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Abstract 

Test fairness is a contested topic in the field of language testing in recent decades. 

Outside of North America, there is currently little research on scoring fairness in 

educational contexts. Taking fairness issues involved in scoring in the Chinese context as 

an exemplar, this study examines how the notion of fairness has evolved, and how test 

fairness, especially scoring fairness, is defined and empirically investigated in China. The 

analysis shows that the Chinese notion of fairness can be traced back roughly 2,500 

years, to the time of Confucius. Since the era of imperial examinations, test fairness has 

remained a controversial topic regarding whether it is a purely educational issue or 

should be considered with its social implications (Yang & Gui, 2007). In China, the 

modern research on test fairness started from the late 1990s under the influence of 

Western measurement theories (Cao & Zhang, 1999). The findings also reveal three 

major sources of influence on how the Chinese academia views test fairness. Apart from 

the indigenous definition of test fairness, fairness theories in the field of language testing 

and education have exerted considerable influence on recent scholarship. However, 

research on scoring fairness is not well supported with empirical evidence, which is 

consistent with the status in the language testing field elsewhere. This study will have 

implications for endeavors involving localized research approaches to guiding scoring 

fairness research and practices in China as well as in other educational contexts. 

Key words: test fairness, rater judgment, writing assessment, literature review, China 
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Introduction 

Test fairness is a contested issue in the field of language testing in recent decades 

(Kunnan, 2008). The definition of fairness and its relationship with validity are among 

the most controversial topics (e.g., AERA, APA, & NCME, 1999; Gipps & Murphy, 

1994; Kunnan, 2000, 2004; Zieky, 2006). Although these researchers and institutions 

support different perspectives regarding the nature of fairness, they all agree that fairness 

must be ensured at every stage of test development, from test design through to scoring 

stage (Kunnan, 2008). Test fairness has been well studied in language testing research on 

biased test items against test takers with different knowledge backgrounds (Clapham, 

1998) or from different language groups (Stricker, Rock, & Lee, 2005), and unfairness in 

oral interview marking (Brown, 2003. However, fewer studies have been conducted on 

test fairness in scoring written performance. Guo (2009) and Huang (2011), for example, 

examined scoring fairness in the North American context, where test takers were grouped 

into heterogeneous subpopulations from varying cultural and linguistic backgrounds. 

Whereas fairness is “subject to different definitions and interpretations in different social 

and political circumstances” (AERA et al., 1999, p. 80), test takers in China tend to share 

a relatively homogeneous cultural and linguistic background. 

China has a history of testing which can be traced back over 2,000 years ago 

when the first civil examination1 was held to select officials for the emperor’s 

                                                 
1 Civil examination: The test takers of civil examinations were recommended by local governments to the 
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administration (Zhou & Shen, 2006). This tradition of using tests for selection purposes is 

still influential in the modern-day educational system in China (Cheng, 2008), such as the 

national university entrance examinations (also known as Gaokao) for university 

admission decisions. The high stakes nature of the selection tests has raised considerable 

concerns over fairness issues in the Chinese testing system (Zhou & Shen, 2006). China’s 

historical and cultural relationship to testing makes it a valuable case to examine scoring 

fairness issues.  

This study aims to understand how scoring is addressed in education in China2 

through a literature review. The paper is divided into three main sections. First, I will 

describe considerations regarding research method of this study; the fairness discourse 

then will be analyzed under three themes emerging from the findings; lastly, I will discuss 

issues identified in relation to test scoring fairness research in China.  

Method 

The Research Questions 

Three research questions were addressed: (1) How does the notion of test fairness 

evolve in China? (2) What is the nature of test and scoring fairness? (3) How is test and 

scoring fairness empirically investigated?  

 

                                                 
central government, and then after passing the exams, the qualified test takers were appointed to a position in the 

government. 

