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The field of English for Specific Purposes (ESP) has gained considerable attention, mainly due to the growing importance of English teaching and the need for preparing international professionals. The primary academic emphasis of this field is largely centered on the study of English for Academic Purposes (EAP). It has become increasingly important for China to provide EAP education to its vast population of college students, who represent a significant proportion of global tertiary-level English learners. By doing so, they can improve their academic literacy and participate more effectively in international academic communication. In 2016, China’s College English Test Examination Board issued the National College English Test Syllabus which emphasized the importance of academic English literacy in the test design. This syllabus was released during a contentious debate among Chinese academics about the role of EAP in college English teaching and testing. Despite this heated discussion, there are currently few studies that have analyzed the linguistic nature of academic English tests in a quantitative manner. This paper calculates the academic word coverage of the reading passages in two crucial English proficiency tests designed for college students in China, the College English Test (CET) and the Test of English for Academic Purposes (TEAP). It is found that the academic word coverage of CET is increasing from the year 2013 to 2021 and that the academic word coverage of TEAP is slightly higher than that of CET. In this sense, these English tests can meet the requirements for measuring Chinese college students’ academic literacy. It is also found that there is a positive correlation between academic word coverage and language difficulty as is indicated by Flesch–Kincaid Grade Level. These findings provide an empirical reference for the study of academic English tests in China, and other parts of the world, and contribute to EAP teaching and testing reform for the development of students’ academic literacy.
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1. Introduction

Since the 21st century, college English1 teaching and testing in China have undergone continuous reform and development. It was in the year 2013 that Shanghai Municipal Education Commission issued A Framework of Reference for English as a Foreign Language Teaching at Tertiary Level in Shanghai (Trial Implementation) (abbreviated as Framework hereafter) (Shanghai Foreign Languages Teaching Advisory Board, 2013). The Framework aimed to promote students’ communication skills in academic English and prepare students for a career in their professional fields worldwide. The Framework stipulated that English for Academic Purposes (EAP) should replace English for General Purposes (EGP) and become the core content of college English teaching in institutions of higher learning in Shanghai. In 2015 and 2020, another government document about college English teaching, Guidelines on College English Teaching (Guidelines hereafter) also emphasized the importance of academic English teaching (The National Foreign Languages Teaching Advisory Board under the Ministry of Education, 2015, 2020). Issued by the Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China, the Guidelines specified that EAP should be included in college English teaching and testing. Until now, multiple EAP courses have been offered in many colleges and universities in China. However, there is a hot debate over how much EAP courses account for the college English curricula in China.

Many scholars insist that EGP be the core in college English teaching. For example, Wang and Yao (2013) and Wang and Wang (2019) argued that EGP should take the primary part and that EAP can only be taught in top universities in China where students in general have a better command of the English language. Hu and Xie (2014) predicted that EGP shall be the main dishes of college English teaching in China now and in the near future, and that EAP shall be the side dishes.

EGP has long dominated the teaching of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) in China, and most students have been learning EGP when they are receiving English education in primary school, middle school, and high school. Moreover, in China’s higher education, EGP courses have been compulsory for non-English majors since the 1980s (Gao and Bartlett, 2014), covering “campus life, personal growth, politeness, appreciation of music, health and hygiene, friendship and human emotions, paths to success, and cultural values” (Cheng, 2016, p. 213). Under this circumstance, some scholars proposed that college English should be reformed and different from what students have been learning before college. To be specific, EAP shall be the primary, even the core content of college English in China, in order to develop students’ academic literacy. Qin (2003) and Zhang (2003) argued that the mainstream of college English should focus on ESP related to the students’ majors. Yang (2018) also believed that academic English teaching would become the mainstream of college English teaching. Cai (2015, 2022) further proposed that college English teaching should be targeted at ESP teaching and that EAP courses should be set as compulsory courses because college students use English mainly for academic purposes rather than for general purposes. Liang and Wang (2020) seemed to be eclectic and suggested that EAP should be integrated into college English instead of being a substitution of, or a side dish to, EGP.

EAP advocates, including Cai (2015, 2022), asserted that the relevance of EAP lies in its direct link to the purpose for which English is used, rather than its level of language difficulty. However, other scholars, such as Wang and Yao (2013) and Wang and Wang (2019), argued that the English proficiency of Chinese university students varies greatly, with many still at a low level. Therefore, they recommend that these students learn EGP instead of EAP. This argument is based on an implied assumption that academic language and language difficulty are positively related.

To test the above assumption, one of the essential areas that we can delve into is English language testing. Testing is an indispensable part of language teaching. Meanwhile, it is also supposed to mirror the outcome of teaching. Theoretically speaking, the academic or non-academic nature of language testing can reflect the academic or non-academic features of the corresponding language teaching. To quantitatively examine the academic content of large-scale nationwide English testing in China in terms of academic vocabulary, this study employed the widely used Academic Word List (AWL) compiled by Coxhead (2000) to analyze the academic word coverage of China’s English tests at the tertiary level.

