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The Pearson Test of English Academic (PTE-A), a widely used high-
stakes language proficiency test for university admissions and migration
purposes, underwent a notable change from a three-hour to a two-hour
version in November 2021. The implementation of the new version has
prompted inquiries into the washback effects on various stakeholders.
Focusing on a small sample of Chinese test takers (n=10), this paper
explores washback effects following the revision of PTE-A and the
complexity of test preparation through in-depth semi-structured
interviews. The findings suggest a shorter test length is preferred and
several different methods are adopted for test preparation which gives
evidence to the positive washback. However, participants reported some
confusion regarding certain test items, leading to the adoption of
construct-irrelevant methods. This, in turn, may affect the face validity of

PTE-A. While addressing the literature gap in this field, recommendations
for improving the test design to better meet test takers’ needs are provided.

1. Introduction

Standardized language tests have j
a significant increase in the use of
socioeconomic sectors such as busing
in demand among international studént
medium of instruction. In this context,
reliable evidence of incoming students’ Engl§
programs. The new versiga of PTE-A has been

for le purposes, and globalization has led to
Je te6ts. The pervasive use of English in major
and various academic settings has driven a surge
Ission to universities where English is the primary
es rely on standardized language tests to provide
bility, ensuring they are prepared for their academic
gned to be useful for test takers in demonstrating

e PTE-A serves to measure candidates’ ability to use English. In
orated with Lexical Computing Ltd to establish the Pearson
ic English (PICAE). This corpus ensures the PTE-A accurately
takers will need to understand and produce in academic settings where

English is
English-spea ies including curricular English found in lectures, seminars, textbooks and
journal papers, a tracurricular English encountered in university administration and transcripts of
radio broadcasts #See Ackermann et al., 2011). Besides its academic focus, it is noteworthy that the test
is fully computer-based, with both test delivery and scoring automated by computer. Overall, PTE-A
has become one of the leading large-scale proficiency tests affecting the lives of many international
students, as high-stakes decisions often hinge on these test scores. The background of this study is that
PTE-A was changed from a three-hour test to a two-hour version in November 2021, with a decrease in
the number of test items while maintaining all item types. Compared to the IELTS, which typically takes
around three hours to complete, the new two-hour version of PTE-A offers a compelling advantage in
terms of efficiency (see Clesham, 2021; Clesham & Hughes, 2020). However, important questions arise
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about the validity and washback effects of the new version, which can include potential shifts in test-
taker perceptions, experiences, and preparation strategies. It is increasingly recognized that test-taker
perceptions represent a valuable source of face validity evidence and obtaining the positive and intended
washback effects should be the responsibility of test developers (Sato & lkeda, 2015). Thus, further
understanding of the role of test-taker perception in relation to the test’s face validity and washback is
needed.

2. Review of Literature
2.1. Washback and Test Preparation

Washback refers to the influence of testing on teaching and learning. There has been enduring
interest in the washback of high-stakes language tests on teaching and learning, where test preparation
research is situated (e.g. Wall, 2012). These studies have been acknowledged as an intggral element of

provides a useful metaphor to help us explore the role of language tests in tea
allows for the possibility of the effects of tests on learning and teaching to be vie
stretching from negative at one end, through neutral, and into positive
theoretical frameworks have been developed to encompass the mu

washback, with major washback models such as Hughes’ (1993) i
participants, the process, and the products. Some empirical studies h

Messick’s concern that test preparation research should ta 1vities taking place in
different contexts. The present study explores such context-r@latgd test fagkors by adopting components
of Hughes’ theoretical model and focusing on two
(participants) and their test preparation activities (pgo

improves test scores by improving construct-relevan ts of language ability and therefore does not
threaten score validity. Type 2 test prepadslimg, i cores by reducing construct-irrelevant

interferences in the test, such as unfami t tasks and test anxiety. These construct-
irrelevant aspects of test performance g er scores. Type 2 test preparation is generally also
seen as beneficial to score validity. Ty/Sqkest prepagtion improves test scores by enhancing test-taking
skills that are construct irrelevant. Such te KinggKills may help test takers to identify correct answers
without possessing the relevant language @8y, or without having to show the relevant language
ability, and therefore may, if undetected, yield'y gres that are inaccurately higher than they should

