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Fairness in College Entrance Exams
in Japan and the Planned Use of External
Tests in English
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Abstract The Japanese government recently decided to replace the English section
of the nationwide college entrance exam with external proficiency tests. This policy
was motivated by the desire to improve the speaking proficiency of students by
directly assessing it in college entrance examinations. However, in Japan, an English-
as-a-foreign-language context, students’ English proficiency, and speaking ability in
particular, is greatly influenced by socioeconomic status (SES) because students need
to seek greater opportunities to develop English-speaking skills. The accessibility
and affordability of taking external tests are also influenced by students’ SES. Issues
regarding the fairness of this policy need to be carefully examined. In this paper, we
consider a series of potential rebuttals that would weaken the fairness of assessment
in the validity arguments regarding the use of external tests in this policy. We also
identify fairness issues that are critical for major stakeholders in this reform. And
finally, we raise questions concerning the basic premises underlying this policy,
including arguments for a positive washback effect caused by the speaking tests on
primary and secondary school English education and the importance of English-
speaking abilities for a globalizing world.

5.1 Introduction

Beginning in 2020, the Japanese government will test high school students’ English-
speaking skills as part of the nationwide college entrance exam (referred to as the
Common Test) using external standardized proficiency tests. To satisfy this require-
ment, students can choose from among eight external assessments: TOEFL iBT,
TOEIC, IELTS, Cambridge English tests, Eiken tests, GTEC, TEAP-PBT, and
TEAP-CBT (Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and technology:MEXT
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2018).1 The first four tests are international proficiency tests, and the rest are domestic
exams. This new policy was motivated by the desire to improve students’ English-
speaking skills by directly assessing these skills in college entrance examinations.
Relying on external tests was a solution to the logistical challenges of measuring the
speaking performance of a large number of students in a single day as part of the
Common Test (MEXT 2017). Japanese national universities make admission deci-
sions based on a two-step selection procedure that involves the results of both the
nationwide college entrance exam (administered once a year) and in-house exams
that are developed by individual universities. As part of the new policy, the Japanese
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology (MEXT) asked
national universities to accept any of these designated external tests either as a stand-
alone screening for taking the universities’ in-house tests or as part of a combined
score with the Common Test, or both. A growing number of private universities are
following this policy as well. All institutions following this policy need to decide
which external tests to accept, how to determine the cut-off score for each designated
test, and how to use the test results. Without reliable information about interpreting
and using the scores of these external tests, however, universities are experiencing
difficulty in making these decisions. Even more troubling, many universities appear
to have made their decisions almost arbitrarily, without relying on any justifiable
criteria (Kim and Mizuto 2019).

This policy is a great example of what McNamara and Roever (2006) described
as “the manipulation of test consequences in the service of political goals, such
as accountability or systematic reform, and the unintended fallout from the test”
(p. 203). To illustrate their point, McNamara and Roever described Akiyama’s 2004
study inwhich Japanese high school teachers resisted a proposal to introduce external
English-speaking proficiency tests as part of high-stakes high school entrance exams.
According to Akiyama, at the time the Japanese believed strongly in meritocracy and
egalitarianism, and they expected tests to function purely on merit and apply equally
to everybody. Moreover, it was believed that test scores should reflect one’s diligence
and effort, which are valued highly in Japanese society as characteristics possessed
by everybody regardless of innate talent and background. High school teachers’
resistance to the policy proposal in Akiyama’s study stemmed, in part, from their
perception that speaking performance is not a sign of diligence and effort because, for
example, students can acquire English-speaking skills without making much effort
if they have a chance to live in an English-speaking country. Given that English was
treated as an academic subject rather than a practical subject in Japanese schools,
testing students’ English-speaking skills did not meet teachers’ expectations for what
should be tested by an entrance exam.