2 In this study, China is the shortened form of People’s Republic of China, which is often called Mainland 

China. 
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Data Collection 

The data was collected from the China Academic Journals Full-text Database (中国

期刊全文数据库: www.cnki.net), accessed via Queen’s University library system, using 

the following search words: “test fairness”, “assessment fairness”, “scoring fairness”, 

“marking fairness”, “考试公平” (test fairness), “测试公平” (assessment fairness), “考试

公正” (test fairness), “测试公正” (assessment fairness), “评分公平” (scoring fairness), 

“评分公正” (scoring fairness). Due to the various expressions of fairness in Chinese, a 

“snowball” approach was adopted to follow up the reference lists of the searched articles 

to ensure that the issue-related articles were included to the extent possible.  

A total of 96 articles, all written in Chinese, were retrieved from the database. Of 

these, 37 addressed issues of test fairness. The articles feature topics generally consistent 

with the discussion in the mainstream language testing academia (e.g., absence of bias, 

equity in test administration and testing outcomes). The other 59 articles feature general 

discussion of equality in educational testing (e.g., justice in the testing system, 

minimizing variation in test consequences across regions), which is considered test 

fairness in a broad sense in the Chinese academia. Scoring fairness is mentioned or 

addressed in a small number of articles, which is consistent with the underdeveloped 

status of this research area in the language testing field. All the retrieved articles were 

published no later than 2011. Among them, 75 articles were published between 2007 and 

2011, with two published as early as in 1999.  

http://www.cnki.net/
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Due to the unique publication culture of foreign language education journals in 

Mainland China (Shi, Wang, & Xi, 2005), most of the articles collected for this study 

were not academic publications. These articles, written by scholars, teachers, policy 

makers and practitioners in China, are non-research-based, sometimes repeated, general 

introductions to test fairness issues, comparison between foreign and Chinese 

interpretations of test fairness, and expressions of personal views; some of them are one 

to two pages long; very few of them are empirical studies.  

Nevertheless, this is a collection worthy of attention for three reasons. First, almost 

all the mainstream research-based education journals in China have kept silent on the 

issues probably because test fairness is often considered a socio-political rather than an 

educational concept in China, which demonstrates the uniqueness of the Chinese context. 

Approximately 30% of the articles in this study discussed test fairness in Gaokao, which 

is often analogized to Keju in ancient China because of their shared significance of 

shaping the test takers’ life options. To ensure fairness of Gaokao is regarded a political-

oriented accomplishment and a showcase for social equity (Wang & Zhang, 2007). 

Second, there has been a surge of research interest in test fairness since 2007, which may 

indicate a precursor of localized test fairness research among Chinese researchers. This 

collection is reflective of contemporary test fairness research in China. Third, an analysis 

of Chinese articles into English provides non-Chinese readers with access to key issues 

on test fairness in China, promoting further dialogue internationally.  
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The Analytical Procedures 

General principles of grounded theory (Charmaz, 2005; Creswell, 2007) are followed 

in the analysis and the data was coded in a sequence system. Through an iterative process 

between the research questions and the data, the collected articles were read through 

several times to locate the thematic categories and relationships between them. First-level 

codes were given to each article (and sometimes to paragraphs if an article contained 

more than one theme), leading to five categories: 

1. Review of test fairness with reference to foreign models; 

2. Review of test fairness with reference to ancient Chinese testing systems;  

3. Discussion (mostly from a socio-political perspective) of general fairness issues;  

4. Discussion of issues involved in implementing test/scoring fairness; 

5. Reports of test/scoring fairness practices in language tests 

Based on a frequency count of the recurring themes in the articles, these broad 

categories were then combined into three second-level categories in relation to the 

research questions: the first theme, evolution of test fairness in China, was gathered in the 

original category 2; the second theme, nature of test and scoring fairness, was gathered 

across the first four original categories, as most of the retrieved articles contained 

sentences or paragraphs on definitions or illustrations of test and scoring fairness; the 

third theme, empirical studies on test and scoring fairness, was gathered in the original 



SCORING FAIRNESS IN CHINA   8 
 

 

 

category 5. After an integration of the three second-level categories, a general concept of 

fairness emerges as a focal point, which demonstrates the core of the categories. 

