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Abstract 

The College English Test Band 4 (CET-4) is a high-stakes, standardised English proficiency assessment widely administered in 

Chinese universities. Initially developed to evaluate non-English majors’ language competence, it has since evolved into a 

gatekeeping mechanism that influences graduation eligibility, access to scholarships, postgraduate admissions, and 

employment opportunities. As English education becomes increasingly globalised, concerns have emerged about the test's 

ability to fairly and validly assess diverse learners across China. In particular, the CET-4 has been criticised for its narrow 

focus on decontextualised tasks, its reliance on Western-centred content, and its failure to accommodate the sociolinguistic 

realities of rural, minority, and low-income students. This study critically reassesses the CET-4 through the lens of three 

theoretical frameworks: Messick's theory of validity, Kane's principles of fairness, and Paraskeva's epistemic pluralism. 

Drawing on these perspectives, it examines the test's alignment with international benchmarks, such as the Common European 

Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR). It identifies key limitations in construct validity, cultural inclusivity, and 

equitable access. The analysis reveals that the CET-4 often produces construct-irrelevant variance, reinforces systemic 

educational inequalities, and reduces English learning to test-oriented preparation. The study proposes a multidimensional 

reform agenda that includes modular testing tailored to regional contexts, performance-based assessments that reflect 

real-world communication, and integrating culturally responsive content. It also recommends stakeholder engagement through 

participatory test design, implementing fairness audits, and adopting equity-based funding models such as Weighted Student 

Funding (WSF) to address systemic disparities. These reforms seek to uphold psychometric rigour and ethical responsibility, 

ensuring that large-scale assessments like the CET-4 better reflect the realities and needs of diverse test-takers. Ultimately, the 

paper argues that the CET-4 must transition from a rigid gatekeeping instrument to a more inclusive and context-sensitive 

evaluation platform that aligns with international standards while promoting educational equity and opportunity in the Chinese 

context. 
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1. Introduction 

English proficiency is regarded as a gateway to academic 

achievement and professional advancement in today’s glob-

alised world and plays an increasingly critical role in shaping 

futures [8]. In China, this reality is epitomised by the College 
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English Test (CET), a national high-stakes standardised as-

sessment that can make or break students’ prospects. The 

CET, overseen by the Ministry of Education, serves as a 

yardstick for English language proficiency through its two 

primary levels—CET-4 and CET-6—alongside the spoken 

English components, CET-SET4 and CET-SET6. CET-4, a 

mandatory hurdle for most non-English major undergraduates, 

assesses a range of skills, including listening, reading, writing, 

and speaking, to assess English proficiency comprehensively 

[1, 7]. 

Since its establishment in the 1980s, the CET has become 

integral to China’s higher education system [29]. It is often 

perceived as more than just a test—its certificates open doors 

to academic milestones, competitive job markets, and career 

advancements, particularly in fields requiring international 

collaboration perceived not merely as a language test but as a 

credential that can unlock academic opportunities, facilitate 

entry into competitive job markets, and support career ad-

vancement, especially in fields with international dimensions 

[7, 30]. However, despite its intended role as an objective 

measure of proficiency, concerns have emerged regarding its 

inclusivity and fairness. 

Critics argue that the CET reflects inner-circle English 

norms—such as those of the United States and the United 

Kingdom—that do not align with the multilingual and mul-

ticultural realities of many test-takers. Critics dub the CET 

both inner circle English norms, like the US or British English, 

which are usually more than its candidates’ multilingual and 

multicultural lives. Students from marginalised, rural, or 

low-income backgrounds often encounter cultural content 

that feels distant from their lived experiences [27]. For stu-

dents who come from marginalised communities, are from the 

country, or do not have much money, this can seem to come 

from someone else and be far away from their lives. In addi-

tion to cultural incongruence, inequalities in access to re-

sources further disadvantage these students, raising concerns 

about the fairness and validity of the test [14, 27]. 

This paper will explore the validity and fairness of the CET, 

which says its technical soundness and implementation of its 

design bring out disparities in the process. It also reflects the 

biases and disparities incorporated in the test, which must be 

revised to evaluate the truth accurately. This paper examines 

the validity and fairness of the CET-4, focusing on how 

technical design and implementation contribute to disparities. 

It analyses cultural and systemic biases embedded in the test, 

arguing that substantial revisions are necessary for the CET to 

provide an equitable evaluation of English proficiency. 

Drawing on theoretical frameworks such as Messick’s (1989) 

theory of validity [18], Kane’s (2010) principles of fairness 

[11], and Paraskeva’s (2011, 2018) epistemic pluralism [21, 

22], this study challenges the notion that a singular cultural or 

regional standard should determine proficiency. 

This type of research, rather than just a technical analysis, 

goes further into the ethical issues associated with the CET. 

