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Abstract: In light of the importance of understanding the social impacts of
test use, this paper synthesizes the opinions and surveys of a variety of
stakeholders, including businesses, the government, administrators, educa
tors and students, regarding the English exit requirements, as reported in ma-
jor local newspapers during the last decade. It then constructs implications
in terms of considerations for those involved in the establishment of the re-
quirements and provides insights and suggestions for other stakeholders. By
doing so, it is hoped that this study will be beneficial to those who are active
in the fields of English teaching, policy-making and test devel opment.
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In Taiwan, English is taught as a foreign language (EFL) in a classroom envi-
ronment. Following at least two years of English instruction in grades five and
six, students receive another six years of English education before they attend
colleges or universities, three years in junior high and three in high school.
Students take two national exams: the Basic Competence English Test (BCET)
to enter high school and either the University Entrance Examination (UEE) or
College Entrance Examination (CEE) for institutes of higher education. The
UEE was established as an admission criterion for high school students who
wish to attend universities, whereas the CEE is for vocational high school stu-
dents who wish to enter colleges or universities of technology. First-year uni-
versity and college students are usually required to take 3-4 hours of English
every week.

Despite this significant exposure to English, Taiwanese students’ English
proficiency, based on the results of local and international English proficiency
tests is far from satisfying. The TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Lan-
guage) CBT (Computer-based Test) Score Data Summary from 2002-2006,
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provided by the Educational Testing Service (http://www.ets.org/Medial*
Research), shows Taiwanese students’ scores ranked from the fourth-lowest to
the seventh-lowest among the thirty-two countries in Asia. In another ETS
(Educational Testing Service) survey conducted in conjunction with National
Chengchi University in Taiwan, 32.3% of 2755 Taiwanese university students
among 20 universities who took the TOEFL IPT (Institutional Testing Pro-
gram) function at the level of studentsin their third year of junior high or first
year of high school (H. M. Huang, 2003). In 2004, according to the score data
provided by the ETS, our TOEIC (Test of English for International Communi-
cation) scores ranked in bottom quarter among the 10 non-English speaking
countriesin Asia (X. Y. Yang, 2005). In 2006, as reported by the British Coun-
cil, Taiwanese test-takers’ scores on the IELTS (International English Lan-
guage Testing System) were ranked 17th among the 20 countries that had the
greatest number of test-takers (Z. Z. Chen & Lin, 2007)(Cheng & Lin, 2007).
The LTTC (Language Testing and Training Center) contends that the local
English proficiency test, the GEPT (General English Proficiency Test) elemen-
tary level, signifies competency equivalent to that of a junior high school
graduate. However, the percentage of 9,527 college graduates at 86 technical
colleges who passed the first stage of the GEPT elementary level, based on the

This lack of proficiency is problematic because Taiwan is an island, the
economy of which relies heavily on international trade. For example, the
3050th Executive Yuan Resolution asserted that international trade is the life-
blood of Taiwan’s economic development. In 2006, our economic growth was
4.68%, 3.63% of which derived from trade with foreign nations. It is evident
that international trade plays a vital role in the promotion of Taiwan’s eco-
nomic growth ("3050th Executive Y uan Resolution, Executive Y uan, Taiwan ,
2007). Possessing a good knowledge of English has therefore become an inte-
gral part of conducting international business interactions.

Taiwan’s government is aware of this, and is developing national English
proficiency in order to be more competitive in global markets. In 1999, the
Ministry of Education commissioned the Language Testing and Training Cen-
ter to develop the General English Proficiency Test (GEPT) to “promote life-

Since 2003, the ministry has encouraged universities and colleges of technol-
ogy to set English thresholds for graduates to generate a level of proficiency
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sufficient to meet the anticipated needs of both domestic and international job
markets

Some universities and colleges of technology have adopted the GEPT or
other English proficiency tests such as TOEIC, TOEFL, IELTS, CSEPT (Col-
lege Student English Proficiency Test) and school-designed tests as exit re-
guirements. Some require students to pass the GEPT Intermediate or Elemen-
tary Level or school-designed proficiency. Others have set reward programs to
encourage students to pass English proficiency tests by offering them financial
incentives or exempting them from compulsory English classes.

