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1.0 Introduction

The College English Test (CET) in China has been a cornerstone of English language
assessment for non-English major university students since its inception in 1987. It serves as
a benchmark for measuring English proficiency and has significant implications for students'
academic and professional futures. The CET is not just an examination; it is a policy
instrument that reflects China's commitment to internationalization and the global
competitiveness of its workforce.

The CET policy aims to standardize English language education across universities,
ensuring that graduates have a minimum level of English proficiency necessary for
international communication and collaboration. Its objectives include promoting English
teaching effectiveness, assessing students' language skills, and providing a standardized
measure for employers and graduate schools to evaluate potential candidates. The CET also
plays a role in shaping the curriculum and teaching methods in English language courses,
often leading to a focus on test preparation rather than communicative competence.

The CET policy is embedded in the broader context of China's educational reforms and its
strategic goals for economic development. As China's economy has grown and its global
influence has expanded, the need for a proficient English-speaking workforce has become
more pressing. The CET is a response to this need, designed to prepare students for the
demands of a globalized economy and to maintain a competitive edge in international
markets. It also reflects the government's efforts to raise the overall standard of English
education and to address the disparities in educational quality across different regions of the
country. The CET is thus a critical policy instrument that shapes the landscape of English

language education in China, impacting millions of students each year.

2.0 Context



® Policy context and background

The College English Test (CET) in China has been a significant component of the
country's educational landscape since 1987. It was designed to assess the English proficiency
of university students, aligning with the teaching goals set by the Ministry of Education. Over
time, the CET has evolved, with changes including the addition of a spoken English test in

1999 and an increased emphasis on listening and speaking components in 2006 , However,

the CET has also faced criticism for its overemphasis on reading and vocabulary, and less-
than-effective assessment of communication skills.
Initially, the CET was tied to graduation requirements in many universities, although this

was never an official policy of the Ministry of Education. In recent years, many institutions

have moved away from this practice, detaching the passing of CET-4/6 from obtaining a

Bachelor's degree , This shift reflects a changing perception of the CET's role in education

and a response to the need for a more balanced approach to English language assessment.

The CET impacts various stakeholders, including the government, which uses it as a
measure of educational quality; universities, which rely on it for curriculum planning;
employers, who consider CET scores in recruitment; and students, for whom CET scores can

influence academic and career opportunities . The devaluation of the CET in graduation

requirements has implications for all these stakeholders, as it signals a potential shift towards
a more skills-oriented education system.
® Policy Analysis Framework

The analysis of the CET policy can be guided by various theoretical frameworks,
including educational policy analysis and language testing theory. Educational policy
analysis provides a lens through which to examine the development, implementation, and
impact of educational policies, such as CET, within a sociopolitical context . Language
testing theory, on the other hand, focuses on the principles and practices of assessing
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language proficiency, which is central to understanding the aims and objectives of CET .
These frameworks help in understanding how educational policies like CET are designed to
achieve certain outcomes and the potential effects on learners and educational institutions.

Key concepts relevant to the CET policy include standardization, language proficiency,
and educational equity. Standardization refers to the process of making the assessment of
English proficiency uniform across different regions and institutions, ensuring a level playing
field for all test-takers . Language proficiency is the ability to use language effectively in
reading, writing, listening, and speaking, which CET aims to measure . Educational equity is
the fair treatment of students in providing educational opportunities and resources, which
CET seeks to promote by setting a common standard for English proficiency . These concepts
are crucial in evaluating how CET policy aligns with broader educational goals and the
impact on students from diverse backgrounds.
® Policy Goals and Objectives

The CET policy is anchored in several key goals and objectives. Primarily, it aims to
standardize English language proficiency assessment across Chinese universities, ensuring a
baseline level of English proficiency for all graduates. This standardization is intended to
facilitate a more consistent measure of language skills, which is crucial for international
communication and competitiveness in the global market. Additionally, the CET objectives
include promoting the quality of English teaching in universities, and providing a reliable
indicator for employers to assess the English capabilities of prospective employees. The
policy also seeks to align with international standards of English language assessment,
thereby enhancing the recognition and credibility of Chinese university graduates on the
global stage.