Specifically, this study focuses on two types of representative English proficiency tests in China, that is, College English Test (CET) and Test of English for Academic Purposes (TEAP). This study employs corpus tools to examine the AWL coverage of the reading passages in the two types of tests to describe the academic features of these tests. The study attempts to answer the questions whether and to what extent CET and TEAP are EAP tests. The answer to these questions may help resolve the debate as was mentioned earlier. The study may have implications for the design of language testing aimed to develop students’ academic literacy both in China and in the international academic community.

In addition to probing into the academic vocabularies in the two types of English tests, this study also attempts to examine the content validity of the tests based on the text analysis. One way to analyze the content validity of a text is to calculate its readability and specialization. Readability refers to the ease with which a reader can understand a written text, which can be calculated and transferred into Flesch–Kincaid Grade Level (abbreviated as Grade Level) (Jiang et al., 2020; Wang, 2021), while specialization is estimated from the proportion of vocabulary closely related to students’ majors in reading passages in the tests (Dong, 2020). For a text of a given genre or type, there appears to be a relationship between language difficulty (the opposite of readability) and the specialization of the text. For an academic text, specialization (in the sense of how academic a text is in this study) can be examined via the parameter of AWL coverage.

To sum up, the present study attempts to answer three questions:

1. Are CET and TEAP testing EAP? Furthermore, if they are, to what extent are they serving this purpose?

2. Do CET and TEAP fulfill the requirements specified in the Guidelines and the Framework in the sense of measuring test-takers academic literacy?

3. Does coverage of academic words correlate with language difficulty of the texts in CET and TEAP?



2. Literature review


2.1. English for Academic Purposes

The origin of the study of EAP can be traced back to the study of English as a Foreign Language Teaching (EFLT) (Hutchinson and Waters, 1987). EAP, as a branch of English for Specific Purposes (ESP), can be further divided into English for General Academic Purposes (EGAP) and English for Specific Academic Purposes (ESAP) (Jordan, 1997) (see Figure 1). As was suggested by the Framework, courses teaching EGAP shall be compulsory and account for at least 60% of the total credits in the curriculum of college English for non-English majors in Shanghai.
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FIGURE 1
 Classification of English as a Foreign Language Teaching.


Many studies are focusing on the content of EAP teaching. Mu et al. (2015) proposed the importance of intercultural differences in metadiscourse of Chinese and English research articles. Gao and Cui (2021) conducted a three-year-long case study to trace an English teacher’s journey in EAP reform from the perspective of conceptual metaphor theory and identity research, hoping to “help push policymakers to open diversified education programs for preservice teachers to meet the new expectations of Chinese society better” (p. 9). Abdollahzadeh et al. (2022) explored the potential relationships between L2 motivation and transformative engagement in academic reading among undergraduate EAP learners and suggested that teachers, policymakers, and material and curricula developers should pay much attention to L2 motivation of students to engage them successfully in academic reading skill development. Moreover, Yapp et al. (2021) insisted that L2 reading strategy interventions should be extended to higher education institutions in the future. In brief, the EAP studies indicate that a higher proportion of EAP teaching in the curriculum contributes considerably to developing students’ academic literacy.

In addition to academic English teaching, many scholars have also frequently discussed testing related to ESP. Testing Language for Specific Purposes (TLSP), as a branch of language testing, evaluates students’ English competence after ESP learning. Students are tested in an original mission to demonstrate their linguistic ability regarding vocabulary and syntax required in specific areas (Douglas, 2000). Responding to the evolving emphasis on ESP in college English teaching Fu and Zhao (2017) proposed to establish an ESP test to propel the development of ESP teaching in China. It is reasonable to design tests for academic purposes because their construct validity implies that the corresponding EAP tests can evaluate the existing EAP courses (Cai, 2012). For example, the Pearson Test of English Academic (PTE Academic) initiated by Britain Pearson Education provides a detailed reference standard for students’ academic English competence (Wang, 2012). In a sense, EAP testing, as a response to EAP teaching, while testing students’ academic English proficiency, exerts a washback effect upon English teaching. According to Jin (2004), the washback effect means that language testing helps to improve language teaching. Therefore, EAP testing can also serve the purpose of developing students’ academic literacy.

At present, there is a lack of research, particularly in quantitative ways, that explores the academic features of China’s English tests. To fill this gap, the present study attempts to conduct a quantitative analysis of the use of academic words in the two representative English proficiency tests in China, CET and TEAP to provide empirical support for the practice of EAP teaching in China in recent decades.