The prejudices hidden in the test may serve as the linchpin for 

social stratification, compromising the possibility of even the 

brightest students from remote regions reaching their poten-

tial for academic and professional success. These inequities in 

the system call for radical reforms. Rather than offering a 

purely technical critique, this research explores the ethical 

implications of CET-4 as a high-stakes assessment. By iden-

tifying embedded prejudices contributing to educational 

stratification, it argues for reforms that would transform the 

test from a gatekeeping mechanism into a more inclusive tool 

for opportunity. Recommendations include modular testing, 

performance-based assessment, culturally inclusive content, 

and integrating stakeholder perspectives through fairness 

audits and targeted policy reforms [15]. 

2. Theoretical Foundations of Validity 

and Fairness 

2.1. Messick’s Approach to Validity: Beyond 

Technical Precision 

As conceptualised by Messick (1989), validity extends 

beyond a one-dimensional definition focused solely on tech-

nical accuracy [18]. Validity, as discussed by Messick (1989), 

was discussed differently than a one-dimensional concept that 

stands for a high level of precision and technical correctness. 

He proposes a dual-layered model: the evidential basis of 

validity, which evaluates how well test content reflects the 

intended construct, and the consequential basis, which ad-

dresses the societal and ethical implications of test use. This 

holistic perspective asserts that even a technically sound test 

may be invalid if it produces unjust consequences. 

Applying Messick’s framework to the CET-4 exposes 

multiple limitations. Nevertheless, using this analytical model 

to the CET in China leads to several consequential problems 

from cultural prejudices and system-related inequalities. First, 

the CET often incorporates culturally biased content, partic-

ularly Western-centric idioms, references, and contexts. 

These elements are not necessarily familiar to urban pupils, 

especially if they may be unfamiliar to test-takers from rural 

or under-resourced areas, undermining the fairness of score 

interpretations [1, 7, 27]. For instance, listening sections can 

be composed of dialogues from Western social interactions 

about scenarios or customs not found in China. Though 

reading passages sometimes refer to Western historical facts, 

the same happens with literature not written in Chinese and 

not part of the mandatory school program, candidates were 

not involved in before joining their higher education listening 

sections may feature dialogues rooted in Western social cus-

toms, and reading passages may reference literary or histori-

cal material not taught in Chinese curricula. Such content 

introduces construct-irrelevant variance, causing scores to 

reflect cultural familiarity rather than genuine English profi-

ciency [24]. 

Second, disparities in educational resources further com-
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promise the validity of CET-4 outcomes. Systemic inequities 

in literary resources undermine the legitimacy of the CET 

even further. Students from rural schools need help from their 

urban counterparts. They also face many shortcomings, in-

cluding frequently lacking access to qualified English teach-

ers, up-to-date materials, and immersive English environ-

ments [14]. These performance inconsistencies are elevated 

by economic circumstances, making access to private tuition 

and test preparation inaccessible to some. 

While Messick’s framework highlights the importance of 

consequences, it insufficiently addresses how structural ine-

qualities affect validity. Messick’s theory inadequately ad-

dresses external variables. It rests on the flawed assumption 

that this style of testing guarantees equal training opportuni-

ties for all test takers, on the assumption that test-takers begin 

with equal access to learning opportunities. Performance gaps 

may result from unequal opportunities rather than actual dif-

ferences in proficiency. The CET risks perpetuating rather 

than correcting educational disparities without considering 

these external factors. Hence, although Messick’s theory 

enriches our understanding of validity, it requires expansion 

to encompass sociocultural realities that shape assessment 

outcomes in the Chinese context. 

2.2. Kane’s Fairness Framework: Bridging 

Equality and Opportunity 

Kane (2010) views fairness not as an optional complement 

to validity but as a central criterion of assessment quality [11]. 

Kane (2010) claims that fairness is not simply a 

complementary concept of validity but a crucial part of the 

fairness criteria as it implies that a particular assessment 

cannot be valid if it systematically disadvantages a group of 

test-takers. He distinguishes between two core dimensions: 

procedural fairness, which concerns the consistent and 

impartial administration of tests, and equitable fairness, which 

addresses whether all test-takers have meaningful access to 

the preparation and resources needed to succeed. 

This framework offers a valuable lens through which to 

examine the CET-4. Procedural fairness is generally upheld in 

the test’s administration, which follows standardised pro-

cesses nationwide. His perspective is based on fairness in two 

dimensions: Procedural and equitable fairness, which sys-

tematise ability and chances in any action. The fair procedure 

is focused primarily on consistency and impartiality in how 

tests are taken and graded, keeping in mind that all candidates 

should be subject to the same testing conditions. However, 

equal access to the test and its resources was the core issue of 

equity of opportunity, we should also ensure that all exami-

nees get a fair chance by being able to access the test and its 

preparation resources. Significant concerns arise when con-

sidering equitable fairness. Many students from rural and 

marginalised backgrounds face substantial barriers to ac-

cessing quality English instruction, experienced teachers, and 

supportive learning environments [14]. 

