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Abstract: This study reported on the design of a web-based Chinese
placement test at the college level that was capable of automatically
grading and making placement decisions. It can be used by the majority of
Chinese programs at U.S. universities and consists of 60 multiple-choice
questions covering grammar, vocabulary, and reading comprehension. To
ensure validity and discriminability, the placement test was tested with
102 Chinese learners at three proficiency levels at a large state university.
The results were compared to multiple established measures of L2
proficiency, including a cloze test. The correlation analyses revealed that
the placement test scores significantly correlated with the cloze test scores,
the final exam scores, and self-assessment, indicating that the placement
test was accurate in assessing L2 proficiency and effective at
discriminating between adjacent levels of instruction. We recommend that
college-level Chinese programs use this placement test or use it as a model
in their design of Chinese placement tests.
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1. Introduction

Placement tests are a type of language assessment that aims to place students with
prior knowledge of a foreign language into appropriate levels of courses so that language
classes consist of relatively homogenous learners to achieve instructional effectiveness
(Brown, 1989). Despite the wide use of placement testing in language institutions and
programs, relatively little research has been conducted on the validity and reliability of
Chinese placement tests. The present study introduces the construction of an online and
computerized Chinese placement test at a large state university to shed some light on how
to use modern technology to maximize efficiency, efficacy, automaticity, and practicality
in placement testing.

The importance of placement testing cannot be overstated. It differs from other
types of language assessment, such as proficiency and achievement tests, in multiple
ways. First, the objective of a placement test is to place students into the proper course
for their current level of proficiency, and the stakes are relatively low (Read, 2000).
Initial placement recommendations can be altered later. In Chinese programs, for instance,
students sometimes need to be adjusted to a lower level class due to their lack of training
in Chinese characters. Second, unlike other assessment tests, the priorities of placement
tests include their ability to be accessed online from anywhere and at any time. For
example, at the author’s institution, prompt notification of placement decisions before the
beginning of a semester is important because the university needs to make decisions on
class cancelation based on enrollment figures. Third, placement testing has a major
impact on student satisfaction (Brown, 2005).

Existing research shows that a wide range of measures have been used for
placement purposes (Bachman & Palmer, 1996; Bernhardt, Rivera, & Kamil, 2004;
Chapelle, 2001; Dunkel, 1991; Heilenman, 1991; Lange, Prior, & Sims, 1992; Schwartz,
1985). At the college level, placement tests vary significantly and use a variety of testing
methods, such as paper-and-pencil tests, online tests, and oral proficiency interviews. A
number of factors other than placement test scores are considered in the placement
process, including years of prior language study, length of residence in countries using
the target language, and scores on standardized tests, such as the Advanced Placement
(AP) Test of the College Board (Wheritt & Clearly, 1990).

The number of studies on placement tests is scarce compared to other types of
foreign language assessment tests, and even fewer have been conducted on East Asian
languages. A search for Chinese and Japanese placement tests yielded two studies on
Chinese placement tests (Li, 2008; Spring, 2008) and one on Japanese placement tests
(Eda et al., 2008). Eda et al. (2008) validated the reliability of the items on the Japanese
Skills Test (JSKIT) by comparing the JSKIT scores to those on an in-house placement
test and the Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) using data from students who enrolled in
two summer intensive Japanese programs. The author recommended the use of JSKIT for
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evaluating the proficiency of students transferring between language programs. Spring
(2008) introduced how to use the existing and externally developed STAMP test to
achieve placement purposes. Li (2008) outlined a future plan for making Chinese
placement decisions based on students’ answers to a language experience questionnaire.
Eda (2008) and Spring (2008) offered detailed explanations of the validation procedures
of using existing exams as placement tools, but little is known about how to construct an
in-house placement test that is tailored to the needs of the students in that program. The
present study aims to close this gap by providing an example of creating an online
placement test and validating it using a battery of proficiency measures.

There is a contradiction between efficiency and accuracy in placement testing
(Wesche et al., 1996). Because most foreign language programs at the college level are
scarce in resources in terms of instructors, classrooms, and time, efficiency is a more
important factor to take into consideration than accuracy (Bernhardt et al., 2004). A good
placement test should be “good enough” rather than accurate in placing students in the
right class while using the resources that the institution can afford (Wesche et al., 1996).
The present study created a Chinese placement test by striking a balance between
efficiency and accuracy.

It has been well-established that computerized placement testing is resource-
efficient (Chalhoub-Deville, 2001). The coronavirus pandemic, in particular, underscored
the importance of web-based testing to prevent in-person contact. The advantages of
web-based placement testing, when compared to in-person tests, include the savings of
resources associated with scheduling, proctoring, interviewing, and grading. Validated
computerized tests have been shown to be more practical and flexible than the traditional
method (Brantmeier, 2006), and they are not constrained by the time and space of group
testing (Bernhardt et al., 2004; Brown, 1997). For instance, Bernhardt et al. (2004)
conducted an empirical study on incoming and transferring students to Stanford
University and reported that web-delivery placement testing provided them with more
time to consider students’ performance and language learning history, based on which
they were able to make better placement decisions.

In terms of content, web-based language tests can increase validity and reliability
(Chapelle & Douglas, 2006). True-or-false questions and multiple-choice questions can
be graded automatically and instantly by the computer with total accuracy, and even
open-ended questions with lengthy responses can be scored consistently based on rubrics
(Bernstein et al., 2010; Carr & Xi, 2010; Williamson et al., 2004). It is also possible to
make a wide variety of questions, including interactive types, to increase the authenticity
of testing materials (Chapelle & Douglas, 2006; Huff & Sireci, 2001). These advantages
have made web-based tests increasingly popular in making not only low-stakes
placement tests but also high-stakes assessment tests, such as TOEFL (Bardovi-Harlig &
Shin, 2014; Elder & Randow, 2008). The present study designed an online Chinese
placement test to achieve fast delivery, accurate grading, and reduced utilization of time,
space, and faculty resources.

