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Abstract

Test takers’ individual characteristics may have a significant impact on their test
performance (e.g. Bachman & Palmer, Language assessment in practice: Developing
language assessments and justifying their use in the real world, 2010). However,
given their dynamic and context-sensitive nature, different variables of test takers’
individual characteristics were explored in previous empirical research and the
multivariate relationships among these variables and test performance varied in
different research contexts. This study explored the relationships of test takers’
English learning motivation, attitudes towards the actual test use of the College
English Test (CET), a high-stakes test in China, and their test performance. The
findings revealed two distinctive dimensions with regards to English leaning
motivation and embedded value implications in test use. Meanwhile, test takers’ test
performance was positively and negatively affected by their supportive attitudes
towards the actual test use of the CET and test-related learning motivation,
respectively.

Keywords: Test takers’ attitude and English learning motivation, Actual test use in
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Introduction
China has witnessed the development of examinations for nearly 2000 years since the

Han Dynasty (202 BC–220 AD) (Liu, Tian, Zhang, & Zheng, 2002; J. Wang, 2003).

This long history of testing has strongly moulded Chinese people’s trust in the value

and justice of the examination system. Testing in China generally enjoys a societal ac-

ceptance and recognition as a fair and effective method to select talent, promote the

development of education, improve the performance of schools and colleges, and even

counter nepotism and outright corruption in the allocation of scarce social resources

(Bray & Steward, 1998; Cheng, 2010; Cheng & Qi, 2006; Eckstein & Noah, 1992). Due

to the powerful forces that testing and examinations have upon Chinese society, tests,
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especially high-stakes tests, are sometimes used for purposes beyond that for which

they are intended (Cheng, 2010).

The College English Test (CET) is a nation-wide English proficiency test specifically

designed for non-English majors in tertiary education in China. The implementation of

the CET, according to the CET syllabus (National College English Test Committee,

2006, p. 3), aims to “accurately examine the English proficiency of undergraduate stu-

dents in China in accordance with the language skills specified in the College English

Curriculum Requirements (CECR), and to promote effective College English teaching

and learning”. However, reality has demonstrated a more complex picture. As a large-

scale high-stakes exam in China, the CET and its subsequent test result has been widely

used in practice to make decisions for multiple unintended purposes. Test takers’ CET

results are used by employers of various professions as a criterion for selection (Garner

& Huang, 2014; Xie, Han, Lin, & Sun, 2007; Yang & Weir, 1998). The CET test result

is a prerequisite for many students to obtain their bachelor degree or even to graduate

from Chinese universities (e.g. Garner & Huang, 2014; Huang, 2002; Li & Wang, 2003;

H. Wang, 2008; Wu, 2003; Zhou, 2003), and in some of the most developed cities in

China (e.g. Beijing, Shanghai, Guangzhou and Shenzhen), this certificate is even named

as one criterion for issuing a residence permit (Garner & Huang, 2014; Jin, 2008). The

CET test results, under the influence of a historically rooted testing culture, was

regarded as a kind of cultural capital representing opportunities to compete for scarce

social resources, change lives and win success (Garner & Huang, 2014). Even though

the NCETC argues that the CET result provides an objective assessment of test takers’

English competence and thus explains why it has been widely used as a criterion for

employment, many of the high-stakes decisions on test takers are considered to be mis-

use of the test results (Jin, 2008).

Test takers are one group of the most directly affected stakeholders of the conse-

quences of using a test and of the decisions made about them on the basis of test re-

sults (Bachman & Palmer, 2010). Their attitudes and perceptions are considered as a

valuable source of evidence in re-evaluating the promoted standards and intended re-

sults and in discovering any unintended and unpredicted occurrences in practice (Bach-

man & Palmer, 2010; Davies, 2008; Hawkey, 2006; Saville, 2012). Given their unique

position in testing, test takers’ attitudes and perceptions have also been recognised as a

potential construct-irrelevant factor that may either positively or negatively affect test

performance (e.g. Bachman & Palmer, 2010). Until now, however, the questions of how

test takers perceive the actual test use of the CET in reality, including unintended test

use by test design, and how this attitudinal factor affects test performance have not

been explored.