While there is still some expectation that entrance exam scores should reflect
Japanese students’ diligence and effort, in the 15 years since Akiyama’s study there

1After we finished writing this chapter, the Japanese government announced on November 1, 2019
that they postponed the implementation of this policy (MEXT 2019). In the meantime, universities
are still allowed to use these tests at their discretion. MEXT indicated that they will make a final
decision on implementing this policy in a year.
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have been substantial changes in educational practices and social perceptions. In
schools, English teachers have gradually spent more time on “practical English”
instead of focusing solely on grammar and reading instruction (Miyamoto 2018). In
the broader society, there is a growing recognition that the widely held belief that
Japan is an egalitarian and homogenous society is a myth. In fact, Japan has a high
relative poverty rate (the 10th highest in 2015) (OECD 2015), and socioeconomic
disparities are frequent topics of public discourse (Moriguchi 2017). Honda (2005)
identified a new type of meritocracy—hyper-meritocracy—in Japanese postmodern
society. In hyper-meritocracy, abilities that are viewed as highly desirable are unfortu-
nately deeply rooted in one’s upbringing. Finally, Kariya (2008) empirically showed
that students’ effort-making is not independent of their socioeconomic status (SES)
in Japan.

It is with this background in mind that we argue that Japan’s new policy of testing
English-speaking skills as part of college entrance exams further imperils fairness in
Japan’s rapidly changing society. The newpolicywillmost likely produce unintended
fallouts because the external tests reflect students’ SESmore than their diligence and
effort; it will also likely contribute to widening social disparities.Moreover, the types
of speaking abilities that are measured in the external tests are mostly irrelevant to
the actual needs of the majority of Japanese students. In this chapter, we examine
issues that potentially threaten the fairness and validity of the external assessments
being used as part of this new policy. We also raise questions about a basic premise
underlying this policy: that there is a universal, measurable (via a single test) oral
communicative ability in our globalizing world.

5.2 Testing Problem Encountered

This new policy was implemented as part of a larger reform of college entrance
examinations to make them more problem-solving oriented. For English, however,
themain goalwas to shift tomeasuring all four skill domains, based on the assumption
that incorporating speaking into the exam will lead to greater emphasis on oral
communicative skills in English education. There was also strong pressure from
the business and political communities to take radical action to improve citizens’
English-speaking skills, which are viewed by many as necessary for the nation to be
competitive in the global economy (Abe 2017). MEXT plans to completely replace
the English portion of the Common Test (which currently mostly assesses receptive
skills) with external tests starting in 2024.

The eight proficiency tests were chosen in 2018, but how they were selected is
unclear. In 2017, a series of criteria for selecting external tests were released by
the government, but the chosen external tests do not meet many of their criteria.
For example, one of the critical requirements is that a test should be aligned with
Japan’s national high school curriculum, but none of the international tests meet this
requirement. Even for the four tests developed in Japan, the degree of alignment
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with the national curriculum is largely unclear because the test developers have not
provided sufficient validity information.

Under this new policy, students can take any test(s) of their choice, but only up
to two scores from the same test obtained during the 12th grade can be used for
admission purposes. One could argue that having multiple opportunities to take tests
will create less anxiety than having only one chance (which is the policy under
the current format). But in reality, students already feel pressured to start preparing
for tests early because they can practice taking tests an unlimited number of times
before Grade 12 (Miyamoto 2018). Since universities can use any of these eight tests,
students have to be strategic about which tests to prepare for in order to maximize
their chance of being accepted by universities of their choice.

One of the biggest challenges for test users is to identify how to compare the
results of the multiple tests, which vary substantially in terms of the test formats and
goals as well as the targeted domains, abilities, and proficiency levels. MEXTmade a
conversion table based on the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR)
for test users (MEXT 2018). Critically, the table was not based on MEXT’s own
validation efforts; instead, MEXT simply put together information reported by the
test developers, but the credibility of some of that information (i.e., validity evidence)
is questionable.Curiously,MEXTmodified the table a couple of timeswithout clearly
explaining the changes. For example, TOEIC has a listening and reading test (TOEIC
L&R, 990 points in total) and a speaking and writing test (TOEIC S&W, 400 points
in total), and the sum of the scores of these two tests (1390 points) was used in
the table released by MEXT in July 2017. In the version released in March 2018,
however, the TOEIC speaking and writing score was multiplied by 2.5 (1000 points)
and added to the TOEIC L&R score, resulting in a total of 1990. Moreover, MEXT
simply replaced the old numbers with the new aggregated scores without verifying
their compatibility with CEFR (Hato 2018). Unexplained changes were made in all
four domestic tests as well.