Placement tests should be practical, valid, reliable, tailored specifically to the
curriculum of individual language programs (Heilenman, 1983), and reflect the purpose
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of placement testing (Shohamy, 1998). Ideally, a placement test should reflect students’
current level of proficiency and the expected proficiency of the level they are placed in to
ensure their success at that level, should be consistent in measuring proficiency, and
should not take too much time and resources from the instructors and test-takers
(Heilenman, 1983).

Many Chinese language programs at American universities are still using paper-
and-pencil placement tests that require students to go to the testing site at a specified time,
usually one week before the start of classes. The disadvantages of this conventional
approach include: students must arrive on campus earlier than otherwise necessary; they
must wait for placement results before registering for courses; instructors must complete
a large quantity of grading within a short period of time. Some placement tests include
character-writing sections and one-on-one interviews, which are particularly demanding
on faculty time. Some institutions rely on comprehensive tests, such as the HSK test, and
institutional status (i.e., the course levels a student has completed) to make placement
decisions. However, comprehensive tests tend to be cumbersome, and institutional status
may be unreliable. As a result, an online Chinese placement test that demands the least
amount of faculty time is much needed.

In addition to being valid, reliable, and practical, the placement test introduced in
this study is highly accessible and comprehensive. It can be accessed online at any time
and any place and covers vocabulary, grammar, and reading comprehension at all
instructional levels. It is resource-efficient by not including oral interviews and character-
writing sections. Its online implementation allows for automated grading and instant
receipt of placement decisions.

The validity of this Chinese placement test was checked against a cloze test,
which was a fill-in-the-blanks test that had been found to be reliable in measuring general
language proficiency (Eckes & Grotjahn, 2006; Tremblay, 2011) across various
languages, including English (Heilenman, 1983), German (Mozgalina & Ryshina-
Pankova, 2015), French (Tremblay, 2011), Spanish (Ozete, 1977), Japanese and Russian
(Briére et al., 1978). Cloze tests are short, usually taking approximately 20 minutes to
complete, easy to create, and easy to administer to participants, and thus have been
popular as a measure of L2 proficiency in the fields of second language acquisition and
psycholinguistics. Some foreign language programs use cloze tests as placement
instruments because of their validity and reliability. For instance, the German program in
Mozgalina and Ryshina-Pankova (2015) reported that their C-test, a type of cloze test,
yielded more consistent and accurate results than the listening comprehension test, the
reading comprehension test, and the language proficiency survey in their placement test,
became the primary factor in making placement decisions and was adopted as the
placement test. Cloze tests have strong correlations with some comprehensive tests, such
as the Modern Language Association Cooperative Foreign Language Tests (MLA, r=.90
in Caulfield & Smith, 1981). The cloze test used in this study was created by using the
rational deletion method and the exact scoring method. In the rational deletion method,
the blanks are created by the test makers depending on certain criteria. In the exact
scoring method, a point is given to each blank only when the answer is completely
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correct. In addition, because Chinese uses a logographic writing system that is
challenging for L2 learners, 0.5 point was given to each correct answer written in Pinyin.

Besides the cloze test, the validity of the Chinese placement test was verified
using self-assessed proficiency in listening, speaking, reading, and writing. Self-
assessment has been found to be capable of indicating second language abilities in
general (AlFallay, 2004; Birckbichler et al., 1993; Falchikov & Boud, 1989; Hargan,
1994; Oscarson, 1997) and has been recommended to be used in place of traditional
placement tests (Hargan, 1994; Heilenman, 1991; Schwartz, 1985). In a meta-analysis of
60 empirical studies involving self-assessments, Ross (1998) observed considerably
stronger and more stable correlations between students’ self-assessed reading skills and
their actual reading capability than for other skills between self-assessment and test
scores. Self-assessment accuracy was highest for reading skills, followed by listening,
and then speaking skills, leading the author to conclude that students were better able to
evaluate their receptive skills, such as reading and listening, than their productive skills,
such as listening and writing. After reviewing multiple studies on computer-adaptive
language testing, Deville and Deville (1999) recommended that educators use self-
assessment to determine the starting point for computer-adaptive placement tests. So far,
only a few studies have investigated the reliability of self-assessment across all four
domains of language skills—Iistening, speaking, reading, and writing. This study will
shed some light on the reliability of self-assessment in addition to using it as a validation
tool for the placement test.

The current study aims to introduce a college-level online Chinese placement test
and the validation procedures to ensure its validity and practicality. Advice specific to the
Chinese language, such as how to deal with the two versions of the Chinese writing
system, will be provided. It attempts to strike a balance between comprehensiveness and
practicality, seeking to minimize the use of university and faculty resources. The
placement test is fast, taking approximately 20 minutes for elementary students, 40
minutes for intermediate students, and 60 minutes for advanced students to complete.
Such efficiency is especially beneficial to large institutions, where hundreds of incoming
students need to be placed and conventional paper-and-pencil placement testing is
overwhelming to instructors. The validation process involves a set of correlational
analyses with other measures of L2 proficiency. In short, the goal of this research is to
introduce a way to design and validate online Chinese placement tests.