These disparities have material consequences. In China, 

candidates for the CET from rural areas often lack access to 

quality English education, experienced teachers, and sup-

plementary resources compared to their urban counterparts. 

For example, rural students may have limited exposure to 

authentic English input and fewer opportunities for test 

preparation, particularly for listening and speaking tasks that 

benefit from interactive practice. As a result, their perfor-

mance may reflect environmental disadvantages rather than 

actual language ability [29]. 

While attentive to fairness, Kane's model does not fully 

account for these systemic issues. Additionally, Kane’s criti-

cism may seem misguided. It suggests fairness is simply 

about treating everyone equally during testing. Its focus on 

treating all test-takers the same during assessment overlooks 

the unequal starting points from which students approach the 

test. More profound inequities in education access and social 

capital remain unaddressed when fairness is equated with 

uniform procedures. 

Thus, although Kane’s framework strengthens the ethical 

grounding of assessment, its application to the CET-4 reveals 

limitations. Achieving fairness requires standardised admin-

istration and structural reforms that address socioeconomic 

disparities and ensure all students can engage with the test on 

equitable terms. 

2.3. Connecting Validity and Fairness Through 

Inclusive Design 

Validity and fairness are inherently interlinked in the con-

text of educational assessment. Fairness is not only an ethical 

tactic but a fundamental component of validity, and validity 

and fairness are closely related in the creation and evaluation 

of assessments. According to Messick’s (1989) theory of 

consequential validity, a test’s social impact is just as signif-

icant as its technical soundness [18], such as its capacity to 

measure the desired constructs. Even if a test accurately 

measures the intended construct, it may still be considered 

invalid if its use has adverse consequences for specific groups, 

such as underrepresented or disadvantaged students. 

Kane’s (2010) framework complements this view by in-

troducing procedural and equitable fairness as essential con-

siderations for ethical assessment design [11]. Procedural 

fairness emphasises consistent and unbiased administration, 

while equitable fairness ensures that all examinees have ac-

cess to the resources and preparation needed to perform suc-

cessfully. Kane’s approach to Messick’s consequential valid-

ity demonstrates how social injustices, including unequal 

access to trained instructors or study materials, compromise 

validity and fairness. These theories underscore that validity 

cannot be separated from fairness when applied together. 

Paraskeva’s (2011, 2018) concept of epistemic pluralism 

adds a further dimension by advocating for the inclusion of 

diverse cultural and linguistic perspectives in assessment 

design [21, 22]. His theoretical approach emphasises that 
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assessments should reflect the realities and experiences of all 

test-takers rather than favouring a narrow, culturally specific 

viewpoint. He argues that traditional assessment models often 

reflect dominant paradigms and fail to account for marginal-

ised groups' lived experiences and knowledge systems. In the 

context of the CET-4, this implies a need to diversify test 

content beyond Western-centric norms to reflect all learners' 

realities better. 

Incorporating epistemic diversity reduces con-

struct-irrelevant variance by minimising the advantage held 

by students familiar with dominant cultural references. Em-

bracing epistemic diversity makes fairness an essential aspect 

of validity. Incorporating varied perspectives reduces con-

struct-irrelevant variance and ensures that the examination 

assesses genuine language competency rather than mere fa-

miliarity with dominant cultural norms. This enhances fair-

ness and validity, aligning with the principle that assessments 

should reflect genuine language proficiency rather than 

background familiarity. For example, modifying listening and 

reading tasks to include scenarios familiar to rural or minority 

students would make the test more accessible without com-

promising rigour. 

Creating inclusive assessments also involves participatory 

design processes that engage diverse stakeholders. Assess-

ment design is made equitable by promoting users’ partici-

pation and raising awareness of the necessity of the keen 

involvement of marginalised social groups in providing as-

sessment content. Involving teachers, students, and commu-

nity representatives in test development can surface biases 

and lead to more equitable outcomes. This approach recog-

nises that fairness is not just about uniform procedures but 

contextual relevance and social responsibility. 

Ultimately, aligning Messick’s, Kane’s, and Paraskeva’s 

frameworks reveals that assessments like the CET-4 must 

evolve beyond technical precision. Several factors dealing 

with the validity issue entail device and fairness; the task can 

be even trickier. They must also address the ethical implica-

tions of test content and administration. By embedding cul-

tural inclusivity, community voice, and equity-oriented re-

forms, assessments can serve as tools for opportunity rather 

than instruments of exclusion. 

2.3.1. Promoting Diversity in Test Content 

Promoting diversity in assessment content is critical for 

improving validity and fairness. Paraskeva’s arguments of 

epistemic pluralism match the evidential dimension of valid-

ity through test content that reflects and incorporates all 

test-takers’ realities. Paraskeva’s epistemic pluralism sup-

ports this approach by arguing for assessment materials that 

reflect the realities of all learners, not only those from domi-

nant sociocultural backgrounds [21, 22]. 