approaches
undertaken to

unexdmined. The term test preparation can be defined as the variety of activities
the area of knowledge or skill sampled by a test. These activities may be
undertaken both p8ide and outside the classroom. Effective test preparation is important when test
outcomes have s€rious consequences for test takers and other score users. This is more likely to be the
case with high-stakes English tests used for both university admission and migration like PTE-A, which
is the focus of the current study. Test preparation has been classified by researchers in language
education as part of the washback phenomenon, which concerns the influence of the test on language
teaching and learning (Cheng & De Luca, 2011). The nature of test preparation may vary depending on
a range of factors (Spratt, 2005), which include the test’s content and format, the weightings of different
components of the test, access to targeted preparation courses and resources, and whether test tasks
measure language proficiency directly or indirectly via items that bear no obvious relationship to the
relevant language use context. Test preparation can be a double-edged sword. On the one hand, without
any preparation, one may have doubts about the accuracy of the test score as a measure of ability, as a
candidate’s performance may be unfairly jeopardized by features of the test method with which they are
unfamiliar. On the other hand, the wrong preparation, or too narrowly focused preparation, will either
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be counterproductive in the sense that it does nothing to improve language ability or might artificially
boost the candidate’s score for reasons of test wiseness unconnected with the ability the test is targeting
(Ma & Cheng, 2018). These issues could affect the test’s face validity, as they might undermine the
credibility of test scores as a measure of the targeted ability.

The attainment of intended washback is a crucial part of test developers’ responsibility.
Language test designers are expected to carefully consider the intended impact on all the stakeholders
in the initial phase of test development, a concept known as effect-driven testing (Fulcher & Davidson,
2007). Face validity is defined as “the degree to which a test appears to measure the knowledge or
abilities it claims to measure, as judged by an untrained observer” (Davies et al., 1999, p. 59). Studies
have found that low face validity can negatively affect test takers’ performance; if the test is perceived
as irrelevant to the claimed purposes, test takers may put less effort into preparation, resulting in scores
that do not accurately reflect their ability (Brown & Abeywickrama, 2010; Kane,,2006). Further,

test takers’ perceptions of the test constructs and skills measured in
achieving the intended washback.

performance, accounting for factors such as learning behavig &3 i egies, and motivation
should also be explored. This study aims to extend the scq@be M existigly literature, focusing on the
revised PTE-A, to investigate whether the revision of i e adjustment of test length,
is a factor that impacts test takers’ perceptions, leadi

gfS optimize test design and implementation, thus
8s language assessments.

findings of this sfudy highlight the generally positive impact of preparation courses on test performance.
Applying Hughes’ (1993) trichotomy washback model, Rashidi and Javanmardi (2011) delineated
washback effects on participants, the process, and the products. They found that IELTS preparation
courses had positive impacts on the students’ learning processes and their achievement in the
examination. However, they also identified students’ ambivalent expectations toward some aspects of
these courses, which leads to no definite advantage of the preparation courses. These studies suggest
that test preparation practices can generally have positive impacts on test performance but not
necessarily help to improve their language proficiency, which may lead to weakening the predictive
validity of a test. While most previous studies have focused on correlations between test scores and
students’ actual academic success (Ihlenfeldt & Rios, 2023; O'Dwyer et al., 2018; Yen & Kuzma, 2009),
some researchers have also paid attention to stakeholders’ perceptions on the predictive validity.
Esfandiari et al., (2018) designed questionnaires for TOEFL iBT candidates, teachers, and raters to
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explore the relationship between the performance on the TOEFL iBT and the target domain of English
language use in an academic setting. In this study, there is a prevailing belief that students achieving
higher scores on the TOEFL iBT also excel to a high standard in academic environments. However, the
study acknowledges limitations in information about students’ profiles, cautioning against generalizing
one standardized test to predict all international students’ academic skills in English.

