiangxi Science and Technology Normal University.
(4) Approval of the Project
Ethics approval will be obtained from the Jiangxi Science and Technology Normal University human ethics committee. 
(5) Consent of the Participants
All the participants of the study will be informed verbally and in a written form about the study and the participation will be on a voluntary basis. Written consent to participate will be obtained from those who volunteer to take part in the study. The participants may withdraw from the study at any time they want to. The informed consent of the following people will be obtained prior to the commencement of the project: the principal/president of the School of Foreign Languages, the officers from the Research Commission, the teachers chosen in the questionnaire session, and the students involved in the project.
(6) Research Data Management
All data will be treated in a way that protects the confidentiality of the teachers and students. Raw data includes questionnaires and test answer sheets. The data will be stored securely for the appropriate period according to the stipulations of the ethics committee.
(7)Vulnerable Adults
Given the whole class of Grade 2 will be involved in the project, the preliminary investigation of the possibility of vulnerable adults in the class will be executed with the headmaster and faculty teachers to avoid any illegal or harmful behavior in the project to the student.

8. The Methods You Expect to Use to Analyse the Evidence You Collect
Coding procedures, memo writing and diagramming will be used in documentation analysis. Facts from the document analysis will be written as records of analysis, and diagrams will be developed to as visual representations of the relationships between concepts. The windows Word, Excel and PPT soft wares will be used to keep the recording of the project. The aim is to form the development of categories and subcategories of business writing competence and feedback items. 
In the data analysis phase, qualitative analysis and quantitative fractal can be combined. This project will use two statistical software SPSS (correlation analysis, factor analysis) and FACETS (multi-dimensional Rasch model) to analyze test scores of subjects and questionnaire data of teachers and students. To identify the relationship between the diagnostic test and students’ competence development, data collected in the case study and the test will be calculated and analyzed by SPSS.
Throughout the data analysis process, the teachers and other participants in the research will be involved directly in verifying the data and the emerging theory.

9. The Timetable for the Proposed Project
The whole project will span two years to be completed from 1st July 2020 to 30th June 2022 with four stages:
(1) Preparatory Stage from 1st July 2020 - 31st December 2020
As an ongoing process of the project, all available material such as literature review, documentation and questionnaires will be assembled together. The approval from concerning authorities and consent from participants will be obtained. Researchers will discuss a step-by-step approach for the procedure of the project.
(2) Implementation Stage from 1st January 2021 – 30th June 2021
The implementation stage will focus on the assessment of students’ competence and feedback provide to students. At the end of each month, there will be a diagnostic test. In total, there are four tests and four adversary feedback the students in the term. For the student who has been chosen at random to be the subject of the case study, s/he will be treated differently. The test result of the students will be sorted and analyzed separately to observe the developing of the competence.
(3) Data Analysis Stage from 1st July 2021 - 31st December 2021
Utilizing the SPAA and FACETS, the statistics will be sorted in different groups. Researchers will present the results in tables or figures and interpret the results from the statistical test. The final analysis will be sent to the teachers who have participated in the questionnaire and the test for further input of the results. The research report will be drafted on the basis of the data.
(4) Completion Stage from 1st January 2022 – 30th June 2022
Researchers will discuss the implications of the results for practice or for future research on the topic. The research report will be revised and come to its final draft. The results of the report will be presented to: ①Faculty of Business English of School of Foreign Languages at Jiangxi Science and Technology Normal University; and ② Research Department at Jiangxi Science and Technology Normal University.
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