The problems discussed above are firmly rooted in the fairness of this new policy.
Fairness, or the absence of bias, is a complicated notion, yielding multiple interpre-
tations and definitions. Traditionally, fairness in Japan has often been discussed in
the collectivist cultural framework, in which fairness means ensuring equal treat-
ment of all members of society. This approach to fairness is often contrasted with
Western-oriented conceptions of fairness, which frequently focus on equal treatment
of the individual. However, empirical investigations do not necessarily support such
dichotomous conceptualizations of fairness. For example, Kobayashi and Viswat
(2007) compared Japanese and American students’ perceptions of fairness in educa-
tional settings and reported “diverse viewpoints” (p. 1) in the respective groups.
In any event, under either a collective or an individual view of fairness this new
policy can be considered “unfair”—both because it does not ensure equal access to
test takers (due to regional and socioeconomic differences) and because it does not
ensure an evidence-based comparison of the scores of different tests.

In language assessment, test fairness is often discussed in relation to validity,
but the relationship between fairness and validity can be conceptualized differently
depending on how one defines fairness and validity (Kane 2010). For example, for
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Kunnan (2004), validity is part of the quality of fairness, whereas Xi (2010) discusses
fairness issues within an argument-based validity framework. Kane (2010) takes the
position that fairness and validity are closely related (they essentially concern the
same question) and that either one is part of the other. In this chapter, we subscribe
to Kane’s position because his broad conceptualization of fairness appears to fit the
current complex policy context where multiple tests are involved.

According toKane (2010), fairness can be conceived of as a combination of proce-
dural fairness and substantive fairness. Procedural fairness stands on a core notion of
fairness—“everybody should be treated in the same way”—and concerns “a lack of
bias for or against any individual or group” in testing (p. 178). Substantive fairness
demands that “score interpretation and any test-based decision rule be reasonable
and appropriate” and, most importantly, that “they be equally appropriate for all test
takers” (pp. 178–179). Procedural fairness is a necessary condition for fair and valid
assessment but does not sufficiently ensure it. For test developers, procedural fairness
is largely controllable, but substantive fairness is not entirely controllable.

Many of the problems with the new college entrance exam policy can be orga-
nized according to the procedural and substantive fairness frameworks. With respect
to procedural fairness, first of all, basic validity and fairness information—including
the results of differential item functioning (DIF, a statistical analysis detecting unex-
pected behaviors for certain subgroups at the item level)—is not fully available for all
eight tests. For some tests, insufficient validation/fairness analyses have been carried
out or reported. Second, there are a number of concerns related to test accessibility
and administration. Some tests have a small number of test locations, which tend to
be concentrated in large cities. This means that the accessibility of testing locations
differs according to students’ place of residence. Moreover, it is not uncommon for
some domestic tests to have school-wide administration (students in a given school
take the test together at their school). But such administration is a potential threat
to fairness/validity of the tests if they are used for high-stakes admission purposes.
Therefore, the test agencies need to secure sufficient locations and proctors outside
high schools. Another threat to procedural fairness concerns test examination fees,
which students are responsible for paying and which can vary substantially, ranging
from 5800 to 26000 yen (approximately from US$52 to US$235). Such fees can be
a potential hurdle for lower SES students and may influence which test they take
and how many times they take it. In addition to paying test fees, students in rural
areas far from testing sites might have to pay transportation and accommodation
costs. In response to such concerns, some wealthier local governments are consid-
ering covering the examination fees for their residents, but this, in turn, can yield an
additional potential bias by region. Finally, there are also fairness/validity concerns
with respect to test scoring. For some domestic speaking tests, a large number of high
school English teachers and college instructors have served as raters. Such practices
are no longer acceptable from a fairness point of view, and the testing agencies must
secure well-trained raters in a short period of time, which will likely be a tremendous
challenge.
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As pointed out by Kane (2010), resolving procedural fairness issues such as those
described above is not sufficient for achieving a fair and valid assessment prac-
tice. Even if these problems are fixed, serious issues concerning substantive fairness
remain. One such issue is differing access to test preparation materials and prac-
tices. The targeted test domains and proficiency levels in some of the external tests
deviate substantially from national curriculum targets; if students want to perform
well on those tests, they will likely need to obtain additional materials and learning
opportunities beyond normal practices at school. High schools and families have
varying capacities to offer additional support to these students. Even for the tests
that are more or less aligned with the national curriculum, access to test preparation
materials—which are often published by test agencies as well as other private enti-
ties and available for a fee—and opportunities to practice speaking English for the
test within and outside of school likely differ by SES. Moreover, the misuse of test
results, such as conducting inappropriate score aggregations, using invalidated and
inappropriate cut scores for admission decisions, and comparing multiple test scores
based on CEFR (also see Green 2018), are all serious issues of substantive fairness.