Focusing on PTE-A, many researchers have paid attention to test takers’ performance. For
example, Zheng and Wei (2014) investigated Chinese and Indian test takers’ performance on PTE-A
and their motivation; anxiety-related factors and linguistic confidence. They found that Chinese and
Indian students differ in their performance with observed score differences between test takers from the
two countries, which can be partially explained by the variance in affective factors in their English
learning and testing experiences. For the washback effects of PTE-A on learning, Ma (2014) focused
on learners’ test preparation activities in a specific test preparation center in China. Ma rveyed agroup
of 25 undergraduate students preparing for the PTE Academic at a commercial tes
in Beijing and looked at score gains between two live test sittings taken approxim
She identified a small score gain for listening and writing, reflecting a possible eff

preparation strategies adopted by students outside the classroom. Wei a study to
investigate the relationship between the test taker’s awareness of the tegrated skills in
PTE Academic and the learning strategies used in preparing for the t ded that the test
taker’s selectlons of learning strategies can only be partially ag r varying levels of

language learners’ use of learning strategles their awarenesgp gkills, and the types of audio
i i fyved test takers who had taken

with their score gains in the four language skills.
language skill in which the largest score |ncre se
reported making deliberate efforts to imprg
advice from high-scoring friends or in cog
could lead to higher scores. Additiogs r of test takers stated that practising particular

the four skills, speaking stood out as it was the
e identified; furthermore, many test takers

understand how machine scoring works, g takers also practiced through speaking into voice
recognition systems, such as Google.
Moreover, as previously noted, the bac? pd of this study is that the test length of PTE-A has

been shortened to two xisting literature addressed the impact of test length on test takers’
performance. Some si#fdi led that the in€rease in test length did not significantly impede test
takers’ p i ncrease in reported fatigue (e.g., Liu et al, 2004). It appears that
cogni a significant factor influencing test takers’ performance (e.g., Jensen
et aj¢ ecently, Min and Bishop (2024) conducted a study to evaluate a large-
scale mul i lish language assessment. Their findings show that the test length for both
the listening ading fests could be shortened. With slight differences, the final ability estimates and
reliability coe ere comparable to those of the longer version of the test. Also, their study shows
that the shortened}ersion yielded slightly better measurement accuracy and efficiency.

While tHese studies focus on the factor of fatigue, it is imperative to consider other potential
washback impacts, such as test-taker perception. Furthermore, test takers’ perception of the fully
computer-assisted test needs attention. Zhou and Yoshitomi (2019) investigated students’ perceptions
of computer-delivered speaking tests and their impact on test performance. The study explored whether
students perceived their performance differently in a computer-delivered test compared to an in-person
language assessment. While acknowledging concerns about technical difficulties beyond their control,
most test takers did not perceive their performance as negatively affected by a computer-delivered test.
As part of construct validity, in recent years, stakeholder perception has drawn increasing attention in
the field of language testing (Wei, 2017b; Xie & Andrews, 2013). Xie’s (2013) study, for example,
delves into the potential impact of test-takers’ perceptions on the construct validity of CET-4. Despite
potential misalignments between test-takers' perceptions of assessment demands and test developers’
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intentions, it is found that test takers adapt their preparation strategies based on perceived test areas of
relevance.

In short, compared to studies on IELTS or TOEFL (e.g. Ariamanesh et al., 2023; Estaji &
Banitalebi, 2022), there are limited studies on PTE-A. Further, to our knowledge, no research has given
a special focus on the new version of PTE-A and its washback effects. Moreover, while existing studies
have examined PTE test takers’ performance and preparation strategies, the role of test-takers’
perceptions is largely underexplored. Thus, to address the gap, this study explores the washback effects
of the new version of PTE-A with insights from Chinese test takers and their test preparation practices.

3. Method

This study is part of the larger project on the face validity and washback of the new PTE-A
version. The project consists of four datasets: quantitative analysis of the varioys psychometric
parameters of the new version of PTE-A, qualitative interviews with test takers, q e interviews
with test trainers, and content analysis of test items of the new version. This paper indi
qualitative interviews with Chinese test takers who have taken PTE-A for the p ying in

of Chinese students who choose to study in English-speaking countries i English is
the medium of instruction. This highlights the necessity for studies on @i kers’ perceptions
and test-taking experiences.
Two main research questions were addressed in this styg

Ing its recent changes?
2. How do test-takers’ perceptions of the new vergib affect their test-preparation
strategies?