English certification exit requirements, however, have met with opposi-
tion. Schools such as Ming Chuan University in Taipei (Y. F. Zhang, 2005)
argue that universities and colleges are not cram schools. They do not advocate
“teaching to the test”, so they do not set English graduation thresholds. In-
stead, they require students to take more English-related classes to enhance
their proficiency. Some English educators hold similar opinions. Liao (2004)
is concerned that English proficiency requirements will force teachers to teach
to the test because curricula will mirror exam content. Negative washback
from the requirement will most likely manifest in teachers teaching to the test,
students cramming for tests, and the narrowing of curricula. Liao suggests that
students should be immersed in an English environment; setting proficiency
test requirements for graduation is not a panacea. Su (2004) argues that setting
thresholds requires a deeper investigation into issues such as whether schools’
facilities, curricula, teachers’ beliefs, and students’ needs are in line with this
decision. Some legislators (Mang, Zhang, & Lin, 2003) have aso expressed
their objections.

SETTING THE PURPOSE

It is clear that the issues of whether it is appropriate to establish an exit re-
guirement and of what doing so has effected have become a significant point of
concern in Taiwan. According to Hughes (2003), washback is “a part of the
impact atest may have on learners and teachers, on educationa systemsin gen-
eral, and on society at large” (p.5). Bachman (1990 ) states that tests influence
both education and society—tests are not developed and deployed in a “value-
free psychometric test-tube” (p. 279), and they are intended to fulfill the needs
of an educational system or society. McNamara and Roever (2006) aver that,
since tests can have widespread and unforeseen consequences, a language test
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that is psychometrically validated does not necessarily denote a test favorable
for society. The researchers then propose the need to develop a social theory to
assist test developers and researchers to better comprehend testing as a social
practice.

In light of the importance of understanding the social impacts of test use,
this paper synthesizes the opinions and surveys of a variety of stakeholders, in-
cluding businesses, the government, administrators, educators and students, re-
garding the English certification exit requirement, as reported in major local
newspapers during the last decade. It then constructs implications in terms of
considerations for those involved in the establishment of the requirement and
provides insights and suggestions for other stakeholders. By doing so, it is
hoped that this study will be beneficial to those who are active in the fields of
teaching, policy-making and test development.

BUSINESS OPINIONS

Taiwan’s students at the tertiary-education level are often criticized by
businesses for their inadequate English proficiency, and this has in part con-
tributed to some universities establishing English certification exit require-
ments (L. X. Lin, 2001a).

At a conference, Wen Shi-Ren, the late vice-president of Inventec, a lead-
ing corporation in Taiwan’s electronics and technology industry, suggested that
universities establish exit requirements due to the concern that Taiwanese stu-
dents’ English proficiency will otherwise not reach an acceptable level before
graduation, therefore resulting in reduced competitiveness when compared to
their mainland counterparts (L. X. Lin, 2003).

Another well-known corporation requires that all its employees possess a
certain level of English proficiency, and to ensure this, all potential employees
must possess English certificates (L. X. Lin, 2005b). Chen Zong-Mou, the
president of TSMC, which is the world's largest dedicated semiconductor foun-
dry, claims that when facing the challenge of globalization, Taiwan’s college
students’ in-common weakness is their English proficiency not being adequate
for them to absorb innovations from other countries. As a result, they lack a
well-developed capacity for internalization (Xu, 2006). Several other corpora
tions in the banking, automotive, electrical engineering and semi-conductor in-
dustries also expressed the importance of good English as a component of per-
formance evaluation and promotion. These industries adopt the TOEIC or self-
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developed tests to assess their employee’s English proficiency for the purpose
of promotion (Zheng, 2005).