Analysis 

This section reports on the findings of the three research questions, namely: (1) 

evolution of test fairness in China; (2) nature of test and scoring fairness; and (3) 

empirical studies on test and scoring fairness.  

Evolution of Test Fairness in China 

The notion of fairness emerged as a key term in the socio-political field in China 

approximately 2,500 years ago. In the Spring and Autumn Period (BC770 - BC 476), the 

Chinese philosopher Confucius first proposed the concept of using “benevolence”, 

“righteousness”, “rites”, and “music” to construct a harmonious society and maintain 

social order (Jin, 2011). Among the four fundamental cornerstones, “benevolence” calls 

for fairness and justice in establishing social norms. Compared with the western notion of 

fairness, the notion of fairness in ancient China is integrated with the ideas of “justice” 

and “harmony” at the institutional level. It does not show much concern on the interests 

of individuals in the process of establishing social norms and securing fairness, while it 

focuses mainly on conforming to righteousness of the established institutional norms, 

which has exerted direct influence on the imperial examination system (Jin, 2011).   

The imperial examination system broke the boundaries of social classes, which is 

a breakthrough for the rigidly stratified feudal China and considered a fair practice at that 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinese_philosophy
dict://key.0895DFE8DB67F9409DB285590D870EDD/rigidly%20stratified
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time, thus having a far-reaching influence on the Chinese society. The imperial 

examination allowed free registration, and selection decisions were made based on test 

takers’ performance irrespective of their social classes, which gave test takers from the 

lower class an opportunity to change their lives through their efforts (Liu, 2007). The 

imperial examination system developed a set of rigid procedures to ensure test and 

scoring fairness, such as courtyard locking system3, concealing test takers’ names, 

transcribing answer sheets, and proofreading4 (Jin, 2011; Liu, 2007).  

Research on test fairness in modern China started in the late 1990s (Dai, Wei, & 

Liu, 2010) from introducing Differential Item Functioning (DIF) to the Chinese academia 

(Zeng & Meng, 1999) and examining presence of item bias in a Chinese vocabulary test 

among Ninth Graders from urban and rural areas (Cao & Zhang, 1999). Fairness issues 

involved in the national university entrance examinations have attracted considerable 

attention (e.g., Bai, 2011; Li, 2010; Liu, 2007; Zhou & Shen, 2006). Regional parity and 

fairness in test outcomes are conflicting stances regarding fairness in the university 

enrolment system. Advocates of fairness in test outcomes contend that universities should 

make enrollment decisions based on test takers’ performance, while supporters of 

regional parity protest that measures should be taken to regulate the enrollment quotas 

                                                 
3 Courtyard locking system: The imperial examiner, once appointed, must be immediately locked in certain 

places and separated from the outside world for about 50 days, during which period the examiner was not allowed to go 

home or visit anyone outside the place. This measure was taken to preserve test confidentiality. 
4 Proofreading: After transcribing test takers’ answer sheets, highly literate officials were hired to proofread the 

transcriptions and correct typos.  
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between regions to avoid great regional disparity.   

Nature of Test Fairness and Scoring Fairness 

Three recurring sources of defining test fairness are identified in the retrieved 

articles, which can explain what influences the conceptualization of test fairness in China. 

First, “all test takers are equal before test scores”. Not only is this indigenous perspective 

in test fairness considered the golden rule of language testing (Gui, 2011), but it is also 

dominantly portrayed in approximately 31% of the retrieved articles. It is widely believed 

in China that test fairness must be ensured if test results are fair and objective and test 

takers are equally treated (Gui, 2011). However, for centuries there has been a 

controversy over test fairness concerning high-stakes selection decisions. Debate about 

this issue started to appear in the literature from sources published on Keju since the 

Northern Song Dynasty (960-1127) and argument continues in current usage of Gaokao 

(Yang & Gui, 2007; Zhou & Shen, 2006).  