Literature review
Test takers’ attitude, language learning motivation and performance

The key tenet in social psychological theories of action (Ajzen, 2005; Eagly & Chaiken,

1993) is the assumption that it is attitudes that exert a directive influence on people’s

behaviour, since people’s attitude towards a target influences the overall pattern of their

responses to the target (Gardner, 1985). The term “attitude” in this study refers to an

affective and evaluative response to an object, institution or event, elicited from
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subjective views or answers to a number of questions (Ajzen, 1988, 2005; Allport, 1971;

Spolsky, 1989). An attitude in this definition is a hypothetical construct, which may not

be directly observable but can be inferred from observable responses (Eagly & Chaiken,

1993). Language learning motivation is a widely explored complex issue in Second Lan-

guage Acquisition (SLA). Located within the discipline of social psychology in attitude

theory, language learning motivation provides the driving force to initiate second lan-

guage learning, sustain the tedious learning process and subsequently affect success in

learning language (Dӧrnyei, 2005). The socio-educational (SE) model of SLA (Gard-

ner, 1985; Gardner & Lambert, 1972), created and applied in the Canadian context,

has for decades influenced international conceptualisations of motivation for second

language learning. As English has gradually spread throughout the world as an inter-

national lingua franca, a more substantial reconceptualisation of the L2 motivation

construct is Dӧrnyei’s (2005, 2009) L2 Motivational Self System, established on the

basis of the understandings acquired from the SE Model, the concepts from “Possible
Selves” (Markus & Nurius, 1986) and “Self-Discrepancy” Theory (Higgins, 1987), and

his own empirical motivation research (Dӧrnyei & Csizér, 2002; Dӧrnyei, Csizér, &
Németh, 2006). The most recent development on motivational theories have intro-

duced motivational dynamics into language learning (e.g. Dӧrnyei, MacIntyre, & Henry,

2015), highlighting the point that learners’ motivation is dynamic and context sensitive,

and the exploration of motivators in a particular research context requires “a localised,

scientific, research-based approach” (Chen, Warden, & Chang, 2005, p. 626).

Some Chinese researchers proposed a concept of Required Motivation or Chinese

Imperative in an attempt to capture the cultural element in a Chinese learning context

(Chen et al., 2005; Warden & Lin, 2000). They noted that most motivation theories

were established on the basis of North American and European cultural values, which

emphasised individualism rather than collectivism commonly upheld in Chinese Confu-

cian culture. This concept highlighted the culturally internalised requirements, empha-

sising on the influence of the imperial examination system in history as well as

Confucius collectivism in that students often felt obliged to obtain a good test result to

win success for themselves and to bring glory to the whole family (Chen et al., 2005;

Leung, 1994; Warden & Lin, 2000).

When dealing with individual differences concerning attitudes and motivation, how-

ever, one problematic issue is the cause and effect sequence between the two: There is

no unequivocal generalisations as to which are the cause, and which are the effect

(Gardner & Clement, 1990; Lambert, 1963, 1967). Xie (2011) in exploring the relation-

ship between students’ perceptions of examined skills and CET test performance noted

a significant impact of students’ instrumental learning motivation on their perceptions,

whilst in Wu and Lee’s study (J. Wu & Lee, 2017), students’ attitudes towards the policy

of English benchmark requirements for graduation in Taiwan universities positively af-

fected both of their extrinsic and intrinsic English learning motivations.

A major concern in the design and development of language tests is to minimise the

effects of factors that are not part of examined language ability. Likewise, the interpre-

tations and uses of a test score should clarify and mitigate the extent to which a test

score reflects factors other than the measured language abilities. Identifying the factors

that either systematically or randomly affect test performance, therefore, eventually

contributes to the validity of the interpretation of test scores and justification of the
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validity of a test (Bachman, 1990, 2004). The relationship between learners’ language at-

titudes, motivations and their language achievement in the socio-psychological ap-

proach of SLA has been a focal point in research, and the relationship among these

factors has been, to a certain extent, established in empirical studies in SLA (e.g.

McKenzie, 2008). However, what are test takers’ motivational construct in a test-

oriented learning environment, whether and how test takers’ learning motivation and

attitudes interact with their test performance and what attitude variables may signifi-

cantly affect their test performance are greatly under-investigated in language testing

(e.g. J. Wu & Lee, 2017). Bachman (1990) specified four factors that influence language

test performance, one of which is test takers’ characteristics or personal attributes such

as cultural background, background knowledge, cognitive abilities, sex and age. In

Bachman’s later work (Bachman & Palmer, 2010), test takers’ affective responses to test

content and test tasks were explicitly highlighted as such a potential factor. Following

Bachman’s guide, Kunnan (1995) particularly explored the relationship of test takers’

characteristics and their test performance using Structural Equation Modelling (SEM).

Test takers’ characteristics in his empirical study integrated factors such as cultural

background, exposure to the target language which were stressed in the model of lan-

guage testing (Bachman, 1990) and monitoring (Krashen, 1981) and attitude (Gardner,

1985) in language learning models in SLA. Among other attitude-test performance

studies in language testing, test takers’ attitude factors included perceptions of exam-

ined abilities (Stricker, Wilder, & Bridgeman, 2006), quality of each test components

(Rasti, 2009), test bias, test-taking motivation and anxiety (Zhao & Cheng, 2010) and

testing policy (J. Wu & Lee, 2017) to name just a few. The findings of these studies

demonstrated that the relationships between test performance and test takers’ individ-

ual characteristics varied in different research contexts with different attitude factors.