This involves adapting test items to include contexts, 

themes, and scenarios that resonate with students across dif-

ferent regions, income levels, and cultural backgrounds. This 

requires transformation to the local or cultural sense of lan-

guage and its invented context in the CET context, shifting the 

focus beyond Western-centric models. For example, listening 

tasks referencing local community settings or daily student 

life in rural China may better engage test-takers than content 

drawn exclusively from Western or urban scenarios. Such 

contextualisation reduces construct-irrelevant variance and 

ensures that assessments accurately reflect language profi-

ciency rather than cultural familiarity. 

Developers can ensure that language is being tested by de-

signing test content that reflects broader linguistic and cul-

tural diversity, rather than background knowledge of domi-

nant cultural practices. An illustration of this statement would 

be listening to the sections referring to school experiences, 

which are more appropriate to the lives of regional students 

than to state ones that highlight construct-irrelevant variance 

and content validity. By this process, the language is thor-

oughly tested, not the knowledge of manners. 

2.3.2. Creating Inclusive and Fair Assessment 

Practices 

Developing inclusive and fair assessment practices requires 

active stakeholder engagement and culturally responsive 

design. Assessment design is made equitable by promoting 

users’ participation and raising awareness of the necessity of 

the keen involvement of marginalised social groups in 

providing assessment content. This means involving repre-

sentatives from marginalised communities, such as rural ed-

ucators, ethnic minorities, and low-income groups, in test 

development to ensure that diverse perspectives are reflected 

in test items. Without these voices, test developers risk em-

bedding unconscious bias that disadvantages underrepre-

sented learners. It will not be possible to eliminate biases that 

negatively impact the specific groups of test developers 

without the communities’ perspectives, which exemplify 

these biases. This participatory approach strengthens the 

fairness and validity of assessments by ensuring that they 

align with all learners' social and cultural contexts. Ultimately, 

fairness is not just about uniform procedures, but about 

whether the assessment genuinely reflects and respects the 

diversity of those it evaluates. 

2.3.3. Decolonisation and Consequential Validity 

Decolonising assessment design highlights the ethical im-

perative to address cultural dominance and systemic exclu-

sion in high stakes testing. When tests like the CET-4 draw 

heavily from dominant cultural norms—often Western or 

urban—they risk reinforcing social inequalities and margin-

alising students whose experiences diverge from these 

standards. As a high-stakes exam that significantly influences 

students’ educational and career opportunities, the CET-4 has 

far-reaching consequences. When test content privileges 

particular cultural narratives, students from non-dominant 

groups face barriers to fair participation and achievement. 

Decolonising the CET involves integrating locally relevant 

cultural content and developing scoring rubrics that are sen-
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sitive to contextual variation. This broadens the test’s rele-

vance and fairness and enhances its consequential validity, 

ensuring that its social outcomes align with principles of 

equity and justice. 

2.3.4. Addressing Systemic Challenges to Fairness 

Implementing Paraskeva’s theory to strengthen the rela-

tionship between validity and fairness in the CET-4 presents 

complex challenges that require thoughtful solutions [21, 22]. 

A central tension lies in balancing the need for standardisation 

with including diverse cultural perspectives. While psycho-

metric reliability ensures consistency across test-takers, it can 

conflict with efforts to reflect regional and cultural variation 

[11]. Overcoming this challenge demands an approach to test 

design that upholds technical rigour while acknowledging the 

diverse realities of learners. 

One key solution is to involve marginalised voices—such 

as rural educators, ethnic minorities, and low-income stu-

dents—in curriculum and test development. This participa-

tory process helps ensure test content reflects a broader range 

of lived experiences, increasing relevance and legitimacy [17, 

28]. Rather than viewing fairness solely in procedural terms, 

inclusive design recognises the social contexts that shape 

learning and testing conditions. 

A comprehensive strategy is necessary to tackle these 

challenges, aligning Paraskeva’s framework with actionable 

methods to enhance validity and fairness [21, 22]. One viable 

solution is implementing a modular test design, which har-

monises standardisation and diversity by customising test 

sections to resonate with regional or cultural contexts. This 

method maintains the assessment’s reliability while ensuring 

the content remains relevant for all test-takers [16]. 

In parallel, equity-focused policies are essential. These in-

clude targeted investment in teacher training, instructional 

materials, and preparatory resources for under-resourced 

schools. Such reforms help reduce structural disparities and 

enable students from marginalised backgrounds to engage 

with the CET-4 more equitably [14, 17]. 