2.2. Academic Word List

Academic Word List (AWL) proposed by Averil Coxhead (2000, 2011) was compiled based on a corpus of academic English texts including humanities, commerce, law, and science, with a total of 3.5 million words in 28 subject areas. It was compared and contrasted with the other corpus of novels with a comparable total of words. The AWL contains 570 word families. The coverage of academic words over the established academic English corpus is consistently around 10%, while the coverage of academic words in the corresponding fiction corpus, which is usually regarded as the texts of English for General Purposes, is merely 1.4%. Coxhead’s (2000) findings on the occurrence of AWL have been examined by other researchers who have demonstrated that AWL’s coverage in other academic English texts is approximately 10%. Hyland and Tse (2007) built a corpus of English texts from science, engineering, and social science, and found that the AWL coverage of these texts was 10.6%. In addition, Vongpumivitch et al. (2009) conducted a lexical study to explore the use of AWL in the periodical literature in the field of applied linguistics and found that AWL vocabulary accounted for 11.17% of the overall vocabulary in the corpus, higher than that in the humanities sub-corpus created by Coxhead (2000), that is, 9.3%, but both figures remain close to 10%. In addition, scholars have studied the AWL coverage in academic papers on medicine (Chen and Ge, 2007), agriculture (Martinez et al., 2009), and engineering sciences (Ward, 2009), and found that the AWL coverage of the texts focusing on these fields is around 10%. Statistically speaking, it appears that Coxhead’s (2000) AWL and its coverage of 10% are viable and effective tools for determining whether a text can be regarded as an academic text.

AWL has been applied to corpus-based research on EAP. Coxhead (2012) emphasized the importance of academic vocabulary for academic writing and suggested that EAP teachers should give advice about which readings and vocabulary need to be focused on to meet the needs of learners. Cons (2012) conducted a study on the utilization of academic vocabulary in evaluating students’ interpretive reading and analytical writing skills, and discovered that English language learners require greater exposure to academic words, especially in writing. However, Paribakht and Webb (2016) examined the AWL coverage in English proficiency tests used for admission purposes at Canadian universities and found that AWL coverage did not correlate with the overall reading and listening comprehension scores. However significant relationships were found between academic vocabulary use and essay scores in some text types (Csomay and Prades, 2018). As Masrai and Milton (2018, p. 44) stated that “the AWL has become central to the teaching of EAP,” Chinese students have used academic words to present their ideas concisely in oral English presentations (Cribb and Wang, 2019). Attempts were made to explore the relationship between AWL coverage and language difficulty of texts from English tests. By calculating the AWL coverage of college English textbooks in China, Li et al. (2019) and Li and Jiang (2022) found a strong correlation between AWL coverage and language difficulty of reading passages in college English textbooks in China.



2.3. Language testing

Based on language acquisition and language teaching, language testing is designed to measure whether students have achieved the language ability required by the language teaching syllabus or educational programs (Bachman, 1990). In China, College English Test (CET) has been designed as a “national standardized English proficiency test” (Wang and Yao, 2013, p. 12) issued by the Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China and National Education Examinations Authority in 1987. Over the years, it has been developed into “a large-scale English test that reaches the standards of international language testing, and this test also has great social credibility and international influence” (Yang, 2018, p. 31). Comprised of College English Test Band 4 (CET-4) and Band 6 (CET-6), CET has been carried out to measure test-takers English competence at different stages of English learning. CET-4 is designed for students to take in their fourth semester of college education and CET-6 is designed for students to take in their sixth semester.

According to the National College English Test Syllabus (Syllabus hereafter) issued in 2016 (China’s College English Test Examination Board, 2016), the requirements of language skills tested via CET correspond to the “basic requirements” and “intermediate requirements” set in the Guidelines. According to the Guidelines, to meet the “basic requirements,” Chinese college students not only need to acquire such knowledge as English pronunciation, vocabulary, grammar and text structure, but also to master another 2,000 words in addition to the vocabulary learned in the Chinese high school, of which 400 words are related to students’ academic study or future work. Students are expected to achieve a basic understanding of oral or written materials of medium language difficulty, involving common communication topics. To meet the “intermediate requirements,” a higher standard, Chinese college students also need to use such knowledge about English pronunciation, intonation, vocabulary, grammar, and text structure but in a more proficient way. The number of words they should master is increased to 3,000 words in addition to the vocabulary learned in the Chinese high school, of which 600 words are related to students’ academic study or future work. And students are expected to reach a better understanding of oral or written materials of medium language difficulty, of familiar materials or those related to specific majors and to have an understanding of the logical relationships, text structure and connotation of the materials (The National Foreign Languages Teaching Advisory Board under the Ministry of Education, 2020). These progressive teaching objectives set in the Guidelines lead to different requirements of language skills for CET-4 and CET-6 takers from “general” English to “academic” English.