2. Methods
2.1 Participants

Participants were 102 second language learners of Chinese (52 males; mean age:
20.5; range: 16-44) enrolled in the second, fourth, and sixth semesters of Chinese
language courses at the University of Colorado Boulder. They have completed one, three,
or five semesters of classroom instruction, respectively, or at equivalent proficiency
levels. The first, third, and fifth semesters of Chinese language courses were not offered
at the time of data collection. The data was collected in the first class of the semester.
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There were 37 participants in the second-semester class, 42 in the fourth-semester class,
and 23 in the sixth-semester class. Additional demographic information is provided in
Table 1. One participant did not complete the cloze test, and 14 did not have final exam
scores from the previous semester because they did not take any Chinese courses that
semester. Nine participants began learning Chinese before age 10 (4, 4, and 1 in the 2nd-,
4th-, and 6th-semester courses, respectively). Their proficiency levels were comparable
to those of their peers in the same classes, and they were included in the data analysis.

2.2 Materials and Design

The Placement Test. The placement test was constructed based on the three
years of Chinese language classes at the University of Colorado Boulder. The placement
test was designed to place students into six levels of Chinese language classes. It
consisted of 60 multiple-choice questions in total, and the design was such that there
were 10 multiple choice questions targeting each of the six levels—Introductory Chinese
1 and 2, Intermediate Chinese 1 and 2, and Advanced Chinese 1 and 2. The first five
semesters used the textbook Integrated Chinese (Liu & Yao, 2009), covering eight
chapters per semester and completing the four volumes of Integrated Chinese in five
semesters. The textbook for the 6th semester was Chinese Odyssey (Volume 5) (Wang,
2008). These six local levels of proficiency were roughly equivalent to the novice-mid,
novice-high, intermediate-low, intermediate-mid, intermediate-high, and advanced-low
levels of proficiency on the ACTFL scale. In other Chinese language programs, the test
questions should be based on the materials used to teach each level of Chinese at that
institution.

Simplified Chinese characters are used in mainland China and Singapore and
traditional Chinese characters in other places such as Taiwan and Hong Kong. Chinese
placement tests should be able to place students who have learned a writing system
different from the one currently taught in the program. The approach implemented by this
placement test was to place students who had learned a different writing system one level
lower than their proficiency level to give them one semester to catch up on the writing
system.

Eight of the ten questions at each course level tested vocabulary and grammar,
while the other two questions addressed reading comprehension. All questions were short,
with grammar and vocabulary questions ranging from 10 to 41 characters and reading
comprehension questions ranging from two to five lines. All questions were multiple-
choice with four selections, allowing for automated grading and rapid score calculation
once implemented into the course management system. The questions got progressively
harder, and participants were instructed to answer all questions. There were 60 questions
in total, and the highest possible score was 60. No participant has seen the test items
before. Two versions of the placement test, with simplified characters and traditional
characters, were developed, and participants were free to choose one of the two versions.
Examples (1), (2), and (3) below illustrate test items targeting grammar, vocabulary, and
reading comprehension, respectively. English translations are provided here but not on
the actual test.
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(1) PRABME 2R 3L 2 P ?
A 15 B. Mt C. We D. X
Would you like to have tea or coffee ?

A. Question particle “ma”

B. Suggestion particle “ba”

C. “Ne” particle for softening the tone
D. No words are needed

(2) Xt BRI bA— FPART— & Z Al K
A HilE B. il & C. 4T D. SKji
My parents | before eleven pm every night must go home.
A.setarule B. make (plans) C. implement D. carry out

(3) MBI RAT R K, HRHG SOR SR, ZMRINI I %7 AhE XRER I A —
IR AR ATE MAERMEIR, BAEXRE . A
Xy ?

S /A e e o

Y A TR AN K

WIH FAERE .

W 52 R A — 2 B K

OoOw>

Mingming is tall. He has big, round eyes and is very handsome. He likes
chatting, watching TV, and playing balls with his friends. He does not like
homework. He does not like studying, either. Which of the following is true?

A. Mingming is a good student.

B. Mingming does not have big eyes.

C. Mingming often stays at home and reads books.
D. Mingming likes chatting with his friends.

The Language Background Information Form. Prior to the placement test and
the cloze test, all participants completed a language background information form, in
which they provided information about their age, gender, native language, age of
acquisition, length of classroom instruction, length of time spent in Chinese-speaking
countries, daily percentage use of Chinese and the native language, and self-rated
proficiency in listening, speaking, reading, and writing. The demographic information
was used to determine which factors contributed to L2 proficiency but was not
considered for the decision-making process in the placement test. Self-assessment
questions asked participants to rate their abilities on a scale of 1 (very bad) to 7 (very
good). Participants completed the questionnaire in approximately five minutes.

The Cloze Test. The cloze test was a fill-in-the-blanks test, in which participants
filled in 40 blanks in a 425-character passage. The passage was adapted from a story in
the textbook Encounters: A Cognitive Approach to Advanced Chinese (Liu & Li, 2010).
Participants could write characters for full points or Pinyin for half points. The cloze test
was available in two versions: traditional characters and simplified characters.
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Participants could select the version in which they were more proficient at reading. Prior
to its usage by second language learners, the cloze test was administered to five native
speakers. All native speakers finished it within 5 to 10 minutes and with complete
accuracy. An answer bank was developed, and all participants’ answers were compared
to the answer bank in the grading process. In addition to the Language Background
Information and the Cloze Test, participants’ final exam scores from the previous
semester were also used to check the validity of the placement test.