5.3 Unsolved Problems

Due to a chaotic rollout process, stakeholders have experienced tremendous frus-
tration and confusion even before the policy implementation date. As mentioned,
universities are having a difficult time deciding how to use the external test results
for their admissions procedures (Kim and Mizuto 2019). Notably, a few top national
universities, including the University of Tokyo, announced that they would not make
the external test scores obligatory for applicants (Ujioka 2018). In Japan’s highly
centralized educational system, it is very unusual for schools not to follow MEXT’s
decisions; the fact that some of the most prestigious institutions are not falling in line
indicates their strong opposition to the policy. Social network sites are full of students’
remarks expressing their confusion and frustration about conflicting or insufficient
information about the policy. A recent survey shows that high percentages of high
schools in Japan have already started providing special instruction to help students
prepare for the external tests (i.e., 68.6% for Eiken tests, 58.1% forGTEC) (Shibasaki
2018), although the nature of that instruction is not known. Meanwhile, select local
boards of education have started offering workshops for English teachers at public
high schools to provide the educators with information on the external tests as well
as instructional tips for helping their students prepare for the tests. Again, the details
of such workshops are unknown, but this could be a sign of a potentially undesirable
test-driven washback effect. Finally, as of January 2019, MEXT has not proposed
any explicit guidelines for accommodations or special considerations for students
with disabilities or special needs; instead, all such considerations are left up to the
individual test agencies, whose practices differ substantially.
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5.4 Insights Gained

After observing preliminary unintended fallout from the use of external tests in the
college entrance exam system in Japan, we can see that a number of the fairness
issues addressed above appear to originate in the very assumptions that underlie this
policy. Such assumptions include that (1) English-speaking skills, as an important
global competence, should be used as a gatekeeper for everybody who seeks higher
education; and (2) such skills should be understood and measured uniformly against
a global framework or standard such as CEFR. But what particular English-speaking
skills does MEXT expect students to develop? Are these particular skills really
a global competence that Japanese students need? Should we evaluate Japanese
students’ English-speaking skills using a global standard and, if so, should CEFR be
that standard?

Communicative competence—one’s ability to use language appropriately in social
situations—was originally proposed by Hymes (1972) and has had a tremendous
influence on language teaching and assessment. There are variousmodels for commu-
nicative competence, but many models conceptualize it as a composition of some
sort of linguistic and social/pragmatic knowledge and the ability to use such knowl-
edge in performance. In assessment theory, communicative competence has largely
been conceived of as an individual’s capability that can be inferred from his or her
independent performance on tasks that are representative of language use in the
target domain. In assessment practice, “the ability to use” component in the original
Hymes model has not been seriously discussed due to its complexity, which goes
beyond linguistic elements (various cognitive, social, and affective elements are also
involved) (McNamara 1996). In many standardized proficiency tests, the knowledge
components in communicative competence are organized into four skill domains and
assessed separately. The “appropriateness” aspect of communicative competence has
largely been judged based on the performance of “native speakers.” In the context
of Japan, the speaking skill domain is often considered the ultimate manifestation of
communicative competence (Abe 2017).