3.1. Participants and Setting

All participants in this study were ta PTE-A for admission to English-medium
universities. Regarding their educational ba
time of the interview, with two of them a
degree. Another two participants held egree. All participants reported having studied
English for over 10 years. Four partj PTE-A new version once; eight participants had
multiple attempts, with three of them ha ce of taking the old three-hour version. While five

of the participants were willing to provide TN@linal score report, the other five were not for different

personal reasons. All interviews were conductd hinese, the participants’ first language, to ensure
clarity and to help partig essing themselves. However, the participants could
choose to answer in Chinese. WitH the participants’ consent, the interviews were audio-

randomly to as at they represent the actual test taker population to a large extent. They were
invited to engage J interviews from 35 minutes to one hour, depending on their availability and their
willingness to farticipate. The interviews were conducted using interview guides (Appendix A)
developed in English and translated into Chinese. Some adaptions to the interview guides were allowed
in the actual interviews to refine interview questions to be more specific to each individual participant.
A pilot study with one test taker was carried out to ensure the clearance and the validity of interview
guestions.

3.3.Procedures

The data source was compiled and thoroughly reviewed before data analysis. Thematic analysis
was used for data analysis in this study. Following the literature review set out above, interview guides
were developed to explore the following themes: (1) their perception of the shortened version of PTE
Academic, (2) their views on other large standardized English tests they are familiar with, for example,
IELTS or Duolingo, with a focus on test item and test length comparing to PTE-A, (3) their test
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preparation practices. For those who prepared the test on their own, we paid attention to the learning
resources that they used, in addition to the activities and strategies that they employed. For those
attending preparation classes, we focused on their motivations and expectations from the lessons, the
typical learning activities in class, and their perceived effectiveness of the test preparation classes in
improving test scores and English ability. At the end of the interview, participants were provided an
opportunity to share their perspectives on the strengths and weaknesses of the new version of PTE-A in
focus as well as recommendations, along with any recommendations for future improvement.

The transcribed interview data was imported into NVivo 12. Both closed and open coding
methods (Rivas, 2012) were employed to analyze the participants’ responses to the questions. The
closed coding method was chosen due to the semi-structured nature of the interviews in this study, where
guided questions provided the structural framework for the coding scheme (Richards, 2014).
Simultaneously, the open coding method was applied to identify other recurring themeg emerging from

)

compared and discussed their coding results. Based on their discussions, the codi
revision several times during the process. The findings were then interpreted and
the two research questions.
While this is a qualitative case study with a small sample of C orts were
ility of the study,
strategies including prolonged engagement with participants and peer ere implemented.
¢ inggfviews. Participants
eir perspectives were
accurately captured. The research team regularly engaged inf@ ith colleagues to review and
challenge the findings and interpretations. As for th :
coded the same data and then compared and discussgdineir resy
in the coding scheme. To achieve confirmability,
assumptions, and reflections throughout the stu
unduly influence the findings.

ure consistency and reliability
rchers constantly took account of their biases,
ing that their personal perspectives did not

4. Results

4.1.Perceptions of PTE Academic

4.1.1 Preference for the Two-hour Vers
Regarding participants’ perception e PTE-A construct, the following discussion focuses

on their perceptions of test length, content, an #st, when comparing the three-hour version of the

test to the two-hour ve est takers consistenyy expressed a preference for the latter. The primary

hour vergion. or example, test takers could feel more fatigued when taking the

longer, i i their performance. Test takers report higher self-assessed stress if
the ergion of the test. While the correlation between the test takers’ actual
performal gth needs further exploration, it is clear that participants in this study feel
more motiva repafe for the shortened version of the test: ‘You will feel, it makes you feel more

Extract 1
TT-07: The three-hour exam, for test-takers, it can indeed be quite stressful and a little overwhelming,
especially for test like PTE that require you to maintain a high level of mental focus for an extended
period of time. If the exam duration is three hours, it can significantly impact a person’s overall
performance, especially towards the end when they may become very fatigued. [...] But if the test length
is reduced from three hours to two hours, our performance can be much better. [...]

Additionally, participants mentioned that the shortened version might be due to improvements
in test design. In other words, it seems that participants hold the view that the shorter test length, the
better test design. Participants hold the view that if their English language competence can be measured
properly with the two-hour version, there is no need to take the three-hour version, which is important
for a test’s measurement accuracy and efficiency.

164



Zou et al. (2025)

Extract 2

TT-09: The reason could be that with the continuous updates in test items, test designers also noticed
that certain questions needed to be retained. [...] However, for certain items that do not contribute
significantly to the overall score, such as some questions in reading part, there may not be a need to
include them anymore. So, it can be seen as an optimization.