Advocates of test fairness in form assert that admission decisions should be made 

based solely on test results, regardless of geographic regions; however, believers of test 

fairness in fact argue that given the imbalance of regional development and ethnic 

diversity in China, each region should have its own quotas for enrollment decisions, so as 

to promote social equity and narrow the education gap between developed and 

underdeveloped areas by stabilizing a certain enrolment rate in each region (Bai, 2011). 

Test fairness in form is in alignment with the notion of “all test takers are equal before 
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test scores”, while test fairness in fact takes regional imparity into consideration and calls 

for individualized enrollment policies in different regions to achieve general test fairness 

(Li, 2010). Test fairness in form is a consideration at the individual level, while test 

fairness in fact is at the collective level.  

 Second, test fairness defined in the field of language testing in other contexts, 

especially in the American context, is referenced and taken as exemplars in 20% of the 

articles reviewed. Among all of the cited definitions and frameworks, the four defining 

characteristics of test fairness in the Standards (AERA et al., 1999) are the most 

frequently quoted: absence of bias, equitable treatment of test takers in the testing 

process, equality of testing outcomes for different groups of test takers, and equity in 

opportunity to learn the measured content. The 1999 Standards, various versions of the 

ETS Standards for Quality and Fairness (2002, 2009a, 2009b), the Code of Fair Testing 

Practices in Education by Joint Committee on Testing Practices (2004), Kunnan’s (2000, 

2004) test fairness framework, and Zieky’s (2006) summary of test fairness were well 

documented (e.g., Jiang, 2007; Lu, 2011; Xie & Wang, 2002). As an aspect of test 

fairness, the concept of test bias (Brown, 2004; Cole & Moss, 1989) is also introduced 

(e.g., Lu, 2011; Xie & Wang, 2002). The American history of exploring test fairness is 

summarized into three focuses: fairness in beneficiary, in test content, and in test 

outcomes (Dai et al., 2010). Instead of repeating those foreign definitions of test fairness, 

some researchers interpret the definitions within the Chinese context. The notion of 
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fairness in test outcomes, which suggests comparable test outcomes across test taker 

groups (AERA et al., 1999), is enriched by considering fairness in test use and avoiding 

abuse of test outcomes (Dong & Ma, 2011). Acknowledging ETS’ emphases on quality 

and fairness, fairness is also interpreted as test outcomes reliable enough to be the 

foundation for distribution of educational resources, showcasing educational and social 

equity (Jiang, 2007). Although these Chinese researchers show more concerns about the 

social dimension of test fairness, few argue that fairness should be about testing itself and 

that maintaining social equity is an unrelated construct (e.g., Xie & Wang, 2002). 

Third, theories on educational equality are another source of exploring test 

fairness in approximately 8% of the issue-related articles. The widely acknowledged 

theories of Husén’s (1975) educational equality and Coleman’s (1968) conception of 

equality in educational opportunity have an impact on understanding test fairness (e.g., 

Dai et al., 2010). Husén’s theories acknowledge equality in access (educational 

opportunities), procedures (comparable school conditions and equitable opportunities for 

education process), and results (attainment and life chances) (Dai et al., 2010).  

Some Chinese researchers take a similar approach as Husén’s (1975) in that they 

interpret test fairness as equity of procedures, conditions, and equity in fact (e.g., Xie, 

2004). Equity of procedures, also called the first fairness, requires that all test takers be 

equally treated; equity of conditions, the second fairness, requires that in addition to 

equal treatment, all test takers have equal access to educational resources; equity in fact, 
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the third fairness, requires that in addition to equal treatment and access all children be 

granted equal rights to have quality educational resources, which is the ultimate goal of 

testing professionals (Xie, 2004). The first fairness is similar to Husén’s (1975) equality 

in procedures; the second fairness is similar to equality in access; and the third fairness is 

similar to equality in results. However, unlike Husén’s theories, Xie’s classifications of 

fairness are each achieved on the basis of the previous ones.   