In 2003, an online survey conducted by Pan-Asia Human Resources Bank
and IBM indicated that nearly 98% of businesses screened their employees
based mainly on their English proficiency. 97% claimed that TOEFL, TOEIC
and GEPT certificates were advantageous for job seekers, and salaries were de-
termined according to their employees’ English proficiency (Y. Z. Li, 2003).
This survey aso gave evidence that among 4,000 applicants, 68% felt frus-
trated at job hunting because their English proficiency was insufficient, and
96% contended that if they had earned English certificates such as the GEPT,
they would experience better opportunities for gaining employment.

In 2004, according to the 240,000 job opportunities on their website, the
104 Human Resources Bank discovered that 53% of the listings required a cer-
tain level of foreign language proficiency, and, among that 53%, 95% required
English proficiency. The survey also contended that since English is the basic
international language for communication except for professionals such as in-
ternational traders, overseas sales representatives, or technical document trans-
lators, many job responsibilities require only sufficient English proficiency to
address daily or routine situations. Therefore, an intermediate level of English
proficiency in reading and writing, the two skills most required in the work-
place, is by far enough to handle the work ("The arrival of globalization: Eng-
lish proficiency amust at workplace", 2004).

Due to the trend of globalization, in 2005, one local bank included the
GEPT intermediate certificate as a prerequisite requirement for those newly
university/college graduates wishing to apply for employment as tellers. As
compared to the tremendous number of applicants the bank received in the
past, when potential employees took internally-developed English tests and cer-
tificates were not a necessity, the number of applicants dropped to 296. That
decrease in the number of applicants indicates a significant discrepancy be-
tween the English proficiency of the workforce and the proficiency level busi-
nesses demand of their employees (Shao, 2005). The certificate requirement
has prevented the application of a large number of college graduates. In a
similar case, to decrease the overwhelming number of applications (as many as
8,000), China Airlines proposed that al applicants hold TOEIC certificates to
be considered for employment (Z. Y. Wang, 2004).

A 2007 needs analysis of Taiwanese employees’ English proficiency
jointly conducted by the Chinese Human Resources Management Association
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and ETS (Educational Testing Service) stated that 50% of the 526 businesses
investigated in Taiwan (including non-profit organizations such as schools and
government departments) utilize English proficiency tests as a recruitment and
promotion criterion. 43% develop their own English tests, 29% adopt the
TOEIC, and 15% use the GEPT to assess their employees’ level of English
proficiency. Scores ranging from 405 to 900 on the TOEIC are required for
newly-hired employees, junior supervisory managers, or Senior overseas super-
visors (X. W. Wang, 2007). In another survey on a similar topic of needs
analysis of Taiwanese employees’ English proficiency conducted by 104 Hu-
man Resource Bank reported that among the 478 questionnaires, 49% of local
businesses adopt the GEPT to assess applicants’ English proficiency, while the
TOEIC is favored by foreign corporations for its international recognition.
This survey aso revealed that 85% of businesses with more than 250 employ-
ees screened applicants’ resumes by their scores on the TOEFL, TOEIC or
GEPT (X. Y. Yang, 2005).

Implications

In light of the reports and surveys in the press, it is undeniable that pos-
sessing an acceptable level of English proficiency is an advantage for new uni-
versity/college graduates when seeking employment. An English certificate is
not only beneficial for job hunting but also leads to better opportunities for
promotion or higher salaries. Therefore, it is necessary to set certification re-
quirements to help students attain an acceptable level of English proficiency for
better employment opportunities.