This finding provides valuable Chinese test takers’ evaluation of PTE test designs, which can
be considered by test designers to further optimize the designs. Besides the overall length of the test,
test takers also give positive feedback on the duration of each individual section.

Extract 3
Interviewer: yeah, what do you think the time allocation should be for each section
TT-02: I think it’s reasonable, each part.

Interviewer: Do you mean you just have enough time or more than enough?
TT-02: Just enough, just enough, you could say. For me, there’s always pl
guestion.

the last

E Academic test
design, saying ‘I can’t choose the test length, it’s not what we cag : hile this comment
shows test takers’ trust towards PTE Academic authorities, igflso 4 ccessity of researching

y ally hold a positive perception

4.1.2 (Lack of) Comprehension of Test Content

As for the test content, the interview data s
integrated skills required in the test. Howeyg e confusion regarding the purposes of
i ension of the test content. Participants
specifically noted that some questions s section are designed just to get test takers to talk,

without requiring meaningful contery® | extract 4, TT-04 refers to questions that involve

Extract 4
TT-04: In terms of the speaking part, there are certain questions that are specifically designed to get you
to start talking, but they don’t really have much meaning. For example, there is a question to repeat a
conversation or a sentence. It’s like if there’s a sentence played by a machine, and you listen to it, then
you repeat the sentence. There is also a lecture where they will talk for about two to three minutes, and
then they ask you to summarize what the lecture was about or something similar. Or when they give
you a chart or graph and ask you to describe the content, | feel that they are solely designed to get you
start talking without much practical application.

4.1.3 Motivations for Taking PTE Academic

Speaking of test use, participants in this study share the purpose of taking the PTE Academic
test in order to meet academic institutions’ English language requirement for admission. While this high
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level of motivation is identified, somewhat paradoxically, participants have mixed feelings about the
extent to which their preparation for the PTE Academic test would be useful for improving their
language abilities. The participants generally believe that preparing for PTE Academic can be beneficial
for improving their listening and speaking skills, particularly in terms of communication in daily
classroom interactions (see extract 5 for example). However, they also express the view that the test
does not significantly contribute to their development of academic writing and reading skills. Notably,
such mixed and ambivalent feelings are intertwined with their test preparation practices where construct-
irrelevant methods are sometimes adopted.

Extract 5
TTO7: For academic abilities, PTE focuses more on speaking and listening skills. It may help during
our daily classroom interactions, but when it comes to writing academic papers and conducting literature
reviews, I don’t think it can be of help much. So, if we talk about its usefulness, I ths mostly helps
in communication and listening skills.

4.2. Perceptions of PTE Academic vs Other English Test
In comparison to other language proficiency tests, most of the i reference
for choosing the PTE Academic due to their belief that it can help th i ir goals within a

shorter timeframe. However, when discussing the speaking assessments testy most participants
express a preference for the speaking test in IELTS. They belie ces more emphasis
on communication between individuals. Only one particig€ S concerns about the

test-takers’ appearance could potentially influence th SRcnt. trast, the PTE Academic is
considered more objective as it is entirely machine

Extract 6
TT-03: | feel that IELTS, as a human-baseqd ng the speaking test, has a certain level
of subjectivity. Factors, such as the topi r accent, and even your appearance may

by her struggles with Pnunciation in the PTE Academic test. Despite the
switch, she still belie PTE Academicfest better showcases test-takers” English proficiency.

ed to Duolingo later. My speaking skill was not good, and | struggled with
nd out that Duolingo has a scoring system with separate scores for listening,
speaking, readi writing, along with subcategories. I couldn’t overcome the pronunciation issue,
so | decided to s :
Interviewer: Corfipared to Duolingo, which test do you think better showcases your English proficiency?
TT-06: Perhaps it’s still PTE, but their emphasis is indeed different. Duolingo covers a broader range,

but there are some parts that are similar to PTE. That is why | switched.

