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Global exams

HSK

standards

(CEFR, etc ）

link

Scenario

Note each exam may have its own 

purposes (general or specific )

Local exams

（GCSE, A-level)

Why study 

testing/measurement/alignment?
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A Level Modern Languages 
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Council of Europe 

https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-

european-framework-reference-

languages/home 

Basic Independent Proficient 

https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-european-framework-reference-languages/home
https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-european-framework-reference-languages/home
https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-european-framework-reference-languages/home
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Three parts of  the project

1. Vocabulary use of A-Level Chinese 

2. A standard setting exercise between A-

Level Chinese and CEFR

3. Teachers’ perspectives

Acknowledgment: 

Funded by the British Academy Mar 2022 to Feb 2023
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“Without grammar very little can be 

conveyed;

without vocabulary nothing can be 

conveyed”    

(Wilkins, 1972)
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Possible correspondence of A-level Chinese, HSK, 
and CEFR in terms of vocabulary size
HSK & A-level HSK 

vocabulary 

(2010/2012)

CEFR 

correspondence 

reported by 

Hanban (Peng et 

al. 2021)

CEFR vocabulary 

size for other 

foreign 

languages 

(Bellassen, 2011)

HSK Level 1 150 words A1 500 words

HSK Level 2 300 words A2 1,000 words

HSK Level 3 600 words B1 2,000 words

HSK Level 4 

A-Level (Natzler 

2022)

1,200 words B2 (2,500-5,000)

HSK Level 5 2,500 lexical 

units

C1 (5,000-10,000)

HSK Level 6 Over 5,000 

words

C2 (10,000-20,000)
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➢ Research Questions

How does A-level Chinese correspond to 

1) HSK 2) CEFR in terms of vocabulary size?

1) RQ1: Compare A Level vs HSK vocabulary

2) RQ2: An expert panel to determine CEFR 

 levels of A Level Vocabulary  

➢ Methods of Analysis

Listening & reading from 2019 & 2020

➢ Test papers
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➢Rank the following

Vocabulary

1) 没意思 boring

2) 丢脸 losing face

3) 认识 know (sb)

4) 鸡蛋 egg

5) 一带一路 one belt one road

CEF User

A1

A2
Basic

B1

B2
Independent

C1

C2
Proficient
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➢HSK & CEFR Correspondence

Vocabulary HSK(1-6) CEFR SD

1) 没意思 没有 1
意思 2

A2 0.632

4) 鸡蛋 2 A2 0

3) 认识 1 B1 1.414

2) 丢脸 丢4 脸3 B2 0.753

5) 一带一路 - C1 1.095
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3) 认识 know sb

• HSK 1

• Panel judgment 

B1 B1 B2 A2 C1 A1 => B1 

   SD (one of the highest): 1.414214 
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5) 一带一路 one belt one road

• Not on HSK

• Panel judgment 
C2 C2 C1 C1 C1 B1 => C1
SD: 1.095445 
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RQ1: Mapping with HSK 

(A-level Reading = HSK5-6 21%) 
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RQ1: Mapping with HSK 

(A-level Listening = HSK5-6 8%) 
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RQ2: CEFR judgement by experts 

（CEFR C1- 9.3% + C2 - 0.4%: 9.7%) 
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Findings

• To reach the thresholds of comprehension 

95% (listening) & 98% (reading) (e.g. Adolphs & Schmitt, 

2003; Nation, 2006; Schmitt et al. 2011; van Zeeland & Schmitt, 2013)

• A Level vs. HSK

➢ Lexical coverage not reaching the thresholds - 

Leaning towards HSK 5/6 

➢ Note 1) different purposes of the tests 2) 

new standards 国际中文教育水平等级标准

• A Level vs. CEFR: Leaning towards CEFR C1



Part 3  Standard setting

A-Level 中文考试
标准设置的实证研究:

与CEFR对接

郑英 Dr Ying Zheng 

University of Southampton
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What is ‘standard setting’?

A group of panellists consider at what level in the 
framework in question (CEFR in this case), a learner 
would first be able to complete the item successfully

Aim: to gather panel’s collective evaluation on the 
levels of the test (as compared to what exam boards 
claim)

What have been done in similar settings?  

– Linking to CEFR, China Standards of English 
(CSE), Canadian Language Benchmarks (CBL)
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Basket Method: an example 

Source: https://www.britishcouncil.org/exam/aptis/research/publications/validation/china-

standards-english-cse-linking-uk-exams-cse

Basic question: At what (CEFR) level can a test taker already 
answer the following item correctly? 

Panellists to put each item in a “basket” corresponding to one 
of the (CEFR) levels relevant to the test in question. 

https://www.britishcouncil.org/exam/aptis/research/publications/validation/china-standards-english-cse-linking-uk-exams-cse
https://www.britishcouncil.org/exam/aptis/research/publications/validation/china-standards-english-cse-linking-uk-exams-cse
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Research questions

1. How do we interpret the Reading and Listening 

items in the A-level Chinese exam within the 

framework of CEFR?