3. Evaluating the CET-4: Insights and 

Critiques 

Evaluating the CET-4 requires critically examining its role 

as a language proficiency measure and a gatekeeping tool 

within China’s educational system. The written CET-4 lasts 

125 minutes and has long been a key assessment tool in 

measuring the English proficiency of university students in 

China. Intended initially to assess non-English majors’ lan-

guage skills, it is now widely used as a graduation require-

ment and a criterion for postgraduate study and job access [7, 

30]. 

It is one of the graduation criteria for most universities 

regarding bachelor’s degrees. However, critiques from em-

pirical research and theoretical frameworks reveal limitations 

in the test’s construct and content validity. This section inte-

grates empirical insights and compares the CET-4 with in-

ternational frameworks, particularly the Common European 

Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR), to assess its 

alignment, equity, and authenticity. It explores the test’s 

conformity to international standards, identifies issues of 

equity and authenticity, and offers recommendations for re-

form. 

Reading and listening sections often draw on culturally 

specific references, including Western idioms and unfamiliar 

settings, which may disadvantage students from rural or un-

der-resourced backgrounds [24, 27]. Such con-

struct-irrelevant variance undermines validity, as scores may 

reflect cultural familiarity rather than actual language profi-

ciency. 

The test’s high stakes have also fuelled a growing 

test-preparation industry, where students focus on memoris-

ing formats and fixed expressions instead of developing 

communicative competence [9, 13]. In many underfunded 

institutions, teaching to the test becomes the only viable 

strategy, narrowing the curriculum and further distancing 

instruction from the CET-4’s intended goals. For the CET-4 

to remain relevant and credible, it must evolve beyond a 

one-size-fits-all framework. This includes diversifying con-

tent sources, adapting delivery modes, and calibrating per-

formance benchmarks for learners’ varied contexts. Without 

meaningful reform, the CET-4 risks reinforcing the same 

educational barriers it was designed to overcome. 

3.1. Challenges in Validity and Fairness 

One key concern in evaluating the CET-4 is the extent to 

which it validly and fairly reflects real-world language profi-

ciency. Messick’s (1989) theory of validity stresses that as-

sessments should align with the communicative tasks learners 

are expected to perform beyond the test setting [18]. 

Empirical studies raise questions about the CET-4’s con-

tent validity. Ying and Liying (2008) argue that its heavy 

reliance on standardised item formats fails to capture the 

practical language skills needed in authentic contexts. Zhao 

(2022) supports this critique, observing that although the test 

shows strong criterion validity (r = 0.754), it inadequately 

represents the multifaceted nature of English use in real-world 

scenarios [31]. 

Paraskeva’s (2011, 2018) concept of epistemic plurality 

provides a valuable lens for critiquing the CET-4’s West-

ern-centric orientation, which tends to marginalise test-takers 

from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds [22]. 

Wang (2023) underscores this issue, arguing that CET-4 

writing tasks are overly standardised and limited in their 

ability to assess higher-order thinking or authentic commu-

nication [26]. These findings suggest that the CET-4 

reinforces systemic inequities by privileging learners with 

greater exposure to Western linguistic and cultural norms, 

typically those in urban environments. 

http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ijll


International Journal of Language and Linguistics http://www.sciencepg.com/journal/ijll 

 

152 

3.2. A Global Lens: Aligning the CET-4 with 

CEFR Standards 

A comparison between the CET-4 and the Common Eu-

ropean Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) re-

veals distinct priorities in language assessment. The CET-4 

prioritises decontextualised tasks such as vocabulary cloze 

and sentence translation, focusing on linguistic precision and 

grammatical knowledge. In contrast, the CEFR adopts an 

action-oriented approach, emphasising integrated and au-

thentic language use. It promotes interactive activities, such 

as simulated dialogues and real-life scenarios, that assess 

learners’ ability to communicate effectively in practical con-

texts [5]. By mapping CET-4 task types to CEFR descriptors, 

educators and policymakers can better evaluate alignment and 

identify areas where the CET-4 could adopt more communi-

cative, learner-centred elements. 

3.2.1. Writing Section 

The CET-4 writing tasks require candidates to produce 

120-word essays on argumentative or descriptive topics, such 

as university libraries or public services. This aligns well with 

CEFR B1-B2 descriptors [5]: 

B1: Produce simple connected text on topics that are fa-

miliar or of personal interest. 

B2: Produce clear, detailed text on various subjects and 

explain a viewpoint, giving pros and cons. 

The authentic CET-4 papers from June 2024 (see Appendix 

1) exhibit deliberate subject selection, often grounded in 

students’ campus experiences and points of view. This initia-

tive anchors the writing assignments in recognisable situa-

tions, promoting accessibility and inclusion. The CET-4 

writing component better connects with CEFR’s communi-

cative objectives by including scenario-based questions, such 

as composing professional emails or addressing workplace 

situations [6]. These assignments would augment the authen-

ticity and practicality of the evaluation, endowing students 

with transferable abilities relevant outside academic settings. 