In contrast, the design and implementation of EAP tests in China are still in the developing stage. The Test of English for Academic Purposes (TEAP), organized in China in 2015, is a standardized test initiated by China English Language Education Association and Shanghai Foreign Languages Teaching Advisory Board. Given the interdisciplinary integration of humanities and sciences, the academic vocabularies examined in this test were collected from the Academic English Proficiency Rating Scale and the General Academic English Teaching Reference Vocabulary proposed by the Framework. TEAP aims to examine whether non-English majors can meet the requirements set forth in the Framework and to improve the teaching of college English for academic purposes in light of the ongoing influence of language testing on classroom teaching. According to the Framework and the Guidelines, English tests at the tertiary level should be able to evaluate students’ academic literacy. Specifically, English testing for academic purposes aims to test whether students can understand English lectures, absorb academic information, write reviews and papers, and conduct academic exchanges in English (Cai, 2012). For example, the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL), as a typical EAP test proposed and promoted by the Educational Testing Service (ETS) in the United States, evaluates the academic English level of test-takers. Another two large-scale tests, the International English Language Testing System (IELTS) and Japan’s Test of English for Academic Purposes also serve a similar purpose.

Language testing partly reflects the language teaching system. Against the backdrop where EGP teaching seems to be the mainstream of China’s college English teaching, it is essential to measure whether and to what extent China’s CET tests have undergone some changes in terms of academic content design since the issuing of the Guidelines and the Syllabus, and whether the TEAP test has matched up with the academic goals set by the Framework. So the question remains to be answered: whether these tests fulfill the goals in the Guidelines and the Framework in order to exert influence upon students’ English learning, especially in the development of their academic literacy.

Validity is an essential parameter in developing language tests. It is a fundamental requirement for engineering and evaluating a language test (Jin, 2006; Xi and Zhang, 2020). Validity studies have been integrated into China’s college tests, such as CET (Liu and Gu, 2013; Jin and Yang, 2018) and Tests for English Major (TEM) (Zou, 2007). Validity is taken as the most crucial measure of test quality in researches conducted on large-scale standardized tests. For example, Yang and Weir (1998) conducted a three-year validity study to analyze the CET test’s content validity. Tang and Ma (2020) tried to optimize the design of the translation part of CET by studying its content validity. These studies verify that valid content contributes considerably to accomplishing the specific goals of a given test. Therefore, this study will examine the relationship between readability and coverage of academic words in the tests to discuss the validity of CET and TEAP and to find out whether the two types of tests have met the requirements set by the corresponding syllabi.




3. Materials and methods

The present study uses AWL coverage to measure the academic level of China’s College English Tests in recent years, including CET-4, CET-6, and TEAP. It further explores the correlation between AWL coverage and language difficulty. Language difficulty is evaluated via Grade Level in this paper.


3.1. Materials

This study builds three corpora comprised of the reading passages in CET-4, CET-6, and TEAP. As the Framework was issued in 2013 to call for academic reform in college English teaching, the time range of CET test papers examined in this study is from December 2013 to December 2021. It is anticipated that this setting of the time range will investigate any possible alterations in the CET during these years in the sense of academic words. This research, in particular, has chosen to examine Section A, Section B, and Section C of the Reading Comprehension component in all CET-4 and CET-6 papers, and has eliminated all related questions in these three sections. The corpus of CET-4 is comprised of 204 reading passages from 51 test papers, with a total of 107,386 tokens; the corpus of CET-6 is also comprised of 204 reading passages from 51 test papers, with 127,143 tokens (see Table 1).



TABLE 1 The corpora of CET-4 and CET-6.
[image: Table1]

The corpus of TEAP is from one sample test paper provided by China EAP Association’s official website.2 The structure and format of the official sample paper are the same as the actual test paper, and its degree of difficulty is much the same as the actual test paper. Although the number of reading passages in the official sample paper is limited, it is a “sample” that is supposed to reflect the features of the actual test papers. The sample paper consists of two sections: a written test and an oral test. The TEAP corpus consists of six passages, containing a total of 2,958 tokens. The collected test papers of CET and TEAP are all cleaned and manually checked to ensure the accuracy of the calculation.



3.2. Instrument and procedure


3.2.1. Compleat lexical tutor

To explore the academic vocabulary coverage of CET-4, CET-6, and TEAP, Academic Word List (AWL) compiled by Coxhead (2000) is employed in this study to analyze the academic word coverage in the English tests under discussion. An online corpus tool Compleat Lexical Tutor,3 developed by Professor Tom Cobb of the University of Quebec, is run to calculate the AWL coverage of each text or passage. The tokens of the AWL words and the total tokens of each passage can be obtained from the result page. The total AWL coverage of each test is calculated via the following formula:

[image: image]



3.2.2. Flesch–Kincaid Grade Level

Readability refers to the easiness for readers to understand a particular text (Li, 2018), affected by text factors such as lexical, syntactic, semantic, and stylistic complexity, and reader factors such as the reader’s psychology, background knowledge, and personal motivation. Its quantitative measurement could be the lens to estimate the text’s difficulty (Richardson and Morgan, 1997). Readability can be calculated via specific readability formulas such as Flesch Reading Ease, Fog Index, Automated Readability Index, and Grade Level. Without exception, all the above calculations excluded the reader factors, which are difficult to measure or quantify. To figure out the correlation between AWL coverage and language difficulty of the reading passages in the three kinds of tests, the formula Grade Level that has been proven effective and feasible in measuring the difficulty (the opposite of readability) of a text (Walters and Hamrell, 2008) is applied to this study.