To date, there is still a lack of theoretical guidance on what aspects of a test that test

takers’ attitudes should be investigated to examine the possible interaction with test

performance. Test use, until now, has not been explored as an attitudinal factor.

Test use

Test use refers to the use of test-score-based interpretations to make decisions about

the stakeholders (Bachman & Palmer, 2010), in most cases, the test takers. To refer to

a test or test score as valid, the fundamental claim should be built upon “the specific

ability or abilities the test is designed to measure and the uses for which the test is

intended” (Bachman, 1990, p. 238). However, the actual test interpretation and test use

at local levels are invariably more complex, varied, nuanced than intended, usually

shaped and decided by local purposes (Bachman & Palmer, 2010; Moss, 2016; Saville,

2012). The construct of the test could be re-interpreted by test users as evidence of

hard work, discipline, intelligence or other valued qualities relevant to these decisions

being made about the test takers, rather than that of measured abilities (Akiyama, 2004;

McNamara & Roever, 2006); test-based information could also be used in allocating re-

sources, setting new educational targets or goals and improving administrative manage-

ment (Moss, 2016). Even though there are still arguments over definitions of test

validity and the critical evidence to gather for test validation, modern validity theories

agree that test uses and test consequences cannot be ignored and are an indispensable
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component of validity discussions (Cizek, 2016; Moss, 2016; Newton & Baird, 2016; Sir-

eci, 2016). One major concern of test validity is that even though tests/assessments are

valid indicators of the abilities they are intended to measure, the test results are used

inappropriately and decisions based on test results are irrelevant to the measured

abilities.

When tests are not used as designed, how would test takers, one of the most directly

affected stakeholders, perceive the score-based decisions made about them? Given their

unique position in testing, would their attitudes towards this consequential aspect of

tests affect test performance and hence become a potential construct-irrelevant factor?

Research questions and explored relationships
This study is part of a bigger project which explores the multivariate relationships of

test takers’ individual characteristics, attitudes towards the CET and test performance,

in an attempt to shed light on the complexity and dynamism of test takers in testing.

This study focuses on reporting the construct of test takers’ English learning motivation

in preparation for the CET, their attitudes towards and perceptions of the actual test

use of the CET in practice and their potential interactions with test performance. The

research questions (RQ) are as follows:

1. What is the structure of test takers’ motivational construct in preparation for the

CET?

2. What is the structure of test takers’ attitude towards the actual test use of the CET

in practice?

3. What are the relationships between test takers’ English learning motivation and

their attitudes towards the actual test use of the CET? How do these individual

characteristics affect test performance?

Methods
The process of test justification is specific to each particular testing context (Bachman

& Palmer, 2010). This study, therefore, adopted the Exploratory Sequential Design

(ESD), a hybrid research design, to facilitate the understanding of local factors and at-

tempt to capture their complex and dynamic interplay in the research context (Cres-

well, 2014). The ESD is a two-phase mixed methods design, which starts with

qualitative data for an exploratory purpose and follows up with quantitative data in

order to generalise results within a population. Test takers’ motivation and attitude,

given their dynamic and context-sensitive nature, were first collected in the qualitative

phase using semi-structured focus group interviews, face-to-face interviews and eMail

interviews. The themes revealed in the qualitative analysis were then integrated into a

questionnaire, the data collection instrument for the quantitative phase, using the same

wordings whenever appropriate. Given the word limit, this study only reports the rele-

vant results of quantitative analysis in answering the raised research questions.

Quantitative data collection

The questionnaire, a 5-point Likert scale of agreement, consisted of two major parts,

with part I collecting test takers’ demographic information including name, department,
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university and CET test result, which was applied as the factor of test performance in

examining the hypothesised relationships, and part II, measuring test takers’ character-

istics such as English learning motivation and attitudes towards the actual test uses of

the CET (see Appendix). The questionnaire was first piloted among five colleagues and

a targeted sample group of 10 students. The items that generated ambiguity and misun-

derstanding were reworded and modified before the actual data collection was

conducted.

The quantitative data (same as qualitative data) were collected at two universities in

China, which were selected due to data accessibility and financial practicality of this

study. The universities are of similar characteristics in terms of their size, number of

students, recruitment procedure and financial standing. Both of the universities are

top-ranking universities directly under the Ministry of Education (MOE) and located in

the eastern provinces, culturally and economically more developed areas in China. The

questionnaire was administered both online and in hardcopy form to maximise partici-

pant accessibility. A total of 369 participants submitted a completed questionnaire, of

which, 11 were detected as outliers and thus deleted from the data set, making a total

of 358 valid questionnaire responses for the subsequent quantitative analysis (42.5% fe-

male; 57.5% male).