The clarity of CET's goals is evident in its straightforward aim to measure English

proficiency. However, the coherence of these goals has been subject to debate. Critics argue



that the emphasis on standardized testing may conflict with the objective of fostering
communicative competence, leading to a potential contradiction between test preparation and
practical language skill development. There is also a discussion on whether the CET
sufficiently addresses the diverse needs of different disciplines and career paths, which may
require varying levels of English proficiency. Despite these concerns, the overall objectives
of the CET policy remain focused on enhancing the English language capabilities of Chinese

university students in line with educational and economic development needs.

3.0 Text

The College English Test (CET) policy in China has been a significant educational
initiative since its establishment. It was designed to standardize English language proficiency
assessment across universities, ensuring a baseline level of English proficiency for graduates
entering the global workforce. The CET policy has evolved over time, with modifications
aimed at enhancing the relevance and effectiveness of the test. Initially, the CET focused
primarily on written English, but it has since incorporated spoken English components and
increased the weight of listening sections to better reflect real-world language use. Public
confidence in the CET policy has been established through its alignment with international
standards of English language assessment and its role in preparing students for global
communication. However, the policy has also faced criticism for its exam-oriented approach,
which some argue detracts from the development of practical language skills.

The media portrayal of the CET policy often emphasizes its importance in the context of
China's educational system and its impact on students' futures. News outlets have covered the
high stakes associated with the CET, highlighting the pressure on students to perform well on
the exam. There has also been coverage of the policy's evolution, including changes to the

test format and scoring system. The media has played a role in shaping public perception of



the CET, with some outlets criticizing the exam-oriented approach and others emphasizing
the need for a standardized measure of English proficiency. The media's presentation of the
CET policy reflects the broader debate on the balance between standardized testing and the
development of practical language skills.

Academic literature on the CET policy provides a comprehensive examination of its goals,
implementation, and outcomes. Scholars have analyzed the policy's aims of standardizing
English language education and preparing students for global communication. The literature
discusses the policy's historical development, the challenges of implementation, and the
impact on teaching methods and student learning. Researchers have also explored the
potential conflicts and contradictions within the CET policy, such as the tension between
standardized testing and the development of communicative competence. The literature
review reveals a complex picture of the CET policy, with some studies supporting its role in
raising educational standards and others calling for a more balanced approach that prioritizes
practical language skills alongside test preparation. Overall, the academic discourse
underscores the need for continuous evaluation and reform of the CET policy to better serve

the needs of students and the broader educational goals of China.

4.0 Policy Implementation

The implementation of the CET policy has been a complex and multifaceted process. As
indicated in the study "Students’ Perceptions of the Impact of the College English Test" , the
CET is regarded as the most influential English test in China, and its implementation has
been pervasive, affecting students' English-learning practices and their affective conditions.
The CET has directed students' attention to what they need to learn to pass the test,

emphasizing certain language skills over others. However, the reliance on multiple-choice



items has led to a focus on lower-level skills like vocabulary and grammar, while higher-level
communicative skills may not receive adequate attention .

Challenges in implementation include the regional disparities in educational quality, which
the CET was designed to address but has potentially exacerbated due to varying levels of
preparation and resources available to students across different regions . Additionally, the
high-stakes nature of the CET has led to increased pressure and anxiety among students, with
almost 70% of the students reporting feeling more pressure and anxiety as a result of
preparing for or taking the CET .

Evaluating the effectiveness of the CET policy's implementation strategies shows mixed
results. On one hand, the CET has been successful in establishing a national benchmark for
English proficiency and directing students' attention to the skills assessed by the test . On the
other hand, the policy has faced criticism for its emphasis on test-taking skills over
communicative competence. The CET committee has taken steps to address this issue by
giving more weight to communicative skills and removing the direct assessment of
vocabulary and sentence structure from the multiple-choice items since 2006 .