As reported above, as many as half of al businesses require the use of
English in the workplace, and their standard for English proficiency falsin the
range of the intermediate level (either GEPT intermediate level or at least 405
on the TOEIC). The other half of al businesses do not necessarily require
English in the workplace. The implication here is that different standards of
requirements should be established for different majors. For career paths that
involve a greater understanding of English to facilitate work performance, such
as business-related majors, a higher standard of test scores should be estab-
lished as a graduation requirement. For industries that do not demand a higher
level of English proficiency, the requirement can be set at the level of under-
standing the basic skills of English.
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The TOEIC and the GEPT are two predominant tests favored by business
corporations. To address their needs, students should be provided with infor-
mation, instruction and practice in class with regard to what and how to study
and prepare to be more competitive in the job market.

However, it should be noted that nearly 50% of businesses evaluate their
potential employees’ English proficiency with tests they themselves develop.
This implies that it is as essential to ensure college/university graduates have
English proficiency sufficient in the four skills, in order for them to success-
fully pass tests given by potential employers, asit is to assist them in earning
English certificates.

Another concern is whether schools with exit requirements have actually
carried out their policy that students are not able to graduate if they do not pass
English certification tests. The answer seems to be negative from the case of
one bank’s recruitment of newly graduates as tellers reported above. The impli-
cation of that report is that the number of college/university graduates who hold
certificates that meet the standards of businesses are a minority. The require-
ment may sound like false advertising if there are ways to get around the re-
quirement instead of actually passing the test. If the requirement is set so that
students must reach a certain level of proficiency and receive a certain score on
atest, al other remedial or supportive measures must evaluate the students to
the same level of achievement.

GOVERNMENTAL OPINIONS

Ma Ying-Jiu, the former mayor of Taipel, suggested that university stu-
dents should not be alowed to graduate if their proficiency in both Chinese and
English is not satisfactory, because Taiwan’s competitiveness lies in students’
being proficient in both languages (R. Y. Chen & Han, 2001). The former
Minister of Education, Tzen Zhi-Lang, called for the enhancement of university
students’ basic English proficiency and offered more funding to help achieve
that goal. He also required interested parties to investigate whether it is appro-
priate to set graduation requirements for English. However, he suggested that
no single criterion be established as a graduation requirement so that students
will benefit from learning through a variety of approaches (R. Y. Chen & Han,
2001).

Schools are advised to adopt varied criteria to meet the needs and profi-
ciency of students, and student-implemented comparison of their own profi-
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ciency can be used as one criterion for graduation requirements to evaluate
whether progress has been achieved. Exit requirements for English are not dis-
couraged by the Ministry of Education, but supportive measures should be pro-
vided so that students won’t be impelled to kill themselves to meet the re-
guirement (R. Y. Chen & Han, 2001).

Another former Minister of Education, Huang Rong-Cun, recommended
that English graduation requirements be established to scrutinize and evaluate
whether students attain the English proficiency they are supposed to reach by
the time they graduate (H. J. Y ang, 2003).

The current Minister, Du Zheng-Sheng, announced in 2004 that a priority
goa of the four mgjor educational policy pivot points for 2005-2007 is to have
50% of students at universities and colleges of technology achieve an English
proficiency equivalent to General English Proficiency Test (GEPT) Intermedi-
ate and Elementary Levels, respectively, by 2007. In order to reach that goal,
the Ministry of Education has decided to alocate funding and grants based on
the percentage of students who hold English proficiency test certificates (Hang,
2004). Thisis supposed to generate a 10% growth each year in the number of
English certificates; that is, to 30% in 2005, 40% in 2006, and the final goal of
50% in 2007.

It can be seen that setting English certification requirement has trans-
formed from a recommendation to a must-do educational policy. Unfortu-
nately, in 2006, many technical colleges were not able to reach this goal. Even
more troubling, students’ pass rate on the GEPT elementary level at a signifi-
cant number of technical colleges was less than 10%, and many schools had
even fewer students who earned certificates. The mgjority of technical colleges
did not reach the expected goal of a 30% pass rate (Jiang, 2006).