Table 1 Demographic Information and Test Scores

All First-year = Second-year  Third-year

participants class class class
Number of participants 102 37 42 23
Age 20.5 20.5 20.1 21.3
Age of acquisition 15.7 17.3 141 16.1
Length of classroom instruction 356 16.8 448 490
(months)
Length of living in Chinese- 8.9 31 111 145

speaking countries (months)
Daily percentage use of Chinese (%) 8.1 6.8 6.6 12.9
Daily percentage use of native

languages (%) 91.3 93.2 93.4 84.5

Self-reported proficiency in listening

(<=7) 4.4 4.3 4.4 4.5

Self-reported proficiency in speaking

(<=7) 4.2 3.9 4.4 4.2

Self-reported proficiency in reading 43 a1 49 47

(<=7) . . . .

Self-reported proficiency in writing

(<=7) 3.7 3.6 3.6 3.9

_ 24.6 17.2 23.7 38.2

Placement test (<=60) (8-58) (8-29) (12-43) (19-58)
_ 5.8 1.6 5.1 13.9

Cloze test (<=40) (0-35) (0-7) (0-27) (2-35)

Final exam of the previous 813 752 85.5 831

semester (<=100)

*Ranges are shown in parentheses.
2.3 Procedure

All students (n=102) enrolled in the Chinese language program took the
placement test in paper-and-pencil format on the first day of class. They first filled out
the Language Background Information Form and then complete the placement test and
the cloze test. On average, it took first-year students 20 minutes, second-year students 40
minutes, and third-year students 60 minutes for the placement test. It took all participants
approximately 20 minutes for the cloze test and 5 minutes for the Language Background
Information Form.
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3. Results

Demographic information and scores of the placement test, the cloze test, and the
final exam of the previous semester are summarized in Table 1.

To verify the validity and reliability of the placement test, ANOVAs and
correlational analyses were conducted on the placement test scores and a battery of other
measures of proficiency. As seen in Figure 1, the one-way ANOVA on the placement test
scores yielded a significant main effect of class levels (F(2,99)=47.55, p<.0001; first-year
mean=17.2; second-year mean=23.7; third-year mean=38.2). Subsequent ad-hoc tests
revealed that all three levels of classes were significantly different from one another after
adjusting the p-value for the number of statistical tests conducted. Second-year
participants scored significantly higher than first-year participants (F(1,77)=18.52,
p<.00001) and third-year participants scored significantly higher than second-year
participants (F(1,63)=33.22, p<.00001), indicating that the placement test was effective
in discriminating between adjacent levels of proficiency, which was precisely the purpose
of placement testing.

Correlation analyses between the placement test scores and the final exam scores
of the immediate previous semesters (first semester, third semester, and fifth semester)
showed strong correlations across all three levels of classes (first-year: r=.62, p<.001,
second-year: r=.56, p<.001; third-year: r=.51, p<.05).

Further analysis of the placement test scores and the cloze test scores revealed a
strong and statistically significant correlation between them (r=.88, p<.0001), as shown
in Figure 2. Given that it has been well-established that cloze tests are accurate and
reliable in measuring native and non-native language proficiency across a number of
languages (see Tremblay, 2011, for an overview), this result indicated that the placement
test was also effective in measuring language proficiency. At each class level, the
placement test scores were significantly and strongly correlated with the cloze test scores
at the second-year (r=.68, p<.00001) and third-year (r=.94, p<.00001) levels, and
moderately but significantly correlated with the cloze test scores at the first-year level
(r=.39, p<.05). Correlation coefficients were highest for third-year students (r=.94),
followed by second-year students (r=.68) and third-year students (r=.39). The final
exams for the three instructional levels targeted the knowledge learned in one semester,
while the cloze test targeted cumulative knowledge. Thus, for first-year students, the final
exam was a better indicator of proficiency than the cloze test, and for second- and third-
year students, the cloze test was a better measure than the cloze test. As shown in Figure
3, the correlations between the placement test and the better indicator of proficiency at
each of the three instructional levels were .62, .68, and .94, respectively, indicating
medium effect sizes at the first- and second-year levels and a big effect size at the third-
year level. Taken together, these results attested to the validity of the placement test at all
three levels, particularly at the advanced level.
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Figure 1 The placement test scores for the first-year, second-year, and third-year Chinese
classes
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Figure 2 Correlation between placement test scores and cloze test scores for all participants
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Figure 3 Correlations between the placement test and the final exam for the first-year
students and between the placement test and the cloze test for the second- and third-year
students
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Further correlation analyses performed on all participants’ data and between the
placement test and other measures of proficiency revealed statistically significant
correlations between the placement test and self-reported proficiency in listening (r=.21,
p<.05), speaking (r=.20, p<.05), reading (r.=20, p<.05), and the composite self-reported
proficiency scores computed by adding self-reported listening, speaking, reading, and
writing scores (r=.21, p<.05). When correlation analyses were conducted at the class
levels, the correlation effects were most pronounced at the second-year level, where
placement test scores were significantly correlated with the composite self-reported
proficiency (r=.37, p<.05), self-reported reading proficiency (r=.33, p<.05), and
marginally significantly correlated with self-reported writing proficiency (r=.26, p=.10).
Placement test scores were correlated with self-reported proficiency in listening (r=.49,
p<.05) at the third-year level. At the first-year level, self-reported proficiency did not
significantly correlate with placement test scores, probably because students with just one
semester of Chinese language instruction were not yet good at estimating their
proficiency. These results showed that L2 learners were able to evaluate their proficiency
to some extent, but self-assessments were less accurate than objective measures, such as
the placement test and the cloze test.