As Montenegro and Jankowski (2017) proposed, integrat-

ing culturally responsive assessment methodologies may 

enhance the CET-4’s conformity with CEFR principles [19]. 

Writing prompts representing multiple cultural contexts 

would provide a more precise assessment of applicants’ 

communication skills in authentic environments, promoting 

inclusion. This aligns with Bryan and Lewis's (2019) asser-

tion that evaluations must consider participants’ cultural 

contexts to guarantee equity and pertinence [3]. 

3.2.2. Listening Section 

CET-4 listening tasks include news items, dialogues, and 

passages in standard British or American accents, aligning 

partially with CEFR B1-B2 descriptors [5]: 

B1: Understand the main points of clear standard speech on 

familiar matters, such as work or school-related topics. 

B2: Understand extended speech and follow complex ar-

guments in familiar contexts. 

The CET-4 June 2024 exam (Paper 1, Section A, see Ap-

pendix 1) includes a news story about a transit project, which 

assesses understanding of information. This corresponds with 

CEFR B1 competencies, although it needs activities that 

promote active engagement, such as summarisation or prob-

lem-solving based on the audio. CEFR B2 descriptors pro-

mote interaction elements that are inadequately reflected in 

the CET-4. 

Wang (2014) emphasises that the CET-4 listening materials, 

despite their diverse subjects, often do not represent the tonal 

and linguistic variety of authentic English [25]. The absence 

of exposure to global English accents constrains the 

test-takers’ preparedness for many communication contexts. 

Integrating interactive challenges and diverse accents will 

enhance students’ readiness for real-world listening require-

ments and connect the CET-4 with the CEFR’s emphasis on 

communication. 

3.2.3. Reading Section 

The CET-4 reading section includes vocabulary cloze ex-

ercises, skimming tasks, and comprehension questions. These 

align with CEFR B1-B2 descriptors but often prioritise fac-

tual recall over higher-order critical evaluation [5]: 

B1: Can identify the main idea of standard texts on familiar 

topics. 

B2: Can understand texts that consist mainly of 

high-frequency language and can infer meanings. 

Han (2021) criticises the CET-4 for limiting test-takers’ 

exposure to real-world text genres, such as multimedia or 

business reports, by relying on standardised problems with 

slight variations in genre. China’s Standards of English 

Language Ability (CSE) and the CEFR highlight the im-

portance of integrating various types of texts to accurately 

depict the complex nature of real-world English use [23]. 

Incorporating professional papers and informal interactions 

within the reading part would improve construct validity and 

accord with the CEFR’s action-oriented paradigm. 

3.2.4. Translation Section 

The CET-4 translation task requires candidates to render a 

Chinese paragraph into English, prioritising linguistic accu-

racy over adaptive mediation. This aligns with CEFR B2-C1 

descriptors [5]: 

B2: Can translate text clearly and convey key ideas. 

C1: Can adapt language style for specific audiences and 

contexts. 

For example, translating a section on Chinese culture is part 

of the June 2024 translation work (see papers 1 and 2 in Ap-

pendix 1). This demonstrates linguistic clarity but highlights 

fidelity to the original text, which limits options for adaptive 

mediation, a crucial aspect of CEFR C1. Chunyuan et al. 

(2024) argue that translation tasks can be improved by in-

corporating culture-specific elements and promoting methods 

for content adaptation for diverse audiences [4]. This would 
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enhance equity and practical relevance, aligning the CET-4 

with the CEFR’s focus on mediation. 

4. Ethical Concerns in CET-4 Design 

4.1. Mitigating High-stakes Pressure on 

Students 

The high-stakes nature of the CET-4 intensifies its ethical 

challenges and negatively influences teaching and learning 

practices. Its role in graduation decisions, university admis-

sions, and employment opportunities places excessive pres-

sure on students and educators [7, 30]. 

Zhao (2022) and Bai (2020) argue that this intense focus 

encourages test-specific strategies that prioritise rote learning 

over the holistic development of language skills [2, 31]. 

Similarly, Wang (2023) critiques the CET-4 writing section 

for fostering formulaic responses, limiting opportunities for 

critical thinking and real-world communication [26]. This 

results in an adverse washback effect, where authentic lan-

guage learning is sidelined in favour of test performance. 

Messick’s (1989) validity framework emphasises the im-

portance of aligning assessment outcomes with broader edu-

cational objectives. From this perspective, the CET-4’s rein-

forcement of surface-level learning signals a misalignment 

between assessment and intended pedagogical goals [18]. 

Paraskeva’s theory of participatory fairness further critiques 

the lack of inclusion of affected communities, particularly 

students and educators, in shaping the test [21, 22]. 

To address these concerns, policymakers should involve 

stakeholders such as teachers, students, and community rep-

resentatives in the test development process. Such participa-

tory design would help mitigate adverse washback effects and 

restore the CET-4’s ethical legitimacy by positioning it as a 

tool that supports meaningful language learning. 