Implications

It goes without saying that the government hopes to enhance college stu-
dents’ English proficiency by encouraging universities/colleges to establish
English certification exit requirements. An expected goal of annual growth in
the pass rate has also been set and a considerable sum of funding, equivalent to
$3,000,000 US, was budgeted to encourage the institutions to achieve account-
ability. However, some schools stated that it is difficult to improve students’
English proficiency to such a large extent, since their skills were quite poor
when they were in vocational high schools (Jiang, 2006). In the literature,



Pan, Test Impact: English Certification 127

there were a number of examples where the government attempted to utilize
tests to change curricula or promote learning outcomes (Cheng, 2004; L. Qi,
2005; Shohamy, Donitsa-Schmidt, & Ferman, 1996), but these scenarios were
unsuccessful because other factors such as educational systems (L. Qi, 2005)
and educators’ teaching beliefs (Cheng, 2004) aso play an important role in the
success or failure of innovation. In Taiwan, the government chose to use Eng-
lish certification tests to enhance students’ proficiency, but tests are not a
cured-all medication, and other supportive measures should be implemented.
As a result, as suggested by some educators, curricula for college students
should be established to match their level. Different criteriatailored to college
students’ English proficiency level should also be put into practice (Jiang,
2006). In light of this, students’ English proficiency must be evaluated when
they first enter college, and a reasonable goal they are likely to achieve must be
established so that it won’t worsen the discrepancy between the government’s
goa and what students can redistically attain.

Another concern is that if the GEPT elementary level is, in fact (as re-
ported by its developer, LTTC), equivalent to the English proficiency of ajun-
ior high school student, why isthe pass rate of college students for thislevel so
low, as stated above? Two things need to be investigated. First, the LTTC
needs to conduct more research to determine whether the GEPT elementary
level is truly equivalent to a junior high school student’s English proficiency.
Then, curricula should be designed for college students with the utmost care,
including additional number of English classes and suitable lesson content con-
structed according to both their proficiency level and needs.

ADMINISTRATORS OPINIONS

In order to enhance students’ English proficiency, increase their competi-
tiveness in the job market, address the policy of the Ministry of Education and
meet the trend of globalization, an increasing number of universities and col-
leges have established graduation requirements for English (L. W. Chen, 2004;
R. Y. Chen, 2001; Jiang, 2002; L. X. Lin, 2001&; L. X. Lin, 2005g; Y. T. Lin,
2002; Y. T. Lin & Meng, 2004; Z. C. Lin, 2007; Liu, 2004; G. H. Yang, 2003;
Zhang, 2004, 2007; Zhou, 2007; Zhu, 2005b, 2006, 2007). Many schools util-
ize the GEPT, TOEIC, IELTS, TOEFL or school-developed tests to assess pro-
ficiency and require that students reach a certain score or level in order to
graduate. If students are not able to meet the requirements, they are required to
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take extra remedial or intensive English classes. To help their students mest
the requirements, some schools offer additional English classes and have ex-
panded the offering of English classes from the first year to the third or fina
year. Others offer test-preparation or remedial classes (Y. T. Lin, 2002; Z. Y.
Wang, 2004; Xue, 2007; J. H. Zhang, 2005; Zhou, 2007). Some have estab-
lished zones where students are provided with an environment conducive to
language learning. In these zones, students do online test-related practice and
English readings, listen to audio versions of English magazines, or watch Eng-
lish-medium programs or movies. Some schools offer reimbursement of ad-
ministration fees (S. L. Lin, 2005; Meng, 2004). Other schools exempt stu-
dents who have earned certificates from compulsory English classes (L. W.
Chen, 2004; Zhu, 2005b). Still others have first-year students take a placement
test to stream them into groups based on their levels of English proficiency (Y.
Z. Li, 2001; L. X. Lin, 2001b; Zhu, 2005a).