Unlike the systematic review and discussion on test fairness, fairness issues 

involved in scoring written performance are scattered in 12% of the articles reviewed, 

often found in a few sentences or in a paragraph. In the era of Keju, such measures as 

concealing test takers’ names, transcribing answer sheets, and proofreading were taken to 

ensure that answer sheets were scored fairly and test results were not influenced by 

anything other than the content of test takers’ responses (Jin, 2011). During the Ming 

(1368-1644) and Qing dynasties, test takers of the imperial examinations were required to 

write essays in eight sections, which made the scoring criteria easier to apply and 

achieved better fairness (Jin, 2011 ).  

In modern educational research, scoring fairness is considered either as a 

reliability issue, a validity issue, or a rater bias issue. In the issue-related articles, scoring 

fairness is dominantly believed to be achieved if scoring errors are minimized (Zhou, 

Ding, Zhang, & Wen, 2010). Fairness is undermined in writing assessment when raters’ 

scoring decisions are influenced by different interpretations of scoring rubrics between 
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raters and between regions, raters’ levels of expertise, rating experience, psychological 

conditions, test takers’ handwriting style, marking equipment, and workplace 

environment (Wang, 2011), and sometimes by test takers’ appearance and personalities in 

the case of classroom writing assessment (Yang, 2001). 

Scoring fairness is considered an interchangeable term with rater bias and an 

integral part of test validation (Lu, 2011). Rater bias is the interaction between raters and 

other facets of scoring such as written texts (e.g., text content, structure, rhetoric), writing 

tasks, rating scales, test taker backgrounds (e.g., gender, ethnicity, education), rater’s 

reading style, scoring focuses, scoring strategy, rater background (e.g., gender, cultural, 

and linguistic backgrounds), and scoring sessions (Lu, 2011). Zou (2011) believes scoring 

fairness is guaranteed if scoring validity is ensured. Therefore, scientific, comprehensive, 

and viable scoring rubrics, representativeness of anchor samples, and rater training and 

moderation are crucial to improve scoring validity, hence scoring fairness (Zou, 2011).  

Empirical Studies on Test and Scoring Fairness 

 Contrasting with the predominance of review and discussion articles on fairness, 

very few empirical studies (approximately 6% of all the articles reviewed) have been 

reported, which is consistent with Dai et al.’s (2010) conclusion that fairness research in 

China is relatively rich in theoretical and analytical papers but short of empirical 

evidence. The empirical research focuses on Differential Item Functioning (DIF) analysis 

of test items to detect potential test bias (Cao & Zhang, 1999); equating two sets of test 
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scores in one national English examination to determine comparability of test results in 

different forms of the examination (Han, 2004); comparing enrollment opportunities 

between regions to probe into regional disparity (Li, 2010); investigating public opinions 

on fairness issues in educational tests and testing system (Chen, Wang, Song, Yang, 

Zhang, & Wang, 2009); and reporting fairness issues involved at each stage of a national 

examination (Zhou et al., 2010).  

Discussion 

The above review suggests that test and scoring fairness has unique characteristics 

in China and should be interpreted in terms of the specific social, cultural, and historical 

influences in the Chinese context. Unlike the efforts to ensure test fairness in North 

America (e.g., ETS, 2002, 2009a, 2009b; Joint Advisory Committee, 1993; JCTP, 2004), 

in Europe (e.g., ALTE, 1994, 2001), and in Japan (JLTA, 2006) where fairness issues 

focus on the test itself, test fairness issues in China focus primarily on the educational 

testing system, and especially on the enrolment system of Gaokao. In other words, test 

fairness in China is more than an educational concept and is accompanied with social 

concerns.  