4.3. Test Preparation Practices
4.3.1 Test Preparation Classes

For test preparation practices, half of the participants reported that they prepared the test on
their own, while the other half attended test preparation schools or classes. Commonly, their narratives
suggest that they recognize the value of becoming familiar with the characteristics of each test item
through repetitive practice and exposure. All participants reported that they started by familiarizing the
test including delivery mode, test formats, and specific test tasks. For those who experienced both self-
preparation and preparation courses, preparation courses were viewed as more efficient to help them
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familiarize the PTE-A test. Additionally, as suggested in extract 8, the participants’ distinction between
test item types that require repetitive practice and those that require more strategic approaches
showcases their awareness of adjusting preparation practices.

Extract 8

TTOL: 1 usually start by dedicating two days to doing a large number of questions pool to familiarize
myself with the characteristics of each question type. Some question types require a repetitive practice
approach, where continuous practice is necessary. However, for question types that require more
strategic approaches, I don’t spend as much time on them. Instead, I focus on revisiting them a day or
two before the exam.

According to the participants, the preparation classes were in either one tutog-on-one-student

online. Those who attended the test preparation classes expressed hope that the tu
help them become more familiar with the test with the assistance of the tutors a

Als aimed to boost
ion classes spoke
# scores to different

students’ scores on each task in the test. Overall, those who attended th
positively of them, believing that they were effective in helping i

than improving their English ability in general. As indicated
there is a gap between language tests and language eport, it seems meanings in
language use are largely ignored among other e gnunciation and fluency while
preparing for the test.

Extract 9

TTO08: Actually, in PTE, I feel like you

mean your speaking skill is super stro@alf | believe@ere's a bit of difference between the two [...] In
: eally well. At this point, | think the teachers focus

d overall speed. | feel their emphasis is different.

The teachers mostly cover how to read it sm®8 and how to handle unfamiliar words and aspects like

speed and intonation. This includes how to star RaMeginning, how to read in the middle, how to end,

and to get more gactice with authentic test items. Overall, most participants hold the view that the
online resources’were effective in helping with their test preparation. Extract 9 below illustrates this
finding.

Extract 10

TTO6: The first time | was preparing PTE test. | felt lost because preparing for PTE is different from
IELTS. With IELTS, we all know there are listening, reading, writing, and speaking parts. But with
PTE, even though it also includes listening, speaking, reading, and writing, there are many different
question types within each section. [...] So, the first step is to download the app, like Firefly
Enlightenment. Once you have the app, you can watch videos that explain the different question types.
[...] After that, you just need to start practicing on the app. Just using your phone is enough.

167



Zou et al. (2025)

The interview data reveals that test-taker perceptions of the test are highly related to their access
to resources, which shape washback to the test-takers.

5. Discussion

According to the findings of this study, participants consistently preferred the two-hour version
of the PTE-A test over the three-hour version and showed increased motivation for test preparation.
Participants expected better test performance with the two-hour version due to reduced fatigue. Besides,
the test duration of each part of the two-hour version was perceived as appropriate. Additionally,
participants held the belief that the shorter the test length, the better the test design. This finding gives
evidence to the positive washback of the shortened version of PTE-A. However, the limited sample size
of this study restricts the generalizability of this conclusion. Participants in this study expressed trust in
the PTE-A test design without prioritizing their own needs. Nevertheless, researching tgst takers’ needs
could enhance positive washback effects and improve the test’s face validity, as gap

quickly with limited test preparation time. However, at the same time,
the extent to which their preparation for the PTE-A test would be usef

test takers.

Participants reported their engagement in several di
test. These methods encompassed participation in pr
incorporation of online learning materials. Some te

ds to prepare for the PTE-A
tilization of APPs, and the

with suggestions provided by preparatory tutors, they gically adjusted their preparation efforts and
time for subsequent test sitting. This finding ' vious studies that have emphasized the
test taker reliance on habitual test preparagft e reluctance to change the processes adopted
(Zhan & Andrews, 2014). Test takers j
be pointed out that Zhan and Andy
comparison studies are expected to furthe
standard English tests.
In terms of speaking skills assessed in B \ghdemic, test takers in this study reported that they
res by using constjCt-irrelevant methods. This included practices such
ut pausing and changing their voice quality. Besides, test takers
e purposes of certain test items, which led to a disparity between
skills and abilities to be assessed by the test and test developers’
nd, that the perceived importance and difficulty of PTE Academic has
efforts in their preparation. On the other hand, it could be argued that test
into the trap of construct-irrelevant preparation activities in the short term,

alifferent English test (CET-4) in China. Future
pest takers’ agency in test preparation across different

quest for score impPovement. For this reason, a careful examination of the preparation activities for this
speaking test in future studies is expected to achieve a positive washback. For the other three skills,
participants’ report of score improvement in relation to test preparation is more closely linked to
construct-relevant preparation, which could be taken as evidence supporting the validity of these types
as measures of proficiency. Besides, participants believed that listening and speaking preparation
practices were beneficial for them to engage in daily classroom discussions in their later academic study.
However, they perceived limited contribution of writing and reading preparation practices to their
academic study.