Grade Level formula was developed by Professor Rudolph Flesch of Columbia University in 1948. The quantitative results of the Grade Level are marked as 12 different levels. The higher the Grade Level of a text, the more difficult it is for people to read. The 12 levels correspond to the reading level of the average students in the 12 different grades in American schools (Li et al., 2019). In order to discuss the correlation between AWL coverage and language difficulty, the latter is first calculated from the “Readability Statistics” function of Microsoft Word and then analyzed in Microsoft Excel. The formula for calculating the Grade Level is as follows:

[image: image]

ASL refers to the average sentence length and ASW is the average number of syllables per word. According to the formula, Grade Level and text difficulty are positively correlated; that is, a higher Grade Level means a more challenging text.





4. Results


4.1. The AWL coverage of CET and TEAP

The AWL coverage formula is employed to calculate the overall AWL coverage of CET-4, CET-6, and TEAP and the results are shown in Table 2. The results of the three tests are all closer to 10% and farther away from 1.4%. Coxhead (2000, 2011) and her followers suggest that a corpus with an AWL coverage of 10% is indicative of a typical academic corpus. In contrast, a corpus with an AWL coverage of 1.4 is considered a typical corpus of general English. In this sense, the texts of these tests demonstrate, to a lesser degree, the lexical features of academic English.



TABLE 2 The overall AWL coverage of CET-4, CET-6, and TEAP.
[image: Table2]

As was stated above, CET aims to test whether test-takers possess the necessary skills and knowledge included in the “basic requirements” and “intermediate requirements” outlined in the Guidelines. These progressive requirements are reflected, to some extent, in the different academic levels of CET-4 and CET-6, matching their AWL coverage difference: 7.44% (CET-6) > 6.60% (CET-4). In a way, the “basic requirements” can correspond to the objectives of CET-4 and the “intermediate requirements” to those of CET-6. The above data seems to suggest that the academic vocabulary coverage of CET-4 and CET-6 corresponds to the vocabulary requirements of the Guidelines.

As was mentioned in Section 2.3, the Guidelines proposed different requirements at the basic and the intermediate levels. Chinese college students must acquire an extra 2,000 words on top of the vocabulary they learned in high school to meet the “basic requirements.” Out of these 2,000 words, 400 are crucial in relation to their academic studies or future career prospects. To meet the “intermediate requirements,” which are more demanding, students need to learn an additional 3,000 words. These should also include 600 words that are vital to their academic studies or future jobs (The National Foreign Languages Teaching Advisory Board under the Ministry of Education, 2020). A basic calculation tells us that to meet the “intermediate requirements,” students need to master another 1,000 words after reaching the “basic requirement” and another 200 words related to the academic study and future work.

Distinct from CET, TEAP is a newly developed test to examine students’ oral and written competence in academic English via the academic rating scale and vocabulary stipulated in the Framework. According to the syllabus of TEAP, this test is set to measure college students’ English competence in academic research and academic English teaching. Therefore, TEAP is more clearly oriented toward academic English compared with CET, and it makes sense that the AWL coverage of TEAP (7.71%) is higher than that of CET.


4.1.1. The AWL coverage of CET-4 and CET-6 test paper

To illustrate the academic feature of CET in the sense of academic language, the AWL coverage from 2013 to 2021 of CET-4 and CET-6, and their trendlines are demonstrated in detail (see Figure 2).

[image: Figure 2]

FIGURE 2
 The AWL coverage of CET-4 and CET-6 (2013-2021).


As shown in Figure 2, the AWL coverage of CET-6 is generally higher than that of CET-4. From 2013 to 2021, the AWL coverage of CET-4 fluctuates between 5.5% and 8.5%, and that of CET-6 fluctuates between 6.5% and 8.5%. The fluctuation range is not wide, indicating that the academic nature of CET is relatively stable. It is also shown in Figure 2 that in most of the years, the AWL coverage of CET-6 is higher than that of CET-4.

To have a more scientific description of the difference in academic vocabulary coverage of all passages between CET-4 and CET-6 from 2013 to 2021, an Independent Sample t Test is conducted, which serves to compare the means of two independent groups and provides statistical evidence to testify whether the associated population means are significantly different. It is found that there is a significant difference between the AWL coverage of reading passages in CET-4 and CET-6 (see Table 3).