4.2. Addressing Cultural Preference for Fairer 

Outcomes 

Cultural bias is a key ethical concern in the CET-4, partic-

ularly in its reliance on Western-centric norms within reading 

passages and vocabulary tasks. Zhao (2022) and Liu et al. 

(2023) show how such content marginalises students from 

rural or minority backgrounds, whose cultural and linguistic 

realities remain underrepresented in test materials [15, 31]. 

Wang (2023) adds that while CET-4 writing tasks meet 

technical standards, they often fail to engage students’ 

cultural identities or lived experiences, reducing the test’s 

authenticity and relevance [26]. 

Messick’s construct validity framework stresses the im-

portance of assessing intended constructs in an equitable way 

across diverse populations [18]. Building on this, Paraskeva’s 

(2018) theory of decolonisation advocates for test designs that 

incorporate locally relevant content, challenging hegemonic 

cultural assumptions [22]. 

Integrating culturally responsive content would reduce 

construct-irrelevant variance and improve inclusivity, allow-

ing students to see their realities reflected in assessment tasks. 

By embracing these approaches, the CET-4 could evolve into 

a fairer, more representative assessment that values the di-

versity of its test-takers. 

5. Reforms for an Inclusive CET 

5.1. Redistributing Resources to Bridge 

Inequities 

Persistent disparities in resource allocation between urban 

and rural schools present a major obstacle to fair implemen-

tation of the CET-4. While previous studies advocate for 

resource redistribution, implementing such reform requires a 

structured and evidence-based strategy. One promising model 

is Weighted Student Funding (WSF), which allocates re-

sources based on individual student needs [20]. By linking 

funding to socioeconomic indicators, linguistic barriers, and 

geographic challenges, WSF ensures that schools serving 

marginalised populations receive equitable support. 

In addition to financial measures, professional develop-

ment focused on culturally responsive pedagogy can em-

power teachers to address students’ varied needs better. To-

gether, these dual interventions—needs-based funding and 

teacher development—offer a comprehensive approach to 

narrowing the socioeconomic divide in language education. 

5.2. Introducing Modular and Regionalised 

Testing 

A modular approach to CET-4 design offers a practical 

solution to accommodate the cultural and geographical di-

versity of test-takers while maintaining validity and stand-

ardisation. This model includes a central, standardised com-

ponent to assess core skills, such as reading, writing, and 

listening, while incorporating optional modules tailored to 

specific cultural or regional contexts. For example, rural 

modules might focus on agricultural contexts, while urban 

modules could assess communication in commercial envi-

ronments [13]. 

This approach reduces construct-irrelevant variance caused 

by unfamiliar cultural references [18]. It aligns with Par-

askeva’s epistemic pluralism by integrating region-specific 

knowledge and acknowledging diverse lived experiences [21, 

22]. Modular testing enhances fairness and consequential 

validity by recognising cultural variation and promoting au-

thenticity. 

Successful implementation requires a phased, iterative ap-

proach. Pilot tests should be conducted across diverse regions, 

using mixed-method evaluation strategies. Quantitative tools 

such as Differential Item Functioning analysis (DIF) can detect 
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scoring disparities, while qualitative feedback from students 

and educators can ensure contextual relevance and clarity [13]. 

Adaptive testing technology could further personalise re-

al-time modules, improving accuracy and learner engagement 

[6]. Modular testing can complement reforms like perfor-

mance-based assessment, emphasising real-world language 

use. Scenario-based writing and oral tasks—aligned with 

CEFR’s communicative objectives—evaluate practical pro-

ficiency rather than rote recall [6]. 

Together, modular and performance-based testing offer a 

dual strategy for improving the validity and fairness of the 

CET-4. While modular testing supports cultural inclusivity 

and regional relevance, performance-based tasks reinforce 

real-world applicability. Challenges remain, such as main-

taining psychometric comparability and ensuring sufficient 

resources for implementation. However, adopting a mul-

ti-pronged approach that integrates both formats can trans-

form the CET-4 into a more equitable and context-sensitive 

assessment framework. 

5.3. Collaborative Design with Stakeholder 

Input 

Fairness audits represent a robust methodological tool for 

improving the CET-4’s cultural inclusivity and equity. These 

audits systematically evaluate test content, administration 

procedures, and outcomes to identify potential sources of bias 

or structural disadvantage. The process often begins with DIF 

analysis, a statistical method used to detect whether specific 

test items yield different outcomes for different demographic 

groups, such as urban versus rural students. 

Complementing statistical analysis, engaging diverse 

stakeholder panels—including teachers, students, and cultural 

experts—ensures test content reflects the lived experiences of 

a broad range of test-takers. This participatory design process 

surfaces potential biases and integrates feedback from un-

derrepresented communities to refine test materials. 