Although participants’ test preparation practices were test-oriented to varying degrees, they
expected some improvement in their language abilities through their preparation. Thus, this study calls
for the PTE-A test to strengthen their academic focus, particularly concerning the writing and reading
test items. As suggested by the findings of the study, test takers engaged in some highly strategic test
preparation practices. In addition, memorization of templates is also a common preparation practice
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among the test takers. These construct irrelevant (Messick, 1982) strategies can pose threats to the
validity of the PTE-A test. Echoing Chen and Zheng (2022), the construct irrelevant strategies may be
a concern for a test of academic English, as failing to write academically can lead to plagiarism in Higher
Education assessment. PTE-A, being a fully automated test where the four skills are assessed by
computer, claims reliability said to be assured by an algorithm. We suggest that Pearson, by making the
scoring algorithms transparent to relevant test takers to some degree and clearly referencing language
use in everyday contexts, can help test takers be better informed of the criteria and mechanisms against
which their performances will be evaluated and with which they may align with their test preparation
practices. This can improve test takers’ expectations of how their preparations for PTE-A can transfer
to their academic studies. We are also aware that Pearson may have reasons for not making these
algorithms fully transparent, such as maintaining test security and integrity.

6. Conclusion

Overall, the current study provides generally supportive validity evidegice fo -A. The
findings add evidence to the explanation inference by shedding light on the s e, and
processes employed by test takers taking PTE-A. The finding concurs with that it is
necessary to consider the washback effects on new features which have language
test design and how test takers’ perceptions of a test impact the ag@inc exercise in test
preparation, which in turn shapes their preparation practices and potent St res@its. The shortened
test time is a significant change in PTE-A test design, whic} cts on test takers’

dynamic and complex
llenging and complex, thus
is important to note that the
the results may not necessarily

phenomenon. The washback effects on test takers’ perspe
requiring examinations of various affective, cognitive,
current study is based on a limited sample of Chinesg t

generalize to other groups. While the findings of t dy provide valuable insights into the washback
of the new version of PTE-A, they should be intErp with caution. Future studies are expected to
consider different groups of test takers s erent L1s and use different research
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Appendix A Semi-structured interviews
About PTE test-taking history
1. When did you take the PET Academic test, before Nov 2021 (the three-hour version), or after
Nov 2021 (the two-hour version), or both?
2. If you have taken both, can you comment on the differences you noticed between these two
versions?
3. How many times have you taken the PTE Academic test? Did you notice any changes or
improvements in your performance across multiple attempts?
4. What motivated you to take the PTE Academic test initially?
5. How did you prepare for the PTE Academic test before taking it for the fir
About the PTE two-hour version
6. How did you feel when you first heard about the new two-hour PTE Aca
experience any concerns or expectations?
7. Can you comment on the time allocated to answer the questions
think it is enough for each section?

like listening, reading, writing, and speakmg’?

About test preparation for the PTE two-hour ve

10. Did you take any preparation courses for
you in your test preparation?

11. How have your study habits or stra

Do you think the change in your g : Ies has anything to do with the test being

shortened?

12. In what ways has the shorten/fSgs our motivation to prepare for the PTE

Academic test?

About comparigons between the PTE test and other tests

17. Have you taken any other English tests besides PTE Academic? Can you please comment on
your test-taking experiences in terms of test difficulty, item types, test design, etc.?

18. What item types do you think are useful in other tests but not in PTE Academic? Why do you
think they are beneficial?

19. What do you think are the benefits and challenges of taking PTE-academic compared to other
major international English tests?

20. Have you heard about TOEFL iBT being shortened to 2 hours? What do you think is the
reason for that change, and how do you think it might impact test takers?
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