TABLE 3 Independent sample t test for CET-4 and CET-6.
[image: Table3]

Figure 2 indicates that there has been a gradual reduction in the difference of AWL coverage between the two tests over the years. This aligns with the incremental standards for CET-4 and CET-6 as outlined in the Syllabus and the Guidelines. The use of academic vocabulary in the reading materials of both tests shows an attempt to bridge the gap and facilitate the shift from basic to intermediate levels of proficiency.

To have a more comprehensive understanding of the AWL coverage of CET-4 and CET-6, the AWL coverage of each reading passage in CET-4 and CET-6 is also calculated. The results are summarized in Table 4.



TABLE 4 Interval distribution of AWL coverage of reading passages in CET-4 and CET-6.
[image: Table4]

Table 4 shows the distribution of 204 reading passages in CET-4 and CET-6 respectively; the second and third columns refer to the number of reading passages whose AWL coverage falls in a specific range as the first column indicates. Table 4 shows that the AWL coverage for the majority of reading passages in both CET-4 and CET-6 falls between 4–6% and 6–8%. It implies that most of the materials for CET are neither typical academic English texts nor standard general English texts. Another noticeable finding is that as for passages with AWL coverage falling within the range of (10%–18%], CET-6 has more passages with higher AWL coverage than CET-4, that is, 14 passages. It indicates that the higher band of CET tends to focus more on testing the academic literacy of non-English majors in China. In addition, Table 4 demonstrates that in CET-4 there is only one passage whose AWL coverage is equal to or below 2% and in CET-6 there is also one passage with AWL coverage between 16% and 18% or equal to 18%. Both articles are from the tests in 2014. For CET-4, this article is a narrative essay, where the author narrates the story of racial discrimination against black people in the small town of Piedmont. In general, this article uses few academic words, thus leading to a lower AWL coverage. In contrast, the other article in CET-6 is an argumentative essay, mainly focusing on two issues discussed by investors on US government bonds. The full text involves much academic vocabulary so that the coverage of academic vocabulary is relatively high.



4.1.2. The AWL coverage of TEAP sample test paper

Due to the confidentiality and inaccessibility of TEAP test papers, this study analyzed one sample test paper. Even with this small sample, however, it is feasible and reasonable to examine the reading passages in this sample test paper and make some inductions. The AWL tokens, total tokens, and AWL coverage of each passage of the TEAP sample test paper are shown in Table 5, and the AWL coverage is illustrated in Figure 3.



TABLE 5 AWL tokens, total tokens, and AWL coverage of the six passages of TEAP.
[image: Table5]
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FIGURE 3
 The AWL coverage of six passages in TEAP sample test paper.


It is noted that the AWL coverage of TEAP fluctuates between 5% and 11%, and within this range, Passages 3, 4, and 6 have comparatively higher AWL coverage. The total AWL coverage of the TEAP sample test paper is 7.71%, slightly higher than that of CET-6 (7.44%).

As an emerging EGAP test, TEAP is supposed to match the standard of academic English tests. However, there are three passages whose AWL coverage is within the range of 5%–6% and only two passages demonstrate AWL coverage above 10.0%.

In the strict sense, Passages 1 and 2 are not typical academic English texts: Passage 1 (5.88%) is excerpted from the essay collection of The Immediate Experience: Movies, Comics, Theatre & Other Aspects of Popular Culture (Warshow and Cavell, 2001). This passage mainly discusses the deep insight of western film on the problem of violence. Some of the high-frequency content words in the text, such as values, movies, violence, hero, image, and so on, are not included in Coxhead’s (2000) academic word list and are regarded as general English vocabulary. Passage 2 (5.54%) is an excerpt from the anthology of The Norton Reader (Zinsser, 2003). This passage mainly discusses college students in the 1970s facing four kinds of pressure: economic pressure, parental pressure, peer pressure, and self-pressure. The high-frequency content words in the article include college, pressure, student, graduate, and so on. The academic characteristics of the two passages appear unclear, suggesting that they may not be appropriate as reading materials for an academic English test.

Passages 3–6 are all about infants feeding practices selected from academic papers which can be retrieved in Science Citation Index (SCI): Passage 3 (8.92%) is selected from Food and Nutrition Bulletin (Anyanwu and Enwonwu, 1985), omitting the parts of Discussion and Recommendation in the original text; the other three passages are all taken from the abstract section of academic papers. Specifically, Passage 4 (11.04%) is from the Asia Pacific Journal of Clinical Nutrition, Passage 5 (6.03%) is from Nutrition, and Passage 6 (10.58%) is from Social Science & Medicine. These passages are more suitable for academic reading comprehension, as evidenced by their sources and the higher AWL coverage. However, the overall AWL coverage of the test is not high, indicating that the academic nature of TEAP needs to be improved. It might be necessary to adjust the AWL coverage of TEAP to further differentiate itself from CET-6.