Quantitative analysis

The quantitative data was analysed using SEM. The programmes SPSS 20 and AMOS

22 were applied in this phase. A number of item-level pre-test evaluations were first

conducted, examining how well-identified items elicited from qualitative analysis repre-

sent their associated latent constructs, i.e. test takers motivation and attitude in this

study. The pre-examinations included item descriptive statistics, data distribution, ex-

ploratory factor analysis (EFA) and item internal consistency (e.g. Cronbach’s Alpha).

The detailed item-level analyses are not included in the result section due to the word

limit.

Based on results of the EFA and reliability analysis, a confirmatory factor analysis

(CFA) was then conducted, evaluating the factorial validity of each latent construct.

The maximum likelihood (ML) estimation was applied in the model estimations. The

evaluation of the model adequacy was based on an inspection of the values of standar-

dised residuals, the chi-square statistics, other fit indices (e.g. CFI, GFI, SRMR & RMSE

A) and theoretical and conceptual aspects of constructs under study (Hair, Black,

Babin, Anderson, & Tatham, 2006). Post hoc model re-specification and re-estimation

based on the assessment of model fit indices, the standardised residual covariance

matrix and modification indices, were conducted when necessary, to identify the most

adequate representation of the factorial structure of each latent construct. The squared

multiple correlations (SMC or R2), which determines the amount of variance accounted

for in each dependent variable by the predictor variables (Kline, 2011) was also re-

ported at this stage.

The causal validity of hypothesised structural relationships were then examined, inte-

grating the results derived from the CFA of measurement models (i.e. test takers’ mo-

tivation and attitude). The significance of the hypothesised relationships, i.e. whether

the hypothesised relationships were supported by the data or not; the direction, i.e.
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whether the hypothesised relationships were positive or negative; and effect sizes, in-

cluding SMC and Cohen’s f2, were evaluated at this stage.

Moreover, prior to the examination of the causal validity, the multivariate nor-

mality for each model was assessed for a reliable ML estimation. Based on the

findings of studies which particularly compared and explored the acceptable range

of multivariate non-normalities for ML estimation to be appropriate (Bentler, 2005;

Gao, Mokhtarian, & Johnston, 2008; Harlow, 1985; Lei & Lomax, 2005; Nevitt &

Hancock, 2001), when the multivariate kurtosis value is no larger than 28.76, the

ML estimation still produces a trustworthy analysis. When the multivariate kurtosis

value was greater than the acceptable range (28.76), bootstrap estimates were then

performed on 500 samples using the ML estimator, to provide bias-corrected confi-

dence intervals (95%) for each of the parameter bootstrap estimates (Byrne, 2010).

Results
Examining the structure of test takers’ motivational construct in preparation for the CET

Test takers’ English learning motivation revealed in the qualitative analysis, and later

identified in EFA as well, demonstrated two distinctive dimensions: test-unrelated Eng-

lish learning motivation (TUMoti) and test-related English learning motivation

(TRMoti).

Test takers’ TUMoti comprised 7 items (items B2, B3, B5, B7, B13, B15 and B16,

Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.699). The Mardia’s multivariate kurtosis value was 20.618

with an associated critical ratio (C.R.) of 17.377, suggesting an acceptable multivari-

ate non-normality in the sample, supportive of a sound ML estimation (e.g. Gao

et al., 2008). Based on the post hoc analyses, error terms associated with items B2

and B5; B13 and B16 were correlated as a free parameter (see Bentler & Chou,

1987 for details with regards to error correlation). The confirmatory examination

of the factorial validity of the TUMoti, with error terms associated with items B2

and B5 and B13 and B16 correlated as a free parameter, demonstrated a good

model fit: χ2 (12) = 13.280, p = 0.349; CFI = 0.996; GFI = 0.990; SRMR = 0.027;

RMSEA = 0.017 (0.000–0.058, 90%CI), suggesting an appropriate representation of

its factorial structure. The unstandardised estimates were within an admissible

range and statistically significant (with C.R. > ± 1.96 and p < 0.001); all standard

errors appeared to be in good order as well. The loadings in the standardised solu-

tion ranged from 0.359 for item B15 to 0.660 for item B3. All factor loadings (i.e.

estimate values) were statistically significant at the 0.05 level. The SMC (R2) ranged

from 0.129 (B15) to 0.436 (B3). Figure 1 provides a diagrammatic representation of

this one-factor model.