Additional correlation analyses revealed that the placement test was significantly
and negatively correlated with age of acquisition (r=-.19, p=.05), indicating that an
earlier start to learning Chinese was associated with higher proficiency. The placement
test was positively correlated with the length of classroom instruction (r=.43, p<.00001)
and the length of residence in Chinese-speaking countries (r=.26, p<.01), suggesting that
more classroom instruction and more time in places where the target language was
spoken resulted in increased proficiency. Finally, the placement test showed a positive
correlation with the daily percentage use of Chinese (r=.28, p<.01) and a negative
correlation with the daily percentage use of the participants’ native languages (r=-.36,
p<.001). To summarize, the placement test successfully distinguished between
participants with varying levels of proficiency and was correlated with other measures of
proficiency, including the age of acquisition, length of classroom instruction, cloze test,
final exam scores, and self-reported proficiency in listening, speaking, and reading,
thereby attesting to the discriminatory ability, validity, and reliability of the placement
test.

4. Cut-off Points and Online Implementation of the Placement Test

The statistical analysis demonstrated that the placement test was valid and capable
of discriminating between various levels of proficiency. The next step was to establish the
cut-off points for the six levels. Tables 2 and 3 show the 25%, 50%, 75%, and 80%
percentile scores for the three classes, as well as the placement decisions for the six levels.
The cut-off lines were established based on the performance of the current students to
ensure that incoming students would have equivalent proficiency to those in the classes
into which they would be placed. To this end, the cut-off line was set at 80% quantile.
This approach of deciding cut-off points based on the performance of current students has
been employed in previous studies, such as Long et al. (2018), when prior test scores or
students’ proficiency levels were available for reference. A relatively high quantile point
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(80%) was selected for two considerations: 1) students participating in this placement test
did not have exposure to Chinese over the winter break that was immediately before the
placement test; and 2) incoming students would not feel overwhelmed in the new class.
As seen in Table 2, students who have completed three semesters scored 14 points higher
than those who have completed one semester, and students who have completed five
semesters were also 14 points better than those who have completed three semesters. As a
result, the cut-off point for each level was precisely 7 points higher than the preceding
level, as shown in Table 3. Additionally, Table 3 illustrates that if a student’s placement
test version (simplified vs. traditional characters) differed from the characters taught in
the Chinese program, the student would be placed one level lower to allow for additional
time to catch up on the writing system. Very few previous studies on placement testing
have reported the algorithms and rationales for determining cut-off points. The present
study developed the algorithm by taking into account the proficiency levels of current
students.

Table 2 Percentage Quantiles of the Placement Test Scores for the Three Levels

25% 50% 75% 80%
guantile guantile guantile guantile

Class Level

Students who have completed one

semester of Chinese instruction 16 18 18 19
Students who ha}ve completed_ three 17 23 30 33
semesters of Chinese instruction

Students who have completed five 28 39 46 47

semesters of Chinese instruction

Table 3 Cut-off Points for the Six Levels of Chinese Classes

Placement Decisions Range
First semester 0-18
Second semester 19-25
Third semester 26-32
Fourth semester 33-39
Fifth semester 40-46
Sixth semester 47-53

After the discriminatory ability of the placement test was confirmed, it was
entered into the Canvas course management system, allowing students to access it
remotely at any time, from any place, get automatic grading, and receive an immediate
notification of their placement results. Two versions of the placement test, with
traditional characters and with simplified characters, are available on Canvas. For
instance, since traditional characters were taught in all levels of Chinese classes at the
University of Colorado Boulder, the placement test instruction screen clearly states, "For
this exam, you will need to decide to take the exam in Traditional Chinese or Simplified
Chinese. If you take the exam in Simplified Chinese, you will automatically be placed
one level lower. " Students are prompted to choose one of the two versions following this
instruction.
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When implemented into Canvas, the instruction screen also includes the following
information: 1) a description of the placement test, in which students are informed that
there are 60 questions and they have one chance but unlimited time to take the exam; 2) a
warning that the use of external resources is discouraged because it will result in incorrect
placement decisions; and 3) the placement decision table (Table 3). Students are allowed
unlimited time so that in the event of internet disruption, they can log in again to continue
the exam. However, they have only one attempt, which means after clicking the
submission button, they cannot take the placement test again. Before submission, students
are allowed to change their answers to previous questions. Such a design is consistent
across all foreign language placement tests. The placement decision table details the
ranges of scores and their corresponding classes. For instance, students scoring 0-18 are
placed in Elementary Chinese | (first-semester), 19-25 into Elementary Chinese II
(second-semester), etc. Students scoring 54 and above are told to see the Chinese
Program Coordinator for advice because their proficiency is beyond all the language
courses offered at the institution. Students receive their placement test scores and
placement decisions shortly after their submission and are automatically given permission
to register for the course that they are placed in. This online placement test is also linked
to the school system, from which university undergraduate advisors are able to see the
placement test results and advise students accordingly. This online and automatic
placement system has proved to be successful because of its efficiency, efficacy,
convenience, and practicality.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

This study introduced a way to design a computerized and web-based Chinese
placement test and tested it for validity, reliability, and discriminability. We intended to
contribute to the field of Chinese language instruction by introducing the procedures for
constructing test items and evaluating the validity of the placement test.