For instance, stakeholders may highlight how incorporating 

localised listening tasks or diverse English accents improves 

accessibility and authenticity for speakers of different varie-

ties of English. By combining quantitative diagnostics with 

iterative feedback, fairness audits offer a practical pathway 

for aligning test design with principles of equity and validity 

[12]. 

5.4. Incorporating Real-world Performance 

Tasks 

The CET-4’s heavy focus on reading comprehension and 

vocabulary-based tasks has been criticised for narrowly de-

fining English competence. Such a design often neglects key 

communicative skills like speaking, listening, and applied 

communication, undermining the test’s objective of assessing 

practical English ability [6, 10]. Transitioning to perfor-

mance-based assessments offers an opportunity to address 

these limitations and provide a more holistic evaluation of 

learners’ abilities. 

Scenario-based writing prompts are a key example. Rather 

than requiring abstract argumentative essays, such prompts 

could ask students to draft persuasive letters or respond to 

workplace communications—tasks that mirror real-world 

writing demands. Similarly, oral assessments—facilitated by 

recording technology—could evaluate speaking proficiency 

through simulated interviews or short presentations, reflecting 

authentic language use across settings [9]. For instance, 

test-takers could be asked to participate in simulated inter-

views or deliver short presentations, tasks that reflect au-

thentic language use in diverse contexts. 

Performance-based tasks advance equity by focusing on 

practical language ability rather than abstract knowledge or 

cultural familiarity with dominant norms. This shift reduces 

construct-irrelevant variance and ensures test outcomes re-

flect genuine proficiency rather than preparation strategies or 

cultural alignment. It also aligns with Paraskeva’s epistemic 

pluralism, advocating for including varied knowledge sys-

tems and lived experiences [21, 22]. 

Additionally, these tasks support Messick’s (1989) concept 

of consequential validity by fostering meaningful engagement 

with language learning [18]. Performance-based assessments 

promote transferable skills that enhance students’ academic 

and career readiness. In this way, the CET-4 can evolve from 

a gatekeeping mechanism into a tool that expands opportunity 

and supports inclusive, real-world competence. 

6. Conclusion 

This paper has examined the multifaceted challenges of 

designing and implementing the CET-4, focusing on the in-

terplay between validity, fairness, and cultural inclusivity in 

language assessment. Grounded in theoretical frameworks 

such as Messick’s theory of validity [18], Kane’s fairness 

principles [11], and Paraskeva’s epistemic pluralism and 

itinerant curriculum theory [21, 22], the analysis emphasises 

the ethical implications of assessment design across diverse 

sociocultural contexts. 

Findings underscore the importance of extending valida-

tion beyond technical precision to include social conse-

quences and systemic impacts. Kane’s fairness model and 

Messick’s consequential validity reveal how CET-4’s reli-

ance on Western-centric norms undermines both its inclu-

siveness and credibility. Paraskeva’s focus on stakeholder 

participation further reinforces the value of inclusive, con-

text-responsive test design. 

The CET-4’s misalignment with CEFR bench-

marks—particularly in assessing practical communica-

tion—exposes weaknesses in its current task formats. Test 

items often emphasise abstract, culture-specific knowledge, 

disadvantaging rural, minority, or low-income students un-

familiar with such content. The conflict with the CEFR’s 

task-oriented rationale highlights the urgent need for modi-
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fications to align international standards with the needs of 

local students. 

To address systemic inequities, a twofold strategy is re-

quired: first, equalising access to resources, and second, em-

bedding cultural relevance into learning objectives and test 

design. Strategies such as modular testing, perfor-

mance-based assessment, and inclusive design principles 

offer practical ways to integrate fairness and validity [6, 15, 

31]. Combining regional contextualisation with a universal 

modular framework enhances both cultural relevance and 

comparability. Performance tasks like writing and speaking 

better reflect real-world competence, while participatory 

approaches—such as involving marginalised narra-

tives—challenge systemic bias and promote equity. 

These reforms align with Messick’s consequential validity 

and Kane’s fairness principles, creating a testing system that 

upholds both technical soundness and ethical responsibility 

[18, 11]. Key questions remain: How can psychometric 

standards coexist with cultural justice? Can modular testing 

and participatory design overcome existing gaps? How can 

the CET align with global frameworks like the CEFR while 

remaining locally relevant? Ongoing research and policy 

innovation will be vital in transforming the CET from a 

gatekeeping mechanism into an equitable platform that fosters 

opportunity and social justice. 
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Paper 1 

 
Figure 1. Sample Writing of Paper 1. 

 
Figure 2. Sample Listening of Paper 1. 
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Figure 3. Sample Translation of Paper 1. 

Paper 2 

 
Figure 4. Sample Writing of Paper 2. 

 
Figure 5. Sample Writing of Paper 2. 
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