Test takers’ TRMoti comprised 6 items (items B1, B6, B17, B18, B20 and B21; Cron-

bach’s Alpha = 0.776). The Mardia’s multivariate kurtosis value (6.344, with an associ-

ated C.R. of 6.125) suggested an acceptable non-normality in the sample, supportive of

a trustworthy ML estimation. The factorial validity of the TRMoti in CFA, with error

terms associated with items B1 and B6 and B18 and B20 correlated as a free parameter

(Bentler & Chou, 1987), demonstrated a good model fit: χ2 (7) = 9.646, p = 0.210; CFI =

0.995; GFI = 0.991; SRMR = 0.021; RMSEA = 0.033 (0.000–0.078, 90%CI), suggesting

an appropriate representation of its factorial structure. The unstandardised estimates
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were within an admissible range and statistically significant (with C.R. > ± 1.96 and p <

0.001); all standard errors appeared to be in good order as well. The loadings in the

standardised solution ranged from 0.374 for item B18 to 0.775 for item B17. All factor

loadings were statistically significant at the 0.05 level. The SMC (R2) values ranged

from 0.140 (B18) to 0.600 (B17). Figure 2 provides a diagrammatic representation of

this one-factor model.

Fig. 1 The one-factor model of test takers’ TUMoti

Fig. 2 The one-factor model of test takers’ TRMoti
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Examining the structure of test takers’ attitude towards the actual test use of the CET in

practice

Test takers’ attitudes towards the actual test use of the CET (AttiTuse) were composed

of 4 items (items EE5, EE6, EE7 and EE9; Cronbach’s Alpha = 0.713), portraying test

takers’ perceived societal values embedded in the actual test use of the CET. The

Mardia’s multivariate kurtosis value (1.579 with an associated C.R. of 2.155) was

within an acceptable range, suggesting a multivariate normal distribution in the

data, supportive of a trustworthy ML estimation. The test of the one-factor model

of test takers’ AttiTUse, with errors associated with EE5 and EE9 correlated as a

free parameter (Bentler & Chou, 1987), demonstrated a good model fit: χ2 (1) =

0.499, p = 0.480; CFI = 1.000; GFI = 0.999; SRMR = 0.007; RMSEA = 0.000

(0.000–0.124, 90%CI), suggesting an appropriate representation of its factorial

structure. A review of the unstandardised solutions revealed that all estimates were

within an admissible range and statistically significant (with C.R. > ± 1.96 and p <

0.001); all standard errors appeared to be in good order as well. The loadings in

the standardised solution ranged from 0.368 for item EE5 to 0.872 for item EE6.

All factor loadings were statistically significant at the 0.05 level. The SMC (R2)

ranged from 0.136 (EE5) to 0.761 (EE6). Figure 3 provides a diagrammatic repre-

sentation of this one-factor model.

Examining the hypothesised structural relationships

Among the 358 participants in the quantitative phase, the highest CET test score (TS)

was 613 and the lowest, 310. Both skewness and kurtosis values were within a good

range (smaller than |1|), indicating a normal distribution in the data.

The findings derived from the measurement model evaluation of the AttiTUse,

TRMoti and TUMoti were then integrated into the examination of the hypothesised

structural relationships. Figure 4 depicts the hypothesised relationships of test takers’

learning motivations, attitude and their test performance examined at this stage,

including:

H1: Test takers’ test-unrelated English learning motivation affects their attitudes to-

wards the actual test use of the CET and vice versa.

Fig. 3 The one-factor model of test takers’ AttiTuse
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H2: Test takers’ test-related English learning motivation affects their attitudes to-

wards the actual test use of the CET and vice versa.

H3: Test takers’ test-unrelated learning motivation affected their test performance.

H4: Test takers’ test-related learning motivation affected their test performance.

H5: Test takers’ attitudes towards the actual test use of the CET affected their test

performance.

H6: Test takers’ learning motivations were interrelated with each other.

The Mardia’s multivariate kurtosis value for the hypothesised model was 52.236, with

an associated C.R. of 18.417, suggesting a multivariate non-normality in the sample. A

bootstrap analysis was then conducted, the results of which indicated the multivariate

non-normality was still at an acceptable level to support a sound ML estimation (Byrne,

2010). All the fit indices were within a desirable range: χ2 (125) = 155.373, p = 0.034;

CFI = 0.978; GFI = 0.956; SRMR = 0.044; RMSEA = 0.026 (0.008–0.039, 90%CI). An

examination of the feasibility and the statistical significance of parameter estimates in-

dicated that all estimates were reasonable and statistically significant at the 0.05 level.

The SMC1 value for TS was 0.200, indicating 20% of test takers’ test performance was

explained by the constructs of AttiTuse and TRMoti (Cohen’s f2 = 0.250, medium effect

size).