The placement test was in a simple format of 60 multiple-choice questions,
allowing for automated grading and instant calculation of placement decisions. There
were no open-ended questions, such as translation, composition, or interview. It took
elementary learners approximately 20 minutes, intermediate learners 40 minutes, and
advanced learners 60 minutes to complete. The validity of the placement test was tested
with 102 Chinese-learning students enrolled in three levels of Chinese courses
(elementary, intermediate, and advanced) prior to its online implementation. Validation
was conducted using correlation analyses with other measures of proficiency that were
commonly used in the field of second language acquisition. Results showed that scores of
the placement test were significantly correlated with those of the cloze test, the final
exam of the previous semester, age of acquisition, length of classroom instruction, daily
use of Chinese, daily use of native languages (negative correlation), and self-reported
proficiency in listening, speaking, and reading, indicating that the placement test was
valid and accurate in assessing L2 Chinese proficiency. More importantly, the placement
test successfully distinguished participants with adjacent levels of proficiency, which was
precisely the purpose of placement testing.
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To strike a balance between efficiency and comprehensiveness, this placement
test assessed students’ ability to recognize characters but not their ability to write them.
The Chinese writing system is logographic, with 2000-3000 commonly used
characters. Acquiring the ability to write characters involves a great deal of practice and
route memory. Character-writing is an integral part of the Chinese language learning
process. However, it was determined that assessment of the character-writing skill should
be excluded to allow for automated grading by the course management system, as the
grading of character-writing would necessarily require faculty work, rendering instant
and automated grading impossible. Students would be unable to receive placement
decisions quickly enough to register for courses, making it difficult for the Chinese
program and the university to evaluate class enrollments and make administrative
decisions accordingly.

Any discussion of Chinese placement tests must include a discussion of how to
test students’ ability to read and write Chinese characters. Chinese characters are
notoriously challenging for second language learners. There is a growing trend among
Chinese programs at American colleges to transition away from requiring students to
write characters and toward character recognition or e-writing in order to alleviate their
onerous workloads, such as the Chinese programs at University of Rhode Island (He,
2022) , University of California Davis (personal communication), University of Colorado
Boulder (Qian & Li, in press), Florida State University (Qian, 2022), University of
British Columbia (personal communication), and George Washington University (Zhang,
2021). This placement test was designed to meet this new trend by excluding the
assessment of character-writing ability. Other institutions that require the ability to write
characters are recommended to test students’ writing abilities early in the semester and
change placement decisions if necessary.

This placement test had high content validity since all test items addressed the
linguistic information that students were expected to acquire at each instructional level.
Placement tests constructed in this manner accurately represent course objectives and
program curricula. They can serve not only the purpose of placement testing but also as
indicators for teachers when making instructional decisions (Green & Weir, 2004).

There is certainly room for improvement. The use of a computer-adaptive
approach that allows test-takers to stop answering questions once they reach a difficulty
level beyond their current capability will be more efficient and less frustrating, especially
for lower-level test-takers. Language background information, including the instructional
levels a test-taker has completed, can be used to estimate the starting point of the
computer-adaptive test. With the advancement of modern technology, we recommend
that language program directors and instructors combine this design with an algorithm to
create computer-adaptive placement tests.

To conclude, the present study introduced a way to construct computerized and
web-based Chinese placement tests at the college level and verified its validity and
reliability using other measures of proficiency, with the goal of providing an example to
Chinese language programs on how to design, construct, and validate placement tests and
determine cut-off points for each instructional level. Language instructors and program
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directors constantly face the challenge of placing a large number of incoming students
into the appropriate classes within a short period of time. This study outlined the
procedures required to develop a computerized and online placement test that is simple,
flexible, and practical, as well as allows for automated grading and immediate
notification of placement decisions.

Acknowledgements: The author would like to thank Assistant Teaching Professors Chun-Ling Hsu and Jin
Chen in the Department of Asian Languages and Civilizations at the University of Colorado Boulder for
their support in item construction and data collection.

References

AlFallay, I. (2004). The role of some selected psychological and personality traits of the
rater in the accuracy of self- and peer-assessment. System, 32, 407-425.

Bachman, L. F., & Palmer, A. S. (1996). Language testing in practice. Oxford University
Press.

Bardovi-Harlig, K., & Shin, S.-Y. (2014). Expanding traditional testing measures with
tasks from L2 pragmatics research. Iranian Journal of Language Testing, 4, 26-49.

Bernhardt, E., Rivera, R. J., & Kamil, M. L. (2004). The practicality and efficiency of
web-based placement testing for college-level language programs. Foreign
Language Annals, 37, 356-366.

Bernstein, J., Van Moere, A., & Cheng, J. (2010). Validating automated speaking tests.
Language Testing, 27, 355-377.

Birkcbichler, D.W., Corl, K.A., Deville, C. (1993). The dynamics of placement testing:
Implications for articulation and program revision. The American Association of
University Supervisors, Coordinators and Directors of Foreign Languages
Programs (AAUSC), 162-178. http://hdl.handle.net/102015/69483

Briere, E. J., Clausing, G., Senko, D., & Purcell, E. (1978). A look at cloze testing across
languages and levels. The Modern Language Journal, 62, 23-26.

Brown, J. D. (1989). Improving ESL placement tests using two perspectives. TESOL
Quarterly, 23, 65-83.

Brown, J. D. (1997). Computers in language testing: Present research and some future
directions. Language Learning and Technology, 1, 44-59.

Brown, J. D. (2005). Testing in language programs: a comprehensive guide to English
language assessment. McGraw-Hill College.

Carr, N. T., & Xi, X. (2010). Automated scoring of short-answer reading items:
Implications for constructs. Language Assessment Quarterly, 7, 205-218.

Caulfield, J., & Smith, W. C. (1981). The reduced redundancy test and the cloze
procedure as measures of global language proficiency. The Modern Language
Journal, 65, 54-58.

Chalhoub-Deville, M. (2001). Language testing and technology: Past and future.
Language Learning and Technology, 5, 95-98.

Chapelle, C. A. (2001). Computer applications in second language acquisition.
Cambridge University Press.

Chapelle, C. A., & Douglas, D. (2006). Assessing language through computer technology.
Cambridge University Press.

© 2022 The Author. Compilation © 2022 Journal of Technology and Chinese Language Teaching 31



Qian The Design of a Web-based Placement Test

Deville, M., & Deville, C. (1999). Computer adaptive testing in second language contexts.
Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 19, 273-299.