In the past decade or two, however, there has been growing interest in socio-
interactional approaches to conceptualizing language abilities. In those approaches,
language abilities are considered to be embedded in social contexts and constructed
in fluid and dynamic interaction. The field of English-as-a-lingua-franca (ELF)
challenges the very notion of native-speaker norms and questions the static view
of language ability that has been conventionally accepted in the assessment
community (e.g., Canagarajah 2009; Harding and McNamara 2017; Jenkins 2006).
ELF’s emphasis on communicative effectiveness, rather than correctness and
appropriateness, highlights the role of “the ability for use” in language abili-
ties, which presumably varies substantially in communication in people’s first
language as well as their second language. Reflecting such a fluid conceptual-
ization of language abilities in assessment is not easy, especially in standardized
tests (Harding and McNamara 2017), but this new conceptualization of language
abilities better fits the realistic needs of Japanese students who largely interact in
English-as-a-lingua-franca contexts in the globalizing world.
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What MEXT promotes and tries to measure through standardized tests, therefore,
are the knowledge-based components of communicative competence that are sliced
into skills under the old static view of competence based on native norms, even
though that is not the kind of ability Japanese students need in a globalizing world.
Measuring English-speaking skills and using those measurements as a qualification
for higher education is particularly problematic because these are the skills where
students’ SES and regional backgrounds are most likely manifested, no matter how
hard test developers work to control procedural fairness issues. In a society where
Japanese is used almost exclusively, students must make a special effort to create
opportunities to speak English and get feedback to develop their speaking skills,
and those opportunities usually require financial and regional resources. Foreign
language learning is a huge and fast-growing business in Japan, with an 867-billion-
yen market in 2017 (Yano Economic Research Institute 2018). Parents with higher
educational backgrounds and who reside in larger cities invest significantly more in
their children’s English-speaking practice and do so earlier in their children’s lives
(Benesse General Research Center for Education 2014).

Meanwhile, the assessment community has yet to develop an unbiased strategy
for capturing the kinds of language abilities needed for a globalizing world (the
newly conceptualized language abilities). One may even wonder if such abilities are
measurable through a standardized test. Similarly, it is not clear if they can even
be evaluated and compared against some sort of universal framework (besides the
fact that CEFR was not developed for such purposes in the first place). Perhaps the
language abilities necessary for a globalizing world are not competencies that can be
made uniform or standardized across the globe. Because such language abilities are
highly context dependent, fluid, and complex, quantification based on any uniform
standards or frameworks is misleading, whether or not it is done through a stan-
dardized test. Until the assessment community can come up with a fair and valid
remedy, quantified evaluation of such language abilities should not be implemented
for high-stakes purposes such as college admission.

5.5 Conclusion: Implications for Test Users

We have discussed Japan’s new policy decision to use external English proficiency
tests for college admission, and argued that the central problem is one of fairness.
Based on Kane’s (2010) distinction between procedural fairness and substantive
fairness, we examined a series of potential issues that appear to weaken the fair-
ness and validity of these assessments. If MEXT wants to implement this policy, it
must address these procedural fairness problems. However, there remain a number
of serious substantive fairness issues as well. These substantive fairness issues
are difficult to solve, even if test users could gain sufficient assessment literacy,
because the premise underlying the MEXT policy not only rests on a misperception
of the language abilities needed for Japanese students in a globalizing world but
also structurally works against students with lower SES. Without a fair and valid
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assessment that captures the language abilities that students really need, making
high-stakes college admission decisions based on existing quantification methods is
highly misleading and potentially contributes to widening socioeconomic disparities
in Japan.
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