In reviewing the significance of each hypothesised relationship, however, two of the

hypothesised structural relationships, paths H2 and H3, were not supported by the

sample, both falling out of the significant range (with C.R. < ± 1.96 and p > 0.05) and

were then removed from the model. As a result, four out of six estimates were

Fig. 4 The hypothesised structural relationships of test takers’ learning motivation, attitude and
test performance

1The squared multiple correlations (SMC or R2) in a structural model represent the proportion of each
dependence construct that is explained by the predictors or independence constructs in question (Byrne,
2010; Hair et al., 2006).
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consistent with the hypothesis. Figure 5 provides a diagrammatic representation of the

modified model.

The unstandardised, standardised total effects and correlation estimate of the

hypothesised relationships are presented in Table 1.

Discussion
RQ1: What is the structure of test takers’ motivational construct in preparation for the

CET?

Test takers’ English learning motivation in this research context revealed two distinct-

ive dimensions: test-unrelated English learning motivation (TUMoti) and test-related

English learning motivation (TRMoti). The items in test takers’ TUMoti were closely in

line with the L2 Ideal Self in Dӧrnyei’s L2 Motivational Self System (2005, 2009). Test

Fig. 5 The final hypothesised structural relationships of test takers’ learning motivation, attitude and
test performance

Table 1 The unstandardised, standardised effects and correlation estimates of hypothesised
relationships

DR UnSt TE SE C.R. St TE St DE

AttiTuse→TS 37.953 9.241 4.107 0.274 0.274

TRMoti→TS − 29.478 4.940 − 5.968 − 0.353 − 0.353

IR CE SE C.R. r

TUMoti↔TRMoti − 0.215 0.034 − 6.399 − 0.676

TUMoti↔AttiTuse 0.027 0.012 2.161 0.141

DC SMC or R2 aCohen’s f2 (f2 = R2/1 − R2)

TS 0.200 0.250

DR dependence relationships, UnSt TE unstandardised total effects, SE standard error, C.R. critical ration, St TE
standardised total effects, St DE standardised direct effects, IR interrelationship, CE covariance estimate, r correlation
estimate, DC dependence constructs, SMC squared multiple correlations, TUMoti test-unrelated motivation, TRMoti test-
related motivation, AttiTuse attitudes towards actual test use of the CET, TS test score (test performance)
af2 = 0.02 as small effect size; f2 = 0.15 as medium effect size; f2 = 0.35 as large effect size
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takers/students were inspired to work hard on English to achieve their goal of

an ideal image (e.g. B7: It is cool to speak fluent English) or motivated to learn

English because they had a good understanding that English as a global language

would provide them with a broader range of options and opportunities for ei-

ther their academic or professional development in the future (e.g. B16: Learning

English will help me to be more competitive in the future). The components

explaining Yashima’s International Posture (2002, 2009) were also identified in

this research context. Test takers/students expressed their desires in travelling

and studying abroad and making friends with people from different cultures (e.g.

B2: I would like to communicate and make friends with foreigners). Test takers’
TUMoti on the whole is promotive in nature, positively motivating test takers/

students to learn English.

Test takers’ TRMoti appeared to have been greatly affected by their test-related

learning experiences (e.g. B20: Test-oriented English learning in high school dis-

couraged my English studies), high-stakes decisions attached to the CET test re-

sults, opportunities generated by test use (e.g. B1: I have to learn English to pass

the test), and subsequent competition among peer groups (e.g. B18: I am always

nervous in the English class). Test takers were well aware of the influence of the

test results on their future lives. They felt strongly obliged to obtain a good test

score to win success for themselves, but the internalised obligation to bring glory

for the whole family, as highlighted in Required Motivation or Chinese Impera-

tive (e.g. Chen et al., 2005), was not detected among test takers in this study.

The wording of the items in TRMoti, in general, demonstrated a preventive na-

ture, discouraging rather than encouraging test takers to learn.

Test takers’ TUMoti was significantly correlated with their TRMoti negatively (Path

H6). The correlation coefficient was high (r = − 0.68, large effect size). This strong

negative correlation indicated that when test takers felt compelled/obliged to learn Eng-

lish due to a “mere sense of obligation, duty or a fear of punishment” (Dӧrnyei et al.,
2006, p. 93), or of gaining the benefits and values attached to the tests, they were

less encouraged to learn out of sense of self -achievement or self-fulfilment.

RQ3: How does test takers’ learning motivation affect their test performance? (H3 and

H4)

Test takers’ test-related preventive, rather than test-unrelated promotive learning

motivation, had a significant, direct and negative effect on their test performance

(StTE = − 0.35, p < 0.05). Test takers’ TRMoti demonstrated two distinctive

characteristics: First, it was generally test-related; second, it was preventive rather

than promotive in nature. In other words, most of the items used to measure this

type of motivation demonstrated a negative and de-motivating characteristic.