Implications

Many supportive measures, as shown above, have been implemented to
assist students to both enhance their English proficiency and pass English certi-
fication tests. With these measures in place, it can be expected that the number
of students earning certificates is supposed to increase. But why is the pass
rate so low, as demonstrated in the previous section? More research needs to
be conducted as to what each school has actually done to assist students to pass
tests, including the curricula, educationa resources, and facilities. Addition-
ally, since the Ministry of Education distributes funding and evaluates account-
ability based on how well schools have promoted English certification exit re-
quirements (Liu, 2004), does that favor high-ranking schools, since they a-
ready have better students and it is easier for their students to receive certifi-
cates? Do low-ranking schools have a harder time receiving funds because of
their students’ poor performance? Finally, providing funding for extra English
classes or additional educational resources is definitely beneficial for the pro-
motion of students’ learning. However, the quantity of English classesis as es-
sential as the quality. As stated in the previous section, curricula and lesson
content must be constructed to meet the needs and level of students so that their
motivation to learn English can be improved and the learning outcome will be
satisfactory.



Pan, Test Impact: English Certification 129

EDUCATORS OPINIONS

English certification exit requirements encounter both supporting and op-
posing viewpoints from English teachers and educators. Those who are in fa
vor of the policy claim that it will enhance students’ proficiency (Lai, 2003),
while opponents contend that it will lead to teaching to the test, studying for the
test, and will inhibit creative learning, or learning from various approaches, i.e.,
cramming, which is often criticized when utilized in high school education,
which might occur in college education as well (Cohen, 1994; E. Z. Wu, 2004;
Q. X. Wu, 2001; Q. X. Wu, 2003, 2005; Zhou, 2001).

Most of these reports from educators’ perspectives are concerned about
the possible negative washback brought about by the requirement. For exam-
ple, are tests the sole means for helping students improve their English? Learn-
ing shouldn’t be manipulated by tests; instead, students should be encouraged
to develop creative thinking by giving them freedom to read, to think, and to
learn. The requirement promoted by the government will make the government
become the best sales representative for cram schools, which profit from help-
ing people earn certificates. Rather than using tests as a means to enhance stu-
dents’ English proficiency, it might be more beneficial for students to provide
more books and materialsin the library.

Another concern is whether a satisfactory score on the English certifica
tion test truly demonstrates one’s sufficient English performance at the time of
schooling. It is advised that schools play a key role in enhancing students’
English proficiency, and they should have comprehensive and well-rounded
curricula (J. Xiao, 2003). For example, the first three years of university edu-
cation should focus on the development of a solid foundation of English skills
in students, and subsequently they can prepare for English certification tests.
Test scores should only be treated as reference points for evaluation; those who
receive higher scores do not necessarily speak English well (M. W. Xiao,
2007).

Implications

Like other Asian areas, such as China (L. Qi, 2004), Hong Kong (Cheng,
2005; Fullilove, 1992), and Japan (Watanabe, 2004), in Taiwan, education is
test-oriented. To put it differently, tests are a mgjor determinant of course de-
sign and classroom practices, especially for junior and senior high schools. In
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Taiwan, many educational researchers and teachers note the phenomenon of
negative washback effects brought about by the BCET (Basic Competency
English Proficiency Test), a high school admissions test for junior high school
students and the JCEE (Joint College Entrance Examination), a univer-
sity/college admissions test for high school students. An example of one such
claim of negative washback effect is Chou’s (2002) contention that the BCET
has resulted in students being overloaded with difficult preparatory materials
and having to go to cram schools to stay abreast of classwork.

Another example is Tang’s (1993) study on the JCEE, in which he con-
tended that the previous test formats have contributed to aberrant English
teaching and learning in Taiwan that focuses primarily on linguistic knowledge
and mechanical drills while ignoring developing students’ communicative
competence. More research needs to be conducted to investigate if English
certification exit requirements will bring “teaching to the test” to higher educa-
tion asit has to junior and senior high schools, or if the requirement will rather
act as an impetus to push students to work harder on learning English.