4.2. AWL coverage and language difficulty of College English Tests

As the quantitative measurement of readability, Grade Level has been applied to study the reading comprehension of CET, TOEFL, and IELTS (Li and Yang, 2013; Jiang and Han, 2018), which would give a hint about setting up different levels of testing. A higher Grade Level means a higher cognitive load upon students in understanding those challenging texts. Grade Level can also be analyzed together with AWL coverage. Li et al. (2019) found a significant correlation between AWL coverage and Grade Level of a series of academic textbooks called New College English; this suggests that passages in academic textbooks with higher AWL coverage are more difficult to understand.

In order to verify the correlation between AWL coverage and Grade Level in reading passages from CET and TEAP, the Correlation Coefficient (r) of each test is calculated via the CORREL function of Microsoft Excel. According to Cohen (1988), there are three types of correlation: weak (0.1 ≤ |r|<0.3), moderate (0.3 ≤ |r|<0.5), and strong (0.5 ≤ |r|<1). The correlation analysis of CET and TEAP is shown in Table 6.



TABLE 6 Correlation coefficient (r) between AWL coverage and grade level of reading passages in three tests.
[image: Table6]

Table 6 demonstrates that the AWL coverage of the reading passages in CET-4 and CET-6 has a moderate correlation with their Grade Level, and that of TEAP has a strong correlation. This suggests that statistically, texts with higher AWL coverage are more challenging to comprehend.




5. Discussion


5.1. Implications for language testing

With the transition of teaching policy in China from teaching of EGP to incorporating EAP into college English teaching and testing and with the issue of government documents of the Framework, the Syllabus, and the Guidelines, the call for the reform of CET-4 and CET-6 grows increasingly vocal. For many years the debate has been ongoing over the orientation of China’s college English teaching, as was illustrated in the Introduction part of this paper.

So far, some research projects have been conducted to improve the quality of CET. For example, Jin and Yang (2018) profiled a 30-year development of CET and expounded on the direction of language testing with Chinese characteristics. Many scholars discussed different parts of CET, such as listening (Guo, 2013), speaking (Jin et al., 2020), reading (Jiang and Han, 2018), and translation (Lu, 2014). However, very few research endeavours have been made to explore whether CET should be oriented towards test of EGP or EAP.

We believe that before we discuss whether CET should be oriented towards test of EAP, we need to figure out a way to measure whether a test of English is academic in language. In this study, we have calculated the AWL coverage of the reading passages of a test of English to achieve this purpose. In other words, the AWL coverage serves as a quantitative indicator of the academic level of a corpus composed of the reading passages in CET. We find that CET-4 and CET-6 can be considered, to a lesser degree, as tests of EAP in that the AWL coverage of the two types of tests are 6.60% and 7.44% respectively, which is significantly closer to 10% than to 1.4%. This finding is important because it indicates that CET-4 and CET-6 can assess students’ mastery of academic English, as is required in the Guidelines and the Syllabus.

The study also compares the AWL coverage of TEAP with CET-6. TEAP, as an academic English test, is supposed to score higher in AWL coverage given its clear academic positioning illustrated in the Framework, but the total AWL coverage of TEAP (7.71%) is only a little higher than that of CET-6 (7.44%). This demonstrates that the academic level of TEAP is statistically similar to that of CET-6 and that there is no distinct difference between the two types of tests in terms of AWL coverage. Therefore, compared with CET, TEAP cannot better reflect students’ academic level. In addition, TEAP, without sufficient government support, has been suspended for several years, possibly due to the fact that the issue of academic English teaching is still controversial in China. On the one hand, the data from the present study seem to suggest that students’ proficiency in EAP has already been tested nationwide in China for many years despite the dispute on whether EAP should be taught in Chinese colleges and universities. On the other hand, the above data suggests that there seems to be very little need for the present TEAP to be conducted when CET can perform the same function and when the present TEAP does not seem to have performed better in this regard.

In addition, to better differentiate CET-4 from CET-6 in terms of the AWL coverage of the reading passages, the gap in the AWL coverage of the reading passages between CET-4 and CET-6 can be reasonably widened in accordance with the different requirements outlined in the Syllabus. For instance, CET-4 can be designed to be more inclined towards the testing of EGP and CET-6 can be designed to be more inclined to the testing of EAP.

This study can also serve as a reference for researchers who aim to explore the academic level of other tests of English. For example, the academic degrees of the international language tests, such as TOEFL and IELTS, remain to be quantified, compared and contrasted based on the calculation of the AWL coverage of these tests.



5.2. Implications regarding the correlation between language difficulty and academic level

The last two decades have seen a massive increase in academic exchanges in EAP field (Thompson and Diani, 2015). In this context, academic English has become a necessity for college students.