Chen et al. (2005) expressed concerns over test-related required motivation,

claiming that this type of motivation directed students’ efforts in learning for

tests, rather than meaningful language use abilities, and thus played a role as a

de-motivator instead of motivator in English studies. The negative relationship

identified in this study appeared to suggest that in addition to language use abil-

ities, this motivation did not play a positive role in boosting test scores either.
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Given the power of the CET in making multiple decisions on the basis of its

test results, its high stakes, and the subsequent impact on English teaching, learn-

ing and on society as a whole, the CET has been widely criticised by scholars

and English educators in China (Cai, 2006). The MOE, who is responsible for

overseeing the promotion of English teaching and learning at tertiary level in

China, has attempted to minimise the influence of the CET on English teaching

and learning through softening its decisive role in tertiary education. The NCET

C, since the inception of the test, has made a consistent effort to reduce test

items examining students’ isolated language knowledge, and to increase those that

examine English usage, in the hope of directing students’ learning motivation and

efforts in improving their language use abilities. These modifications and efforts,

however, did not appear to have made an immediate progress in achieving their

intended goals. Bai (2019) noted that the central language policies at the macro-

level were largely subject to the local interpretation and practice. The way in which

central language policy was interpreted and implemented at university level had a

great impact on English teaching, and subsequently on students’ learning motiv-

ation and attitudes. When localised central language policy was more competence-

oriented, as a result, so was their English teaching, and students in general believed

that language use abilities instead of test training should be the focus of English

education; when the localised language policy was more test-oriented, students

demonstrated a conflicting attitude: They were anxious to obtain a good test score

on the one hand and questioned the effectiveness of the teaching approach on the

other hand.

Nevertheless, when perceived importance and high value of the test results ex-

ists among test takers, it would be inevitable for students/test takers, and even

their teachers, to apply whatever strategies they believe effective in achieving a

good test score. A more pragmatic question for them is what teaching and learn-

ing approaches are beneficial and more effective in improving test performance.

When tests have become a focal point in education, as they have in China, apart

from criticisms of its negative impact, more in-depth empirical investigations are

needed to better inform the related stakeholders how and what to teach and

learn in preparation for a test so as to facilitate their competence in competing

for this cultural capital.

RQ3: What are the relationships between test takers’ English learning motivations and

their attitudes towards the actual test use of the CET? (H1 and H2)

Test takers’ TRMoti had no significant effect on their AttiTuse and neither did

the other way round (with C.R. < ± 1.96 and p > 0.05). Test takers’ TUMoti was

positively correlated with their AttiTuse but the correlation coefficient was low (r

= 0.141, small effect size), indicating a weak influence between the two factors.

This finding was not unexpected given that test takers’ attitudes towards test use

appeared to be more closely related to their values and beliefs associated with

test use, which in this study conformed to the commonly accepted social values

of test use by the general public.
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RQ2: What is the structure of test takers’ attitude towards the actual test use of the CET

in practice?

Test takers in general demonstrated a supportive attitude towards the actual test

use of the CET (mean = 3.44), including the test uses not intended by test design.

The NCETC acknowledges that CET test results have been widely used by busi-

nesses in China as one of their major employment criteria, claiming such decisions

are based on the test quality, in that the CET is able to examine and successfully

predict students’ English proficiency level. However, test takers’ perceived rationale

that interpreted such use of the CET test scores, differed from the official claims

made by the NCETC. They believed the CET test use was closely in line with

commonly accepted societal values of tests in China: Given the impact of a long-

lasting testing culture, tests and test results were regarded by the general public as

a fair, effective and practical method for selection in society (e.g. EE5: I believe

that it is China’s tradition to use test results for selection). They also believed that

in present-day of China, using high-stakes test results such as the CET for social

selection assisted in achieving fairness and social balance (e.g. EE6: I believe that

using test results for the allocation of limited social resources is so far the fairest

and most effective method in China; EE7: I believe using test results for selection

is an effective method to achieve social balance).

Tests, instead of being unbiased and neutral, are deeply rooted in political, so-

cial, educational, ideological and economic contexts (e.g. Messick, 1989; Shohamy,

2001). “Values come into play at all junctures in the testing process” (Cizek,

2016, p. 217). It is acknowledged among many scholars in testing that psycho-

metric evidence is insufficient in justifying test score use validity (e.g. Cizek,

2016). The value systems that inform a particular test use, as well as that of each

main stakeholder, cannot be neglected or taken for granted in the process of test

validation (e.g. Bachman & Palmer, 2010; McNamara & Roever, 2006). The values

and interests of authorities could be expressed in testing at the expense of the

values of other major stakeholders (McNamara & Roever, 2006). The findings of

this study suggest that when score-based information is not interpreted and used

as designed, multiple sources of feedback from major test stakeholders are needed

to assist in identifying: (1) What are the underlying value implications that inter-

pret the actual use of the test scores? (2) Do the value implications conform to

or conflict with the values and beliefs of major stakeholders such as test takers?