Dunkel, A. (1991). Research on the effectiveness of computer-assisted instruction and
computer-assisted language learning. In Dunkel, P. (Ed.), Computer-assisted
language learning and testing (pp. 5-36). New York: Newbury House.

Eckes, T., & Grotjahn, R. (2006). A closer look at the construct validity of C-tests.
Language Testing, 23, 290-325.

Eda, S., Itomitsu, M., & Noda, M. (2008). The Japanese skills test as an on-demand
placement test: Validity comparisons and reliability. Foreign Language Annals, 41,
218-236.

Elder, C., & Randow, J. V. (2008). Exploring the utility of a web-based English language
screening tool. Language Assessment Quarterly, 5, 173-194.

Falchikov, N., & Boud, D. J. (1989). Student self-assessment in higher education: A
meta-analysis. Review of Educational Research, 59, 395-430.

Green, A. B., & Weir, C. J. (2004). Can placement tests inform instructional decisions?
Language Testing, 21, 467-494.

Hargan, N. (1994). Learner autonomy by remote control. System, 22, 455-462.

He, W. (2022). Seize opportunities, persist in innovation, and create new sustainable
Chinese programs: the Chinese program at the University of Rhode Island.
Studies in Chinese Learning and Teaching, Special Issue 1, 1-14.

Heilenman, L. K. (1983). The use of a cloze procedure in foreign language placement.
Modern Language Journal, 67, 121-126.

Heilenman, K. (1991). Self-assessment and placement: A review of the issue. In Teschner,
R. V. (Ed.), Assessing foreign language proficiency of undergraduates, AAUSC
issues in language program direction (pp. 93-114). Boston: Heinle & Heinle.

Huff, K. L., & Sireci, S. G. (2001). Validity issues in computer-based testing. Educational
Measurement: Issues and Practices, 20, 16-25.

Lange, D. L., Prior, P., & Sims, W. (1992). Prior instruction, equivalency formulas, and
functional proficiency: Examining the problem of secondary school-college
articulation. The Modern Language Journal, 76, 284-294.

Li, R. (2008). Using a web-delivered questionnaire to improve placement in Chinese. In T.
Hudson & M. Clark (Eds.), Case studies in foreign language placement:

Practices and possibilities (pp. 111-117). Honolulu, HI: University of Hawai’i.

Li, Y., & Wen, X., & Xie, T. (2014). CLTA 2012 survey of college-level Chinese
language programs in North America. Journal of the Chinese Language Teachers
Association, 49, 1-49.

Liu, J. L. C., & Li, Y. (2010), Encounters: A cognitive approach to advanced Chinese.
Indiana University Press.

Liu, Y. (2008). Integrated Chinese: Traditional characters textbook. Cheng & Tsui.

Long, A. Y., Shin, S.'Y., Geeslin, K., & Willis, E. W. (2018). Does the test work?
Evaluating a web-based language placement test. Language Learning and
Technology, 22, 137-156.

Looney, D., & Lusin, N. (2018). Enrollments in languages other than English in United
States institutions of higher education, Summer 2016 and Fall 2016: Final report.
Modern Language Association.

Mozgalina, A., & Ryshina-Pankova, M. (2015). Meeting the challenges of curriculum

© 2022 The Author. Compilation © 2022 Journal of Technology and Chinese Language Teaching 32



Qian The Design of a Web-based Placement Test

construction and change: Revision and validity evaluation of a placement test. The
Modern Language Journal, 99, 346-370.

Oscarson, M. (1997). Self-assessment of foreign and second language proficiency. In
Clapham, C. & Corson, D. (Eds.), The encyclopedia of language and education
(pp. 175-187), Kluwer Academic Publishers.

Ozete, O. (1977). The cloze procedure: A modification, Foreign Language Annals, 6,
565-568.

Qian, Z. (2022). A framework for Chinese language programs at the college level: Design,
challenges, and solutions. Studies in Chinese Learning and Teaching, Special
Issue 1, 60-72.

Qian, Z., & Li, Y. (in press). The development of Chinese language programs in the
digital age: Character-teaching reform, blended learning, and teacher training.
Studies in Chinese Learning and Teaching (Special Issue II).

Read, J. (2000). Assessing vocabulary. Cambridge University Press.

Ross, S. (1998). Self-assessment in second language testing: A meta-analysis and analysis
of experimental factors. Language Testing, 15, 1-20.

Tremblay, A. (2011). Proficiency assessment standards in second language acquisition
research: “Clozing” the gap. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 33, 339-
372.

Schwartz, L. (1985). The California study on foreign language articulation. ADFL
Bulletin, 17, 22-28.

Shohamy, E. (1998). Evaluation of learning outcomes in second language acquisition: a
multiplism perspective. In Heidi Byrnes (Ed.), Learning foreign and second
languages: Perspectives in research and scholarship (pp. 238-261). Modern
Language Association.

Spring, M. (2008). Yet another test? Placement issues in the Chinese language program at
the University of Colorado Boulder. In T. Hudson & M. Clark (Eds.), Case studies
in foreign language placement: Practices and possibilities (pp. 105-110).
University of Hawai’i.

Wang, X. (2008). Chinese Odyssey Volume 5 Textbook (Simplified & Traditional)
(English and Chinese Edition), Cheng & Tsui.

Wesche, M.B., Paribakht, T. S., & Ready, D. (1996). A comparative study of four ESL
placement instruments. In M. Milanovic & N. Saville (Eds.), Performance testing,

cognition, and assessment: Selected papers from the 15th Language Testing
Research Colloquium (LTRC), Cambridge and Arnhem (pp. 199-209). Cambridge
University Press.