2. What are the factors that the panellists took into 

consideration when rating the exam item difficulties?
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Workshop activity 1: Reading Paper  (2019)
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Discussion
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Workshop activity 2: Listening Paper (2019)

Audio link

https://sotonac-my.sharepoint.com/:u:/r/personal/yz1n12_soton_ac_uk/Documents/BA%20Talent%20Development%20Awards%202021/Project%20Management/Standard%20Setting/9CN0_01_Recording_Mandarin_20190815.mp3?csf=1&web=1&e=MLjC8d
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Participant profile 

Schools Teaching experience in 

the UK

Gender

State schools 6 Over 10 years 5 F 7

Independent 

schools

4 5-10 years 1

1-5 years 5 M 5

Higher 

education

2 Under 1 year 1
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CEFR numeric scale adopted in this study

A2 A2+ B1 B1+ B2 B2+ C1

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
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Reading and Listening ratings

Reading items Listening items

No of items 18 19

1st round ratings 216 (18*12) 228 (19*12)

2nd round ratings 216 228

Total # of ratings 432 456

Total:888
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Reading paper CEFR distribution 
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Listening paper CEFR distribution 
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Panel discussion: factors influence rating  

Theme One: test taker-level factors

– Native vs Non-native speakers

– Test taking strategies 

Theme Two: test paper-level factors 

– Language features & cultural distance 

– Cognitive demands & integrative skills  
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Native vs Non-native speakers

“Students, particularly non-native speakers, will be very 

nervous” (T1)

“Despite the fact that students can control the audio file and the 

tempo is pretty slow, the pressure of writing characters is 

considerable” (T4)

The panel took learners’ characteristics into consideration when rating the A-

level Chinese exam. Given that Edexcel A-level Chinese exam will replace 

Cambridge Pre-U in 2023 for more non-native students to take in England, it 

is important to discuss whether Edexcel A-level is fair for all test takers. 
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Test taking strategies

“Students can still figure out the phrases by identifying the 

keywords based on the sound. If they can locate the sounds, the 

answers can be identified” (T1)

“Students at this stage unconsciously and consciously use their 

existing knowledge to make guesses” (T2).

“We instruct students on how to answer the test questions, not 

necessarily on learning the language” (T1 & T2). 

Test takers applied a range of test-taking strategies to get a higher score 

instead of improving language competency itself. Even if they may not 

meet the standard of a specific level, it is still possible that they could pass 

the exam by employing some good test-taking strategies. 
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Language features  & cultural distance

“The language genres are sometimes different. Some are formal and some are 

close to colloquial, which could add another layer of difficulty for non-native 

students” (T1).

“I think the jargons/terminologies used is sometimes challenging to 

understand. For example, students need to understand the phrases "One Belt, 

One Road" and " China-Africa relationship". Since they are very Mainland 

China oriented, it creates difficulty for the test takers in England” (T2).

The complexity of Chinese language features and cultural distance are 

two factors that affect teachers’ judgement.
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Cognitive demands & Integrative skills   

“(For some questions), students need to read the text first,  

summarise it, then they need to process the information based 

on the summary before they can produce the answer. Some test 

items not only tests reading skill but also writing skill” (T3).  

“Listening and writing should be separated because listening 

skill is unrelated to writing skill” (T5).

To what extent should exam items capture integrative 

nature of communicative language use?



Part 4  Teachers’ Perspectives

A-Level 中文教师
问卷& 访谈

李佳 Jia Li 

Bohunt School & Sixth Form 
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Research 

Questions 

What are teachers’ 
perceptions of A-level 
Chinese?

What are the current 
needs of professional 
development for A-level 
Chinese teachers? 
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Methodology 

oQuestionnaire

oInterview

• Mixed methods 

• Recruitment & Participants 

• MAXQDA
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Online Teacher Survey

o  Google Forms

o  50 qualified teachers from 

state schools and 

independent schools

o Aged from 20 to 60

o 74% have master’s degree

o 74% Chinese native speakers

o 26% English native speakers

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1tvz8ebSiNoUASiWR5sLy5T3odF8OboKNkHl-npKGKoA/edit?usp=forms_home&ths=true
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❑ 56% have over 7 years of Mandarin 

teaching experience.

❑ 30 teachers have A-level experience.

❑ 74.2% have heritage students.

❑ 20 teachers have equivalent 

experiences.

❑ 9/50 opted in Zoom Interview. 
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Teachers’ perceptions of A-level Chinese

1. Not the top choice for Mandarin teachers (Pre-U has been 
terminated, MEP schools have IB pathway now but…);

2. Vocabulary range mismatches;

3. Heritage students have the advantage in this exam (vs. local 
England students);

Key Findings 
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Teachers’ perceptions of A-level Chinese

4. A huge gap between GCSE and A-level Chinese (10%);

5. Urgent needs for reform; 

6. Positive attitude towards the future of Chinese.

Key Findings 
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Current needs of professional development for A-level Chinese 
teachers

1. Teaching resources are lacking (vs. other MFL);

2. Career professional development (e.g. teaching approaches & 
CEFR); 

3. Experienced teachers should be involved with the design 
process of the test paper and research.

Key Findings 
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Current strategies

• Adapt resources from the online news channels 

• Teamwork to write handouts and slides.

• Use figures and data.

• Encourage discussions and independent research

• Follow: characters –words—phrases—sentences– 

paragraphs

• Use learning apps  
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Conclusions, Issues and Implications

• The complexity of test taker characteristics, test taking 

strategies, language features, linguistic distance, 

perceived cognitive demands and integrative nature of 

the test item are some of the factors influencing teachers’ 

judgement of A-level Chinese exam items. 

• The majority of the teachers who participated in the panel 

discussion claimed that “A-level exam paper does not 

match  CEFR descriptors”

• As one of the foreign languages in the UK, the 

comparability and alignment situation of A-level 

Chinese exam merits more research. 
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Consultations: Further Research Required
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