STUDENTS OPINIONS

Different student viewpoints and attitudes regarding the exit requirement
have been reported in the press. According to a survey of 1162 northern uni-
versity students conducted by a college student association, 63% approve of the
exit requirements for English because they feel their proficiency has regressed
due to a lack of attention since they entered college. Although they need to
read textbooks written in English in their various disciplines, the language used
in the text has little application to daily life. Utilizing the GEPT as an exit re-
quirement can not only push them to study English, but the GEPT certificate is
also beneficia when they seek employment after graduation. However, more
than 50% are concerned about their ability to pass the test, and around 25%
fear that this policy may lead to cramming. The survey also indicated that 41%
of college students believe their weakest skill is speaking, while 28% re-
sponded writing and 24% cited listening. As many as 53% of the surveyed
students were not satisfied with the English courses offered at their schoals,
and they would rather study on their own or listen to radio broadcasts or take
extra lessons at cram schools to help them pass the test. Students were also
quite frank in relating that the time they spend on English is negligible (Y. J.
Huang, 2004). The majority of the students find the requirement reasonable
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and do not resist it because earning certificates before graduation will be bene-
ficial for either their future employment or further studies (Shen, 2004).

In another report that addresses the impact of the exit requirement, some
students make greater efforts to study English because they are afraid they
might not be able to graduate if they do not pass the test ("Students crazy for
GEPT at universities’, 2005). However, students complain that preventing
them from graduating because of a failure to pass the English certification test
is unfair if they have passed the compulsory English courses. Some feel anin-
tense hopelessness; no matter how many times they take the certification test,
they still cannot pass (Cai, 2006). In asimilar case, students had a very strong
negative reaction when nearly 60% of them could not graduate on time because
they couldn’t pass English certification tests (H. S. Lin, 2007). Another com-
plaint is that the school did not offer sufficient or appropriate curricula to en-
hance students’ listening skills, since 90% of them did not pass the GEPT prac-
tice test because of their poor listening proficiency (Zhang, 2003). The finan-
cia burden resulting from taking lessons at cram schools to pass the test is yet
another negative washback brought about by the requirement. Some students
in graduate school lamented the fact that they must spend quite a considerable
sum of money on a cram school just to pass the English certification test (Jiang,
2005). Still other students don’t think schools should demand that they take
certification tests because of the expensive administration fees for many current
tests. The tuition fees are especially high at the moment, and the requirement
for students to take tests actually imposes more burden on them (Shen, 2004).

Whether the exit requirement can really help enhance students’ English
proficiency is another concern, because students who are not able to pass the
test are actually given a “back-door” option to meet the requirement; that is,
they can take extra classes if they cannot pass the test. Because of this, it is
guestionable whether these students can pass the real English certification test.
If they cannot, it is quite meaningless for schools to offer back-door options
just to assist students to graduate (M. W. Xiao, 2007; Y. K. Y ang, 2006).

Implications

In reviewing students’ opinions, several concerns arise that must be ad-
dressed in order to make this policy beneficial to them. First, in order to help
students to pass the English certification test, test-preparatory classes or test-
related instruction in regular English class need to be offered so that students
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will have greater familiarization with the test and a clear direction as to what
and how to prepare for it. This way, students may not need to seek assistance
from cram schools. If sufficient resources are offered at their schools, this will
alleviate the financial burden created by cram schools.

Second, definite teaching objectives for English classes need to be set so
that teachers have a clear goal regarding the level of English proficiency stu-
dents should achieve in class. With the implementation of these teaching ob-
jectives, students who are able to pass the English class will more likely be able
to pass the test. Although the ability of students to pass the test involves a
number of factors, such as motivation, proficiency, effort and even luck, a
matching of curriculaand what is evaluated on the test may be a good means to
create “win-win” results for both teachers and students.