Wheritt, 1., & Clearly, T. A. (1990). A national survey of Spanish language testing for
placement and outcome assessment at B.A.-granting institutions in the United
States, Foreign Language Annals, 23, 157-165.

Williamson, D. M., Bejar, I. I., & Sax, A. (2004). Automated tools for subject matter
expert evaluation of automated scoring. Applied Measurement in Education, 17,
323-357.

Zhang, P. N. (2021). Typing to replace handwriting: Effectiveness of the typing-primary
approach for L2 Chinese beginners. Journal of Technology and Chinese Teaching,
12, 1-28.

© 2022 The Author. Compilation © 2022 Journal of Technology and Chinese Language Teaching 33



Qian The Design of a Web-based Placement Test

Appendix
LA EEER (Chinese Placement Test)

L FEZFEAN, i e E A

A. #B B. C. 1R D. i&
2. ARAENE AR IA A& N ek ?

A g B. I C. 1 D. X
3. EKRA FERK, FNEREH

A & B. J& C. He D. 1K
4. PRIARE T, I EFEIR.

A ERE B. #iA C. HE D. A&
5. MRPREARFESR, &K X AWEA K2

A. B4 B. £4 C. B4 D. H4
6. PR EEY  FT.

A BA B. o4& C. FrbA D. LU&E
7. Br TR , WIE IR,

A. BLAH B. PLE C. LLRT D. PMfE
8. FEMKIIE %, i Wz B

A B B. LE C. IFfE D. H7
9. MRIAAANZE, A AR

A. T2 B. HER C. D. )G
10. At R SCER R I

A JEH B. X4 C. —Ft D. KX
11 3% AN PE BIRAR A Uiy BT ERIMK -

A 1 B. 1% C. b D. 1
12. KW % T s ORI AR AR AT %2 o

A HE B. Al C. ® D. i#
13. Ml BRI, FERE =754,

A fE B. & C. & D. X}
14. i& TP = kg ?

A B. H C. 8 D. 1§
15. HITRME 7, FER Wt .

A. fE B. X C. H D. #J
16. iXE4LY), F—1 AR

A % B. #P C. & D. #

17. BROAS REHK, FrodE ENRERURR 1. BREER 23—
M. RE ] A, . RKEAMURIC. NSRS ?
A T RESHR. B. PRI Az FAR
C. FARFEMEK T - D. gk T HIE,
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18. FAH M A 22 /NI — IR 3 i SCRm AR 1, WrthEEA
e WA R, Heula, REUEHEITHRE, FRmAE. T2
XiF g ?

A A NS B. E/NJPUFHHEAE.
C. It st ITHIG. D. HAHFE A > s

19. NEFEARARIE . FRIMESEIF R AIGIEY, BRI RER. &

REBEACW I3 Bl iAo A, NSRBI AT . 1 i WA~ 25t Al 2
A ANTRER AR B. NEASIFE,
C. AN E B D. NEFREARAKEZ,

20. BIRRAT R 1, MR SOR SR, —AMRINK T 27 B R A& K
AR TR AR, WAENET . TSR H?

A, BHBREANT A B. BHEAIHREE A K.

C. HHEFEAERET. D. BHBA PR A — R
21. T —ANZHT, TREKRAKREIEGET.

A 3R B. i&f C. 7 D. T
22. AT & 5 AR /)N, 38 LA AT .

A R B. AHF C. A D. JAAT
23. FEBYIRKIRI T, & FEHATE

A T B. fH4 C. R%Z D. £/
24. FIRLZEME B, w5

A. AR B. X% C. Mz D. Wk
25. AL e 245 o

A BT B. #7T C. dE% D. +4
26. 5K KB FEHEBAKK .

A JEX B. & H C. X-+Hy D. fE---X
27. 55, SRELHHR— R, AIKEL M, TBORAE

A T B. Zl C. bk D. Jib
28. KB MK B R AR R FEFIE 2 B EAS KU

A, HIR B. A& C. Lt D. A&
29. A 1A E S g , AR T

A ynz B. &Ufnz C. Aifnz D. ng
30. FAMZEHIFR A w Bk o, FANET TR 4, BRIGBAELT

A 15 B. X C. EiE D. &F
31 A AR BIAHAH A, XFE AT DA 5 R ER DR .

A BHR B. BTk C. Al D. itk
32. TE DL s BB ERRBHA K —FE .

A B B. E C. #b D.
33, Ff Ak A E—Dr e, Ht DRSS —T .

A i B. #f C. & D. g
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MR ZHEET—4 » RBEERIF IR AT B 7 .

A R B. Tk C. & D. itk
35. H [ Pl A2 R A RN R AR .

A T B. T2 C. it D. &2
36. Fi Rl —iU 2 b, —IRES .

A —H B. —J C. —MHk D. —Fhfp

37 bRt EME AL, T ENBuai b, MEAERZ LML N H
FAINRZ , AR LA mote i mEAN 2 X 1 ?
A BRI AT L.
B. AbEUHIA I 5] TR Z %
C. BEHLHEIEMARZ .
D. EHIEHMINLZE AR AR

38. KA R RAE B RN, (HR AR LA AR RA T . IR 2 A4 AK
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HEE, NSRS ?

A KRR R 2 B. AR T AR 2
C. AR E—ELf. D, AR AT HRANES B o L

39. F N BEAF R Tl X ke, DURIRER I 2 o W2 i L B R ER A B 79T
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A SCFERMOOR R, N TAE. B TR XA BB SR AR
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A B LR A e L B. H LA AN EE.
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A. BB B. # C. N D. Xt
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