Whether test fairness should remain an educational concept or be considered 

along with its socio-political implications remains a debatable question for Chinese 

education researchers. China is a country featuring highly regulated state power with a 

long history of national testing. The controversy between regional parity and fairness in 
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test outcomes has never stopped since Keju in Northern Song Dynasty. China is 

a vast multi-cultural and multi-ethnic nation, where the socio-economic and cultural 

resources are unevenly distributed. Setting different cut-off scores in favor of 

economically and culturally developed regions has aroused widespread concerns over 

inequality in university admission opportunities (Zhou & Shen, 2006). The tilted cut-off 

Gaokao scores result from the imbalance and exacerbate the tension in turn.  

In spite of the history of testing, modern psycho-metrics and standardized 

language testing theories were not introduced into China until the 1980s (Gui, 1989). 

Modern language testing research in China is still in its infancy (Gao, 2006). The 

connotation and nature of test and scoring fairness are in need of continuing exploration 

with combined considerations of both the Chinese socio-economic situation and cultural 

traditions, and the modern language testing theories.  

In addition to further research on fairness, there is a call for establishing 

guidelines for fair testing practices. Fairness standards and review system are in urgent 

need to be established in order to ensure quality and fairness of language tests during test 

development (Zhou et al., 2010). As language testing practitioners’ professionalism is still 

in need of improvement in the country (Mei & Nie, 2009), such guidelines will facilitate 

understanding and dissemination of fair testing principles and therefore promote 

development of systematic theory building and good testing practices. Besides, 

establishment and implementation of fairness guidelines cannot be successful without 
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support from authoritative institutions or language testing associations. The blurred 

boundary between testing itself and its social consequences is responsible for the limited 

understanding and research on educational testing fairness; the root lies in absence of 

localized test fairness standards and theories (Dai et al., 2010). This is the major 

challenge facing educational testing fairness research in China today.  

Conclusion 

This study examines how scoring fairness issues are addressed in the Chinese 

context, by reviewing the Chinese publications on test and scoring fairness and 

summarizing evolution of the concept of test fairness, nature of test and scoring fairness, 

and empirical research conducted on exploring test and scoring fairness in China. The 

analysis shows that since Confucius initiated the concept of fairness in China 

approximately 2,500 years ago, fairness has become an important notion with socio-

political implications. In China, test fairness is often more than an educational issue. 

Whether test fairness should be discussed within the frame of education or be considered 

with its potential social consequences has remained a controversy since the Keju era for 

over 1,000 years.  

This socio-cultural influence accounts for the Chinese approach to test fairness 

research, which contrasts that in North America, where test fairness research is 

measurement-driven and aims to maintain educational equity to different test taker groups 

regardless of linguistic and cultural backgrounds. Test fairness in China has been given 
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considerable social meanings as a tool to maintain not only educational equity but also 

social equity and stabilization, shaped by its unique history and culture for centuries. The 

findings support the Standards’ (AERA et al., 1999) claim for the variety of test fairness 

in different contexts.  

In spite of the social acceptance of the indigenous perspective regarding test 

fairness, in recent years some Chinese researchers have started to adopt fairness theories 

in the international academia of language testing and education to inform systematic 

research on test and scoring fairness. The limited evidence available on scoring fairness is 

consistent with the status of this line of scholarship in the international language testing 

field. The increasing interest in test and scoring fairness since 2007, however, is 

indicative of an emerging trend of attention to test and scoring fairness in this country.  

Future research on scoring fairness in China should explore localized research 

approaches to guiding scoring fairness research and practices. This study also encourages 

examination of scoring fairness issues in other educational, socio-cultural contexts to 

explore localized interpretations and applications of scoring fairness. Therefore, this 

study will be of interest to Chinese educational researchers and practitioners as well as 

researchers who are interested in understanding fairness issues in a localized setting such 

as China. In spite of the rich information obtained from the literature, discussion of 

fairness issues is restricted mostly to nonacademic publications, as the publication culture 

in China tends to shy away from these issues. Nonetheless, this collection reflects the 
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status of fairness research in China and hence should not be disregarded on the basis of 

the literature quality.    
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