The effectiveness of the CET in preparing students for real-world English usage has been a
point of contention. While the test has increased students' self-efficacy in regard to their
overall English ability, it has also led to a pattern where students are willing to match their
effort to learn respective language skills in accordance with their weight in the CET,
potentially leading to an imbalance in skill development .

The CET policy has partially achieved its intended goals of standardizing English language
assessment and preparing students for global communication. However, there have been
unintended consequences, such as increased anxiety and frustration among students due to
the high-stakes nature of the test . The policy has also faced criticism for promoting rote

memorization and a focus on lower-level language skills, which has led to calls for a



reevaluation of the CET's objectives and a possible redesign of the test to better reflect
practical language skills needed in real-world contexts .

In terms of side effects, the CET's impact on students' affective conditions has been
significant, with many students feeling more anxious and frustrated with their efforts to learn
English . This suggests that while the CET has had a clear impact on students' English
learning practices, the policy may need to evolve to better serve the needs of students and the
broader educational goals of China, particularly in fostering well-rounded English

proficiency that includes both test-taking skills and communicative competence.

5.0 Recommendations

Based on the analysis of the CET policy, several recommendations can be made to
enhance its effectiveness and better align with educational goals. Firstly, policymakers should
consider revising the test format to place greater emphasis on communicative competence.
This could be achieved by expanding the spoken English component and incorporating more
tasks that assess students’ ability to use English in real-world contexts. Evidence from the
analysis suggests that the current CET format focuses heavily on test-taking skills, which
may not adequately prepare students for practical language use. By shifting the focus to
communicative skills, the CET can better serve its purpose of preparing students for global
communication.

Secondly, it is recommended that the policy be adjusted to reduce the high-stakes nature
of the exam. This could involve decoupling CET scores from graduation requirements and
using them as one of several criteria for evaluating students’ English proficiency. This change

would alleviate the pressure on students and encourage a more balanced approach to



language learning, where the development of practical skills is prioritized alongside test
preparation.

Finally, policymakers should invest in teacher training programs to ensure that educators
are equipped to teach English in a way that aligns with the revised CET objectives. By
providing teachers with the necessary skills and resources to focus on communicative
competence, the quality of English education can be improved, and students will be better
prepared for the demands of the CET and beyond. These recommendations are justified by
the need to address the current limitations of the CET policy and to foster a more holistic and

effective approach to English language education.

6.0 Conclusion

The examination of China’ s College English Test (CET) policy has yielded several

important insights. The CET has played a crucial role in establishing a uniform standard for
assessing English proficiency among university students, providing a reliable measure for
evaluating the effectiveness of English teaching. This standardized approach has been
beneficial for employers and graduate institutions, offering a consistent benchmark for

assessing candidates’ language skills. However, the policy has encountered challenges in

integrating the CET with the development of practical language abilities. The high-stakes
nature of the test has often led to an excessive focus on test preparation, which may detract
from the broader educational objectives of enhancing communicative competence and critical
thinking skills.

In terms of broader implications, the CET policy highlights the inherent tension between
the need for standardized testing and the diverse educational needs of students in an
increasingly globalized world. While it has contributed to raising the overall English

proficiency levels, it also underscores the necessity for a more balanced approach that
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combines standardized assessment with practical language application. This balance is
essential for equipping students with the skills needed to effectively communicate and
compete in international environments.

The analysis, however, has some limitations. It primarily examines the CET’ s impact on
language education and does not extensively explore its effects on other aspects of students’

academic and personal development. Future research could investigate how the CET

influences students’ motivation, stress levels, and long-term career prospects. Additionally,
a more detailed study of the policy’ s impact across various regions and types of universities

could provide a deeper understanding of its effectiveness and potential areas for reform.
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