Third, English teachers may have to work on how to enhance students’
motivation to learn English in class. If lesson content or teaching methodol ogy
can be adapted to meet their interests, needs, and level of English proficiency,
students may be more interested in learning English, and learning outcomes
will, accordingly, much improve. Finally, the decision to offer “back-door”
options to those who cannot pass the test depends on value judgments. Schools
must consider appropriate cutoff criteria to define the level of most students.
For example, the basic proficiency of students must be investigated so the exit
requirement will be appropriate to the students’ level, making it neither too
easy nor too hard for students to meet the requirement.

CONCLUSIONSAND SUGGESTIONS

It is apparent from areview of the media-reported viewpoints of different
stakeholders regarding the English certification exit requirement that it is diffi-
cult to reach an agreement that will satisfy al needs to attain the enhancement
of students’ English proficiency. The exit requirement has brought about both
positive and negative washback. On the positive side, the government has had
a significant impact on college English education by allocating a considerable
amount of funding to increase the pass rate of college students who earn cer-
tificates. Additional English classes, expansion of the English course require-
ments, and building or purchasing of more educational resources and facilities
have been undertaken by schools to help students improve their English, thus
raising the pass rate. Students’ scores reveal what skills must be improved so
that educators can design more effective curricula or lesson plans to meet stu-
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dents’ needs. Students are encouraged to take the study of English more seri-
ously because they might not be able to graduate if they do not pass the test.

On the negative side, teachers are concerned that the requirement might
lead to teaching to the test, although that is an issue that requires much more
research before any definitive conclusions can be drawn. The requirement may
exert undue pressure on students because of the concern that they may not be
able to graduate if they do not passthe test. In addition, some students are con-
cerned that the material assessed on tests used as exit requirements is not appli-
cable to daily life or real-world situations. Many students have a justifiable
complaint that they should be able to pass the test if they are able to pass Eng-
lish class, and that complaint warrants further investigation.

It goes without saying that the success of the requirement policy liesin the
collaboration of various interested parties, including the government, busi-
nesses, school administrators, test-developers, educators, and students. In
terms of the government, in order to attain the goal of the policy, which re-
quires 50% of students reaching a proficiency equivaent to that of the GEPT
elementary or intermediate level by 2007, utilizing the test certification exit re-
quirement and providing funding to enrich curricula and resources are positive
steps; but the problem may need to be addressed at a more basic level. In other
words, educators must facilitate the process of building students a solid founda-
tion of basic skills from the beginning of their English learning process, instead
of requiring college students to reach a particular level of proficiency within a
certain timeframe without considering their original proficiency when they en-
ter colleges/universities.

As for businesses, considering that Taiwan is an island that requires Eng-
lish as a medium of communication with the international world for the pur-
pose of business interactions, it is advised that they require English certifica-
tion of their applicants and employees. With this requirement in place, college
students will pay more attention to English because of better future opportuni-
tiesin the workplace.

For test-developers, it is necessary to conduct validity research regarding
their can-do lists or what level of proficiency test-takers will possess when they
reach a certain level or score so that test-users have clear and objective criteria
regarding what to adopt when establishing appropriate exit requirements to
match the level of their students’ English proficiency.

For school administrators, providing funding for extra English classes or
additional educational resources is definitely beneficial for the promotion of
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students’ learning. However, curricula must be constructed to meet the needs
and proficiency levels of students so that their motivation to learn English can
be improved and the learning outcomes will be satisfactory. For educators, if it
isatrend to set the English certification exit requirement, teachers need to help
students pass the test and earn the certificate. To facilitate positive washback
from tests, teachers need to make efforts to combine their lesson content with
what is covered on tests so that teaching to the test will not occur. As for stu-
dents, they must cultivate the concept of autonomous learning and strive to
study English after class if they want to pass the test and receive the certificate.
All in al, although reaching the goal may be difficult, receiving the greatest
benefits of English certification exit requirements involves the active participa-
tion and diligence of everyone involved.
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