As was discussed in the Introduction part of this paper, there is a significant debate within the academic community in China regarding whether EGP or EAP should be taught to college students in China. This debate is largely based on whether there exists a relationship between language difficulty and language academicity. This study investigated the relationship between AWL coverage and language difficulty (indicated by Grade Level) in the three English proficiency tests under discussion in this paper, namely CET-4, CET-6, and TEAP. The results showed that there is a positive correlation between AWL coverage and language difficulty in the three tests, with correlation coefficients being 0.496, 0.412, and 0.510, respectively. Statistically, the higher the AWL coverage in a reading passage is, the higher its Grade Level is. In other words, the more academic the language of a reading passage is, the more difficult it tends to be. This study suggests that the correlation between AWL coverage and language difficulty should be considered in language testing design. For instance, if academic English tests are designed for students with lower English proficiency, then the reading passages should not be selected by random sampling. Instead, passages with high AWL coverage but low Grade Level should be selected. To be specific, the reading passages in the test should have an AWL coverage of around 10% (the norm of academic English) and in the meantime feature a Grade Level (language difficulty) lower than that of the randomly sampled materials. This approach will ensure that the reading passages in the test are both academic in language and easy enough to read for these students with lower English proficiency.

Moreover, the results of the present study seem to support Wang and Yao (2013), Wang and Wang (2019) and their followers’ view that EGP should be the main content of college English teaching (and hence testing) and EAP can only be taught in top universities in China where students have a better command of the English language. However, Cai (2012, 2015, 2022) also makes sense in that EAP should be taught to Chinese college students because these students learn English mainly for the academic purpose rather than mainly for general communication. A certain level of academic literacy is required to complete assignments, papers, and future academic research. Thus, it is beneficial for college students to master core academic words (Xodabande et al., 2022). Through mastery of academic words and proficiency in academic reading, students can better obtain academic resources and promote academic communication (Chang et al., 2023). Alshehri and Zhang (2022) have further confirmed the importance of vocabulary size for reading comprehension by focusing on syntactic parsing and semantic association in text comprehension for L2 readers.

But, if EAP is taught to students with lower English proficiency, then the reading passages should not be selected by random sampling. Instead, passages with high AWL coverage but low Grade Level should be selected. To be specific, the reading passages in the textbooks should have an AWL coverage of around 10% (the norm of academic English) and in the meantime feature a Grade Level (language difficulty) lower than that of the randomly sampled materials. This approach will ensure that the reading passages in the textbooks are both academic in language and easy enough to read for these students with lower English proficiency.




6. Conclusion

Based on the AWL developed by Coxhead in 2000, this study has used AWL coverage to explore whether China’s tests of English for college students, CET-4, CET-6, and TEAP in particular, are academic in language, and whether these tests meet the requirements of the corresponding government documents, the Syllabus, the Guidelines, and the Framework, to be specific. The study has also examined the correlation between AWL coverage and language difficulty of the reading passages in these tests.

This paper is intended to make three contributions to EAP teaching and testing. First, it has figured out a way to evaluate how academic a text is in language by calculating its AWL coverage. This has enabled us to measure whether a test of English is academic or general in language. This can also make it possible to measure whether the teaching of English is academic or general in language in future research. Secondly, this paper, by using the above method, has calculated the AWL coverage of the reading passages in CET and TEAP, and, in this way, has shown that these two types of tests meet the requirements of the corresponding government documents. The slight difference between CET-6 and TEAP in AWL coverage seems to indicate that CET-6 has the potential to become a test of academic English and that TEAP needs to be re-positioned in order to differentiate itself from CET-6. Thirdly, this paper reveals that language difficulty and academic level of an English text correlate in the statistical sense.

College English Tests have been highlighted recently in the tide of academic reform in China. This study has provided valuable insights into the ongoing debate in China regarding the prioritization of EGP or EAP in college English teaching. Although the corpora in this study are obtained from tests in China, it is reasonable to argue that the method used in this study can also be applied to corpora composed of tests of English in other parts of the world, and even to corpora composed of any texts of English. In this sense, the method used in this study has implications for the research of EAP teaching and testing in the whole world. For example, EAP test designers can enhance the validity of EAP tests by incorporating AWL coverage and Grade Level into their test design. This enables them to make informed decisions when selecting reading comprehension texts, resulting in a more thoughtful and data-driven approach. This will lead to an improvement in the overall quality of EAP tests.

This paper has two limitations. One is that the corpora of this study are not inclusive of everything in the three tests. The CET corpus has only included the reading passages of CET-4 and CET-6 but has excluded the listening, writing and translation parts. The TEAP corpus is representative but very small in size. The other is that this study has relied on AWL coverage to determine whether a text is academic or not, and has excluded other parameters that may be relevant to the academic level of a text in language.

The research scope can be further expanded in two ways. One is that the corpora can be expanded to include other components of a test of English such as listening, writing, and translation parts. The other is that parameters at syntactic, semantic, and discourse levels may be taken into consideration to measure how academic a text is.
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Footnotes

1   College English is an English curriculum for non-English majors in China. It consists of compulsory courses and optional courses.

2   http://www.ceapa.cn/d.asp?id=184

3   https://www.lextutor.ca/
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