An understanding of whether the values embedded in tests and test use are con-

sistent with those of the stakeholders is a critical step in promoting positive test

consequences and making fair and equitable decisions on the basis of test results

(e.g. Bachman & Palmer, 2010).

RQ3: How does test takers’ attitude towards the actual test use of the CET affect their

test performance? (H5)

Test takers’ supportive attitudes towards the actual test use of the CET had a

direct, significant and positive impact on their test performance (StTE = 0.27, p

< 0.05). Bachman and Palmer (2010, p. 107) claimed that engaging test takers in

test development, collecting their perception of the “assessment and assessment
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tasks” would facilitate test takers’ perceived authenticity of the test; test takers

would hence be more “motivated” and “perform better”. The finding of this study

appeared to suggest that test takers’ perceptions of the actual test use in practice

could also be identified as a potential factor affecting test performance. Research

in language testing rarely includes value implications in a validity discussion; the

value implications appear to have been taken for granted in test use, deeming

that values embedded in test use naturally conform to the societal values and the

values of stakeholders. This finding, although confined by its inherent limitations

(e.g. a relatively small and homogenous data set), appeared to have provided em-

pirical evidence that should call for test developers and researchers to rethink the

significance and impact of actual test use in practice, especially in contexts where

(1) a test is used for purposes other than intended (e.g. CET, IELTS) and (2)

competing values exist among different test stakeholders. An urgent question for

future research is when the uses of a test do not support, or even conflict with

test takers’ interests, how would test takers perceive its test use? More import-

antly, if test takers’ supportive attitudes towards the actual test use have a posi-

tive impact on test performance, would test takers’ negative attitudes towards test

use impede their test performance, hence compromising the validity of inferences

derived from test scores?

Conclusion
This study identified two main dimensions in terms of English learning motivation,

perceived value implications in test takers’ attitudes towards the actual test use of the

CET in practice and the potential effects of test takers’ characteristics on test perform-

ance. However, given the process of test justification and validation should be local and

research based, how would test takers and other major stakeholders perceive and react

to a high-stakes test and its test use are inevitably sensitive to each unique local cultural

and social context.

Moreover, limited data diversity may have also affected the generalisability of the

findings in this research. Both qualitative and quantitative data of this study were

collected from the same two universities in Eastern China, which shared similar

characteristics in many aspects. Given the large scale and diversity of Higher Edu-

cation in China, the items measuring the construct of test takers’ motivations and

attitudes are highly likely to be subject to a lack of input of test takers/students

from universities of other areas and with different characteristics. More empirical

research is needed to explore the remaining questions such as: How would test

takers/students from lower ranking universities and/or from economically less de-

veloped areas perceive the CET test use in reality? What would be their motiv-

ational composition? Would the inclusion of their views alter the identified causal

relationship in this study? In summary, the complex and value-sensitive relation-

ships among test takers’ learning motivation, attitudes towards test use and other

test-related factors and test performance deserve appropriate attention in validity

studies of the language testing as to better inform test users and other stakeholders

in making fairer score-based decisions, manufacture positive consequential effects

and maintain test accountability.
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Table 2 A questionnaire that collects test takers’ personal information and measures their English
learning motivation and attitudes towards the actual test use of the CET

Name Gender

University

College/Department

What is your CET total score?

What is your motivation in learning English?

1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = not sure, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree

1 2 3 4 5

B1- I have to learn English to pass the test.

B2- I would like to communicate and make friends with foreigners.

B3- I would like to travel abroad.

B5- I plan to study abroad in the future.

B6- I have to learn English because it is a compulsory subject.

B7- I think it is cool to speak fluent English.

B13- It is useful to learn English because it is an important international language.

B15- I am learning English because it will help me to read English academic papers and
journals.

B16- I am learning English because it should help me become more competitive in the future.

B17- I would not learn English if there were no high-stakes test like the CET.

B18- I often feel nervous in English classes.

B20- My past test-orientated language learning experience has de-motivated me to learn
English.

B21- I do not need English in my future career, nor life, so it is a waste of time to learn English.

What is your attitude toward the actual test use of the CET in practice?

1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = not sure, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree.

1 2 3 4 5

EE5- It is China’s tradition to use test results for selection.

EE6- I believe it is so far the most effective and fair method to allocate limited social resources.

EE7- I think it is appropriate to use test results for selection because it allows students from
disadvantaged families to move forward.

EE9- In present-day China, I do not think there is a better method than using the test result for
selection.
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